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Meet me where the

Stars gather to make

Love to the moons,

We’ll find our world there.

—Parth


Stephanie, Laura, Damien,

Angelica, Nicole, and Ashley.

I literally could not do what I do without you.

Thank you for keeping me sane.


Trigger warnings for this book include smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol recreationally and as a coping mechanism. Death, and grief. Torture and physical abuse. Forced captivity and slightly unhealthy eating habits as a response to trauma.

Specific Warning for my family:

The speech from chapter 21 gets the majority of its bulk from the speech I gave in November 2020, with some obvious changes. I apologize in advance for bringing it up again.

Drink water, make good choices, and don’t eat yellow snow.

Love,

Amber Marie


Glossary


	Karhu - Any non-magical human

	Arkane - Human capable of manipulating an element in some way. 

	Elentori - Any non-human creature that can pass for a human (vampire, werewolf, siren, etc.)

	Asterin - A creature that is half Karhu/Arkane and half Elentori. (damphir, cambion, nephilim, anyi, etc.)

	Elerien - Arkane peoples who can speak but are not human-passing. They are the same as the Elentori, but do not leave the Arkane world.

	Azvira - Arkane Creatures that do not speak. 

	Anyi - Half-human (Karhu or Arkane), half fae

	Crone - The person in charge of an Arkane Territory. Always an Arkane. 

	Sage - Elentori that works for a crone and helps manage the other Elentori population within a territory. 

	Lord/Lady - Arkane that works for a crone and helps manage the other Arkane population within a territory.

	Drift - Geo-drifting is a system of portal travel that is only accessible to those within the Arkane world. Drift points are naturally occurring and can show up anywhere. Karhu can walk right through them and nothing will happen.

	Blood Hounds - Arkane Police force. 

	Diffusers - Arkane Firefighters

	Warriors - Arkane Military




One


- Penelope -

Mountain Safe House, October 23

“So, how’s life with your long-lost brother?” I asked Reid as I picked a piece of cheese off the tray he’d laid on the bed next to me. He was sitting near my feet as I ate, the sweats he’d pulled on sitting low on his hips as he sipped from the bottle of blood in his hand.

“So far so good, I guess.” He shrugged. “We haven’t gotten to spend a lot of time together, actually. The moments we have spent together have been small, mainly superficial, and I don’t know how to bridge the gap between us,” he said, his voice on the verge of sadness. “It’s just weird.”

“Why is it weird?” I asked as I lifted a strawberry from the tray and adjusted the sheet against my chest.

“I don’t know.” He sighed, setting his empty bottle on the floor, and resting back against the bed with his shoulders leaning over my feet. “It took a little bit to find out whether I could even trust him, but now that I know I can, it feels like we’re out of step. We used to be so in sync and now we aren’t. I don’t know how to fix it.”

“It’s been over a hundred years.” I chuckled and then stopped at the look on his face. “Why don’t you start slow. Just talk to him or something and then let it develop gradually. Quit comparing it to what it used to be.”

He stared at me for a moment before laying on his back. I understood what he was dealing with, though. I couldn’t imagine how I’d react if Cohen was suddenly alive again.

“It’s worth a shot. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m holding on too tightly to what we used to have, but, like you said, that was so long ago now. Maybe we can have something new instead.”

“I’m sure it will be fine, Reid. You guys seem like you’re doing okay. I know it’s different than you expected, but it will be worth it. I promise,” I told him, reaching over to grab his hand and holding it firmly in my own.

“I know you’re right,” he said before leaning over to place a kiss to the back of my hand. We lay there in silence, watching the lake through the solid wall of windows across from the bed. “You done?” he asked eventually, sitting up and motioning toward the tray.

“Yeah. I’m done,” I told him as I wiped my hands on the sheet. I watched, enjoying the view of his muscles as they moved along his back when he got up from the mattresses that were stacked on the floor and stretched. He turned and flashed me a smile as he leaned down to pick up the tray and his empty bottle. He placed a quick kiss to my lips before making his way toward the stairs to take our dishes back to the kitchen.

We’d been at the cabin almost four days, and we’d spent most of that time talking and having sex. It felt nice to reconnect with him with nothing in the way. We hadn’t even turned on our phones, though Reid had sent a quick message to Atlas, so he’d know where we were if he was needed. It was like the cabin back in the beginning but without the threats hanging over us. For probably the first time ever, we were allowed to just be two people who loved each other. Able to connect in a way that we hadn’t been able to since we met. It was everything it should have been, but we were denied by the events around us.

I lay back against the pillows and thought about the ups and downs that had led Reid and me to this point. We’d lost so much time thanks to Akina, and I almost felt like he was trying to make up for that. I may not have liked the decisions he’d made when he made them, but it wasn’t as if I didn’t understand. He’d been put in an impossible situation, and he’d dealt with it the best he could—at the cost of his own personal happiness and mine. We weren’t doing that anymore.

The sound of him coming up the stairs drew me from my reverie, and I turned to watch him appear, a smirk on his face and a hungry look in his eye as he stalked back toward the bed.

“See something you like?” he asked, his voice low.

“Maybe,” I told him with a smirk of my own as he came to a stop next to the bed.

He slipped his sweats down over his hips and stepped out of them as he climbed back into bed. Pulling me closer, skin to skin, he sank into the mattress next to me. I leaned forward, my lips finding his as my hands mapped out the tightly coiled muscles of his back and his stomach. It didn’t take long before we lost ourselves in one another again, the mid-morning sun shining on our bodies.

I woke slowly, reaching next to me for Reid, only to find the cool sheets. The sun was much higher in the sky as I sat up, looking around the room. I got up and dressed slowly before going to the kitchen for something to eat. After making myself a cup of coffee and grabbing a yogurt out of the fridge, I made my way into the living room.

The house was silent, all except the muted sound of the waves crashing against the shore coming through the wall of windows that faced the lake. Reid was standing on the end of the dock, one hand in his jeans pocket, a cigarette in the other. I could tell by the set of his shoulders that something was wrong, but I had no idea of what it could be. With a sigh I settled onto the couch and finished my yogurt before I headed upstairs to grab a jacket and see what was eating at my suddenly broody vampire.

“Reid?” I asked, my sleeves pulled down over my hands until they met my coffee cup, which I clung to for heat.

He turned his head a bit to glance at me before his gaze settled back out over the water. I could see the way his shoulders tensed when he’d heard my voice, and I wondered what I’d done to upset him. Everything had seemed fine when I’d fallen asleep in the afterglow, but now I wasn’t so sure.

“Everything okay?” I asked when he didn’t respond.

“Everything is fine,” he said, his voice gruff.

“It doesn’t sound fine,” I told him carefully.

He sighed next to me and crushed his cigarette between his fingers, the ember falling into the water before he tucked the butt into the pocket of his jeans.

“What do you want me to say here, Penelope?” he asked, finally turning to look at me.

“I’m not sure. Be honest. Tell me what’s wrong and we can work through it together.” I took a sip of my coffee.

Reid blew out a breath. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea right now. Just go in the house and I’ll be in later,” he told me, looking back at the water.

I didn’t answer, just sat down on the dock next to where he stood and looked out over the horizon. I knew it was petty, but I wasn’t going to leave him on his own while we were supposed to be working through everything. The soft wind was blowing across the water, making tiny ripples appear on the surface. I could feel Reid getting more and more agitated next to me the longer we sat in silence.

Finally with a huff he turned to stalk back toward the house. I watched him go for a moment, his steps sounding hollow on the dock. I took a drink of my coffee before I stood and followed him inside. I found him in the kitchen, a glass of whiskey in his hand with the bottle still open on the counter.

“You don’t listen. Do you?” he asked sharply.

“No. This whole thing is about us getting to know one another again, so if something is wrong, you need to tell me what it is,” I answered matter-of-factly as I came to a stop on the other side of the island from him.

“Penelope, trust me. You don’t want to know,” he said before draining his glass.

“Yes, Reid, I do,” I said firmly.

Reid pinned me with a glare before he stood up straight. I’d seen the look in his eyes before when we were facing Akina and when we’d first run into Fin in that alleyway. I wasn’t sure how to feel now that he’d turned it on me.

“You wanna know why I’m pissed off? You,” he snapped angrily.

“What did I do?” I asked, taking an involuntary step back.

“You said and did some really fucked up shit, Penelope. You made me doubt every single thing I thought I knew about you. Everything I thought we felt about one another. You flaunted yourself for anyone who would give you attention just to try and convince me to break the rules I’d set so I could keep you safe. Even before you started losing your mind, which from what Rich tells me, you knew about and didn’t even think to confide in me that something might be wrong.”

“We had a lot going on, I thought it was just stress.”

“No, you didn’t, and you know it. You had plenty of people you could have spoken to, but you didn’t tell anyone. We had to change the locks and keep you in the house because every chance you got, you’d disappear, and we had no idea where you were.”

“It wasn’t on purpose, Reid, and I’ve apologized to everyone.”

“Yeah, a bland apology that didn’t make up for anything.” He sneered.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yet here we are, Reid. After everything I said that hurt you. After everything you said that hurt me. Here we are. Together in this stupid cabin.”

“Nothing I did could compare to the things you said to me.”

“Shall I make a list then?” I asked, my rising anger starting to get the better of me.

“Sure, let’s compare notes. Shall we?” he snapped, crossing his arms over his chest, and staring at me, his eyes hard.

“Let’s start with the first time you left me with no explanation. Only to come back and treat me like a secret, like someone you were ashamed to be seen with. Next, you thought I cheated on you, even though you were in my bed that night. We broke up then too. You showed up on my birthday, just to disappear in the middle of the night… again. You cut off all contact with me for months after that. Then you showed up in Paris, and while I thought maybe, just maybe, after we found out every sacrifice we’d made had been for nothing, we could be together. But you pulled away instead and said sleeping together in Paris had been a mistake. You shut down so far that I didn’t think I could tell you something was wrong. Especially when you put me basically on house arrest even before Janus attacked me. Then everything started getting weird and I lost weeks of my life, Reid. Weeks.

“Then when I finally got better, after everything we went through, I apologized to you, and you threw it all back in my face. It took days before we could even be in the same room together. Then out at the falls, I thought we were getting back to something civil at the very least. But no. You accused me of being the reason Emma got hurt, laid the blame squarely on my shoulders like I would ever do anything to hurt her.

“I knew then that you were done. Anything we had was gone on your end. I couldn’t ever make it up to you, and that broke my heart. But we had our best friends’ wedding to deal with, and we had to pretend we didn’t hate each other, only to run away at the end of the night to this cabin in the middle of nowhere. I thought we were trying to make the best out of the shitty hand we’d been dealt. Now I’m not sure what we’re doing here at all.”

By the time I’d finished, I was shaking. My breaths came quickly as I tried to calm my racing heart. I hadn’t meant to yell, but I hadn’t been able to help it. All of the pain and the open wounds that had never really healed correctly burst open, weeping with poison.

“You done?” he bit out, but I’d heard the way he was grinding his teeth the entire way through my tirade.

“For now.”

“Good. My turn.”

I rolled my eyes but crossed my arms to hear his version of our relationship.

“Whether or not I love you was never in question. Not for me. In the beginning it was about keeping my family, my daughter, safe. So, I made decisions that you didn’t like, boo hoo for the little Karhu. More has always been on the line than what you understood. More than just the politics between me and Akina. So, I did what I had to do so everyone I love was safe, including you.

“Of course I love you. I would do a lot of things for you that I would never do for another living soul on this planet, and that includes Emma. I started a fucking war for you. But that wasn’t enough. I wanted to take a step back because I needed to focus on staying a step ahead of Akina, and you took that as an invitation to attempt to sleep with anyone willing. To the point I had to drag your ass out of bars and use our bond to make you leave. Make you go home and behave. You were a danger to yourself, and you were putting everyone else in danger, but you didn’t seem to care.

“Then you started acting like a spoiled brat, and no one wanted to be around you. I was the only person you had left, and you still found a way to make me believe you had never loved me. Do you know how bad that hurt me? I started a war for you, and you threw everything back in my face. I may have been out of line when I accused you of being the reason Emma got hurt, but you kind of were, Penelope. You are the reason that everyone is in danger. Because I love you. Because I cannot live without you. If you had just left when I asked you to at the beginning, none of this would have happened. I could have handled it, and we could have had our time together without the drama.”

“Oh please, Akina would have made the same moves regardless of whether we were together. She hates me. Hates Emma. You’re her favorite toy that she put on a shelf and has plans for. Emma stole you and I broke you—at least according to her. If it weren’t for the fact that we’re Twin Flames, none of this would even be an issue. Akina likes control, same as you, and as much as you hate the idea of it, you’re more alike than you know.”

“We are not the same,” he growled out, a dangerous edge to his voice.

“Yes, you are,” I ground out between clenched teeth, taking a step closer to him. “The sooner you can admit that, the sooner we can move on.”

Reid stalked around the counter until he was looming over me. I stared up at him, my fists balled at my sides.

“I am not my maker,” he said lowly, enunciating each word with a bite.

“No, you are not. But you are just as stubborn as she is. You are just as fierce when it comes to those you love.”

“Unlike her, I would sacrifice my happiness a thousand times over to protect my family.”

“But you sacrificed mine along with it without ever giving me a choice in the matter.”

“You had a choice. You begged me not to leave you, but then you left anyway, snuck out while I was sleeping like a coward. You made your choice then. You just couldn’t stick with it.”

“Well this time you can watch me. Won’t make a difference. Goodbye, Reid.” I sneered at him. I started to stalk toward the stairs and made it only a couple of steps before he grabbed my arm and whirled me back until I collided with his chest.

He turned slightly and I could feel the edge of the counter against my back.

“If you think for one second I’m going to let you walk out that door, you have learned nothing about me, and we really are doomed. You. Are. Mine,” he said, his face close enough to mine that I could see the design in the blue of his eyes.

Reid’s lips collided with mine in a desperate, bruising kiss.


Two


- Reid -

I couldn’t let her leave, wouldn’t let her leave again. I wouldn’t survive it. I would do anything to keep her with me.

Penelope’s once rigid frame turned lax in my arms as we fought for dominance of the kiss. As she gave way and relaxed into me, her hands pressed to my chest a moment before she scrambled to pull at my shirt. I pulled back enough to rip the shirt over my head before doing the same to hers. I pressed back against her, my hands on her back and pulling her into me roughly. One of my hands worked its way up her back and wrapped her hair in my fist. I pulled back on her hair and tipped her head backward, giving myself free rein of her neck. My fangs scraped against her skin, the blood blooming beneath the surface as she moaned.

I pushed the sweats she’d thrown on that morning over her hips. They fell easily, pooling on the floor at her feet. I claimed her mouth again as I trailed my free hand down between her legs. She was already wet, and I growled when I felt it, knowing it was all for me. I turned her around, bending her over the counter before I quickly undid the front of my jeans and shoved them down just enough to free myself. Using my foot, I shoved her legs apart a little more and lined up, pushing into her in one thrust.

“Fuck, Reid.” She grunted out as I pulled back slowly.

“That’s the idea, love,” I leaned down and whispered into her ear before I stood back up, gripped her hip, and slammed back into her again.

I set a punishing pace, knowing she could keep up with me. This was everything we both needed. I let go of her hair, and her head dropped to the counter as she pushed back against me. I held her hips away from the counter and pulled her up onto her toes for a better angle. It worked to hit the places that lit her up inside, the ones I knew would leave her seeing stars.

I leaned down over her so I could nibble at her neck once more, listening to the words falling softly from her lips. I could tell she was close so I pushed in and held there, not moving. It killed me. I needed to move, needed to finish what I’d started, needed to claim her as mine in more ways than one.

“Please, please.” Her voice cracked as she spoke. Her forehead pushed into the wooden countertop below her.

“Who says I’m done with you?” I asked, my tongue poking out to trace the shell of her ear.

She whimpered but didn’t respond as I ground my hips against her without pulling out.

“What do you want?” I asked, closing my eyes and biting back a moan as she squirmed beneath me. I scraped my fangs against her neck in the spot I knew she loved for me to bite, causing her to shudder and clench around me. “Answer me.”

“I want to come, please. Please,” she begged.

“And whose are you?” I asked, sliding a hand up her front to rest at her throat as I ground my hips against her again.

She arched her back as she groaned, pushing herself against me and her throat harder against my hand. “Yours. I’m yours.”

“Good girl,” I muttered, sliding my other hand down between her legs and finding her clit as I pulled her up off the counter and back toward me. I pulled out and slammed back into her in time with the way I rubbed her oversensitive nub, my lips still against her throat.

I bit into her just as she fell over the edge, spasming around me and causing me to lose the last vestiges of my control as well. I drank deeply from her as I carefully pulled her back against me and rested on the edge of a stool. Once I was finished, I pulled away and turned her, gathering her into my lap and holding her close.

“I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you again,” I confessed quietly.

“I know.” Her voice was ragged as she attempted to calm herself. “But the soap opera shit has got to go.”

“Agreed,” I told her as I reached for the bottle of whiskey still sitting on the other side of the counter and offered it to her. She grabbed it from me, taking a quick drink before handing it back. I took a sip before setting it back down, my arms going around her once more.

“Come on, bluebird. Let’s get you upstairs. You feeling okay?”

“I’m fantastic,” she said pulling away from where she’d been resting against my chest to smile at me.

“Good,” I said as I helped her climb down from my lap to stand leaning against the counter. I reached down to pick up my tee before I helped her pull it down over her head and then fixed my jeans.

“I feel like I need another nap,” she muttered as we made our way toward the stairs.

“Shower first, love. Then you can have whatever you want,” I told her with a chuckle as I started up behind her. I wasn’t done with her, not by a long shot, but I wanted a bed so I could take my time with her. We would need to finish our discussion, sure, but we’d have time for that later.

Three days later, I woke up to Penelope sitting on the edge of the bed with a small cupcake in her hand. I grinned and sat up against the headboard while she pulled a lighter out and lit the candle. After singing happy birthday to me, slightly off key because she couldn’t stop grinning, I leaned forward and took the cupcake, blowing the candle out.

I set it aside on the nightstand and reached for her. Once I held her in my arms, I kissed the top of her head and sighed. This birthday was just as good as the last, even though the interim was terrible. I hoped nothing happened tomorrow to pull her away from me.

“Happy birthday, my crow,” she said, smiling into my neck before placing a chaste kiss there.

“Thank you, love. Let’s hope this year is better than last.”

“I hope so too. Just don’t try to break up with me tomorrow,” she added with a chuckle.

Her warm breath against the spot she’d kissed gave me chills. I pulled her tighter against me and grinned.

“Well, there’s no chance of that happening. Never again. You’re stuck with me now,” I told her.

She pulled back and smiled down at me, her hair falling over her shoulder and tickling my skin as she hovered over me.

“Was that your awkward way of proposing?” she asked me, her voice thin.

“No, bluebird,” I told her, tucking her hair back behind her ear. “When I propose to you, there will be no doubt that’s what I’m doing. Like Cian keeps reminding me, I’ve always been a bit dramatic.”

Penelope chuckled before she leaned down to press her lips to mine. “I look forward to it then,” she said as she curled back against my side. “So what do you want to do today?”

“I have a list. Since we are free to do as we please, we are going to spend the day together.”

“And you have a list for that?” she asked, amusement lighting her voice.

“Yes. I have a list, and it starts with this,” I said cupping her cheek and pulling her lips back to mine.

She let me deepen it and didn’t resist when I rolled her onto her back, following her over.

“What’s next on the list?” she asked as we stood in the shower, her skin still flushed from our previous activity. Marks I’d sucked into her skin were starting to blossom, physical proof she was mine.

I scratched my nails lazily against her scalp as I washed her hair. “Well, bluebird,” I started, leaning down to kiss her cheek before I moved her back under the spray of water, soap suds running a trail down her back as I rinsed her hair. “We are going to finish this shower, which was item number two, and then get dressed to go out.”

“That’s all you’re going to tell me?” she asked as we switched places beneath the spray of water.

“Yes. That’s all you need to know,” I told her.

We were in the car less than a half hour later, and she held my hand tightly as I drove us toward the closest small town. I intended to start at the coffee shop, and then we could wander around town for a couple of hours, going into the shops there.

She didn’t know that Eaverness was a small Arkane town that many Arkane and Elentori alike called home. I loved it here, and it was one of the many places I called home. While I didn’t own the home where I lived in Illinois, I did have several smaller cabins in places around the world. I liked being able to go wherever I wanted and stay comfortably when I did.

When we reached town, I swung by the bank first, going in and coming back out with the Arkane cash I hadn’t had on hand when we’d run away. I pulled out of there and parked at the coffee shop down the street. Brewed Awakening was run by a small fae group, and their coffee was some of the best in the world, even to my fading taste buds.

“Can I get a Rude Rage, and a Noxious Kiss with Red?” I asked the girl behind the counter.

She nodded and rang it up. “Three quetzal please,” she said, giving me the total. I pulled the bills from my pocket and handed her a five. She gave me back the quetzal coins, and we moved farther down the counter to wait for our drinks.

“What just happened?” Penelope whispered.

“What do you mean?” I asked her, looking around the small shop. I’d been in here before, and it was one of the few places I enjoyed. The exposed wooden beams, the small dark wood tables and leather-covered booths. It smelled like coffee beans, leather oil, and vanilla—all of which made me feel at peace.

“First, what the hell did you order?” she asked, pulling my focus back to her.

“The Rude Rage is a vanilla coffee that I think you’ll enjoy, and the Noxious Kiss is extremely strong black coffee. I asked for it with Red, which is simply code for it to be infused with blood. That way I get part of my blood for the day,” I told her with a shrug.

“You don’t have to eat. Why are you drinking coffee?” she asked with a raised brow.

“Same reason I drink alcohol. I like the taste, especially this one. It’s got a good flavor,” I told her with an easy shrug.

Penelope rolled her eyes at me but moved on with her questions.

“And the money, why was it blue? And she called it something different.”

I nodded. I should have explained when we left the bank, but I hadn’t.

“Arkane money is called blue quetzal, kind of like you call yours dollars.”

She nodded.

“Well, we normally shorten it, and it’s blue because of the name. Every quetzal is approximately five dollars or so. The exchange rate is pretty even, we round to the closest even number instead of a dollar and change, like if you’re exchanging a dollar for a Euro for example.”

“And the entire Arkane world takes these quetzals?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I told her as we moved away from the counter a little to make room for other customers.

“So, when you said you had a lot of money?” She hedged the question, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

Sweetheart, I have about four million quetzals in the Arkane bank.

I told her mentally, so no one would overhear. I chuckled at the look of shock on her face as I watched her do the mental math on the exchange rate. I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close to me.

Is that all you have?

No. I have much more than that. Wrapped up in investments mostly.

“Wow,” she said, stunned.

I pulled her against my side and kissed the top of her head.

“Why didn’t you tell me that?” she asked after a moment.

“I told you I had money.”

“You never said how much, Reid.”

“You never asked.” I shrugged.

“So getting your pay halved really wasn’t a problem. Was it?”

I shook my head and she chuckled.

“Damn.”

“Rude Rage and a Red Kiss,” the barista called out then.

I moved forward to grab our drinks and smiled as I shoved a tip into the jar and moved back from the counter. I handed Penelope her coffee as we started toward the door.

“Wow,” she said after she’d taken a drink of the coffee that was the perfect temperature. “This is amazing. I don’t even need sugar or creamer. It’s not bitter at all.”

“Glad you like it,” I told her as she linked her arm through mine. “I’d offer to let you try mine, but you wouldn’t like it.”

She made a face at me as I pulled her down the sidewalk toward town.

“Where are we going? Car’s that way.” She pointed back over our shoulders with the hand holding her coffee.

“Next thing on the list, wander around town. If you haven’t noticed yet, it’s not a Karhu town. It’s Arkane. I thought you’d like to see it.” I shrugged, smiling down at her.

“Oh.” She looked around again, no doubt assessing things differently than before. “It doesn’t look like I’d expected,” she noted carefully.

“What did you expect, my dear?” I asked, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and pulling her to my side. She slipped her free arm around me, and I couldn’t help but smile into my coffee as I took a drink.

“Something out of a fantasy novel maybe? I don’t know. But not this. It looks like any other idyllic mountain village.”

“It is an idyllic mountain village. With interesting inhabitants and all,” I told her with a grin. “Where do you wanna go?” I asked changing the subject.

“I don’t know. It’s your birthday. Where do you want to go?” she asked, smiling up at me.

“Let’s go in there,” I said, pointing up the street toward the sign for the bookstore.

“The Plot Knot. That sounds cool,” she mused.

We spent almost an hour in the bookstore, looking around with me explaining the different topics she’d never heard of. She found a copy of one book about the Arkane royal family called The Crown and insisted on opening it up to anything they said about me.

I rolled my eyes good naturedly but knew for a fact we hadn’t been consulted on any book about us. That would have been a unanimous family decision. Otherwise, it would have been unauthorized. Taking the book from her hands while she bent over in laughter about something it said, I looked at the cover again. It did say unauthorized but very small. Posing with Penelope, we sent a selfie with it to Echo, who then demanded I buy the book for posterity. I put it back on the shelf while Penelope laughed.

After the bookstore, we settled on a place called the Melting Pot so Penelope could get something to eat. Afterward, we headed to the brewery for a sample of their beers. It was a good early afternoon treat, and I ended up buying a six-pack of the brew Penelope enjoyed for her to drink later.

After the brewery, we made our way back through town toward the car. Penelope was happy, and I felt amazing. Being able to spend some time with her without any threats hanging over our heads felt liberating. It was everything our first date should have been but wasn’t.

On the way back to the cabin, I made a last-minute decision that had me pulling off the road and into the parking lot for one of the shorter hikes that led to a scenic lookout point that had become one of my favorite places to visit. Just like the one back home, it often reminded me of my age, and still had the power to make me feel small. I just wanted more time before we got back to the cabin.

It wasn’t a difficult hike, just about a mile and a half to the overlook, and the look on Penelope’s face as she stared out over the valley was worth it. The flush of her cheeks and the brightness in her eyes as she stared at the sight in front of her were as beautiful to me as anything else I could see in nature.

She had joked that morning about me proposing, and I hadn’t thought about it until I stood there watching her that I’d never wanted something so much in my life. I wanted to marry her. To turn her. To keep her with me forever. Like Asher and Bailey had done, but I didn’t care if we had the pomp and circumstance that they’d had.

I’d be perfectly fine eloping somewhere quiet, but I wanted to wait until the Akina problem was handled. It had barely been a week since she was attacked last, and that needed to take precedence so we could go into a life together without the threat of Akina hanging over our heads. Penelope deserved that.

Maybe when it came time, I’d bring her back here and propose in this spot as the sun sets in the background. It would be perfectly romantic, and like I had told her that morning, I tend to be a little dramatic.

Solidifying the desire in my heart, I turned to examine the valley below us with a smile. The fall colors in the trees, the blue of the lake below, the snow already on the peaks of the mountains around us—it all reminded me of something peaceful, something no war could touch. It made me ache to turn the plans in my head into actions as soon as possible.

Our hike back to the car was a little quieter than the hike up, but I didn’t mind. Penelope’s hand in mine was all I needed. It was shaping up to be the best birthday I’d ever had, living or as a vampire. Somehow it was even better than the year before, and I was certain she felt the same way, if the way love seemed to pour through our bond was any indication.

We made our way back to the cabin. Penelope needed a nap after the day we’d had, so we curled up in bed, talking about the day until she fell asleep against my side. I woke her again, just before the sun was due to set, and took her out to the picnic I’d laid out on the end of the dock while she was sleeping. We sat there talking and laughing as she ate. Then I wrapped a blanket around our shoulders and handed her a glass of the same wine we’d had the year before. I intended to make it a tradition for my birthday, and hopefully this year I’d get to start one for her birthday as well since her last birthday wasn’t something I wanted to remember too often.

Once the stars shone over our heads in the inky black sky, I pulled her to her feet and led her back into the house, laying her in bed and making her feel as good as I had felt all day. She’d somehow made this year better than last year, and I’d been the one to plan both days. Her presence in my life had such an impact on me, however, that it put all my plans to shame.

That feeling lasted all the next day and into the day after. Penelope was sitting at the counter drinking her first cup of coffee, looking adorably rumpled in one of my shirts with her long legs on display. I had definite plans to take her back to bed after her coffee was gone, but I was biding my time. The unexpected knock at the door changed everything and effectively ended our week away from real life.

“I apologize for intruding upon your well-earned solitude, little Prince, but I need your help. Please,” Lilith said when I opened the door, a frown on my face. I looked back over my shoulder at Penelope, who seemed to deflate at the announcement. I sighed and looked back at Lilith.

“Come in, Grand-mère, and tell me what you need.”


Three


- Reid -

“I’m sorry for intruding on your self-imposed vacation,” Lilith announced as I came back down the stairs, pulling a shirt over my head.

“It’s fine, Grand-mère,” I assured her, waving her off as I heard Penelope coming down behind me. “You said you needed my help?” I looked back at her with a raised eyebrow as Penelope settled at the counter again with her coffee. Thankfully she’d thrown some leggings on under my shirt.

“I do, yes.” She pulled herself up to her full height as I leaned back against the counter near Penelope, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Care to explain?” I asked with a grin when she hesitated.

“Sorry.” She shook her head at herself before she smiled at me. “Eli has been offered the sage position that Akina formerly occupied.” I looked behind me and shared a smile with Penelope.

“Awesome,” she whispered into her cup.

“Yes,” Lilith told her with an indulgent smile. “I would like you and Echo to accompany me to Paris. I want the family to escort him into his new home. I think it will go a long way with some of Akina’s followers to see that he and Becks have the support of the royal family.”

I stared down at the floor while I considered what she said. It wasn’t that she was wrong, but I knew it would only help with some of the problem.

“I’m going to talk to him about it, but I’d like to stay with him for a week or two , just because it will still take some time to get all the loyalists out of his ranks. Besides, I’ll be able to tell him how Akina ran things and show him the best places in town,” I told her finally, looking up at her.

I heard Penelope set her cup down on the counter behind me and felt her fingertips brush against my back where Grand-mère couldn’t see. I shot an apologetic look over my shoulder at her, and her answering smile was small.

“I’m sure Eli would appreciate that,” Lilith said, beaming at me.

“Becks will too,” Penelope said quietly from behind me.

I sighed. “When are we supposed to arrive in Paris?” I asked, focusing back on Grand-mère.

“Next week. Monday or Tuesday,” she told me.

“Okay. We can do that,” I said after doing the mental math of how long it would take Penelope and me to get back to Illinois. It would be so much easier if she had a drift ring, but she wouldn’t be able to get one until after we got married and wouldn’t need one once she became a vampire.

“Okay. I’ll leave you be for now and see you next week.” Lilith gave us a small smile before she hugged us both and left the cabin.

I sighed before turning around to lean my arms on the counter and stare up at Penelope.

“That means our vacation is over huh?” she asked with a wry grin.

“Yeah, bluebird, I’m sorry. Duty calls,” I told her as I reached over to lace our fingers together. “Do you want me to take you straight home? Or do you want to go back to Illinois with me and then home? Either way I’ll have time to bring your stuff to you before I have to go.”

“What’s the time difference in travel?” she asked me, considering.

“’Bout the same. Less than a two-hour difference, but it would mean you don’t have to drive all the way home afterward.”

She took another drink of her coffee while she thought.

“I mean, that’s fine, I guess,” she said with a shrug.

“I just have to figure out who I’m going to get to stay with you while I’m gone,” I told her with a sigh as I started racking my brain.

“Well, Emma and Holden were going to come stay with me for a couple of weeks when I got home anyway. Maybe they’ll still want to?” she offered with a bright grin.

“That could work. We can call Emma tomorrow,” I told her, my thoughts returning to where they were before Grand-mère had arrived.

“Okay.” She smirked up at me from her place on the stool and I couldn’t help the wide smile I felt on my face as I stood and walked closer to her, our hands still entwined on the countertop.

“For now, though,” I said, a finger of my free hand tracing lightly over the skin of her neck and down to her collarbone, “we have an appointment upstairs, seeing as how I only have you to myself for the rest of today…” I let my words trail off as I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the skin just below her ear, drawing a moan from her.

“I would hate to be late for that appointment,” she told me with a breathy sigh.

It took almost two full days to get back to her house, but we made it there by Saturday night. Emma and Holden were coming the next day before I left to go back to Illinois and then on to Paris. I wasn’t sure how long we intended to stay in Eaverness, but I figured it would be at least two weeks before we were sick of looking at one another.

“Are you happy to be home?” I asked Penelope after we’d gone around the apartment and done a basic cleaning. She hadn’t been here all summer and it showed.

“Yes. I’m going to miss you, my crow, but oh, did I miss my bed,” she told me as we leaned against one another on the couch, a throw blanket over her legs.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I know the feeling. I miss my bed when I’m not in it too,” I told her, leaning down to kiss her head. “But I’m just as happy with any bed we’re in together,” I added with a smile against her hair.

“I know you are, my crow. Hell, I’d go back to sleeping on the ground as long as you don’t roll away from me this time,” she said looking up at me through her inky lashes.

“Yeah, we have to go camping again and do it right this time,” I muttered as I shifted slightly on the couch.

“We do, but we’ll do it right on the bike trip next spring. Right?”

“Of course. It should be better next year,” I told her, my fingertips trailing down the outside of her arm. “I promise not to be so damn stupid this time anyway.” Neither of us particularly liked being reminded of what had happened.

“Talk to me about something else,” she mumbled, curling farther into my side. I smiled and pulled her closer.

“Should we go to bed then?” I asked her.

“Sure,” she muttered before she stood and pulled me up, her fingers threaded through mine. I followed her downstairs, and we curled into her bed together. It didn’t take long before she’d fallen asleep, and I smiled as I curled around her and let myself fall into a peaceful sleep, the last one I was likely to get for the next couple of weeks.

After I arrived home the next morning, I was called to a meeting with Atlas and Eli. I had already been by Bailey’s to pick up the last of Penelope’s things and had only stopped by the house to pick her up an old sweatshirt of mine before I’d been waylaid. I passed the task off to Becks, who was happy to go and say goodbye to Penelope in my absence.

“You gave us quite the slip,” Eli said with a grin as he came into the office. I was already seated on the couch, a drink in my hand, but I couldn’t help my smile.

“It wasn’t a slip. The boss knew where I was,” I told him as I set my drink aside and got to my feet to hug him tightly. “Congratulations, brother.” I pulled back and clapped him on the shoulder.

Eli smiled widely at me. “It’s good to know I have your support,” he said seriously. His blue eyes held fast to mine.

“Of course. I can think of no one better. You heard I’m going with you. Right? Me, Echo, and Grand-mère,” I told him as I turned back to my drink and my place on the couch.

“I had heard a rumor of that, yes,” he said as he sat in one of the chairs in front of Atlas’s desk.

“Yeah. I wanted to talk to you, though, and see if it would be alright if I stayed on for a couple of weeks? Help you learn the lay of the land, so to speak.”

Eli watched me carefully for a minute before he spoke. “You think some will claim falsely in front of Lilith?” he asked finally.

“Potentially. But I also want to show you the best places in Paris,” I told him with a shrug.

“I’d be happy to have you there. You can stay as long as you’d like,” Eli said finally. “Or as long as you can bear to be away from Penelope,” he added with a chuckle. I couldn’t help but laugh with him as I shook my head.

“That’s probably the truth of it,” I conceded.

“So, things are okay between you then?” he asked with an inquisitive smile.

“Yes. Things are good between us,” I told him, looking down at my glass. “I think we needed the time away. I would have preferred a little more, but I can’t deny coming back for this isn’t unwelcome.”

“Good morning,” Atlas said as he opened the door to the office and then shut it again behind him. “Thank you both for meeting with me this morning.”

“Sure. What’s up, boss man?” I asked as I moved toward the other chair in front of his desk.

“Did you enjoy your birthday?” Atlas asked. He looked up at me as he poured himself a drink, offering Eli one. Eli turned it down. I couldn’t help but grin.

“Of course. It was a great day,” I told him with a nod.

“Good. I’m glad. We’ve piled your gifts in your room, all except Asher and Bailey, who haven’t returned yet,” he told me with a grin as he sat down in his chair.

“They get back this Friday. Correct?” Eli asked.

“Yeah. That’s the plan anyway,” Atlas conceded as he sat back. “Now, I know you’re set to depart tomorrow, Eli. I trust you have everything ready?”

“Yes, sir. We do. Thank you.”

“Good.” Atlas nodded.

“Sir, Grand-mère has requested my presence in an official capacity. She would like Echo and me to accompany Eli to help smooth the transition in any way possible,” I told him, knowing he couldn’t object to Grand-mère’s request. He could, however, object to the next part of my request. “If it is alright with you, I’d like to remain for a couple of weeks. To help where I can.”

“That’s fine,” Atlas said after a moment. “I wasn’t sure when you were going to be back, so we have the replacements for a little longer.”

“Thank you,” I said before sitting back in the chair.

“Now, the reason I called you both here,” Atlas started. “With Eli leaving us to move on to bigger and better things, we have a gap in the ranks here.”

“If you’re going to ask, the answer is no,” I said quickly, seeing where he was going with this line of thinking. Eli and Atlas both laughed.

“No, Reid. I know technically you should have the job over everyone else here. But you would not be happy in that role, and I think that’s something we can all agree on,” Atlas told me when the laughter had faded away.

“Thank the gods,” I said as I sat back and took a drink.

“As I was saying…” Atlas shook his head at me. I couldn’t help but grin as he continued, “We need to fill Eli’s place as second-in-command. I have a list of people who are more than capable, and I’m curious about your opinions.” Atlas handed us each a sheet of paper and sat back as we looked over the list of names. After a moment I huffed and tossed it back onto the desk in front of me. Eli did the same not long after.

“I can’t help but feel someone’s missing from this list,” Eli said carefully, looking over at me and then back toward Atlas.

“Who is that?” Atlas asked, looking at us both in turn. I turned and shared a look with Eli before we looked back at Atlas.

“Asher,” we both said together.

Atlas chuckled and shook his head.

“I need crone approval for that.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard, I would think,” Eli said.

I nodded in agreement. Atlas studied us for a long moment.

“I agree.” He turned to look at me. “And this is okay with you?” he asked me.

“Well, I know he’s only an Edectum, but I can’t see why Baxter would refuse him. His reputation is good, his record spotless. He’s been serving a sage since he was old enough to do so,” I told him with a nod.

“And he’ll move up in rank seven years from now. That’s not long. I think he not only is worthy of the post, but he deserves it. Reid doesn’t want it, so why not give it to Asher? Bring Cian and Paige in to replace Becks and me, and eventually Bailey will be a vampire. Maybe she’ll want on the payroll as well,” Eli added.

“True,” Atlas admitted, nodding. “But I haven’t spoken to him. If you both agree with the decision, I’ll call Baxter tomorrow and start getting it approved.”

“Let me know if we need to get Grand-mère’s approval. I doubt we’ll need it, but if it will help, I’ll talk to her tomorrow,” I offered, draining my glass.

“Thank you, Reid.” Atlas nodded once more. The meeting concluded, and I headed toward my room. I wanted a shower and to take care of a few things before we left in the morning.
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- Penelope -

Penelope’s Apartment, Kalamazoo, Michigan

November 1

“How was the rest of the reception after we left?” I asked Emma as I sat down next to her on the couch. She had arrived just before bedtime the night before, so we hadn’t had a lot of time to catch up.

“It was awesome. Can I ask you something, though?” She bit her lip and fidgeted slightly.

I eyed her for a moment over the rim of my coffee cup. “Is this a coffee question or should it wait for alcohol?” I asked her with a grin.

“Trust me, Mama. I’d rather have a drink, but this needs to be a coffee conversation,” she told me with a humorless chuckle.

“Then ask away.” I sat back and waited while she collected her thoughts.

“You’re Papa’s Twin Flame. Right?”

“Yes.”

“And Aunt Bailey and Uncle Asher are also?”

“And Shiloh and Sama as well.”

“Right.” Emma took a deep breath and set her mug on the coffee table. “I met mine.”

I inhaled so sharply, I almost breathed in my coffee. “Are you sure?” I asked after I stopped coughing, setting my coffee down near hers.

“Yes, Mama,” she said softly.

“Okay. Tell me everything.”

“His name is Aydan Nolan, and he’s a Nephilim. I think Papa’s met him before.” She sighed. “He was at the wedding, and apparently the battle the week before. That bright white light that we saw flash a few minutes in was apparently him arriving.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway. Holden and I were talking to some of the family, and he came over to say hello to Auntie. It was weird, like I’d been sucker punched. If Holden hadn’t been holding me up, I think I might have stumbled. It was like something out of a fairy tale. There was this moment of white noise and I felt like I didn’t quite have control of myself.

“Holden told me later that he’d glanced at Aydan and noticed that his eyes flashed gold, and he looked slightly rumpled, like something was off. Luckily, he knew exactly what happened and apologized to Holden immediately. He asked if we could get together for lunch the next day so we could talk about it, all three of us.”

“And did you? Have lunch?”

“Yes. We did. He wants to be friends, has no intention of interfering in our relationship. Holden and I have been together for years now, so he’s appreciative.”

“How’s he holding up?” I asked her, reaching for my coffee.

“He’s okay, a little stressed. He’s pretty sure it’s inevitable that we’ll break up, but I love him. I won’t leave him just because the universe says this other person would be better for me. Holden is convinced it’s just a matter of time and thinks it might be better if we just break up now, but I refused. He’s taking a time-out back home,” she told me with a sad shake of her head.

“Well, from his perspective it’s probably a done deal. Just keep telling him you love him. That will help,” I assured her. “So does Aydan just want to be friends with you, or does he want to be friends with Holden too?”

“Both of us, which is nice. We’re gonna hang out on Saturday. Is it cool if he comes here? I kind of want you to meet him and let me know what you think.”

“Of course, little bird. I’d love to,” I told her with a smile. “I take it you haven’t told your dad yet?”

Emma looked at me horrified, despite the fact that she was wrapped in one of Reid’s old motorcycle hoodies.

“Of course not. Do I look like I need him threatening someone else? Aydan is the executioner in Territory Two. He’s going to see him this week when he goes to see Uncle Eli in an official capacity since he will be his executioner as well.”

“Fair point. Your dad might kill him. He approves of Holden, but who knows how he’d feel about someone threatening your happiness, even indirectly.”

“That’s true.”

“So, when did you steal his hoodie?” I asked as I sat back and took another drink of my coffee.

Emma looked away from me. “I let Aydan sleep in my room, and Holden and I took Papa’s after the wedding since clearly the two of you weren’t going to be using it,” she said, picking up her glass.

“Did you change the sheets?” I asked her, narrowing my eyes at her.

“We didn’t do that, Mama!” she said looking at me horrified again, her cheeks turning red at the thought. “That’d be too weird. And it wasn’t like the two of you were up to no good before the wedding.”

“No, we weren’t. Not just before at least,” I agreed. “Now, what do you want to do today?”

“Well, you need food. We’re going shopping.”

“Great plan,” I agreed.
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- Reid -

I was glad I’d agreed to stay with Eli a little longer than Grand-mère and Echo. Everything had gone well, but there was some rumbling about a week in. I looked into it and even though it got squashed pretty quickly as fears were waylaid, if I hadn’t been there, it could have gotten out of hand. I had a good time in Paris, but I was anxious to get home or back to Penelope.

I’d shown Becks the best places to shop and introduced her to a lot of the Arkane and Elentori locals so she and Eli could start fostering a good relationship with the people he served as sage. They’d be able to create personable relationships that Akina had never tried to establish, which would go a long way in proving things had changed—hopefully for the better. I’d helped Becks with the local community, and I helped Eli with the dignitaries and those that he would be working with as sage. I introduced him to Aydan, his executioner, and I was present for the lunch he had with Crone Leysa Volery, Sage Silas Graham, Lady Octavia Jane, and Lord Theron Aldstone. I had only stayed for the first part of lunch, and then Aydan and I had left to let them discuss business. We’d gone to the bar for a while and caught up. I liked the man. He would be a good friend to my brother, and I felt it would be necessary for him to have allies, especially in the first few months.


Four


- Penelope -

A few days after Emma arrived, Holden and Aydan showed up to spend the weekend. While Holden and Emma took the guest room, I made a bed for Aydan in the library so I could still work in my office. It worked out pretty well for everyone. Aydan was charming, polite, and super cute. His dark hair and hazel eyes were a perfect complement to his tan skin and his height. He was funny, and he seemed to get along with Holden well. I had been expecting a little tension, but there didn’t seem to be any, which I counted as a win.

On Thursday, I convinced them all to help me pack away the cushions on both the balcony and the patio. It needed to be done, and I hadn’t given it much thought while Reid and I were gone. I had planned to do it when I got home from the wedding, but then our plans had changed.

“Anything else I can help with?” Aydan asked me after he’d taken the last of the curtains down around the patio. I turned from the tote I was packing to look at him.

“Well, if you want to fold them up and finish packing that tote there, I would appreciate it,” I said with a smile.

“Not a problem.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.” He smiled at me when I looked back over my shoulder at him.

“Is being friends with Emma going to be enough? Reid and I couldn’t manage it,” I told him carefully. I didn’t want to pry, but I didn’t want Emma hurt either.

Aydan let out a sigh behind me, and I heard him snap the lid onto the tote.

“I want to try. You and Reid started dating before you tried to be friends. Right?”

“Well, not exactly. We were flirty, but we were friendly as well. It was a weird sort of limbo area for us.” I put my hands on my hips as I thought back to the early days when we’d just met. “But yeah, we did start dating before we tried to be friends. It didn’t go well and obviously hasn’t lasted. I mean we made it from May to October, but it wasn’t easy. There were a lot of ups and downs. I’m definitely happier with him than when we were apart, though.”

“I get that. Hopefully since we’ve set the clear expectation of friendship, we won’t be tempted to give in to anything else. I know you’re protective of her, just like Reid is, and I’ve seen how far he’s willing to go to protect someone he loves. But I have no intention of hurting Emma. Or Holden. If things start to get complicated, I’ll bow out and stay away,” he told me.

I nodded. “I hope for both of your sakes you can find some sort of balance that works for you, whatever that looks like. I’d hate to see any of you hurt, and that includes you. You seem like a good man.”

“I agree,” Aydan said with a nod. “I’ll take this up and put it with the others now.” He picked up the tote at his feet and started for the door.

I let him go without an argument. I really did hope they figured it out between them, and no one ended up with hurt feelings. If I had learned anything about Twin Flames, it was that they could be complicated. Hopefully, Reid and I were back on track though and nothing would pull us apart this time.

Once everything was packed away, I took everyone out to eat as a special treat. I appreciated their help and wanted them to know it. However, by the time the meal was over, and I’d snuck off to pay the bill, I found out that Aydan had beat me to it. If he was trying to score points with me to put in a good word with Reid, it was working.

The rest of the weekend was filled with decorating the apartment for fall, a trip to the cider mill, and hanging out around the apartment playing board games. It was a good weekend. I enjoyed spending time with Emma, and it was nice to feel like I was a part of Reid’s family.

I couldn’t wait for Bailey and Asher to get back from their trip so she and I could talk. I knew she had a lot to tell me, but I had so much to tell her as well. Aydan left Sunday night, citing a meeting he had on Monday morning with his crone. Holden and Emma were spending the rest of the week with me until Reid got home. Then he was coming back to see me if he could. He texted and asked me if I wanted to go back to Illinois with him since he had to work, and I was thinking about it, though I liked being at home.

We had some things we needed to figure out as well. It wasn’t going to work if we kept going back and forth, but somehow I wanted to make it work between us, and the distance seemed like such a small thing, especially since he could travel rather quickly.

Wednesday afternoon there was a knock on the door, and I heard Emma answer it from my place in my office. With a sigh I stood from my desk and started for the kitchen. At least I could refill my coffee while I went to see who was at the door.

“Hey, PJ.” Bailey’s appearance in my entryway was surprising and I laughed before hugging her.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as I pulled back.

“Ash is teaching me to use my drift ring,” she said with a grin.

“Your what?” I asked as we moved into the kitchen.

“Drift ring. See?” She held her hand up and I caught sight of the ring on the ring finger of her right hand. “Check it out.” She pulled it off and handed it to me. It seemed to be made up of wood, a stone, and something else.

I looked up at her. “What is this?” I asked as I handed it back.

“It’s made of rose gold, deer antler, wood, and actual meteorite,” she explained, pointing out the different parts. “Essentially, it’s made up of all of the elements, and it’s been magicked to allow me to travel via drift points like Ash and Reid do.”

“That’s really cool. How do I get one of those?” I asked, thinking fondly of how nice it would be to not have to drive everywhere.

“You have to marry into the Arkane world. I won’t need it when I become a vampire, but for now it’s necessary,” she said as she slipped the ring back onto her finger. “And complicated. Ash has been trying to teach me for the last few days.”

“Did he come with you?” I turned toward the coffee pot and poured myself another cup.

“Yeah.”

“Then where is he?” I asked as I took the creamer she held out to me.

“He saw Holden outside, so they were talking. I’m sure he’ll be in soon. Probably trying to come up with a new way to test me.”

“So how was the honeymoon?” I asked her as I lifted my coffee cup to my lips.

“Amazing,” she gushed with a warm smile.

“Tell me everything.” I waited for her to get her coffee before we headed out to the porch.

“We flew into Phoenix and spent a couple of days there, just kind of checking everything out. It was awesome. Then we drove up to the Grand Canyon and spent a few days there, seeing everything we could. Then we drove down to Santa Fe. It was the most beautiful trip, Pen. I wish you could have been there.”

“I’m surprised you guys left your hotel room,” I told her as she pulled a cigarette from her pack.

“Look, I’m not saying we saw everything there was to see. We didn’t. We did spend a lot of time in our room, but what we did see was amazing. And he took me to a couple of smaller Arkane towns along the way, which were awesome. I got to see so many beautiful things. Like this beautiful waterfall we hiked out to. We camped out that night, and let me tell you, I thought our camping trip last year was fun. But no. This was amazing. The stars, PJ, you would not believe the number of stars I saw, or the way it felt when Asher was making me see stars of a different kind.” She winked at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Thanks for that mental image, B,” I said, shaking my head at her.

“You’re most welcome,” she said with a satisfied grin.

“What else did you guys see?”

“Well, the petrified forest, which was really cool. Oh, there’s this restaurant in Phoenix I want to take you to really badly. The food was so good.”

“I thought you wanted to go to the beach?”

“I did. But this was so much better than the beach, PJ.”

We talked for close to an hour before Bailey and Asher left. They needed to get back home, but Bailey promised to start visiting more now that she could. Once they were gone, I went back to work. Emma brought me in some lunch before she and Holden went out for a couple of hours. When they got back, we spent the evening watching movies and playing cards. It was nice, but it made me miss Reid. I hadn’t talked to him in a couple of days, and I couldn’t wait for him to be home.
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- Damon Dethantos -

Sage; New York City

It had taken a while to pin down exactly where Elwyn Sytal was going to be, but eventually I figured it out and made sure I happened across her at lunchtime. She was the editor-in-chief of one of the local Arkane magazine publications, and I happened to know she was looking for a new editorial assistant after the last one had left unexpectedly. If Akina and Janus Cassian’s plan was going to work, I had to figure out a way to get Penelope Sawyer here to New York without it being directly linked back to them. Or me. I couldn’t imagine Crone Wolfendale would take too kindly to my involvement. In fact, if she knew I was hiding Akina within the city, I’d be in trouble. Luckily, only my most faithful knew she was here—a secret I was hoping to be able to keep long enough for Janus to snatch the girl and get out of town. First, however, I had to put the plan in motion to lure her here.

“Elwyn, what a surprise. I haven’t seen you in months,” I said as casually as possible as I strolled through the restaurant like I was on my way somewhere else.

“Damon,” she said with a smile, standing up to greet me with a kiss to my cheek. “Nice to see you. Are you meeting someone?” She sat back down.

“No, I was just going to grab something quick and get back. I have a lot of paperwork to do.”

“Well, join me. Surely you can spare an hour for a friend,” she offered, gesturing to the empty chair across from her.

“I’d love to, thank you,” I said as I sat down.

We made small talk until we’d ordered our food, and then I steered the conversation as carefully as I could to her work. I listened to her drone on about the newest edition of the magazine and the features that would be in the next one as well, something special for the holiday season. I feigned interest in it, asking questions and doing everything I could to appear amiable. In truth, I couldn’t care less. I wanted this whole sordid thing over with. I would give her the girl’s name and be done with it. What she did from there was on her. If she didn’t take the bait, that was on Akina and Janus to figure out.

“So, you still haven’t found anyone for that editorial assistant spot? I thought for sure people would be lining up for it,” I asked, just after the waiter walked away from the table.

“They were at first, but no one quite fit with the group. If you have any suggestions, I’m all ears. I’m willing to hire just about anyone at this point,” she told me, shaking her head so her long brown hair fell about her shoulders.

“Well, I might have an idea, but I’m not sure you’ll go for it,” I said, setting my fork down on my plate.

“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that,” she encouraged, her dark eyes sparkling in the light coming through the window. I considered her a moment before I leaned forward, resting my arms on the table in front of me.

“You heard about Akina, the sage in Paris. Right?”

“I’m not hiring her,” Elwyn said quickly, her eyes narrowing.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “No, no. I wouldn’t either,” I said reassuringly. “Before she was ousted from her position, she was telling me about the troubles she was having with her wayward vampire child.” I rolled my eyes and she leaned forward, ready to hear what I was telling her. “Well, I think she was being quite foolish with her handling of that, but that’s not the point. Seems Prince Walker has managed to find his Twin Flame. She happens to be an editor. I don’t know if she’s currently looking for work, but it might be a shot.”

“Is she Arkane?” Elwyn asked, a contemplative look on her face.

“No, she’s Karhu,” I told her, shaking my head sadly. “But from what Akina had told me, it won’t be long before the prince turns her. She’s already received Lilith’s blessing and an official title within the royal family.” I leaned back in my chair and watched as several emotions passed over Elwyn’s face. Having a member of the royal family working for her would be something special since none of them worked anywhere that anyone could lay claim to, especially one that had been given a title while still human.

“What’s her name?” she asked finally.

“Penelope Sawyer. She lives in Michigan, I think. Look into it. Let me know if you’d like me to see if I can get you the information for her.”

“I’ll think about it. We don’t usually hire anyone who isn’t already part of the Arkane world,” she hedged, but I could see the way her mind was working already. She’d look into her at the very least. After that, it was out of my hands. I’d done my part, so I picked up my fork once more.

“Good, I hope I was at least a little helpful.” I shrugged like it was the least I could do before I steered the conversation on to other topics.
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- Reid -

“Well, I guess there’s no time like the present,” I said with a grim smile as I looked next to me at Becks. She’d offered to help me with this particular task since Eli was busy.

“It’ll be fine. We’ve already cleaned out her rooms and such. Now it’s just the cellar. All we have to do is make sure nothing down here belonged to your maker, and you’re free to relax until you go home tomorrow,” she said with a bright grin on her face as she pulled her long red hair up on top of her head.

“Fine.” I pushed the door open and grabbed one stack of the boxes at my feet before pushing my way into the room. “Oi,” I said coming to a stop after only a couple of steps.

“Well. Guess our work’s cut out for us. Isn’t it?” Becks looked around me at the pile of haphazardly stacked furniture in front of us. There wasn’t a way around it, we’d have to dismantle it and move it out of the way. “You get started. I’ll go find us some help,” she offered, taking the boxes from my hand and moving back toward the door.

She was back twenty minutes later with a couple of people to help us move through everything. I had already created a bit of a path and started stacking the chairs into two different piles. Becks got everyone sorted quickly, and before long we’d separated the good furniture from what was broken and created a path through it. After a couple of hours, we only had one small corner left. I could smell the moisture in the air as I made my way through the row of shelves that lined one wall. Behind the third row I found a teetering stack of wooden crates. They were covered in cobwebs, and I sighed as I made my way over to figure out what they were.

When I got closer, I noticed the small bottles of various sizes tucked in with a couple of very old books and portraits. Some were painted while some were photographs, but they were all very old. I cleared the cobwebs from the top of the first crate and reached inside to grab one of the bottles. I brushed the label off with my thumb so I could read it better and then held it up to the light that was filtering in through the now mostly empty shelves.

“Nelani Aratrika Rue,” I read the name out loud once and then again in my head before I startled. Gripping the bottle closer, I moved out into the light to get a better look at it. Inside, it looked like campfire ash that filled the bottle only halfway. The bottle itself was small enough to fit in my palm, but I knew I had heard the name before. I just couldn’t remember where. “Be right back. Don’t touch those crates there in the back. I have to check something,” I said to Becks before I made my way out of the room and back upstairs, the bottle held tightly in my fist. With my free hand I pulled my phone from my pocket and searched for my sister’s name in my contacts.

“Hello?” Echo answered on the first ring, and I was grateful for her voice.

“Is this what I think it is?” I asked before pulling my phone from my ear and snapping a picture of the bottle in the sunlight so she could read the faded label. I sent it off to her quickly before putting the phone back to my ear.

“It just came in. Hang on,” Echo said after a moment. “Holy shit!” I heard her exclaim before she put the phone to her ear. “Are there more?”

“Several crates. Why do I know this name?” I asked her, looking out the window in front of me.

“She’s our sister. Our eldest sister. I’ll be there in twenty. Wait for me.” The line went dead and I sighed as I looked down at the bottle again.

If this was whatever remained of Akina’s oldest daughter, it stood to reason that the crates I’d found most likely contained more. I went back down and updated Becks before I went upstairs to get a bottle of blood and wait for Echo. She was much older than I was and actually remembered some of our siblings. I’d need her help to decipher what, if any of it, should be kept. Vampire remains weren’t usually stored like this. They deserved a place of honor. Even Asher had his maker’s small jar on the shelf of his bookcase. Something would have to be done with these, but what?


Five


- Reid -

Vampire House, Illinois

I stashed the seven crates we found in the cellar in Paris in my garage until Echo and I could figure out what to do with them. We didn’t tell anyone we didn’t have to about them. We didn’t want to until we knew Akina was dead. It was simpler that way. Once they were stashed, I made my way to my room. After a quick shower and the time it took to pack my bag again, I made my way to Atlas’s office to check in with him.

“How’s everything going?” I asked him as I entered and took a seat in front of him.

“Everything’s fine. I’ve officially hired Fin and Paige to replace Eli and Becks, I hope that meets with your approval.” He glanced up at me from his paperwork.

“That’s fine, as long as you think they can do the job. I could always help them find a place in town if you’d prefer,” I offered.

“No, I rather like having Fin here. It’s nice having another eldritch around. Gives me someone to talk to. Besides, it seems the poor boy has been without a proper mentor since he returned topside. I’m happy to be able to do that,” he told me, setting the paper down and leaning back. “Paige is a little young yet, but between you and Asher, I’m sure we can get her up to our standards. We’ll have Bailey to train as well in the next couple of years.”

“We will. Have they set a date for that yet?” I asked him, scratching my eyebrow. Last we’d talked, Asher and Bailey had wanted to wait a little while before she completed the transition.

“Not yet. I’m sure they’ll tell us when they do.” Atlas smiled ruefully at me.

“Have you told him yet?” I asked, a grin starting on my face.

“No. I was waiting for you to return,” he answered with a grin of his own.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Is he here?”

“No. He and Bailey are at home. I’ll call him. For now, go see if your brother is back from the store. He and Paige were going to Ikea I think.”

“Ikea? Why?” I asked as I stood.

“Something about redecorating the master bedroom downstairs.” I shook my head.

“So, they took the room?”

“Well, they couldn’t stay in the guest room forever. Besides, there’s two of them. Asher intends to live with Bailey, and I assume you and Penelope will figure out your sleeping arrangements soon enough. I figured you wouldn’t mind.”

“And I don’t,” I told him, shaking my head again. “It’ll be nice to have a guest room again. Emma gave her room up and slept in mine I heard.”

“Well, you weren’t here to use it,” Atlas said with a chuckle as he picked up his phone.

“I’ll go check on Fin.” I left the office as I heard him start speaking behind me.

I made my way downstairs and peeked into the master bedroom, not seeing anyone. I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Fin as I made my way toward the patio to smoke.

“Hey, Christian, are you finally home?” he asked when he answered.

“Yes, but where are you? Atlas wants to call a meeting,” I told him.

“We’ll be back within the next half hour? Is that soon enough?”

“Yeah, that should be fine. I’ll let him know. You guys need help once you get through the drift?”

“No. We drove. I wasn’t completely stupid. Besides, it’s only a couple of hours. I might need your help after the meeting to bring it all in, though.”

I laughed. “I can do that. See you soon,” he said before he hung up. I shook my head and fired off a quick text to Penelope to tell her I missed her. When I’d finished my cigarette, I grabbed a bottle of blood and made my way back upstairs.

“Fin says he and Paige will be here in about a half hour. What’d Ash say?”

“He should be here soon. What do you make of this?” he asked, passing me a piece of paper.

I perused it for a moment before going back and reading it carefully. There was an issue up on the Ontario-Michigan border. Somewhere outside Sault Saint Marie. Apparently, a group was trying to expose some of the werewolves who lived there. I wasn’t aware of a pack there, but apparently there was a small one. Nothing like the packs I was used to in New York, Chicago, or even Adas’s pack over in Australia, which was smaller than most.

This group was calling themselves the HAMC, Humans Against Magical Creatures. No doubt they were created to protest vampires, but they’d somehow stumbled upon this pack, and now they were in danger, allegedly. I handed the paper back to Atlas.

“I think it needs to be looked into for sure, but I’m not sure what we can do on our own. That seems like it’d be something to get the Bloodhounds in on,” I told him.

He nodded. “Possibly, but we need to check it out first. Gather some intel. Make contact with the pack.”

“Do you want me to go?” I asked, shifting in my seat. I wanted to go see Penelope. It’d been two weeks already, and I could feel the need to see her like a physical itch beneath my skin.

“When do you have the executioners’ summit?” he asked, looking at the calendar. I thought quickly and pulled my phone out.

“That’s the first weekend of December. I don’t have anything before that, except a two-day bodyguard duty for Baxter while he visits Territory Two,” I told him as I stared at my schedule.

“I forgot about that one,” he said jotting it down on his list once I gave him the dates.

“I can head up there tomorrow, make contact with the pack, scope things out a little bit and be back here Tuesday with my report so I’m ready to go with Baxter Wednesday. I mean, I’ll be cutting it close, but if it looks like someone needs to stay up there, I’ll let you know by Monday night.”

“And you’ll be back from Two on Friday, right?”

“Yes.” Atlas looked down at his calendar again as someone knocked on the door behind us.

“Come in,” he called before looking at me. “Let’s do that, Reid.”

I nodded as I stood to hug Asher as he came into the room. I’d never seen him look so happy.

“Hey, buddy. How’s married life?” I asked him with a grin.

“Great. How was Paris?” Asher asked, pulling away and moving toward the chair next to mine.

“Good. Eli and Becks are settled. Weeded out some people who wouldn’t be good to them and got them transferred.” I grabbed my bottle from the desk and sat back down.

“Good. I hope they’re liking it.” He nodded as Atlas took his seat once more, and we both turned to look at him as my phone chimed. I looked down.

“Fin said they’ll be here in about ten.”

“Good,” Atlas said.

“So, what were you discussing when I came in?” Asher asked, leaning back in the chair.

“My incredibly busy schedule now that I’m home,” I told him with a shake of my head.

“How are you going to manage everything and find time to see Penelope?” Asher asked, making me sigh.

“I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out,” I answered before finally opening my bottle for a drink.

“When do you take off again?” he asked, eyeing me.

“Tonight, if possible.” I glanced at Atlas. “Spend the night with my girl before I’m gone the rest of the week.”

Atlas nodded and I felt myself relax a little. I just needed a couple of hours with Penelope to set myself right. I was still shaken up about finding those bottles just tossed away and forgotten.

“Thanks,” I said to Atlas before taking another drink.

We made small talk while we waited for Paige and Fin to arrive. Once they had, we settled ourselves around the office, and I looked at Atlas expectantly. He gave me a quick conspiratorial smile before he turned to the others in the room.

“With Eli gone, a position needs to be filled. We need a second-in-command. I discussed it with him before he left, and I know who he’d promote. I even had a moment to discuss it with Reid before he left for Paris. There was only one logical conclusion as far as the three of us were concerned. When it was posed to Crone Vartlett, he agreed, which made this decision all the better.” Atlas trailed off and I rolled my eyes, glancing over at the others, who were waiting patiently.

“So, who’d you decide on? When will they be here?” Asher finally asked.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You, dumbass,” I told him before Atlas could drag it out any longer.

Asher gave me a look before he realized what I’d said. I watched his face morph from a disappointed frown to shock and then to him biting back a smile as he turned to look at Atlas.

“Is he serious?” he asked, trying and failing to keep his excitement to himself.

“Yes. It was a unanimous decision. You weren’t even on the list I gave them to choose from. They pointed it out immediately. You’ve more than earned this, son,” Atlas told him with a proud grin.

“Thank you,” Asher said, standing up slightly to reach out and shake Atlas’s hand.

“Congratulations, Ash,” Fin said with a wide smile, waiting to shake his hand once he’d turned away from Atlas. Paige said the same as she hugged him. Asher looked at me a little overwhelmed.

“You deserve it, punk,” I whispered as I hugged him tightly.

“Thank you.” He breathed the words in my ear and I could tell just how overwhelmed he was.

I gave him one last squeeze and then let him go, settling back into my chair. I knew Bailey would be happy to have him home more often than he was now, which meant I was going to be gone a lot until Fin got up to speed on how we did things here.

“As your first order of business, Fin and Paige have been hired on, as you know, but they need to be brought up to speed. Reid will be gone most of the next week, so it will fall to you alone for now. I’m thinking of bringing in another person, just to lighten the load until we get them where we need them to be,” Atlas said, looking around at all of us.

“That would work. Do we have any ideas who?” Asher asked him.

“I was thinking of calling Ink. She’ll be helpful when it comes to training Paige,” Atlas told him.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I longed to pull it out and see what Penelope had said, but I knew better than to do that during a meeting. The sooner it was over, the sooner I could be with her.

“I agree with that,” Asher told him. I agreed with a nod.

“She was here for the wedding, right? On the security detail?” Paige asked. “She’s the one with white hair, right?”

“Yes,” Asher answered, “we’ve worked with her a few times in the past.” He glanced back at Atlas. “Though she hardly ever goes anywhere without Bone. Are you going to invite them both?”

“I hadn’t thought about it. I wouldn’t be opposed, though we don’t have any room for both of them.” Atlas glanced at me.

“I’m sure Emma won’t mind sharing her room. She’s with Penelope currently anyway,” I told him with a wave of my hand.

“Then it’s settled. Asher is the new second-in-command. Paige and Fin are officially hired. Reid is going to be gone this week, and we’ll call Ink to see if she can help fill in the gaps for now.” Atlas nodded as he recapped.

We all answered in the affirmative, and Atlas dismissed us to get on with our day. Asher and I headed down to the driveway with Paige and Fin to help carry in their Ikea purchases. Once we were done we headed toward the porch for a cigarette.

“So how are things really? You left in quite a hurry and never answered anyone’s texts or calls. Penelope either. We were worried until you let Atlas know what was going on,” Asher asked me as we sat down.

“Yeah, I’m good. Penelope’s good.” I shrugged. “We just got tired of pretending everything was okay. I’m sorry we ran off before you guys left. We didn’t plan that. We had already agreed to talk the next day before she went home. We certainly didn’t imagine everything happening like that.”

“You guys didn’t run off and get married. Did you?”

“No,” I told him with a laugh. “We didn’t run away and get married. Though I’m gonna ask her.” It gave me a bit of a rush to finally say it out loud and tell someone about the decision I’d made.

“Really?” he asked me surprised. “When?”

“Not sure yet. After we deal with Akina, I think. When everything is back to as normal as they get for us. So that I can take some time off while she transitions. Those first five years are rough sometimes.” Asher sat back with a sigh.

“I know. This promotion is great, but I’ll have to give it up when Bail turns.”

“Not necessarily. If she and Penelope shift around the same time, I can handle it while you’re gone. You know them. They’ll want to do it together. Even if Bailey turns way before Penelope does, I’ve got your back, and you know this family does too. Shiloh and Sama wouldn’t hesitate to be there for you.”

“I know. But I want to be there for her.”

“I’m sure she’ll be happier that you’ll be home a lot more now,” I told him.

“I’m sure she will.” He smiled softly. “How’s Penelope going to react to you being gone all the time?”

This time it was my turn to sigh. “I don’t know. She’s busy with her business, but she’s not going to be pleased. Like tonight, I’ll get over there and have to leave again in the morning after she has her coffee. That’s the agreement we have now. I can never leave before coffee unless it’s an emergency or we talk about it beforehand.” I shook my head and let out a ragged breath, pushing the memories of her miscarriage back down to the pit I kept them locked in.

“Well, now that Bailey can drift, she won’t be quite so alone.”

“True,” I said, an idea occurring to me. “Hey, we need to celebrate your promotion. Right?”

“Yeah.” Asher shrugged. “Figured we’d plan something for next weekend or whenever you’re going to be back.

“Why wait? We can drift. Why don’t we go see Penelope for dinner or something? I’m going anyway, and it’s a Friday night. Get those who need food fed, and then let’s hit up the bar or something. One near Penelope’s has pool tables and darts.”

Asher smiled. “Okay. I’ll text Bailey.”

“Tell her not to tell Penelope. I want to surprise her.”

“Fine. Who all do we invite?”

“It’s your party. Invite who you want, but let’s keep the minimum number at Penelope’s apartment if we can. It’s not very big.”

“True.” He nodded and stood. “Okay, I’m gonna get on the phone and invite some people. You get over to Penelope’s before you don’t get to spend any time together, just the two of you. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

“See you,” I said as he walked away. I pulled my phone from my pocket and finally opened the message from Penelope.

Bluebird


When are you coming to see me? I miss you like crazy.




I chuckled to myself as I typed out a reply.




Crow


Would sometime in the next few hours be too soon?




Bluebird


No. I’ll see you soon, my crow. Love you.




Crow


Love you too.




I stood from where I had been sitting and headed back inside. I popped into my room and repacked my bag, accounting for the trip I’d be leaving for in the morning. I’d have to keep Penelope from stealing my sweatshirts, but I wasn’t worried. Once I was done with that, I stopped by Atlas’s office, but he wasn’t there. I shook my head and made my way to Fin’s room instead. I found Atlas standing with Fin, looking thoroughly confused at the directions for the furniture they’d bought. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“I’m taking off if no one needs anything else,” I told them as I leaned against the door frame.

“That’s fine,” Atlas said, glancing up before taking the directions from Fin.

“You’ll be back Friday?” he asked as he stepped away from Atlas.

“That’s the plan. Friday or Saturday at least,” I told him, reaching out for the hug he was gearing up to give. I had told Penelope I didn’t feel as close to him as I wanted to, but maybe she was right, and we could start building a new relationship as the people we were now. “We’re having a little get-together tonight for Ash if you guys wanna come,” I said as we pulled back from one another.

“Yeah, he mentioned it on his way out. He’s gonna shoot me the address when you guys are done eating, and we’ll meet you at the bar.” Fin nodded as I hugged Paige, pressing a kiss to the side of her head.

“Okay. I’ll see you two later,” I said stepping backward. “Atlas, I’ll talk to you after I know something.”

He didn’t say anything, just waved me off. I chuckled as I turned away and made my way out of the house. I couldn’t wait to see Penelope. The excitement was building under my skin the closer I got to the drift point and I was loath to ignore it. Instead, I let it carry me to Penelope’s front door.

Penelope was walking down the hall toward the kitchen when I opened the front door and stepped inside. Her smile grew wide as she set the coffee cup on the stand under the mirror and took a couple of steps toward me. She threw her arms around my shoulders, pulling me close to her.

“Hey, bluebird.” I breathed deeply, savoring the vanilla scent of her shampoo and the citrus of her body wash. My arms tightened around her for a second before I loosened them, pulling back enough to press her lips against my own. I kicked the door closed behind me as she shifted slightly and deepened the kiss. I lifted her into my arms and turned to press her against the wall next to the library.

“Gross, Dad,” Emma said from behind me.

I pulled back slightly and chuckled. Penelope’s laughter huffed against my neck.

“Daughter mine, I love you.” I huffed looking back over my shoulder. “But you have about three minutes before I will scar you for the entirety of your very, very long life.”

Penelope laughed again before she kissed my neck. I couldn’t hold back a groan at the way it shot straight through my system.

“Leaving!” Emma chuckled as she headed for the door behind us. “Call me when it’s safe to come back!” she said as she shut the door.

I chuckled as I turned back to Penelope.

“That was embarrassing,” she said, leaning her head back against the wall with one of her hands threading through my hair. I grinned up at her and held her a little tighter.

“Good. She needs something to talk about in therapy.” I shook my head slightly. “Now kiss me.”

Penelope was still smiling as she pressed her lips to mine. I kissed down her neck, nipping at the spot I knew she loved as I moved my hand to the back of her neck, squeezing gently. The combination turned her to liquid in my arms, and I smiled against her skin.

“My bed. Now,” she panted out, her head tipped back to give me as much access to her bare skin as possible.

“As you wish,” I told her, my smile pressed to her skin. I held her a bit closer and then moved to the bedroom as quickly as I could without dropping her. It was mere moments for me, but to her I’m certain it felt quicker given the whoosh of air that left her as I laid her out on her mattress and hovered over her.

“That wasn’t what I meant, but it’ll do,” she said with a chuckle as she blinked up at me before pulling my lips back down to hers with the hand she had threaded in my hair.

After a bruising kiss, I trailed my lips back down her neck, repeating the actions that had turned her to liquid before and getting the same reaction once more. I took my time with her, slowly drawing out every little noise that I loved. Taking her clothes off one piece at a time, I covered her skin with my lips and my hands, rubbing out knots in every muscle I found. I had missed her and needed her desperately, but I had an instinctual need to make sure she was well cared for now that we were reunited.

She was impatient, but I just kept soothing her back into relaxing. Once I’d pulled her shirt off, I turned her onto her stomach and proceeded to massage her back until her muscles were loose. I briefly wondered how long it had been since she’d felt that way as I trailed kisses down her spine, my fingertips gliding against her sides with my nails scratching slightly in the places I knew made her shiver beneath me.

I loved the goosebumps that appeared on her skin along with the small sounds she made as I kissed along the back of her shoulders. I let my weight sit a little heavier against her backside where I’d straddled her while I’d massaged her back. She pushed back against me, causing me to let out a groan. The friction was nice, but my jeans were too constricting. I needed to move this along.

Sitting back on my heels and pulling away from where she was moving back against me made her whine. I chuckled as I moved my hands steadily down her sides and over her hips to pull her jeans down her beautiful legs and toss them to the floor. I tugged my own shirt off as well. Using her hips, I guided her onto her back beneath me.

She gazed up at me with lust-drunk eyes, and I couldn’t help the swell of appreciation at the sight. Her skin was a little pink as I watched her eyes rove over my chest. I leaned up and kissed her, letting my weight rest just a little more firmly against her. Her knees moved up to grip my hips and tried to pull me more firmly against her. I chuckled against her lips as I moved to kiss down her neck and then across the scars above her collarbones. I continued through the valley between her breasts and used my hands to massage them as I moved lower to press kisses against her hip bones. I scraped my fangs just slightly against them, making her squirm beneath me. I smiled into her skin again, loving how responsive she was, the noises only I could draw from her lips.

I slid down further, lifting one of her legs and trailing kisses up her inner thigh before setting it over my shoulder. Then I repeated the process with the other before I settled between her legs. Her gasp when I touched her the first time was like music to my ears. I couldn’t help wanting to hear the sound again. I wanted her to fall apart on my tongue, to call my name as I bite into her vein and drink deeply. I wanted to feed her my blood and spend the rest of the night in her arms, extracting the sweetest form of ecstasy from one another. She deserved to be worshiped. To feel my love as deeply as I could say it.

Her hands found my hair as I feasted on her, pushing her higher and higher toward the precipice of release. I wanted to drown in her release and die again, happy. Her hips were lifted off the bed as she rubbed herself against me in a frantic, wordless cry for release. I held her down with an arm across her hips but was delighted that she fought it all the same. My own hips were moving slightly against the bed, desperate for friction, but this wasn’t about me. It was all for her.

I could tell she was close, her lips dripping with pleas to let her fall, but I kept pulling back at the last moment and delaying her pleasure. Her body was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, making her slip against the hold I had on her, and it was perfect. I propped myself up on my elbow and pressed inside her with one finger and then another. She was warm, wet, and tight, fluttering around me as I finally gave her what she wanted. I worked her through the aftershocks until she was squeezing my ears with her thighs in an attempt to make me stop. I had been so caught up in her pleasure, I hadn’t bothered to drink from her. This was for her, not me.

I raised up on my knees, wiping my face on my arm as I looked down at her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath. Her skin was flushed and her pupils blown wide. Her hair was a mess where she’d been moving against the pillows and the hand she had threaded tightly into it. She seemed to come back to herself and sat up quickly, one hand pulling me down to her lips before reaching for the button on my jeans, frantic in her effort to get them undone. Her kiss was sloppy, and I chuckled as I tilted her head and deepened the kiss, giving her exactly what she needed.

Once she’d pushed my jeans down my hips, I laid her back on the bed, kicking off my shoes and pulling my legs from the confines of my remaining clothing. I settled back over her once I was naked, hiking her leg up by her thigh so I could push deep quickly. I waited only a moment to take a deep breath and settle my mind before I pulled back and pushed forward again, setting a quick pace. I could feel her tightening and quivering around me. I pushed forward a little more, hooking my arm under her leg and hiking it higher to change the angle and push deeper than I had before.

I licked the pad of my thumb before moving it between us and rubbing against her until she cried out and spasmed around me once more. I pulled back and shifted a bit before I pushed harder and faster until I felt myself near the edge of my own release. Penelope’s nails digging into my flesh spurred me along as I leaned forward and buried my face in her neck, searching for the best spot. She tipped her head to the side with a groan, and I sank my fangs into her skin as I felt myself within her. I pulled deep, feeling her blood light up my senses as she shook beneath me.

I pulled away and laid a gentle kiss on her lips before I rolled to lie next to her. She curled into me and rested her head on my shoulder, my arm wrapping around her as I caught my breath. She curled her knee over my thigh and felt her fingers tracing patterns into my skin. It was peaceful as the first stars started to come out over the water. It took longer for me to drift off, but all I could think about was how lucky I was to have her in my life. She had never given up on me and always had faith in me.

We lay there in that peaceful drifting afterglow for several uncounted minutes before I took a deep breath and turned to face her.

“As much as I’d love to sleep, bluebird, we have plans,” I reminded her, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Do we have to?” she whined.

“Yes. We do,” I told her with a grin.

“Fine, but we’re doing that again later. I’ve missed you, my crow.”

“And I you.” I felt her smile against my chest as she turned her head toward me, taking a few more moments to bask in the fact that we were together once more.


Six


- Penelope -

When we arrived at the bar, a loud group of our friends was already waiting in the corner. I hurried over to hug Bailey while Reid went to the bar for our drinks. I hugged Asher after her followed by Fin and Paige as well. When I moved back again, Emma was sitting in the corner between Holden and Aydan, looking pleased with herself. I rolled my eyes as I sat down next to Bailey. Emma was going to have to tell Reid what was going on soon, or I would. Luckily for her he hadn’t been around a lot the last couple of weeks.

“Ash,” I said, getting his attention and leaning forward to see him around Bailey.

“Yeah, Pen?” he asked, leaning forward so he could meet my eye.

“Congrats on the promotion. I’m so proud of you! Even though I don’t fully understand it,” I told him with a wide smile.

“Thank you.” He smiled back at me. “I promise to explain it when you come next week for Thanksgiving.”

“Riding in a car is going to take so long,” Bailey commented between us.

Asher rolled his eyes and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her into his side. “Just be glad you don’t have to do it,” he said before kissing her temple.

“Hey, guys!” Reid said as he came over with our drinks. He set them on the table before slapping Asher on the back and pulling Bailey into a tight hug.

“Hey, stranger,” Bailey replied as she pulled back from him. She smirked as she reached out and smacked Reid’s shoulder.

“Ow! What was that for?” he asked, rubbing the spot she’d hit.

“You skipped out on my wedding and took my best friend with you!” she accused. I glanced over at Asher, who was barely biting back a smile.

“But, Bailey,” Reid whined before moving over to me. “Look at her.” He grabbed my face in his hands and turned toward my best friend. “She’s so happy now. She’s not sad anymore. Don’t I get points for that?”

To help him out, I smiled at Bailey. She looked at me for a moment before she smiled as well.

“Okay fine, you’re forgiven,” she relented with a sigh before she narrowed her eyes at him. “But never do it again.”

“I promise to never run out on your wedding again,” Reid said solemnly.

“Good,” Bailey said before she sat down with a huff. I shook my head and grabbed my beer as Reid sat down next to me.

“I love you, bluebird,” he whispered in my ear before he kissed my cheek.

“I love you too, my crow.”

“So, do you want to tell me what’s going on with Emma and Holden and Aydan?” Reid asked as we lay in bed that night after the party. I smiled to myself.

“No. I don’t want to tell you,” I said before I leaned up and looked at him. “But you should talk to your daughter about it.”

He raised an eyebrow and regarded me for a moment before he sighed. “She’s told you something, and you don’t want to break her trust,” he said, closing his eyes. “Fine. I’ll call her if I get a minute to think at all this week.”

“But just think, when you get done Friday, we’re heading back to Illinois for Thanksgiving,” I told him as I resettled against his shoulder.

“I know. I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed. Are you staying with me or Bailey?” he asked as I closed my eyes.

“I figure we’ll go back and forth depending on need. You’re still working, after all. And you don’t get many opportunities to sleep in your own bed. I happen to like your bed.”

“Good,” he whispered as I drifted off, his fingers trailing up and down my arm.

Reid left the next morning after breakfast. The first few days went quickly, and I was surprised Wednesday afternoon by a phone call from a magazine in New York that wanted me to come in for an interview next Tuesday. Elwyn Sytal had explained the job to me, and it was something I was interested in, so I started trying to figure out how I’d get there. I was in my office that evening trying to figure out what hotel I could afford in Brooklyn when Reid walked up behind me.

“Why are you looking up hotels in Brooklyn?” he asked as he leaned down to kiss the top of my head.

“Well, I got a phone call today. An Arkane magazine wants me to come in for an interview next Tuesday, so I’m trying to find something that’s within my price range,” I said, tipping my head back to smile up at him.

“Which Arkane magazine?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

“Mist or something. They’re a travel magazine but they’re hiring a feature editor, and I came recommended and the woman I spoke to, Elwyn, she said she looked up my portfolio online and thought I might be a good fit.”

“So you’re moving to New York then?” he asked, his brow still furrowed.

“No, my crow,” I said turning to face him. “I’d only have to be in New York one week a month. Otherwise, I could work remotely.”

“Is this something you want to do?”

“I want to go to the interview at least. Emma offered to go with me because I know you’ll be busy,” I told him, reaching out to play with the edge of his shirt as he stood above me.

“No. If you’re going to New York, I’m going with you. Though travel is going to be insane.” He shook his head and blew out a breath. “It’s fine. You figure it all out. I’ll pay for it.”

“Thank you. Now kiss me properly,” I told him with a grin as I pulled on his tee a little more, trying to get him to bend down to my height.

“Anything for you, bluebird,” he said with a roll of his eyes as he leaned down toward me. Our lips met briefly, and he pulled away before he ran a hand through his hair.

“You okay?” I asked, looking closely at his face. He looked tired. He gave me a small smile, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“I’m okay, bluebird. The situation up north was not as simple as I thought, and I haven’t had a good night’s rest since I left here Saturday morning.”

“Well, I still have to eat something, but after I do that, we can go to bed early if you want?”

“No, I need to leave tomorrow by ten to meet with Baxter. I have to swing by the house and pick up a change of clothes and stuff. It’s diplomatic this time.” He shook his head again.

“Why are you running yourself so ragged all of a sudden, my crow?” I asked, standing up and moving toward the living room.

“Because Fin and Paige aren’t quite trained yet, so it’s mostly me and Asher handling the bigger jobs. And since Ash just got back from his honeymoon, I offered to head up north. This thing with the crone has been on the books for months, though,” he explained as he followed me.

“How long will you be gone?” I asked as I sat down on the couch, pulling him down next to me.

“Just ’til Saturday. So, we can fly out either Sunday or Monday if you want.” He turned on the couch and lay back, his feet thrown over the side as he pillowed his head on my lap and reached for the remote.

“Okay, we can do that,” I said as I ordered myself pizza and ran the fingers on my free hand through his hair in an effort to get him to relax.

By the time Reid left the next morning, he looked better rested, which was good. When he returned on Saturday night, we were thankfully alone. Emma and Holden had gone home since Reid and I had decided to skip family Thanksgiving this year and spend it in New York. We hadn’t gotten a chance to finish our vacation, so we were squeezing in a few days to ourselves. I was looking forward to it more than I wanted to admit.

“Hello, bluebird.” I felt Reid’s arms wrap around me and smiled as I leaned my head back against his chest.

“Hello, my crow,” I said as I looked up at him. “I’m glad you’re home.”

“Me too. It felt like this week would never end,” he said as he leaned down to press a kiss against my forehead. He pulled the stool away from my drafting desk and sat down next to me. “So, I booked us a couple of surprises for next week.” He smiled as he reached out to rub my shoulder.

“That’s amazing, my love. Let me finish this chapter, and I will be free for the evening.”

“I’m gonna go get a shower,” he said as he stood.

“You could wait for me for that,” I said with a look over my shoulder.

“I could do that,” he agreed with a smirk as he shut the office door behind him.

It took me another fifteen minutes before I slipped out of the office and made my way downstairs. I found Reid in the laundry room starting a load of laundry.

“You ready for that shower now?” I asked, leaning against the door frame.

Reid turned and leaned against the washer, crossing his arms over his chest. He looked me up and down slowly before he smirked.

“Depends, you planning to get a little less dressed for that shower?”

“Depends who’s asking,” I replied with a smirk before I turned and walked toward the bathroom, pulling my shirt over my head as I did.

“What kind of surprises do you have for us in New York?” I asked as I laid my cheek against his chest. Reid chuckled, and I couldn’t help but smile as I felt the movement under where I was lying.

“They’re surprises for a reason, bluebird,” he said, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

“Then how do I know how to pack if you won’t tell me?”

“Well, you need a nice outfit for your interview. Right?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, pack two more nicer outfits for dinner a couple of nights. Then jeans or whatever you want is fine for the rest of the week.”

“Well, I can certainly do that,” I told him, my eyelids starting to droop.

“I want to introduce you to a couple of my friends while we’re there, if that’s alright with you,” he said softly, pulling his fingers through my hair.

“That’s fine.”

“Anything specific you want to see while we’re there that you didn’t get to see last time?”

“Statue of Liberty,” I mumbled, the edges of my mind going fuzzy as I started drifting off.

“We can do that,” he said, pressing another kiss to the top of my head. “Go to sleep, bluebird.”

“Night. Love you, crow.”

“Love you too.”

I drifted off with a smile, happy he was back.

We arrived in New York on Monday evening, and I was so excited to be back in the city. I had the interview at Mist the next morning at ten, and I was nervous. Reid said he thought they sought me out because of my involvement with him, but I wasn’t sure that was the entirety of it. They may have heard my name because of that, but I wanted to believe my talent and work had made them approach me.

When we walked into the hotel, I was surprised at how beautiful it looked. The views from the large windows were breathtaking. Panoramic views of the Brooklyn Bridge and the city greeted me through the windows that took up most of one side of the room and onto the other wall. A corner suite was a great idea. Reid came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me back into his chest as the lights of the city started to glow on the horizon.

“Welcome back to New York, bluebird,” he said in my ear.

“Thank you, my crow,” I said as I wrapped a hand around his arms in front of me. “Is that really a hammock?” I asked, looking to my right from where we were standing at the windows by the bed.

“Yes. And I have plans for that,” he said, his voice gravelly. I turned to look up at him. He was smirking down at me and pressed his lips to mine, sinking into a deeper kiss. I turned as he pulled me against him and laced the fingers of one hand into his hair, holding him close to me.

He took a couple of steps backward and pulled me into his lap on the edge of the bed. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my chest against his. He trailed his lips down my neck, and my pulse raced under his touch. I shifted my hips, needing something more. His hands moved from my back to my hips, and he held me still, pulling his lips away from my neck and pressing our foreheads together.

“As much as I’d love to continue this, we have plans for dinner,” he said, his breath heavy as he spoke.

“Hang dinner,” I whispered, moving my hips against him again.

He groaned and pressed his lips against mine as he held me tightly. “We aren’t eating alone, bluebird.” He breathed; his voice strained.

“We can be late,” I said pressing my lips to his once more, one of my hands tightening in his hair as I shifted my hips as much as he would let me.

“Fine.” He spoke against my lips. “But this needs to be quick.” He moved his hands from my hips to my back and twisted as he leaned backward so I was flat on the mattress.
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- Reid -

I led Penelope out of the elevator and into the lobby of the hotel. We had reservations at the restaurant upstairs, but first we were meeting up with Kenzo, who had brought me a delivery of blood for the week. Which I appreciated. When we got to the main lobby, I searched him out, Penelope’s hand in mine. When I saw him I grinned wide and walked over toward him. 

He saw me approaching and stood, tucking his phone in his pocket. He was dressed in a light-colored button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and a pair of jeans. I heard Penelope’s intake of breath next to me when she finally noticed his tattoos. They covered every inch of exposed skin except his face. 

Kenzo Camden always made an impression, even if you didn’t know who he was. 

“Reid,” he said with a wide smile as he held a hand out for me to shake. 

“Kenz, how’s it going?” I asked as I shook his hand and returned the friendly smile. Kenzo was the executioner of Territory Three and worked for Damon Dethantos. In addition to that, he was the alpha of the Aedion werewolf pack here in the city.

“Good, man, real good. You?” he asked, glancing at Penelope with a smile and then back to me with a raised brow. 

“I’ve been a little busy but good,” I told him. 

“I have to go see Crone Wolfendale next week,” he said, rolling his eyes. 

“That’s not surprising. Give her my best.” 

I felt Penelope squeeze my hand, and I couldn’t help my smirk. I knew she was waiting for me to introduce her. 

“Kenzo, this is Penelope, my Flame.” 

Kenzo’s eyes widened slightly. “Nice to meet you,” he said, reaching a hand out for Penelope to shake. She stuck her hand out, and he surprised us both by bringing it to his lips to press a kiss to her knuckles. “Officially at least,” he added with his most charming grin. I rolled my eyes at him. 

“Nice to meet you too,” Penelope said hesitantly while glancing at me questioningly. 

“He was at the club the last time we were here.” I leaned down and whispered in her ear. 

She nodded. 

“Come on. Let’s eat,” I added, turning toward the elevator that would take us back upstairs to the restaurant. 

While we were eating, Kenzo asked about our plans for Thanksgiving the following day and while I didn’t want to tell him flat out that I had planned to take Penelope on a dinner cruise since it was a surprise, dinner with other people sounded much better. It turned out to be the best decision I’d made in recent months. Normally it was just another day to me since I’d long since stopped attempting to eat, but watching Penelope light up while she ate her favorite foods and talked to strangers like they were long lost friends made my heart overflow. I stood to the side of the room drinking an after dinner beer with Kenzo, who looked a bit sad, but I didn’t get a chance to comment on it when his niece threw herself at him from her mother’s arms as she happened by. 

Penelope got along well with Nisha, Kenzo’s sister-in-law, and they’d spent most of the afternoon talking about shared interests. She shot me a smile across the room that made my heart constrict. Now that I’d made the decision to marry her, it seemed like only a matter of time before I’d actually pop the question. There were a thousand moments where the words almost spilled forth, but I held fast to my determination to deal with Akina before anything else. I wanted us to be safe, at the very least. 

Penelope’s interview was the next morning, and I watched her flit around the hotel room as her nerves got the better of her. It was adorable. They’d be foolish not to hire her. She was so committed to doing a great job no matter what. I knew my name was more what got her noticed, but I also knew her ability got her the interview. Now it was all up to her to get the job. 

I kind of hoped she’d get it. It would mean more time spent away from my bed, but it would be worth it to see her smile and for some of the stress to be off her shoulders. I knew she hated that I’d been paying her rent and other bills since before she’d gone to the UK over the summer, but it was nothing to me, especially if it gave her one less thing to stress about while she built her business. 

“Does this look okay?” she asked, standing in front of me in a pair of dress pants and a nice shirt. The pants pooled a bit around her bare feet, which made her look adorable. 

“Bluebird,” I started as I stood from the bed, “you look amazing. Now, go do your makeup, and your hair, and put your heels on. I’m going to get you a coffee, okay? Do you want a bagel?” I asked, my hands against her upper arms. 

“No, just the coffee. I’m not sure I could eat right now.” 

“Then we’ll go to lunch after. Okay?” 

“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly. I smiled at her and quickly kissed her before I moved toward the door, picking up my wallet and room key as I went. By the time I got back, she’d finished her hair and was almost done with her makeup. She kissed my cheek when I set the coffee on the counter next to her, and I smiled softly as I left her to her prep. 

When she stepped out of the bathroom again, she looked far more confident. Her curls had been tamed back into a smart bun, her makeup looked professional, and made her green eyes appear to glow. She looked beautiful and a part of me wanted to revel in undoing all her hard work, but I knew better. 

“You look great,” I told her when she stopped in front of me. 

“Thank you. I need to put on my heels and we can go.” 

“Which ones are you wearing?” 

“The ones you got me for my birthday,” she told me. 

My grin widened. “That doesn’t help with the urge to take you back to bed and undo all of your hard work,” I said, reaching out to trail my hand up from the back of her thigh to the small of her back as I pulled her forward between my knees. 

“There will be none of that,” she said with a smirk of her own, her hands braced against my shoulders. 

“Can I at least have a kiss?” 

“Of course you can, and then we have to go.” She leaned down and pressed her lips to mine softly before she pulled back and stepped away from me. 

“Grab your coat, and let’s go,” I told her with a sigh as I stood as well. I crossed the room and emptied one of the bottles of blood Kenzo had left at the front desk for me into my own travel coffee cup. It would allow me to blend a little more, though I intended to take advantage of a small Arkane cafe near Penelope’s interview. 

“Come on. Let’s get this over with,” she said, appearing again in a dark blue pea coat that flared slightly from her waist. She was pulling on her black gloves and scarf, her little leather portfolio held tightly between her knees. I couldn’t help but smile at how adorable she was. 

“It’s going to be great,” I told her as I held the door open for her.


Seven


- Reid -

The smile on Penelope’s face when she walked out of the magazine’s front door was so radiant I could see the shine from across the street. I smiled softly as I stood and made my way over to her. 

I did it. It’s all but mine.

I heard the elation in her voice, even through the bond. My smile widened as I approached her. 

“Did you doubt it?” I asked as I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pressed a kiss to the side of her lips. 

“Yes and no all at the same time,” she said before laughter bubbled out of her, almost like it was an accident. “I feel strangely giddy. What else are we doing today?” she asked as I led her down the sidewalk. 

“Whatever you want. We have no plans until tomorrow evening. We could do some shopping if you wanted, though I’m sure it’s a madhouse and I’d love to avoid it if possible.” 

“Well, we could do a little shopping tomorrow morning, if I can spend the rest of the day in the hotel, just the two of us. We could work off all the pounds I gained yesterday with the Camden’s.” She smirked up at me, knowing I would never turn down that offer. Especially since I’d wanted to get my hands on her all morning.

I chuckled. “Okay, love. Let’s go back to the hotel and tomorrow we can go out and spend some of my money.” I told her with a grin, my arms tightening around her just a bit as I let my mind wander through the list of things I really wanted to do to her once we were alone. 

We spent the entire next day shopping in the city. I bought her some wonderful things, and then, because it pleased me, I bought her a necklace that I thought she would enjoy. Of course, it had the added bonus of being a crown made of white gold and a diamond sparkling beautifully in the middle, the points adorned with the darkest red stones, denoting her as mine. Which felt rather barbaric, but nonetheless she was mine and I was hers. It was a perfect congratulatory gift, not only because she would like it but because it would remind those she worked for exactly who she was. Now I just had to wait for the official job offer. 

Sunday, I took her to the Statue of Liberty, just like she’d asked, and we spent most of the afternoon between the statue and Ellis Island exploring the museum. Penelope was in awe of the magnitude of it all. Once we were back at the hotel, I convinced her to get dressed up for a dinner out. I kind of enjoyed showing her off, and the look on her face when I surprised her with Broadway tickets was perfect. She watched the show with rapture while I watched her. I loved watching the emotions flit across her face as she empathized with the characters. I could care less what we watched if I could keep that look on her face.

Our time in New York was relaxing, and I enjoyed every single bit of it. So did Penelope, if her disposition was anything to go by. We headed back to her place on Saturday, and on Monday morning I left to get back to Illinois to meet with Atlas for an update on what I missed while I was in New York. 

“Reid, come in,” Atlas said when I knocked on his door about an hour after I’d gotten home. 

“Atlas, how are things?” I asked as I sat down on one of the chairs. 

“Well, which do you want an update on first?” he asked as he sat down the papers he was holding and looked at me. 

“You decide. I know we have quite a bit to catch up on,” I told him as I sat back and made myself comfortable for the long conversation. 

“First, how did Penelope’s interview go?” 

“She’s hopeful and she thinks it went well. I think they’d be foolish not to hire her.” I shrugged. “And sadly, given her connection to me, they probably will,” I told him with a slight shrug of my shoulders. 

“You’re probably right. You guys had fun in New York, though?” he asked. 

“Yeah. We had a good time. So what did Ink say about the issue up in Sault Saint Marie?” 

“Well, you were right. A local group is targeting the Kateri Pack specifically. How they found out about it, we aren’t sure. I’ve contacted the Bloodhounds already, and they’re going to handle the situation. I’ve also notified Alpha Callis to expect their help and to let us know if anything else happens after the Bloodhounds are gone.” 

I nodded at his explanation. “And Ink?” 

“She’s to stay on hand until everything is wrapped up. She’s fine with this.” Atlas sighed. “Meanwhile, Bone has been training Paige and even to a certain extent Bailey, which is going better than I would have hoped. She really likes it here and I was considering offering her a permanent place with us, her and Ink actually, though we currently don’t have room at the house.” 

“They’re sharing the guest room right now. Correct?” 

“Yes. And they’re fine with that, though I imagine that they’d want their own spaces if it was a permanent assignment.” 

“Well, it probably wouldn’t be too difficult to convince Ash to move over to Bailey’s. I’ll be gone a lot soon, and I plan to propose to Penelope and see if I can’t get her to move down here, closer to Bailey and to work, obviously. I don’t see why I couldn’t buy another house for Penelope and me. Of course, Emma’s room would move there as well. That would free up at least three rooms.” 

“That’s true, but let’s see what happens with New York first, and then we’ll go from there,” he said thoughtfully. “You have the executioners’ summit this weekend. Correct?” 

“Yes. Friday to Monday. It’s in Dubai this year, and I’m looking forward to sightseeing and some shopping,” I said excitedly. 

“That’s good.” 

Atlas and I talked for close to an hour before I went back to my room. I needed a shower, and I had a pile of mail to deal with after being gone for close to a month. It was hard to believe it was already December. So much had happened since the year began. Penelope and I had been on a roller coaster this year between telling her the truth last year at New Years, the miscarriage in February, our breakup, Paris, her shadow-self coming out, and getting back together. It had been a lot, and I couldn’t have imagined how the year would end when it had started. I just needed to deal with Akina and everything would hopefully be behind us. 

Echo came by on Tuesday. We spent the morning in my garage going through the bottles we’d found in Akina’s basement and designing the small crypt we were going to have built. The plan was to put it on the Walker Field property. That way it wasn’t where everyone would find it, but we could still give them the honor they deserved. My phone rang somewhere around lunch time, and I answered when I saw Penelope was trying to get me on a video call. 

“Hey, bluebird,” I said with a grin when I saw her face. A jolt of longing went through me, and I started mentally calculating if I could spend a couple of days with her before I left on Friday. 

“Reid. Elwyn called me.” 

“Elwyn?” I questioned, setting down my pen on the open notebook in front of me and propping my phone down on the counter against a box so Echo could see Penelope as well. 

“Hey, Pen,” Echo said with a little wave. 

“Hi, Echo!” Penelope said, her grin growing a little more before she caught my eye again. “Elwyn the editor of Mist.” 

“Ah,” I said, nodding. “So, what’d she say?” 

“The job’s mine!” Penelope laughed excitedly, and I couldn’t help but smile widely. 

“That’s great, Pen!” Echo said next to me. 

“That’s amazing, bluebird. I’m so proud of you,” I told her, my chest feeling tight with the amount of emotion that roused within me. “I’ll swing by later and we can celebrate. Okay?” My desire to be near her was growing. 

“Okay, love. You guys look busy, so I’ll let you go. We can talk about the specifics when you come over later. Love you, my crow.” 

“I love you too, bluebird. See you later,” I told her with a grin. 

“Bye, Pen! Congratulations!” Echo said, leaning into the frame again with a wide smile. 

“Bye, Echo, thank you,” she said waving before she winked at me and hung up. I sighed. Now, not only was I going to be splitting my time between home and Michigan, but I’d be spending time in New York with her as well. I was never going to get to sleep in my bed again. 

“What’s the matter, little brother?” Echo asked, looking up at me with narrowed eyes. 

“Between here and Michigan, I’m barely home as it is. Now with New York being a regular stop, I’m never going to get to sleep in my bed. Not if I want to spend time with my girlfriend.” 

“Why don’t you just ask her to move here? Or move in with her. It’s not like the distance to work every day is a roadblock for you.” 

“Her apartment is too small for both of us. We’d have to buy a house.” 

“And that’s a bad thing because?” 

“It’s not. It’s just, where do we buy it? I know part of her wants to be here. She’s considered it a few times, even before we got together because of Bailey. But her apartment is the last place where she and her brother both lived, and it’s a part of him she’s not quite ready to give up yet.” 

“So, see if she’s willing to spend some time in Illinois with you.” 

“I’ll talk to her about it. Maybe she wouldn’t be too opposed to moving.” I shook my head. “Okay, let’s finish this. I now have somewhere to be tonight,” I told her with a grin. 

A couple of hours later, my phone rang. It was Asher, and after a brief conversation, I found that he and Bailey were heading to Penelope’s with me that evening for dinner to celebrate Penelope’s job offer. We all met up around six and headed through the drift point to make our way to Penelope’s apartment. I’d already ordered her favorite take-out, which would be there around six thirty. 

“Hey, bluebird,” I said when I walked into the kitchen and wrapped my arms around her waist. 

“Hello, my crow,” she said, turning to kiss me. 

“I like saying hello to you,” I told her when she pulled back. Her laughter filled the kitchen, and I couldn’t stop my smile if I tried. 

“Congrats, PJ!” Bailey said, stealing her from my arms. I moved toward the fridge to grab us all beers, just to have something to do that didn’t include giving in to the urge to pull her away from her friends and keep her tucked under my arm. I had to get a grip on this possessiveness that seemed to swell within me when we’d been away from one another longer than twenty-four hours. 

Asher looked at me with a half-smile, like he knew exactly what I was thinking, which made sense if I thought about it. He probably did understand exactly what I was feeling, and that meant it had to do with Twin Flames. I shook my head slightly and he gave me a small nod. I’d talk to him about it later. 

About twenty minutes later, the girls’ dinner arrived, and Asher and I went down to the patio off Penelope’s room to escape the falling snow while we smoked a cigarette. 

“You wanna tell me what that look was about?” he asked me after I tucked my lighter back into my pocket. 

I sighed and took a long drag. “You ever get a little possessive when you’ve been away from Bailey for longer than a few hours?” I asked on my exhale. 

“Yeah. All the time. We’re married, and I’m not sure if that’s made it better or worse sometimes,” he said with a dark chuckle. “It’s part of our nature to begin with, but our Flames make it worse, like they amplify that feeling ten-fold. You seem to be doing a good job of dealing with it, though.” 

“I’m trying, but I’ve never wanted to body check Bailey more in my life than when she pulled Penelope out of my arms.” 

Asher laughed. “I know. I’ve felt like that with Penelope a few times, and neither one of them is a threat. It’s the dumbest thing, and I used to beat myself up about it, but I got over it. Now I just acknowledge it and let it be. If it persists, I wait and then drag her back into my space, not that she complains. I’ve tried to find a balance. You should tell her. It will help if she knows what you’re feeling. That way she knows what it is. Bailey doesn’t always feel the same way I do, but she understands that sometimes I can’t help it.” 

“Okay. I’ll talk to her about it.” I shook my head. “This shit is wild.” 

Asher chuckled. “It really is,” he agreed. 

Later, after Asher and Bailey had left for the evening, I pulled Penelope close to me and just stood there, holding her in my arms and breathing in the scent of her shampoo. When I felt a little more settled, I pulled back and kissed her softly. She pulled back and smiled up at me, her eyes almost glowing in the low light of the lamp in the living room. 

“You know I love you. Right?” I asked her. 

“Of course. Just like I love you,” she told me. “What’s going on?” 

“Sometimes I get really strong feelings about you, stronger than they should be. Not always good either. I wanted to body check Bailey today and pull you back to me when she pulled you away to hug you. It’s not something I would normally feel, and I would never act on it, but it’s something that I felt pretty strongly about. So, I just wanted you to know that if I ever get clingy, it’s because I’m fighting off possessive feelings that probably are the furthest thing from healthy.” 

To my surprise, Penelope smiled at me after my speech. “Thank you for telling me, my crow. Now I can understand better when this happens. Just be honest. I have no problem helping you with the stronger emotions, even if they don’t make sense to me,” she assured me. 

“Thank you for being understanding,” I told her before I leaned forward to capture her lips with mine once more. 

“You are most welcome,” she told me with a wink as she pulled away to clean up from where we’d all played cards. Once she was done, I led her downstairs to spend some quality time with her. 

We climbed into a hot shower and I took my time washing her hair and rubbing the tense muscles in her back to try and work them loose. Once she was more pliable in my arms, I took my time washing her body. When we were done, I pulled her from the shower, wishing we were at my place so I could have let her soak in the tub. I wrapped her in a fluffy towel and dried her skin carefully, letting my lips trail over her skin as I did so. I wrapped the towel around her and kissed her deeply. It didn’t take long before we were moving toward her room, leaving the towels between us on the floor next to her bed. 

“So where do you have to go this weekend?” she asked me later. She was curled up on her side facing me while I stood at the door to the patio smoking a cigarette. 

“Executioners’ summit in Dubai,” I told her with a small grin. 

“What do you have to do there?” 

“Well, the thirty-three of us get together once a year to discuss trends and techniques and such. It’s more like a networking thing than anything else. We get to talk about the problems we’ve seen in our territories and such. Our crones go and have their own summit, so everything gets handled at the same time. Friday night we’ll kind of network over drinks and whatnot. Catch up with one another. Then on Saturday we have meetings in the morning. I’ll do one with just the others from the NAAA, and then after that, we’ll have the worldwide one. The topics are generally the same. Sunday we have kind of like an expo, different fighting techniques, new weapons, stuff like that. Then I come home on Monday.” 

“Do you think maybe you could meet me in New York then?” 

“I could, why?” I asked as I tossed my cigarette butt into a pile of snow and shut the door. I climbed back in bed with her, and she waited to respond until she was lying against my chest again. 

“Well, they want me to spend a couple of weeks at the magazine so I can learn how to do the job they want me to do. After that I only have to be in New York one week a month. Otherwise, I can work from home.” 

“Can you wait to go until Tuesday?” 

“I can, but that won’t put us back home until just before Christmas.” 

“And where are we doing Christmas this year?” 

“I was kind of hoping we could do Christmas with my parents and then do New Years at Vampire House like I did last year.” 

“We can do that. Can we invite Emma and Holden? I usually spend Christmas with them.” 

“Of course. I’d love to have them. Though don’t be surprised if Aydan shows up as well,” Penelope said with a grin. 

“Why?” I asked, looking down at her. 

“You still haven’t talked to Emma. Have you?” 

“About what?” 

Penelope groaned. “I told her to talk to you,” she muttered under her breath. “Look, Aydan is Emma’s Flame.” 

“What?” I asked, sitting up slightly and dislodging her from where she was lying on me. 

Gently she pushed me back down and settled before she continued, “Yeah. They found out at the wedding. But Aydan, Holden, and Emma all talked and agreed to be friends.” 

“I’m sensing a but here,” I said lowly, unsure how I felt about the situation. 

“Well, if I’m understanding Emma’s texts correctly, there’s some feelings growing between them and I’m not sure how that’s going to turn out. But from what I gather, Holden isn’t opposed to opening up their relationship to him if it’s what they all decide.” 

I blew out a breath. That was a lot. And it amazed me that it was something they could do. Aydan and Holden were better men than I was if I’d been in their shoes. 

“I guess we let them figure that out, but if anyone hurts my daughter, heads will roll,” I told her with a sigh. 

“That’s fair. But talk to Emma. She is an adult after all, and we have to let her make her own decisions.” 

“I don’t have to like it,” I muttered, pulling her closer to me again. She laughed and patted my chest. 

“No, you don’t,” she agreed. 


Eight


- Penelope -

Being back in New York was a surreal experience. Reid had managed to get us the same hotel room as before, only this time it seemed we’d be living out of it for two weeks. I officially started tomorrow, and if it was possible, I was more nervous now than I had been before the interview. Reid was upstairs at the restaurant getting us some food, and we planned to spend the evening in the room just relaxing. I was thinking about getting into the tub after we ate, but for now I was putting our clothes in the dresser, so we didn’t have to live out of suitcases. 

Reid wanted to look for apartments while we were here, but I wasn’t sure that was a good idea. Maybe we should wait until we were sure I wanted to continue with this job. Though, I couldn’t possibly tell him no, so he had been obsessively searching online for the best places. He had already shown me three potential places within walking distance to work, but they were all way out of my price range. Then again, Reid and I viewed money differently, so it wasn’t really a surprise. 

Noah:


I heard about the new job. Congrats. 




Penelope:


Thank you. What are you up to? 




Noah:


Working. You know how it goes. My life never seems to end, there’s always something more. I’ll be in New York next month. When are you coming back? 




Penelope:


Not sure yet. I’ll be here for a couple of weeks, and then Reid and I are headed back home for Xmas. You spending it with your parents?




Noah:


Yeah. Mum is happy. But I have to leave again shortly after. I can’t wait for my schedule to slow down a bit next year. It will be nice.




Penelope:


Reid just got back with our food. I’ll talk to you later. 




Noah:


Sure thing congrats again.




Reid smiled at me as I stood from the end of the bed where I’d sat to text Noah and stuck my phone into my back pocket. 

“Who are you texting?” he asked as he leaned in to press a quick kiss to my lips before he headed for the table in the other room. 

“Noah.” 

Reid groaned at his name, making me grin before I continued. 

“I guess Rich told him I got the job, so he wanted to say congratulations.” I shrugged when he glanced back at me. 

“Whatever. I still think he’s just buttering you up for something,” he said as he sat my food down on the table. 

“My crow, how many times do I have to tell you that I want you? Just you?” I asked, laying a hand on his arm. He looked over at me. 

“At least once more,” he told me with a cheeky grin. 

I rolled my eyes and stood on my tiptoes to kiss him before I sat down to eat. “So, what do you wanna do with the rest of the night?” he asked as he settled in across from me at the table and pulled out his phone. 

“I don’t know,” I told him between bites. “Was thinking about a bath before Noah texted.” 

Reid smiled. “I need to hook up with Kenzo at some point. He’s at the club tonight, but he said he can have Ralphy run me some blood over,” he said with a sigh as he sat back. 

“That club we were at before?” 

“Yeah. I don’t want to go or anything, I just need blood. I guess Ralphy isn’t working tonight.” His phone chimed in his hand, and he typed out a reply before he looked at me. “Ralphy says he can be here in about a half hour.” 

“Okay.” I nodded as I finished the bite I was eating. “I’ll finish eating and get into the tub. You can join me after you get your delivery.” 

“Works for me. Want me to go start your water?” he asked, setting his phone on the table. 

“Yes, please. Can you include some of that really good smelling stuff that I used last time?” I asked him as he stood. 

“Anything for you, bluebird,” he told me with a fond smile before he leaned down to kiss the top of my head and then disappeared down the hall toward the bathroom. 

By the time I finished eating and wandered back into the bedroom, I could smell the bath oil I’d asked him to put in the water. I could just barely hear him humming as he moved around in the bathroom, probably unpacking our toiletries because I hadn’t done that yet. I grabbed my pajamas and made my way toward him with a smile. 

“It smells good in here,” I told him as I set my clothes on the sink. 

“Good. The speaker’s all hooked up so you can listen to music too,” he said, turning to block the view of the tub from where I stood. 

“Thank you,” I told him as he pulled me into his arms. “I’m gonna go wait downstairs. Ralphy should be here soon, but first…” He trailed off as he pressed his lips to mine. 

It started as a sweet kiss, but it soon deepened. I let myself sink into him as he started to pull me closer to him, his hand tight on my hip. He pulled my shirt off before capturing my lips again. I reached for his shirt and pulled it over his head as he bent to kiss along my neck. I could feel electricity under my skin, something that never got old. The way his emotions would radiate back to me through our bond made everything somehow more than it had ever been with anyone else. 

Even though some part of my brain knew he had to go downstairs for a few minutes, I let myself get swept along in the emotion and sudden urgency I felt whenever his bare skin pressed against mine. He kept me dizzy with kisses, his hands purposeful as he trailed them across my back, up my sides, and anywhere he could reach. He popped the button on my jeans and I moved away from him slightly to create enough room to let them fall to the floor. I stepped out of them and back to him as he watched me, a hungry gleam in his eye. I wrapped one of my hands around the back of his neck and used my grip on his hair to pull his lips back down to mine. When I reached to pop the button on his jeans, he swept me up in his arms and started moving away from the sink. 

When he opened the shower door, it felt like a sauna. It immediately soothed the goose bumps on my skin. I pulled back from his lips and looked around as he pulled the door closed behind us. It wasn’t until he set me down into the steaming water that I realized what he’d been doing before I came in. Candles were lit in the corners of the shower area. They wouldn’t be protected if he turned the shower on, but it worked for this. I loved this bathroom. I loved that the tub was inside the shower, but separate. It made rinsing the soap off easier, and with the tub being as deep as it was, I was able to actually soak in it. 

“When we get a place, either here or wherever, I want a big soaker tub like this. And I love the shower setup,” I mumbled as I let myself relax against the back of the tub. 

“You got it, beautiful,” he said with a soft chuckle. “You get comfortable. I’ll be back soon.” He leaned over to press a lingering kiss against my lips before he pulled back. 

“Hurry up, I kind of liked where this was going before you dropped me in the water,” I told him, closing my eyes and resting my head against the edge of the tub. I heard him chuckle as he stepped out of the shower area. 

“Your wish is my command, bluebird. Don’t worry. I plan to take my time with you. So relax for now because it’s all the down time you’re getting for a while,” he said, his voice rough and deep. 

Despite the heat of the water, I shivered, and I knew he’d seen it. “Then I reiterate. Hurry up. But put on a shirt first. I don’t share,” I said with a smirk. I heard him chuckle again as he closed the door to the shower area. The music started playing from the speaker he’d brought in about a minute before I heard the door to the room close. 

While I waited for Reid to return, I let my mind drift as I listened to the music and let the beautiful scent of the bath oil wash over me. Distantly I heard the door open and close again, signaling Reid’s return to the room. The music seemed to swell again, something soft and sensual, reminding me of what we’d started just before he left. I dipped my head back into the water and submersed everything but my face, letting the water muffle everything else. I could still hear the heavy bass beat of the playlist Reid had started, though. 

When I came back up, Reid was sitting on one of the stools from the other room next to the tub. He’d taken his shirt back off and was sitting forward, his elbows resting against his knees as he watched me intently. His eyes snapped to mine as I sat back and pushed the water from my hair. He watched my every move as I settled myself again and met his eyes. With deliberate slowness, I watched as he sat up, trailing the hand closest to the tub into the water, just letting his fingertips create ripples along the surface before resting his arm on the side of the tub. The closeness of his hand to my knee just below the surface created a palpable tension. 

“Enjoying your bath?” he asked, his low voice making me shiver. I swallowed hard before I could answer. 

“Yes.” I took a fortifying breath and lifted my chin slightly. “You should join me.” I wanted to reach out for him, but we were caught in some sort of cat and mouse game, and I didn’t quite understand why. I just knew that if I waited him out, it would be worth it. 

It was always worth it. 

“I’m going to,” he said before licking his lips. “Be patient.” 

Instead of answering him, I tipped my head back to rest against the edge of the tub and closed my eyes again. I let the music wash over me, trying to ignore the tension in my muscles as I fought to remain still. I didn’t hear him move, though I had been listening for it. His fingertips traced over my knee and down toward my calf before retreating in the other direction. I could do nothing to stop the full body shudder at the feel of him gliding against my skin. It wasn’t like we hadn’t woken up wrapped around each other, but this was a different type of intimacy that I had missed while we were apart. 

I sank into the feeling of his movements, just barely there against the skin of my knee, my calf, and up toward my inner thigh. I was surprised by the feeling of him gently grabbing my chin and turning my face toward him to place a tender kiss against my lips. I lifted my arm and pulled him closer with a hand on the back of his neck. His tongue traced the seam of my lips, and I opened for him readily. 

I was so distracted kissing him, my fingers in his hair, that I didn’t notice his other hand had dipped further up my thigh until I felt him brush against me. Just a brief pass of his thumb and my back arched as I pulled back from his lips with a gasp. My eyes flew open and found his immediately. His slow grin as he did it again made me start to come unraveled. 

The next time he put more pressure right where I needed before he ghosted his fingers back up one thigh and then back toward the apex and down the other. It was maddening, and I bit his bottom lip before soothing it with my tongue, hoping he’d get the point. It only took a few more passes before he stopped teasing and rubbed his thumb exactly where I needed him to. It didn’t take long before he had pushed me right to the edge. I could feel the tension coiled tightly, ready to wash over me. His lips left mine and I turned my head to give him better access to my neck as he kissed, licked, and nibbled his way down it and then back up to the spot he knew drove me crazy. 

My back arched up out of the water as I clutched the sides of the tub to keep myself from sinking under. My orgasm ripped through me after he’d teased me for so long, and I ached to have him closer to me. I pulled his lips back to mine and kissed him deeply before pulling away to lean back against the tub to catch my breath. 

“I love you, but if you don’t get in this tub right now, I’m going to murder you,” I growled at him, holding him close. 

He chuckled lowly. “Bluebird, you have to let me go so I can take my pants off.” 

“Yes, pants off. Great plan.” I pressed another quick kiss to his lips before I released him and sat back. He stood and watched me with half-lidded eyes as he popped the button on his jeans and pulled down the zipper before he pushed them and his boxers to the floor, stepping out of them and into the tub in front of me. 

It took some maneuvering, but eventually he was seated against the other side of the tub. He reached out and pulled me over to sit between his raised thighs, my back flush against his. 

“This is not conducive to what I had in mind,” I mumbled, feeling his erection against the small of my back. 

“Don’t worry about me. We have time. This is about you,” he said in my ear. His arms snaked around me as he placed kisses to the curve of my shoulder from one side, along the back of my neck, and down the other. I hummed in satisfaction. 

“That feels nice,” I told him as he repeated the process in the other direction, his hands rubbing up and down my sides. 

After a couple of passes, his hands moved down to my inner thighs again, and I groaned. I let out a small whine, still feeling slightly oversensitive. He hushed me with a soft sound as he guided my legs until they were over his. I leaned my head back against his shoulder as he continued to run his hands over my body. Eventually he shifted my position a little higher and slid a little lower in the tub behind me. I grabbed the edge and sank down onto him slowly. He groaned and grabbed my hips to lift me slightly before I slid back down. I loved when he took control like this. It was one of my favorite things. He kept that pace for a little longer before I shifted slightly and the angle changed, hitting a new spot inside me. The way my moan echoed off of the tile was obscene and made me shiver slightly as he lifted me again. 

“Get up,” he said into my ear, tapping the side of my thigh. It took some maneuvering, but eventually I settled at the other end of the tub, facing him this time. 

Reid waited for me to get comfortable before he came closer to me again, lifting me to sit on the edge of the tub. I hissed when my back hit the cold tile of the wall behind me. He smiled slightly as he pushed his hands into my hair and tipped my head down to press his lips to mine in a fierce kiss. Nothing about it was soft, and I desperately wanted for us to be in bed or at least somewhere we could get more comfortable. 

“Bed.” I pushed the word out against his lips, and he responded by nipping at my lip. 

He pulled back a moment and stood from where he knelt in front of me. He stepped out onto the rug and quickly pulled a towel around his waist before he turned and held out a hand to me. 

“Bluebird,” he said when I continued to stare at him. I didn’t want to tell him I was entranced by the drops of water running from his hair down the planes of his chest, but it was erotic in a way I hadn’t anticipated, despite how many times we’d been in the shower together. 

He said my name again, and I snapped my eyes to his, my face flushing because I knew I’d been caught staring. I slipped my hand in his, and he helped me over the edge of the tub on shaking legs. He ran a warm towel over my skin with a smile before he wrapped it around me and pulled me close again and placed a sweet kiss to my lips. In the next moment he swept me into his arms and carried me from the bathroom toward the bedroom with purpose. 

Reid laid me on my back in the center of the bed, his hands tracing my curves as he pulled away. He grinned before he settled one knee on the edge of the bed. He leaned over and ran his hands lightly up the inside of my legs, pushing aside my towel as he coaxed my knees apart. With a wicked grin, he leaned down, and I could feel his breath against the inside of my thigh. 

“Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” I asked breathlessly. 

“Not even close,” he said, lifting his head just enough to meet my eye. 

“I can’t stop imagining you tasting the bath oils…” I told him with a chuckle a few moments later. 

“Tastebuds died a long time ago, love,” he said before he did something with his tongue that made my toes curl. 

“What?” I asked, my heart racing and my mind spinning. 

With a sigh he leaned up on his elbow and looked at me seriously. “Do you really want to have this conversation now? Or can we discuss it later? I’m attempting to shut your brain off. Why isn’t it working?” he asked. 

“Later. We can discuss it later,” I told him, reaching out for his arm. “Now come up here, and we’ll discuss something else,” I added with a grin as he let me pull him up and over me until he settled between my thighs. 

“With pleasure,” he said as I pulled his towel open and wrapped one of my legs around his hip. 

He sank into me, my back arching as he pulled out and pushed back in again. He set a quick pace, and before long I was falling over the edge once more, kissing him fiercely as he chased his own end finally. I ran my fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp as he rested his forehead against my shoulder and caught his breath. After a minute, a soft kiss pressed to the scar above my collarbone on the right side, and then he rolled off me and stared up at the ceiling. 

With a chuckle, I turned and rested against his shoulder, curled up to his side. He lazily wrapped an arm around me to hold me close to him. A few minutes later, as my own breath returned to normal, I shivered, goose bumps popping up all over my skin. I started to sit up, intent to find my clothes, when Reid pulled me back down. 

“Stay here,” he said, pressing a kiss to my temple. “I’ll get you something.” He sat up and stood at the end of the bed as he searched the drawer for something to put on. 

I leaned up on my elbows and stared at him. 

“Are you looking at my ass?” he asked without looking over his shoulder at me. 

“I might be,” I told him, my eyes glued to the way his shoulders shifted as he opened and closed the drawers. 

He did have a nice backside, but I was more entranced by the way his muscles shifted and moved. I loved having my hands on him, and loved the strength he exuded on a regular basis. Loved the way I felt safe when he was with me. I may not have ever anticipated him or ever thought that he was the type of guy I wanted as the love of my life. None of my childhood fantasies had considered falling in love with a vampire prince, but now that I had him, I wouldn’t wish for anyone else. 

Reid turned with a small smile and passed me a pair of my favorite sleep shorts and one of his tees. I dressed quickly with a smile before I stood and kissed him. 

“What was that for?” he asked as his hands settled on my hips. 

“I can’t imagine my life without you. Thank you for being you. I love you, my crow,” I told him, my arms looped over his bare shoulders. His smile was breathtaking, and I loved the way his blue eyes seemed to sparkle the same way the buildings in the city did off the ocean. 

“I love you too, bluebird,” he said before kissing me once more. I smiled as I turned and walked away, heading toward the bathroom to get ready for bed. 

Reid followed behind me, draining the tub and shutting off the music as I brushed my teeth. I fell asleep that night curled under an extremely soft blanket, my head pillowed on his chest and one of his arms wrapped around me. It might not have been the fairy tale I’d imagined as a little girl playing in the backyard with Bailey, but I had found my prince charming, and I’d be damned if I’d give him up again. 

Akina or any other threat be damned. 


Nine


- Reid -

The first few days of Penelope’s new job went by quickly. She left in the morning excited, and by the time I picked her up for dinner each evening, she was exhausted and convinced she’d never remember everything they wanted her to learn.

“I’m telling you, Reid. I don’t know how you have so many business contacts in your phone and don’t get confused,” she told me over dinner one night. I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“I’ve had longer to learn the names. We don’t turn over in our jobs nearly as often as you humans do. We get to keep them longer since our lives are longer,” I told her as I moved french fries around on my plate.

“While that’s true, only like twelve or so people work here in the office who I will be interacting with most of the time. And only two of them will I be working with directly, but I swear I’ll never remember everyone’s names.”

“You will, bluebird. I promise. Just take it day by day, and everything will be fine.”

She shook her head again.

“Today I called Kieran by Bastian’s name and confused Mira and Lillie’s official job titles.”

Her cheeks pinked at the admission, and I couldn’t help but smile indulgently at her. I loved that all of her problems were always so human in nature, and she didn’t even know.

“I’m a nightmare, Reid, and don’t get me started on understanding everything about the Arkane world that they just assume I know because I’m dating you.”

“I’m sure it will be alright. What can I do to make you feel better?” I asked, abandoning my plate and reaching for my beer again. “We can do some more shopping. I still need a couple of things for next week.”

“That sounds good. Want to wander around the Christmas market?” she asked, seeming to perk up once more.

“We can do that. Then head back to the hotel for a hot shower and a movie before bed or something,” I told her as I reached for my wallet and signaled the waitress to let her know we were ready for the check.

We spent two hours walking through one of the many holiday markets throughout the city. I was trying to figure out what to get for Aydan since Emma had texted Monday to ask if it was okay for him to join us at Penelope’s parents. Penelope agreed immediately but I was slightly hesitant. It was an uncomfortable situation for Emma, Holden, and Aydan, and I was slightly worried someone would get their heart broken no matter how careful they were with their own emotions.

Once we were finished shopping, we headed back to the hotel. While I took our gifts home to hide in my room and pick up my mail and a new book to read, Penelope took a shower. By the time I made it back, she was curled up in bed with sweats and tee on. Her hair was piled high on her head, and she looked just as beautiful now as she did in the mornings in a nice pantsuit and makeup with her hair done. Whatever I did to deserve her, I was grateful.

I took a quick shower before I joined her in bed, matching sweats in place. She’d turned on some romantic movie that she loved, and I leaned against the headboard, the bedside light on low so I could read my book. It was all so incredibly domestic. She fell asleep curled against me during the second movie, and I watched her sleep for a few minutes, the idea of us moving in together crossing my mind again.

When the weekend hit, I took her to Broadway to catch a matinee show, and then we wandered around, doing some shopping on that side of town. I got her some new work clothes that she’d need. We had dinner with Kenzo and Ralphy before we headed back to the hotel for the night. The next week went similarly to the one before with the added bonus of Penelope being more confident with her coworkers and her role at the magazine. We had finished our Christmas shopping, and I’d swung by Tiffany’s to pick up something for Emma’s birthday.

When Penelope finished work on Friday afternoon, I took her to dinner. It was our last free night in the city. We could have just gone home tomorrow, but she’d wanted to stay for the company holiday party, so I’d taken her shopping to get her something cute to wear since neither of us had brought anything.

Saturday morning, I took Penelope out to get her hair and nails done for the party. While she was in the salon, I met Kenzo at a coffee shop across the street. He’d called the day before and said he wanted to talk to me before we left the city.

“Hey, man, how’s it going?” I asked as I walked toward where he waited at the counter.

“Hey.” He shook my hand, but his usual exuberant smile was missing.

“What’s going on?” I asked, my own grin settling into something more serious.

“Let’s get our drinks and step outside.” He looked around. “I would have had you meet me at home if I thought it was safe to be away from Penelope.” His voice was grave, and I felt suddenly like I’d been doused with ice water.

“What do you mean?” I asked, glancing back across the street and wondering if it had been wise to leave Penelope in the salon alone.

“Don’t worry. Nisha was more than happy to get her hair and nails done on my dime,” he said with a slight chuckle. His sister-in-law was a card, and I always enjoyed her company. “Besides, Kace is acting like the bored but dutiful husband waiting in the chairs reading magazines. She’s guarded so we can talk.”

I drew an easy breath at that. I didn’t know Kenzo’s brother as well as I knew him, but I did know he could be trusted with any job Kenzo gave him.

We made small talk and reminisced about our favorite things we’d seen in Dubai. We speculated where the conference would be held next year until our coffees were ready. Then we stepped outside, ducking between the buildings to the alley a couple of doors down.

We each lit a cigarette and I leaned back against the brick wall, my useless pea coat providing a barrier between me and the crumbling brick. Kenzo adjusted the scarf he was wearing and pulled the beanie on his head a little lower. It occurred to me as I watched him fiddle with his winter gear that it was deliberate. He’d worn pieces that would hide his most identifiable feature—his tattoos.

“Alright,” I said after he’d fidgeted a minute, surreptitiously checking the alley and the surrounding area a few times but not any closer to telling me what he’d called for. “What’s going on?” I bit back the urge to say his name, figuring it wouldn’t do any good for him to go through all the trouble he had only for me to announce his name outright.

“I was speaking to our mutual friend.” He scratched at his temple as he spoke, and I understood immediately, letting down my wall just enough to be able to hear him. Freesia. “She said that someone we know here in the city was warned against helping your mom out.” I hissed out a breath at the mention of Akina, however veiled it was for the sake of a potential audience. I took another drink of coffee to cover the action.

“Oh really? What did our mutual friend have to say about it?”

“That she’ll get no quarter in this territory. If anyone, anyone, is caught helping her, it’s a loss of position at the least and trial for being an accessory if not worse,” Kenzo told me with a shrug.

“Think he’ll risk it?” I took a long drag off of my cigarette and looked around the alley again.

“I’m not sure. Rumors had it she’d been seen, but that was weeks ago now and no one has heard anything solid. But I’ve got the pack on it as well as my guys.”

“Sounds like there could be problems in the ranks if that information’s false,” I told him thoughtfully.

“Exactly what she said,” he acknowledged with a wink. There was more to the conversation he’d had with Freesia, but this was not the place to talk about it. Maybe I could convince him to come to the New Year’s party so we could talk about it there.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I told him before I took another drag off of my cigarette. “You got any plans for New Years?” I asked as we settled against the wall.

“Figured I’d just hang out at the pack house for a little bit and then head home. I don’t actually have plans this year. Why?”

“We’re having our annual party if you wanna stop by.” I raised an eyebrow at him to convey my other meaning.

He nodded. “Sounds good. Text me the details when you get home.”

I agreed and we finished our cigarettes before he headed off toward home and I headed back into the salon where Penelope was.

I found Kace easily enough. He looked like Kenzo without the tattoos. It was always a little eerie to see the two of them together. Identical twins were always a bit unsettling when they didn’t look as identical as you thought they should. He grunted as he shifted in his chair, an unrecognizable acknowledgment that I’d arrived. Penelope looked to be in conversation with Nisha, which suited me just fine, as I pulled out my phone and kept looking at apartments for us here in the city.

That night we got ready for the party. Penelope looked amazing in the short red dress and black tights that faded into her tall black boots. I couldn’t wait to get her back home and strip her out of it again. I wore a button-up the same shade as her dress with a pair of nice slacks and some nice shoes. I wasn’t particularly looking forward to the party with a bunch of people who seemed to care more about my titles than who I was.

When Penelope came out of the bathroom, I tucked the newest tiara I’d gotten her into her hair and then pinned the royal crest onto her dress. If they wanted a vision of the royal family, I was going to give them one.

“And one more thing,” I said, pulling the box from my pocket and handing it to her.

“Damn it, Reid,” she said softly as she recognized the Tiffany blue.

I couldn’t help but smirk as she opened the box and gasped.

She glanced up at me then, her green eyes sparkling. “Crow.” Her voice was softer this time.

I gently took the box from her to pull the necklace from it. I moved behind her and draped it over her neck.

“The crown should remind everyone who you are, even when you aren’t wearing the official pin. And especially that you are mine.” I pressed a kiss to the back of her neck just above where the chain rested and felt her shiver under my hands. I smiled to myself as I reached toward the bed to grab her coat and hold it open for her.

“Thank you,” she said as she slipped her arms into the sleeves. I grabbed my own pea coat off of the bed and slipped it on as she buttoned hers and pulled her hair from the collar.

Together, we made our way down to the office where she worked. It wasn’t a large affair by any means, but it was nice. The decorations were tasteful, and there was alcohol, so I quickly made my way to the bar in the corner to get a drink. Penelope went around the room greeting people here and there and talking for a little bit. They all seemed to like her well enough, and I enjoyed getting to watch her work.

Rescue me, please

I heard her say in my head and spent a moment trying to figure out where she was exactly. I had been people watching and waiting to see if anyone was actually going to approach me or just continue to stare from afar; so far it had been the latter.

Be right there

I answered back as I turned toward the bar to get her a drink. Once I’d gotten her something and a refill for myself, I made my way to where she was standing talking to an older couple and a younger woman. I could tell Penelope was attempting to be polite, but she desperately needed a way out.

“…they span back generations and only a few are left. Though they are known to be rather selective about their company,” the old man was saying as I approached.

“Yes, but, as I was saying—” Penelope started before he interrupted her again.

“So you must watch yourself if you are going to wear their symbol. The royal family doesn’t take kindly to people who pretend to be one of them. I am quite close with the queen, you see. It’s very horrible what has happened to her recently. She’s been in charge in Paris for almost two hundred years, and they just dismissed her for no reason,” he went on.

I stopped next to Penelope, handing her a drink and placing my hand on the small of her back. She nodded at me, and I knew immediately why she’d called me over.

“Excuse me, Mr…” I trailed off and waited for him to introduce himself.

“Dante Martin. And this is my wife, Jane Martin. Our daughter, Eira, is one of the travel correspondents here at the magazine,” he said, his chest puffing out just a bit.

“You seem to know quite a bit about the royal family,” I said placidly. Penelope suppressed a laugh next to me, and I rubbed my thumb across her back. I had come to a stop behind her just enough that my own royal crest was hidden.

“Well, yes, I was just warning her, you see. I know the queen, and I know she would not take kindly to just anyone wearing the symbol of the royal family. She’s quite ruthless, as are her children.”

“Yes, that’s very true,” I said with a nod. “So, you know the queen personally then?”

“I do.” The man’s chest puffed out in pride, and I could barely repress the urge to roll my eyes.

“Have you seen her lately? I need to speak with her. If you know where I can find her, that would be most helpful.”

Penelope stiffened a bit next to me, and I rubbed her back before bringing my hand up to rest against the back of her neck. The tension seemed to ease out of her at the action, and I was thankful.

“No, sadly, I do not,” he said, shaking his head.

“She’s gone to ground after that nasty business in Paris,” his wife supplied helpfully.

“Yes. She was recently deposed of her position—one she’s held for a very long time. But I may be able to get her a message. I know a few people who may know something. What’s your name?” he asked.

I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my lips as he asked the question I’d been waiting for. I moved my hand from the back of Penelope’s neck and stepped from behind her, my crest on full display now.

“Reid,” I said, holding out my hand and waiting for him to take it. “Reid Walker, Prince of Paris.” My hand tightened around his, holding it firmly. “And trust me, if I find my maker, it’s not going to be for a friendly chat. Though my friend Freesia may be interested to know that you have information regarding her whereabouts.”

I pulled my hand away from his as he paled. I glanced at Penelope before I turned back to the man and his family. “And for the record, Penelope is an official member of the royal family, crowned by Lilith herself. Come, love, let’s find someone else to speak with who won’t upset you so much.”

I steered Penelope away from the Martins and toward the bar.

“Thank you, but you didn’t have to go that far,” she said when we were finally away from them.

“Yes, I did. He upset you and was disrespectful of your position.”

“Are you really going to call Freesia?” she asked as we stopped at the end of the bar.

“No. I’m going to text her,” I told her with a grin as I pulled my phone from my pocket. I shot off two quick texts—one to Freesia to let her know and one to Kenzo, hoping he could get here before the man disappeared.

We stayed at the party another hour, and I was happy that the company was much better. I didn’t stray from Penelope’s side after that conversation, and I managed to enjoy myself a bit. Generally, I liked everyone. I was surprised when Eira came to apologize to Penelope for her father’s behavior. I think she’d just wanted to distance herself from him before the night was over. I didn’t blame her. I understood all too well the urge not to be related to the things our parents were. I hated being compared to Akina and the person I had been under her instruction.

We left New York the next morning and made our way back to Penelope’s. I knew she was happy to be home. We spent the day doing laundry and grocery shopping for the next few days. Monday, we wrapped the gifts we’d picked up in New York and I’d brought back here. I had already hidden her gifts at my place and would have to go get them before Christmas morning, but for now I was just enjoying spending time with her. I wanted to ask her to move in with me but wasn’t sure how to approach the topic, so I kept silent on it for now. It didn’t stop me from looking at houses when she was busy, though.

Christmas morning I woke up early and slipped out of bed to go make coffee. When it was ready, I carried it and a second bottle of blood down to the bedroom to wake Penelope. I set the coffee cup down on the side table before sitting on the bed next to her. I leaned forward to place a soft kiss to her forehead before I gently shook her to wake her.

“Merry Christmas, bluebird,” I told her with a grin as she opened her eyes and stared up at me.

“Morning,” she muttered as she stretched her limbs in a fluid motion. “Merry Christmas, my crow.” She opened her eyes a little more and started to sit up. I leaned over to catch her lips with my own and smiled as I sat back.

“I have your coffee already,” I told her as I handed it to her.

“How are you so damn perfect?” she asked as she wrapped her hands around her cup.

“I’m really not, and you know that,” I told her as I shook my head.

“Are you or are you not wearing ridiculous matching Christmas pajamas with me?” she asked with a smirk. I looked down at the white writing on my black tee.

“But I most likely am on the naughty list,” I told her with a grin. “But you, my love, are certainly not on the nice list.” I leaned forward to capture her lips again. “Though I do love it when you’re naughty.” I raised an eyebrow at her and she laughed, pushing me away.

“You’re incorrigible. I swear.”

“I still think we should have gotten the other one I picked out.”

“Reid, I love you. I do. But not enough to have a shirt declaring me to be your ‘ho’ even if yours would have said ‘Santa.’ I don’t care how funny it was.”

“Yeah, well, I’d rather see you in nothing at all, so we’re even.”

“How?” she asked me with a laugh.

“We just are,” I told her and uncapped my bottle. “What time do we have to leave for your parents’?”

“In about an hour and a half. Emma and the guys still meeting us there?”

“Yes,” I grumbled.

“Behave. You will be charming today. You have to make a better impression on my parents.”

“Emma will help. I always look better when she’s around.”

“Because you spoil the hell out of her,” she told me, making me snort.

“True. Then again, I spoil you too. Speaking of, do you want breakfast before we open gifts?”

“I thought we were opening gifts at my parents’?”

“I figured we’d take one gift for each other and then open the others here.”

“Okay, let’s open gifts. Then I can start getting ready, I just know my hair is going to fight me today.”

“You should just leave it down. I love when it’s down.”

“I know you do,” she said leaning forward to kiss me one more time before she started to get out of bed.

We sat on the couch and handed one another gifts, watching with happy smiles as the other opened whatever we’d gotten. I loved the couple of new books she’d gotten me, though when she’d done that, I wasn’t sure. She had also included a new Indian Motorcycle hoodie, which I appreciated since one of mine had gone missing. The last boxes I opened were a couple of tees and some new slippers. It wasn’t much, but I was okay with that. After the last year, I was just happy to be able to spend this Christmas with her.

She opened her gifts, and I was happy that she liked the new ring I got her that looked almost exactly like the first crown I’d ever given her, a couple of books, some new knee socks that would make her legs look longer, and a new pair of knee-high boots that I couldn’t wait to see on her. I’d thrown in a large fuzzy blanket and a new set of luggage for her to take back and forth to New York. She loved it.

When it came to her stocking, I’d filled it with exotic coffees, perfume, and some of her favorite candy. I’d thrown in a new Apple Watch, and she’d looked at me like I’d broken the rules. I couldn’t help it. I liked her having nice things. She didn’t need to know how much the perfume had cost either.

My stocking contained various tools off my wish list, a couple of candles for my room at home that she loved the scent of, and a new bottle of my favorite cologne. Some lighters were even tucked at the bottom with funny sayings on them. I was thrilled with it. I couldn’t wait for her to open her gift at her parents just because I wanted to see her face when she saw the updated iPad I’d gotten her. A new computer was in it for her too, but she’d find that the next time she went into her office. I’d set it up after she’d gone to sleep the night before and placed a bow in the corner of the screen. She had the best products to work with. I wanted her to be successful, and this was the best way to ensure she had everything she needed.


Ten


- Penelope-

Once we were dressed in our matching Christmas sweaters, Reid carried our gifts to the Jeep while I finished my to-go cup of coffee. The drive took almost two hours, and Emma texted just as we were pulling in the driveway to let me know they were about twenty minutes out. I pulled Reid into the house before he could grab anything out of the back. I wanted him to officially meet my parents. We’d talked to them at the wedding, but this was important.

“I’m home!” I called as we walked in the back door and directly into the kitchen. The windows on the french doors were fogged over slightly due to the heat in the house and the cold outside, and it immediately transported me back to my childhood. Cohen and I used to draw faces in the condensation and laugh until our mom yelled at us.

“Merry Christmas, sweetheart!” my dad said coming into the kitchen from the computer room. In only a few steps he had me wrapped in his arms. I hugged him back just as tightly.

“Merry Christmas, Daddy. Where’s Mama?” I asked as I pulled back from him after he’d set me back on my feet.

“She ran out for something she forgot,” he said as he shook his head. My mom was great, but her forgetfulness was well-documented.

“Fine.” I smiled. “Dad, you remember Reid from the wedding. Right?”

“Yes. Nice to see you again,” my dad said as he held out a hand for Reid to shake.

“You too, sir,” Reid said with a slight nod. His voice was a little off, nothing like the truly confident vampire I knew him to be.

“Crow, go grab our stuff and my bag, please? We have to take our shoes off, and I want my slippers,” I said as I turned to look at him. He looked uncomfortable, so this was the perfect out—a chance for him to catch his breath and for my dad to stop staring at him.

“You got it, bluebird.” He hesitated only a moment before he leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips before he turned to go back out the door.

“Dad,” I said crossing my arms and staring at him once Reid was gone. “We are in a good place right now. Please don’t act like that. He’s nervous enough as it is. Though, his daughter will be here soon, so that’ll help.”

“Fine. I’ll be nice. But I don’t appreciate the way he made you cry last October. And don’t think I didn’t notice how strained things were at the wedding before you disappeared together.”

“That fight was over a year ago, Dad. Everything’s fine now. Things have been complicated, but we’re all good. Have been for quite some time actually,” I insisted as I heard the car door shut outside.

“Fine. Fine. I’ll be nice,” my dad said, his hands raised in surrender.

“Good. Because I love him. More than anyone else I will ever meet. More than Noah, more than anyone,” I told him seriously, my hands on his shoulders.

“Fine. I’m just not sure about the vampire thing. That’s all.”

I sighed. My dad’s concern was realistic. He hadn’t spent as much time around them as I had in the last year.

“I get that. But try to remember, not everyone you’ve ever met is human just because you think they are. Okay? Matter of fact, none of the people I’ve invited today are human. Or at least not completely,” I told him as I opened the door for Reid to come back in.

“Here, bluebird,” he said, handing me the bag with our slippers in it while he juggled our gifts in his other arm. I took the bag and reached around him to close the door.

“Thank you, love.” I pulled my slippers out as I toed off my shoes. Reid slipped the stack of gifts onto the center island near where we were standing and toed off his own shoes, accepting his slippers when I handed them to him.

Things seemed to go a little easier after that. Reid settled our gifts under the tree with the others while I got him a beer from the ones we’d brought. He settled a little more after my mom was back to distract my dad, and Emma arrived. It was fun watching my parents’ reactions to Emma, Holden, and Aydan. I could hear Reid’s grumbling in my head and laughed to myself at the narrow-eyed look he gave Aydan when he shook his hand.

My mom remembered Emma from the bridal shower and was just as enamored with her now as she had been then. Especially when she opened the gift of a fuzzy blanket, new coffee cup, and a new book off of her wish list, all carefully curated by my pseudo daughter. Though I had to question her judgment when Reid and I opened our gifts from the trio. The new matching converse were nice, and so were the jeans. The new shirts, however, were a little suspect. Reid’s shirt was black and said “under new management” on it in bold white letters. Mine was red with the words “new management” in black letters.

“I’m done managing him,” Emma said with a sniff. “Sorry, Papa.” She gave him a soft smile.

“It’s alright, sweetheart,” he said with a soft chuckle. He didn’t seem to mind at all.

“You’re one of a kind, little bird,” I told her with a shake of my head, wondering how difficult it would be to talk Reid into wearing the new outfits in the car on the drive down to Illinois. It probably wouldn’t be that difficult. I knew he secretly loved the snarky tees.

“Here, Mama,” Emma said, handing me something else. I opened the flat square box and found a picture of Emma, Holden, and Aydan in a beautiful frame.

“Thank you, you guys. This will look awesome on my wall in the living room,” I told her, hugging the three of them in turn. Reid smiled at me as he set the picture aside with the rest of our gifts.

My parents got me a beautiful wool coat with a skirt on it to keep my legs warm along with a scarf, hat, and pair of gloves to match it. For New York, my mom said. I loved it. I was most impressed with Reid’s gift, though. He’d gotten me the newest iPad and a beautiful case with my company logo on the front of it. It was perfect to carry back and forth to the city.

“Here, babe,” I said handing him the box I’d had him carry to the car. He smiled and tore into the paper, revealing the compact record player that I’d picked up for him to use out in the garage.

“This is amazing, Penelope. Thank you,” he said before he leaned over to kiss me with a wide smile.

“You are most welcome.” I nodded slightly toward my mom, who handed him the stack of carefully wrapped records I’d advised her to pick up for him to go with the record player. Reid loved every single one.

Later, when we were all talking, I caught him sitting on the couch looking at each of the record sleeves carefully with a small smile. I snapped a picture and sent it to Bailey, who loved it as much as I did. We left after dinner, with Emma and the boys headed back toward Traverse City and Reid and I headed in the opposite direction.

Just like I’d thought, it wasn’t difficult to convince Reid to wear our new shirts from Emma on the drive down to Illinois on Friday. We’d gotten up early since I knew Reid wanted to be home to sleep in his own bed for a change. We bypassed Bailey’s to stay at Vampire House that night, having a small gift exchange with Cian, Paige, and Atlas. It was so different from last year that I couldn’t believe I’d missed so much before.

Reid’s bed was infinitely more comfortable than mine was, and I decided that when we eventually moved in together—because I was sure we would at some point—we’d use his bed as ours and make mine into a guest bed.

I lay back against his pillows after we’d taken a shower and watched him flit about his room wearing only a pair of sweats as he figured out where to put the candles I’d gotten him and found places on his already full bookcases for his new items. He set the record player up on his table and put on one of the new records he’d been given. Once he was done, he turned and crossed the room, bouncing onto the bed next to me with a wide smile.

“Hi,” he said with a wide grin as he moved up next to me on his stomach.

“Hello, my crow,” I told him with a chuckle.

“I just wanted you to know that I love you,” he said, his hand sliding over my hip as I turned on my side to face him.

“And I love you as well,” I told him, leaning forward to press a kiss to his lips as the music swelled and dipped around us. He rolled me to my back and slid a hand under my shirt, removing it entirely a moment later. As soon as my arms were free, I wrapped them around him, digging my nails into his skin as he fit perfectly between my thighs.

He pushed my sweats down and I kicked them off as I tried to get his down as well without pulling away from each other. It was frantic, like we’d been apart for so long, even though we’d been together every day for weeks now. I felt an edge that I didn’t understand but made me want to pull him closer anyway. Like if I didn’t have him right now, I’d never get the chance again. I’d been there before, and it was not something I wanted to repeat. The urgency drove us to desperate places, and I moaned as his fangs sank into my neck just as my first orgasm hit. I was his, and he was mine. I didn’t think twice when he bit into his thumb and offered it to me. Whatever I was feeling, he must be feeling too. I didn’t hesitate to strengthen the bond between us.

If he’d asked me then, I would have consumed enough and ended the year a vampire.

The moment passed as he crashed into his own release and stilled, panting against my neck, slick with sweat. It made me shiver, and I felt him chuckle as he shifted his weight off of me and fell on the bed next to me once more.

“That was not what I intended. I’m sorry,” he said, moving my hair from my face.

“Never. Ever. Apologize for needing me that much. Because I never will,” I assured him, placing a hand against his cheek.

“What, need me?” he asked with a crooked smile. I huffed a laugh and rolled my eyes at him.

“No, you idiot, apologize. I will always need you, but I will never apologize for it,” I told him before leaning in to kiss his bruised lips softly.

“You’re only saying that because you’re high,” he said with a chuckle of his own as he struggled to pull the blanket over both of us.

“I am not.” I stopped and reconsidered. “Okay, well maybe I am, but that’s not why I’m saying that.”

“Okay then,” he said as he settled himself on his pillow.

“Okay then,” I agreed as I curled up to him. “You know I still have to get up and use the bathroom. Right?” I asked after a minute.

“Fine. You pee. I’ll smoke. Then we’ll get back in bed and sleep. I’ve missed my bed,” he said as the record skipped along silently from the table, letting us know we’d run out of music. I chuckled and pressed a kiss to his shoulder as I slipped from the bed and made my way toward the bathroom.

The next morning, after coffee with Cian and Paige, we headed over to Bailey’s to exchange gifts. We had promised to have brunch with them, and I was excited to see my best friend. Reid held my hand in the car, and it was the most domestic thing we’d done in some time. We were constantly on the move. It would be nice to be able to settle somewhere, but that was a thought for another day.

Bailey and Asher were waiting when we came inside, their gift basket poorly wrapped in nothing but a ribbon. We had a couple of other things for them as well. Bailey was standing by the stove waiting for her tea kettle to whistle when we came in, and she was quick to pull me into a hug. Asher hugged Reid the same. It seemed so long since we’d gotten to see them, even though it had only been a couple of weeks. Life was so different now. Everything had changed dramatically for us since I’d been given the job in New York.

We laughed and talked as we ate before we gathered in the living room to exchange gifts. I handed Asher and Bailey the poorly wrapped basket with various items in it. A new comfortable blanket, big enough to wrap around the two of them while they watched a movie. Two new coffee cups that said “Mother Fucking Wife” and “Mother Fucking Husband” on them along with stirring spoons to match the cups. Reid had picked up two different kinds of coffee at an Arkane coffee shop—one that was infused with blood for Asher and another I knew Bailey would enjoy. A bottle of Bailey’s and a bottle of Jameson were nestled down into the basket as well, which had made Reid and me laugh when we’d thought of it.

Bailey and Asher loved going through it and thanked us profusely. We handed them the other gifts that we’d gotten, new running shoes, winter hats, and water bottles that matched. It was a little cold for running, but they would be able to use them in the spring. For now, the hats would keep them warm. They seemed to like them just fine, though neither Reid nor I missed the look they gave one another when we mentioned running in the spring.

“Here. Open your gifts now,” Bailey said with a grin as she and Asher handed us large gold boxes. I glanced at Reid before we undid the Velcro and opened them at the same time. I pushed aside the grass green tissue paper and gasped. Sitting face up on top was a maroon shirt with the word Godmother printed exceptionally large on it. I glanced up at Bailey to see her smiling widely, Asher’s smile the same and an arm around her shoulders.

“Are you serious? You’re not fucking with us. Right?” I asked, reaching over to grab ahold of Reid’s arm, in an effort to rein in my excitement.

“Yes. We’re sure,” Asher said as his hand reached over to span over her stomach.

“That’s amazing news,” Reid said, setting his box aside and standing up to hug Asher, who stood as well.

My mind raced as I set my box aside and rushed to pull Bailey into my arms.

“Did you plan this? What are you having? Do you know yet? When are you due? Do you need anything? What can I do?” I asked as I pulled back and wiped at the tears trailing down my cheeks despite my wide smile.

“Calm down, PJ,” Bailey said with a laugh. “We didn’t plan it, but we weren’t exactly preventing it either?” Bailey said with a smirk glancing at Asher. “As for the rest of it, I don’t need anything, and all we know so far is that everything is fine.” She let Reid pull her into a hug as I wiped my face one more time and hugged Asher before Reid pulled me back to his side.

“So, who knows? Did you tell Shiloh and Sama yet?” Reid asked as we sat back down.

“We did. We had them over for Christmas and told them and Bailey’s parents at the same time. They’re all extremely thrilled,” Asher told us. I was still trying to wrap my head around Bailey being pregnant.

“You never answered our question, though,” Bailey said with a chuckle as she lifted her tea cup. “Will you be the baby’s godparents or not?”

“Of course we will,” I told her with a laugh, reaching for my box that I’d set aside. I pulled the shirt out and held it up to look at it. The gold lettering looked amazing with the black lettering as well. Reid pulled his box over and removed a blue shirt that looked the same as mine, only all of the lettering was black. I couldn’t wait to wear my new shirt proudly. Under the shirt was a travel coffee mug that said Godmother on the front of it in white writing. Reid had a matching one, only in the opposite colors. They were good gifts, ones we would no doubt be happy to use.

“These are great. Thank you,” Reid said, packing everything back into his box. I agreed as I did the same. He took mine from me and set it aside while I reached for my coffee cup.

“So when can I wear my shirt?” I asked as I settled back onto the couch to lean against Reid’s shoulder.

“Well, we promised my parents we’d tell you guys today, so they’re probably on the phone with your parents as we speak telling them the good news,” Bailey said with a laugh. “So you can wear it whenever you’d like.”

“Good. So tomorrow then.” I looked up at Reid. “It’ll match my new Chucks that Emma got me,” I told him with a smile.

“They’re black, bluebird, they’ll match everything.”

“The red ones are still my favorite. Now you have red ones to match mine.”

“Not quite matching, love. Yours are quite worn. Mine are new.”

“Whatever. It’s gonna look awesome,” I told him as I sat back against him again.

We spent the day with Asher and Bailey and slept at their place that night. The days leading up to New Year’s Eve had us trading off where we slept every other night. I was excited to spend New Years with Reid. Last year we’d been at odds. This year we were a united front, and I loved it. I did some work throughout the week, spending my time between the counter in the kitchen at Vampire House and my desk at Bailey’s, while Reid did some of his own. Wednesday was a reprieve. Reid and I slept in, choosing not to get out of bed until at least ten.

We spent the morning of the last day of the year wrapped up in each other and fighting back the regrets of the year by being close to one another in every way we could. By the time we got out of bed and into the shower, I was pleasantly high on his blood and ready for the party to begin, even though it wouldn’t officially start for hours.

Emma, Holden, and Aydan showed up in time to have dinner with Bailey and me. Kenzo arrived before we were finished eating. I happily shared our feast with him and felt no shame in cracking a beer to start my night off. I happily introduced Kenzo to the rest of our little party so far, as we all ate and made merry. Everyone else started to arrive around eight, and by the time the ball dropped, I was properly drunk and kissing the man I loved.

It was a good start to the new year, even when he held my hair back for me and tucked me into bed with a cool rag on my forehead and a smile. It wasn’t the best way to start the new year, but I was happy, so it was already better than the last. I drifted off to sleep with a smile and plenty of hope for the coming year.
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- Reid -

Once I’d successfully tucked Penelope in bed, I left the room as quietly as possible. I made my way through the mostly empty house and found Kenzo outside on the patio smoking a cigarette.

“Nice party,” he said with a grin.

“From what I saw you could have been having a little more fun if you’d wanted to,” I said as I sat down across from him, lighting a cigarette.

Kenzo laughed. “I could have, but I came to talk to you, remember. Besides, I’m not really doing the one night stands anymore if I can help it.” He shook his head. “My dad is on me about settling down. He and mom want to retire. I can’t be king if I’m unmarried.”

“I thought you said you were going to do away with the king and queen position when you took over?” I asked, remembering a conversation we’d had recently about the leadership structure in his pack.

Kenzo sighed. “I want to, but dad keeps going on about tradition and so on. Kace and Marlou agree with me, so maybe once the old man retires, we’ll put it to a vote with the pack and see what they think.”

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea. Either way, you’re in charge.”

“Exactly.” He shook his head. “It won’t mean anything until I marry, though. He won’t let me rule alone.”

“So, any prospects?” I asked him, leaning back in the chair.

“No. I’ve agreed to figure it out by my thirtieth birthday, though.” He shook his head again. “Is it too much to ask that I be able to find my Twin Flame like my parents found theirs? Or like Kace and Marlou have found?”

“No. It’s completely worth it. I assure you,” I told him with a chuckle.

“And I believe you. That’s why I’d love to wait,” he agreed, chuckling as well.

“Well, I wish you well on your search. But let me tell you that you’ll find them completely randomly, and they will tear your whole world view down. I’d burn the world down to ashes for that woman up there. I can’t help it. I’m going to marry her and spend the rest of my miserable existence with her making me laugh and standing in the way of anyone who dares to try to do her harm.

“We may never get to be as happy as Asher and Bailey. Hell, we’ve lost our chance at that kind of happiness once already, and I’m not sure we’re gonna get that chance again. We’ve learned the hard way that our lives will not be simple, but I will do everything in my power to protect her from anything I can.” I shook my head and took a drag off my cigarette. “Before her, I thought the only person on the planet I cared about more than myself was Emma. Now, I know that what I’d do to protect my daughter is nothing compared to what I’d do for Penelope.”

“So when are you getting married? I don’t remember hearing that announcement,” Kenzo asked, a wry twist of his lips.

“Everything I said, and that’s all you took away from it?” I asked, shaking my head.

“Look, I hear you. I do. And I want that. That’s why I want to wait. You’re preaching to the choir on this one. I already know she’s going to be fierce as hell, and I can’t wait. She’ll be full of piss and vinegar, and I just know she’ll be everything I ever wanted.”

“She will, and more,” I agreed. “Now, what couldn’t you tell me on a random street corner in New York?” I asked, getting to the root of why I’d sought him out. I knew there were things he hadn’t told me, and I knew why he’d waited, but the curiosity was killing me. If Akina was in the city, I needed to know. Penelope’s safety depended on it.

“So, some of the information we got was that Akina was in the city, but Damon wouldn’t let her stay. The problem is no one actually saw her leave, but no one has seen her there either. For all we know she’s gone to ground in the city. I’ve got people looking, both on my team for Damon and from the pack, but so far nothing.” He shook his head and leaned forward. “Reid, we haven’t heard even a whisper of where she could have gone after she left the city. Freesia seems to believe she’s still in the city itself but hidden by Damon and those closest to him. We can’t be sure, though.”

“So all we have to go on are rumors? What about that Martin guy you picked up from the Christmas party?” I asked leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees.

“He didn’t know nearly as much as he claimed to. He mostly wanted to sound important to people who didn’t know any better. Freesia reprimanded him, and he’s been made aware of exactly why Akina was dismissed from her position. Freesia has people watching him for now, and we’ll see if he knows something he was able to keep from Freesia and her people.”

I blew out a breath slowly, trying to keep from getting angry at the multitude of questions with no answers.

“Well let me know if something does come up, yeah?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“Okay. I’m going to get to bed. You were shown the guest room. Yes?”

“Yes, I’ll be fine, Reid. As long as there’s coffee in the morning, I’ll be fine.”

“You’ll find it in the kitchen. All the coffee supplies are in the cupboard above the pot. Atlas enjoys a cup in the morning, and so does Asher. Cian sometimes drinks it, but Penelope can’t live without it.” I shook my head and crushed my cigarette out.

“So make the full pot. Got it,” he said with a grin. “Night.”

“Night, buddy.” I patted his shoulder as I moved past him and back into the house.

Penelope was asleep when I slipped into bed next to her, a fact for which I was grateful.


Eleven


- Penelope -

Mid-January; New York City

The third week of January we were back in New York for a week. This time, Reid was looking at some of the apartments we’d agreed on while I was at work. The first few days he was quite discouraged, though he seemed better on Thursday. However, when I asked, he didn’t say he’d found anything. I hated being at work all day and away from him.

We’d spent the first few days of the new year together before I’d gone back home, and he’d headed back up to Sault Saint Marie again to deal with whatever was happening with the werewolf pack there. He’d gotten back to me on Saturday afternoon, and we’d left for New York on Sunday morning. I was seriously thinking about moving to Illinois at this point.

This month alone, I was only spending about two weeks in my own apartment. A week in Illinois and a week in New York as well. It was starting to make more sense if Reid and I had a home base together, so we’d see each other more and he’d get to sleep in his own bed. I appreciated that he was spending so much time away from home between work and being with me, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how happy he’d been just after Christmas when we’d been alone in his room.

For now, we needed to find something here in the city, and then maybe I’d talk to him about moving in together. I didn’t think he’d be opposed, but he was the type to run out and buy us a house. It was inevitable if we were going to spend eternity together, but I didn’t want to talk to him until it was something I was certain of.

Friday, after I got off work, Reid picked me up with a grin on his face. I had learned over the past year that look meant he was up to something. He took my hand and led me on a walk. The day was mild, so I wasn’t too opposed to a walk. About ten minutes later we crossed under an overpass and started down the street in a neighborhood farther than we’d talked about moving to. The problem was, I didn’t see any apartments, just houses. There was a large fenced off portion on the left side of the street, and Reid pulled me toward it before he stopped in front of the first house after it.

“Reid, what are you doing?” I asked him, looking around.

“I know I said I’d get us an apartment, but I couldn’t find one that fit our needs that I was happy with. So I kept looking and on Tuesday, I bought us something. Now, before you freak out, it’s technically split into two places.”

“Reid, what did you do?” I asked him more forcefully, mentally reaffirming my earlier supposition that he was the type to run out and buy us a house.

“Welcome home?” he asked a little hesitantly. I turned and looked toward where he was pointing. It was a small two story, tan-sided house with a brown door. There was stone around the garden level entrance and around the main door to the upper floors.

“Well, it looks cute,” I said finally while he silently fretted beside me. “Show me around,” I said with a grin.

“So, I found it Tuesday, but it took most of the week to get it ready for you to come home to,” he said pulling keys from his pocket and leading me toward the door.

We walked up the main stairs, and once we entered, it smelled of vanilla. He showed me around the first floor; the washer and dryer, the living room, and the kitchen with cute stools placed at the counter. The view of the garden out the back door was sizable, even without taking into account the size of the deck. I let him pull me back into the hall, and after seeing the downstairs bathroom, he led me upstairs to see the second floor.

At the top of the stairs were four doors, all of which were closed. The first to the right was the bathroom, which Reid had already filled with the shampoos and oils I’d liked at the hotel. I kissed his cheek for his thoughtfulness. Instead of turning to the next door, he pulled me back past the stairs and into the room directly across from the bathroom. It wasn’t very large, but he’d decorated an office for me in the small room. I wasn’t certain he could lie down across it and have enough room, but it was perfect for a small office.

The next room was the guest room. The walls were done in robin egg blue, and it looked very simple. The last door was to our bedroom. When I opened the door, I was amazed. A thick white rug sat on the floor under the king-sized bed that stretched to the white dressers on either side of the bed. Candles were perched on top of the closest dresser to the door, and they matched the soft black bedding I wanted to sink into.

“I bought the same mattress that I have since you seem to like mine better,” Reid said from behind me as I moved into the room.

“This is beautiful, my crow, but we didn’t need this much room. I’m only here a week out of the month,” I told him.

“And it should feel like home when you are. I want you to be comfortable and happy,” he told me, pulling me closer to him. I rested my hands on his chest and stared up at him.

“Reid, I don’t need your money, and you know that. All I need to be happy is you. Poor as a church mouse or rich as Midas, I don’t care. I just need you,” I told him, emphasizing the last sentence with a pointed tap to his chest with my finger. He let out a breath and surged forward, capturing my lips in a deep kiss.

It took little time to find out that the bed was indeed as soft as I thought it was and warm as he removed my clothing piece by piece. His lips followed, worshiping each newly revealed piece of skin. He tossed my dress pants and shirt carelessly to the floor along with his jeans and hoodie as he crowded me up the mattress until I was lying back against the multitude of pillows he’d carefully placed there. His movements slowed after that. It was no longer the frantic push and pull it had been. This was something softer and gentler than we usually shared.

I was surprised after our shower that he’d moved all of our things to the house while I’d been at work. We didn’t need to return to the hotel. I lamented the loss of the tub while we waited for take-out to arrive. Reid assured me that the next house would have one, or he’d put one in. Briefly I thought about bringing up the idea of moving in together but dismissed it just as quickly. In the morning we were headed back to Michigan for a week and a half before we’d be back in Illinois for Bailey’s birthday. It would allow Reid to work every day if I was at home working on my computer and not alone in the city.

“So what’s downstairs?” I asked as I leaned against the counter.

“It’s a one-bedroom apartment with access to the backyard. It’s for the security team.”

“Rowan and Evan? Or did you hire someone new for New York?” I asked before taking a drink of my beer.

“No, it’s still Evan and Rowan,” he said with a shake of his head. “They assure me they’ll be fine in the one room. It’s pretty big and we’ve put some creative storage beds in there. They’re actually really cool if I’m being honest.”

“As long as the two of them are comfortable, I guess. I appreciate that they spend so much of their time away from their families to keep an eye on me.”

“They’re single. That’s why I chose them, aside from being good at their jobs,” Reid said with a shrug.

“Well, whatever. I still appreciate it. I can’t wait for this whole Akina business to be done with so it’s not necessary anymore,” I told him, shaking my head. I didn’t miss the way he stiffened slightly and then forced himself to relax, no doubt hoping I didn’t notice. “What?” I asked, setting my beer on the counter.

“She was spotted in the city right after the wedding, but no one has seen her since. We aren’t completely sure she’s left, though rumors suggest it. No one has seen her anywhere else either,” he admitted softly. I let the information sit between us a moment before I reacted.

“Okay. So the last time anyone has seen her for sure was back in October. It’s almost February at this point. It’s been months. We should be careful, for sure, but let’s not get paranoid or anything yet,” I said finally.

“I agree, but I don’t like it,” he admitted, his mouth set into a grim line. I leaned over and kissed the grimace off his face.

“You’re too pretty to look that serious. Look around. You bought us a house. We should be celebrating,” I told him softly draping one of my arms over his shoulder where he sat on the stool next to where I stood.

“We are,” he admitted with a smile, one of his hands settling on my back as he pulled me closer until I stood between his knees. He tilted his head down to kiss me, letting it dip deeper before pulling back to keep it light. It had been a while since we’d just made out like high schoolers, and it was the best way to distract both of us from the idea of Akina and what she could be planning here in the city.
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- Reid -

Andersson Residence

I accepted the drink that Shiloh handed me as I settled into a chair in his office. He’d called and invited me over, so of course I’d gone to see him. He sat across from me, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of the last time we’d had a conversation in here just after Akina had declared war.

“I have questions,” Shiloh started, without preamble.

“I do, too, but what are your questions about?”

“Several things. We haven’t really talked since you and Penelope bailed on your best friends’ wedding. Why did you do that?” he asked.

I shifted in my chair slightly as I thought about how to word my answer.

“Penelope was overwhelmed by something and needed to get out of there. I thought she just needed a minute, but she wanted to get away from everything. So we did.” I shrugged before taking a drink of the expensive whiskey in my glass.

“Just like that? And everything that happened between you is suddenly okay?”

“No. It wasn’t like that. We did a lot of talking while we were gone. Acknowledged the previous hurts, and we’re attempting to move on.”

“So, you’re back together then?”

“Yes. And this time I intend to marry her and never let her go again. I won’t be that stupid.”

“What about Akina?”

I sighed and shifted again.

“What about her?”

“Well before you were quite adamant that nothing would happen between you and Penelope until Akina was dealt with. What changed your mind?”

“What do you want me to say here, Shi? Penelope is everything, and I am so tired of letting Akina dictate my life. Despite the fact that I was away from her, I still lived like she was giving me orders. I can’t live like that anymore or I will lose Penelope. I almost did once and I’m not doing it again. Everything that’s happened with Savini, Tanith, Janus, Akina… I can’t keep letting the fear of losing her keep me from accepting that I would do anything for her. I can’t live without her by my side anymore. So hang Akina. She can bluster and blow. It doesn’t matter what I do. She’s gotten steadily worse about trying to control me since 1919, and you know it.”

“I do.” Shiloh nodded as he spoke.

Flashes of memory from just after our reveal ran through my mind like an old black and white movie. Things had been so different and chaotic just after the war, and I’d been arrogant enough to think I was above the laws. I wasn’t. No one was. There had been severe repercussions, not just for me, but for Shiloh and Akina as well.

“It’s been a hundred years, Shi. Your punishment is almost over,” I said before taking a drink.

“It is, but that doesn’t mean my life will change. Sama and I have discussed it, not sure that I want to be a sage, but I’d at least consider it if it was offered,” he said looking down at the glass in his hand.

“And what about creating a family? I know that used to be something you wanted.”

“Well, I have you and Asher. What do we need with more young? We’re settled.”

“I don’t know. There’s plenty of Elentori in the system. Plenty of Arkane. You guys could adopt.”

“We could. We haven’t discussed it much, but we’ll see what happens. At least for me there’s a chance.”

“True,” I grumbled.

“Do you think that could be part of Akina’s problem, though? My punishment is almost up, and so is yours. Hers will never end. Especially not with the way she’s behaved.”

“It could be. Echo and I discussed it some recently, and we think it might be part of the problem. I’m the last prince. She wants nothing more than to have the control of me she once did. Penelope is the only person I’ll ever be able to turn into a vampire. She’s the only one allowed to bear my children, if we’re blessed with any. Penelope is the only person who could directly threaten Akina’s control of my bloodline.”

“Have you told any of this to Penelope?”

“No. We haven’t really discussed it. Besides, it’s just a theory.”

“Hm.” His lips twisted as he thought. “You should tell her, even if it’s just a theory. She needs to know the extent of your punishment, Reid. I know you’ve told her about why the vampires are out to begin with.”

“Nope,” I grumbled with a grimace. “I think Ash might have told Bailey about it a bit, but not much.”

“Let me get this straight, you and Penelope are back together.”

I nodded.

“But despite everything the two of you have ever talked about, she knows none of your history, nothing about the punishments laid down by the council that will affect your lives in the future?”

“That about sums it up.”

“So she has no idea why Akina is so hell bent on her destruction? And you’ve decided that you don’t care about that anymore, even though before it was a big deal for you. Big enough that you left Penelope to begin with.”

“Nope,” I said again, pulling at the collar of my shirt and downing the rest of my drink.

The way he was laying it all out for me made it all so much clearer than when we’d been looking at it in pieces. Shiloh chuckled and shook his head again.

“You’re an idiot, Reid.”

“Thank you for that.”

“Anytime. Look, you need to tell Penelope about your past. You need to tell her everything. And I do mean everything about Akina, about your punishment, and Emma. Have you told her the details about that and why you left Akina in the first place?”

“I’ve mentioned a bit about that. I told her that I adopted Emma the first weekend we met. We’ve talked a little about Emma growing up, but I may not have explained as much about the paranoia and the way our life was at first.”

“Don’t you think you should? If you two decide to try for children before you turn her, she’s going to need to know why you suddenly start acting cagey. Because we both know you’re going to. That’s all you know.”

I sighed.

“I thought you just wanted to have a friendly chat, Shi,” I told him with a chuckle, getting up to refill my glass.

“I don’t care what rank you are, or about any of your fancy little titles, Reid. You’ll always be that dumb ass vampire I’ve been trying to mentor,” Shiloh said laughing as he took another drink of his own glass and then held it out to me to refill.

“Fine. I’ll talk to Penelope.”

“Good. That’s all I ask. So, what else has been going on?”

“Well, there’s something I wanted to ask you about.”

“Yes what?”

“In all the years you spent as Akina’s second, did you know that she had crates of ashes hidden in the storeroom downstairs?”

“Ashes?” he asked, his brow quirked as he accepted the glass back.

“Yeah, she had crates of ashes just hanging out in the back of a storeroom. Echo and I were going through it last week, and it seems like all of Akina’s other children besides Echo and me, and a lot of the original Elentori families are represented as well. Did you know she had them?”

“Shouldn’t those be with Lilith?”

“I thought they would be. I’m not sure how Akina got them.”

We talked for another hour while I explained what we’d found and the plans for the memorial that Echo and I were going to build. He thought it was a good plan and had some ideas. When I left, I headed back to New York to get Penelope from work, a heavy weight sitting on my shoulders of the things I needed to tell her. Shiloh was right about that. Penelope and I needed to have a frank conversation about the things that would affect us in the future. She would be required to carry the weight of my punishment as well.
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- Damon -

End of January; New York City

I’d heard that Elwyn had indeed hired the Karhu I’d told her about and was curious how it was going. For now, Akina was staying out of sight and the current rumors said she’d left the city, though I knew she hadn’t. I needed to make sure the Karhu was comfortable moving about the city, and the prince who shadowed her was too. Janus and Akina’s plan would never come to fruition if he continued to follow her everywhere.

I made arrangements to run into Elwyn at the same diner I’d seen her at before. It was easy enough to invite myself to her table, looking surprised when I saw her at the table by the window as I walked by.

“Elwyn, good to see you,” I said with false cheer when I made it inside, my smile wide.

“Damon, please join me,” she said motioning to the empty chair across from her, a wide smile lighting her face and making her look younger.

“Thank you,” I said sitting down across from her and picking up the menu.

Elwyn was a pretty woman, and if she’d been about ten years younger, I might have given it more thought. Though no one could compare to Akina in that regard. She’d been young and beautiful the entire time I’d known her. One of my favorite places in the world was in her bed. Even now, in the dilapidated old house that wasn’t nearly up to her standards, her bed was the best place to be. Hiding the way she was now made it difficult to go see her but not impossible.

“How are things for you, Damon?” she asked, shifting in her seat slightly as she faced me fully.

“Things are good. New York is always busy, but I enjoy the time between New Years and the spring when it’s not quite so packed,” I told her glancing over the menu, like I would actually order anything.

“That’s good,” she commented, setting her menu to the side.

“How’s the magazine? Did you ever find someone to fill that open position you had?” I asked her.

“We did. The recommendation you had, actually. She was perfect and Penelope is working out fantastically. She’s picked it up rather quickly, and I’ve been impressed with her. We even met the prince back at the company holiday party. He was just as charming as I expected him to be.” She shook her head. “But it’s very clear that he loves her.”

“So I’ve heard.” I barely repressed the urge to roll my eyes. I’d known the prince since he was an Adventum vampire and barely moved three feet from Akina’s side.

He had been her little puppy once upon a time, doing everything he could to please her. Though he’d hated the relationship I shared with Akina when he’d been younger, the older he got, the less he seemed to care, which suited me just fine. When he’d given Akina an ultimatum and left her service entirely to play father to the half-breed, I knew Akina would never take him back. This current war she had started with him was strange.

“He’s always been charming,” I said instead of what I was originally thinking.

“He was. I look forward to seeing more of him,” she concluded as the waiter appeared to take our order.

“So, did she move to the city? I believe I got word that the prince had purchased property but no formal paperwork stating that he’d switched territories. I can’t imagine his current sage is happy to see him go,” I said once the waiter had left the table.

“Oh no, they’re only here for a week every month. Usually, one of the middle two weeks. The rest she does remotely. From what she’s been telling me, it’s been a lot of hopping back and forth between Michigan and Illinois for them when they aren’t here,” Elwyn said with a shrug.

“Well, that’s certainly a busy arrangement then. I can’t imagine it’s easy, especially for her, being a Karhu and all. It’s a wonder he doesn’t just turn her and make traveling easier for both of them.”

“I’m not sure that’s something that she wants, actually. She sees it as inevitable if they stay together but I’m not certain she’s decided one way or another on the topic yet. If she has, she hasn’t shared that with me.”

“I imagine they’ll have to work that out for themselves,” I said disinterestedly. “So, any Valentine’s plans this year?” I asked with a grin, watching the pink blush spread across her cheeks.

“Not yet. Why, are you asking?” she asked with a laugh.

I chuckled and leaned against the table. “Now, Elwyn, you know you couldn’t handle me if you tried.”

“Sometimes I think you’ve been in New York too long, Damon. When was the last time you traveled?” she asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

“Years, if I’m being honest. I need a good vacation. Any recommendations for where I might go this summer?”

Her face lit up. I let her praise the merits of different destinations while we ate our food, and then I went back to my office, shooting off a text to Akina on the way.

Damon


The bird is in the city once a month for a week. Middle of the month usually.




Goddess


Thank you, Damon. Come see me tonight for your reward. Bring wine.
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- Penelope -

End of January; Illinois

“Happy Birthday, B!” I said, wrapping my arms around my best friend as she stared unhappily down at her tea.

“It’s my birthday. Can’t I have coffee?” she grumbled.

I laughed and moved to her side to get a cup of coffee started for myself.

“No. It’s bad for the baby,” I told her. “Unless you want decaf?”

Bailey made a face, and I laughed as I set my cup on the counter.

“Everything’s bad for the baby. Sushi, coffee, my favorite things. It’s ridiculous.” She huffed as she pulled her tea bag from the cup and moved toward the trash can to toss it out.

“That’s funny. Here I was thinking you were excited about being pregnant? Wasn’t it just a month ago that you were so excited you made my entire Christmas gift about it?” I asked with a grin.

“I am,” she said, but she still seemed down. “I guess I’m just still struggling with the things that I can’t have. I miss coffee, PJ. This tea isn’t cutting it.”

“Don’t worry. It will all be worth it, and it isn’t a permanent thing. Okay?” I said, hugging her tightly. “Besides, coffee misses you, too,” I told her, pulling away. She chuckled as she turned back to her own mug.

“Thanks, PJ.”

“Anytime. I might be godmother to the little bean, but I’m your best friend first and foremost.” I took a drink of my coffee before I turned to look at her again. “Now, it’s your day. What do you want to do?” Bailey gave me an appraising look.

“How hard would it be to convince you to move back here? I need you.” She smiled at me hopefully.

All I could do was sigh. I nodded toward the stools at the end of the counter, and we sat down.

“Would it be treason to admit I’ve been thinking about it?” I asked her once we were settled.

“Why would that be treason?”

“Because the apartment is the last thing I have of Cohen,” I admitted, my voice quiet.

“Penelope Jane, look at me.”

I did as she asked, and her face was serious.

“You are never anywhere without Cohen. You know that and so do I. I understand why you feel that way, but it’s utter nonsense. If you want to be here, be here. If you want to move to New York, move to New York. If you want to stay exactly where you are, then do that, but don’t make a single one of those decisions based on some notion that you won’t be connected to your brother if you leave.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to erase the ache at the back of my throat that threatened tears.

“You’re right B, I do know that. But it’s hard. I’m not sure I can do it, not yet.”

“So, let’s make a pros and cons list,” she said, getting up to get paper. “Where are you trying to decide between? Michigan and where?”

“Here. New York isn’t an option. I would hate the city full time I think. Besides, it’s in a new territory, and Reid would never leave Atlas.”

“Very solid points,” she said labeling each side of the paper with a location. “Okay. Pros for here. I’m here, duh. Reid lives here, so you guys would get to spend more time together. And it’s not like you can’t work from anywhere. You do that now.”

“Cons: being farther from my parents. Losing the place I last lived with my brother.” I countered.

“That’s it?” She looked at me.

“I love my apartment, B. There really isn’t much more than that. I know it sounds weak on paper, but it is important to me.”

“Well, you could save on money moving in here. So I’m writing that down.”

“Okay, look, you’re right. There are a lot more pros than cons when it comes to moving here. Just let me think about it a little longer. Okay?”

“You got it. Look, I know I’ve suggested it in the past, but I am full-on asking this time. Please come home and help me with this baby.”

“Asher will be here to help you with the baby, B. You’ll be okay.”

“I’ll be much better with you here.”

“I’ll consider it. Just give me a couple of weeks. Okay? And let me talk to Reid. My decisions do affect him now too.”

Bailey smiled at me like she knew something. “Oh, I think Reid will be more open to the idea than you think, PJ. Just trust me on that,” she said getting up to toss the list in the trash.

“Okay.” I sighed. “Now, what do you want to do today?” I asked with a grin, letting the subject drop.

“I want to spend time with you. Let’s go shopping or something. Do something that we used to do.”

“You got it. Let’s get dressed and we’ll go out for brunch at our favorite diner. We can go to the bookstore after, and then maybe a stop at the baby store because I know you want to do some more baby shopping,” I told her with a grin.

“You got it. You have twenty before I leave without you. Baby wants waffles,” Bailey said as she got up and headed toward the stairs.

I chuckled as I refilled my coffee and took it downstairs with me to get dressed and ready to spend the morning pampering my best friend. Especially because I knew Asher had plans for her for dinner.


Twelve


- Reid -

February; New York City

I knocked on the door to Kenzo’s apartment and glanced around at the blue hallway while I waited for him to answer. It didn’t take long before I heard his footsteps coming toward the door. He opened the door finally with a wide smile.

“Reid, I was surprised to hear from you,” he said moving aside to let me into the well-lit two-story apartment.

“I need a favor,” I told him without preamble.

“Depends on the flavor of the favor I guess,” he said as we headed across his living room and toward the small kitchen tucked underneath the loft.

“This one is about Penelope,” I told him, slipping onto the stool at the counter.

“What about her?” he asked, pulling a couple of beers out of the fridge, and pinning me with a questioning look.

I nodded. “She’s coming into the city next week, and I’m not able to come with her. Her regular guards will be here, but I’m still a little nervous. Any chance I can get you to keep an eye on her?”

“I don’t think I have anyone I can spare to do the job you’re already paying people to do,” he said, twisting the top off his beer.

“I don’t need someone on her all the time, but maybe have someone check up on her every so often. Do like drive-bys when she’s home or something. I’m not even sure to be honest. I just don’t like the idea of something happening because I wasn’t here.”

“Let me talk to Nisha. She and Penelope got along the last time they were together. Right?”

“I mean, yeah, but they didn’t exchange numbers or anything I don’t think,” I told him as I tried to remember that day at the salon. He waved me off as he handed me my beer and we headed back out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

“That’s not an issue. I can have Nisha run into her on the sidewalk outside of her work or something. Having lunch one day, I don’t know. I’ll worry about the specifics. She can invite her to go shopping or something. That probably means I’ll be on the hook for a night of babysitting, but that’s fine with me.” Kenzo shrugged as he pulled open the door to his balcony and we stepped outside.

“Thanks, Kenz. I’d just feel better if I didn’t have to worry quite so much about her while I’m trying to work.”

“I understand. It’s not a problem.” Kenzo shrugged as he lit a cigarette.

“So, how’s the search for love going?” I asked as I lit one of my own.

“It’s going,” he said with a sigh, reaching up to scratch at his eyebrow. “I haven’t found her yet, but my father must have said something to some of the elders because all of a sudden every eligible female in the pack is trying to spend time with me.”

I laughed before the look on his face made me rein it in. “Don’t stress so much. Enjoy the attention. She’ll be along when she’s ready,” I told him when I’d stopped chuckling.

“Well, whoever she is needs to hurry up. I’m not a huge fan of the attention,” he mumbled, making me laugh again. “Yeah, yeah, mock my pain and you can get your blood supply from someone else when you’re in the city next,” he said, tossing a handful of snow at me.
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- Penelope -

Kalamazoo, Michigan

“Mama?” I heard Emma’s voice calling for me as the door opened. I glanced down at the clock on my computer and cursed to myself. I was supposed to meet her for dinner a half hour ago.

“In here, sweetie,” I called sitting back and rubbing my eyes.

“Is everything okay? I got worried when you didn’t show up for dinner.”

“You didn’t tell your dad, did you?” I asked, looking at her.

She smiled. “No, I figured you probably forgot.” She shook her head. “So I brought take-out. Come on,” she said holding up the bag with take-out containers in it. I stretched my arms above my head before I stood and followed her out to the couch.

“Thank you, little bird. I appreciate this. I’ve been so overwhelmed with everything, time just got away from me,” I told her as we started eating our food.

“You need a personal assistant,” she said pointing her chopsticks at me.

“That’d be nice. But, A, I can’t afford one, and B, your dad would want to do like a million background checks and everything else. By the time I find someone who meets the requirements, Bailey’s child will be old enough to do the job.” I sighed and leaned back. “But a PA would be nice.”

Emma finished chewing her bite and set her food down on the coffee table. She brushed her hands off on her jeans before she wiped her face with a napkin.

“Okay. I’ll do it. I can start tomorrow. We will take a look in the morning. When do we leave for New York?” she asked, holding her hand out toward me to shake.

“Emma, I can’t ask you to do that. I can’t afford to pay you, and this is not what you got your degree in,” I protested.

“Mama,” she said blandly, leveling me with a look that I’d seen many times on Reid’s face. “You have met my Papa. At least I hope you have. He’s that six-foot vampire sleeping in your bed.”

I chuckled as she continued.

“I do not need the money. Like at all. You, however, need the help, so I will be happy to help you for as long as you need it. You’re working at the magazine and running your own company. Not to mention you’ve been bouncing around between here, Papa’s, and New York for a couple of months now. And of course, possibly the biggest reason you need me, you’re dating Papa. He is a handful all on his own.”

“You are so much like your father it’s scary sometimes,” I told her as she picked up her food again.

“I will take that as the compliment it totally is,” she said with a wide grin. “And tomorrow we will begin. We’ll get your schedule mapped out first, and then we’ll get me logged into all of your accounts so I can keep track of emails and the like.”

“Thank you, Emma,” I told her genuinely.

“Don’t thank me yet. As you have already pointed out, I am my father’s daughter. After we eat, you are going to go take a nice long shower, and then we’re going to have a couple of drinks because you need to relax,” she said as she went back to eating.

I chuckled at her warning. “If I can handle your dad, I can handle you,” I told her pointedly.

“You can’t distract me with sex. So I imagine it shall be a little different.”

“You might be right about that.”

After my shower I came back upstairs feeling a lot better. Emma handed me a mixed drink and I let myself collapse onto the couch next to her. I drank from the cup and then turned to look at her.

“Are you sure this has alcohol in it?” I asked her.

“Yes. But the way the apple rum and the apple cider mix, you can’t taste it. It makes it that much better,” she explained and then turned slightly toward me. “Now explain something to me because I’ve been wondering for a little bit now.”

“What’s that?” I took another drink while I waited for her to speak.

“Why haven’t you and Papa moved in together yet? You guys are jumping back and forth between all of these places, and you don’t need to. Why not just move in together? Here, there, it doesn’t matter since he can work from anywhere.”

I sighed and took another drink. “Bailey said the same thing last week,” I told her with a sigh.

“Okay, so if everyone else can see it, why can’t the two of you?”

“It’s not that we can’t. I know I’ve been thinking about it. I’m sure he has, but we haven’t discussed it, like at all.”

“What’s to discuss?” Emma interrupted me.

“What do you mean? I can’t just move my entire apartment into his room at Vampire House,” I told her, rolling my eyes.

“So don’t. Get an apartment in town. You aren’t required to move in with him if you aren’t ready for that yet. Make a move and let him decide what to do next.”

I thought for a minute. “Okay, so let’s find me an apartment,” I said as I picked up my tablet off the coffee table and turned it on.

Emma and I spent the next couple of hours searching for apartments near Bailey’s and Vampire House that would work. I applied for a couple, and then we went to bed. I didn’t mention it to anyone, and I swore Emma to secrecy until I talked to Reid on Friday. When he showed up, I was suddenly nervous, even though I knew I didn’t have a right to be.

“My crow, can I ask a favor of you?” I asked him as we lay together under the blankets, sweat still cooling on my skin.

“Anything for you, bluebird. You know that,” he said, his hand trailing up and down my arm as he stared up at the ceiling of my bedroom.

“When I get back from New York, and you get back from whatever job you’re doing, can you help me pack?”

His hand stilled immediately on my arm. “Pack? Where are you going?” He shifted slightly so he could see my face as he spoke.

“Illinois?”

“That sounds like a question. Is that a question?”

“No? I mean, no, it’s not a question. I’m moving to Illinois at the end of the month, the weekend after Callie’s birthday.”

Reid rolled until he was looking down at me from above with a tentative smile.

“Let me get this straight.” He paused. “You decided to move to Illinois without even talking to me.”

I nodded.

“You’re willingly giving up this apartment that I know means so much to you?”

I nodded again.

“Why?”

I sighed. “A lot of reasons. But I’m not worried about leaving the apartment anymore. Bailey said something when I was there for her birthday that made a lot of sense. My brother will be with me no matter where I am. I don’t need to hold on to this apartment, which I do love, to keep him close. Besides, once I move, I’ll be closer to him, closer to Bailey, and closer to you. You’ll be able to sleep in your own bed more often. Then the only decision we have to make is whose bed we’re sleeping in. And instead of a seven-hour drive, it’ll be more like fifteen minutes.”

“You put a lot of thought into this. Haven’t you?”

“Yes. It’s been bugging me for a while. I hate that you’re sacrificing so much of what you love for me.”

“None of that matters,” he said quickly.

“It does matter. And I appreciate it,” I said, pulling his lips down to meet mine in a gentle kiss. “So you’ll help me?”

“Of course, on one condition,” he said as he lay back down next to me.

“And what condition is that, pray tell.”

“That you move in with me.”

“I’m not sure there’s enough room at Vampire House for me and my stuff.”

“That’s your only argument?”

“Yes. I love you, and we already spend all of our time together. Why wouldn’t I want to live with you? Besides, it would mean I get to sleep in your far more comfortable bed every night.”

“Then don’t worry about it. When you get home, we’ll pack. And at the end of the month, we’ll move you to Illinois.”

“Reid, our idea of what’s appropriate and what’s not are two very different things.”

“Look, bluebird, I know your demands. Soaker tub, an office, and a library.”

“Very good, but that’s not what I meant.”

“Penelope Jane, I love you, but you are the most stubborn woman on the planet. Go to New York. I’ll figure out everything else. Okay? Just trust me.”

“Fine,” I told him, shaking my head, but I couldn’t hold back a smile.

“Look, see. We’re perfect for one another, but how on Earth did you manage to make moving in together into an argument?” he asked rolling onto his side to pull me into a kiss.

“Because you always think you’re right. That’s how,” I told him before pulling him back in for another kiss.

Hiring Emma as my personal assistant turned out to be one of the best decisions I’d ever made. In only a matter of a few days she’d managed to get my life entirely organized, including the move. All I had to focus on was working, and even then, she’d taken a look at my project load and scheduled what I’d be doing on any given day so projects would be completed ahead of schedule. She was amazing, and though I’d already known that, it was fun to see.

Reid, of course, loved the idea of the two of us hanging out. Not only was she helping me, but it was added protection. Where Emma went, either Holden or Aydan were sure to follow. True to that, at least one of them was with us every night for dinner. I enjoyed their company and watching how they interacted with Emma one on one.

It seemed the three of them had fallen into a polyamorous relationship. I hadn’t quite figured out what kind, and since it was none of my business, I hadn’t asked. They all seemed equally affectionate, though. I’d seen Aydan drop his hand on Holden’s shoulder while we were out just as often as I’d seen him do it to Emma, which was interesting. However, I didn’t really want to ponder my pseudo-daughter’s sex life, so I didn’t focus on it too much.

On Thursday I was surprised on the sidewalk by Nisha Camden, who I’d met just before Christmas at the salon and turned out to be Kenzo’s sister-in-law. I let everyone think I hadn’t made the connection. It was easier that way.

She was on her way to get her nails done for a date night with her husband for Valentine’s Day and asked if Emma and I would like to join her. We did, and the three of us spent a couple of hours at the salon and then had dinner together before Emma and I headed back to the house.

I video chatted with Reid later that night after I’d taken my shower. He’d just gotten home from a job and I missed him. This had been the longest we’d gone without seeing one another in a couple of months. I went to bed that night in our big bed confident I’d made the right decision to move in with him. I just had to make it to the end of the month to do that.

A beautiful bouquet of flowers was hand delivered to me at lunch Friday at work. It was an assortment of blood red roses, lilies, and the same blue flower that Reid had sent me before when we’d been apart. I pulled the card out to read it and couldn’t help but smile.

My Bluebird,

I love you.

Always,

Your Crow

I tucked the note down into my purse and went back to work, grateful that I’d get to see him the next day. When work was finally over, I grabbed my flowers along with my bags, collected Emma from the empty office she’d taken over, and we left. We walked back to the house lost in pleasant conversation, trying to figure out what kind of take-out we wanted to get for dinner.

When we walked in the door of the house, I was surprised to hear voices in the kitchen. I glanced at Emma, and she smiled as she brushed by me down the hall. I followed behind her, a little slower, and was rewarded with an image of Reid standing in the doorway to the kitchen, a cocky smirk on his face. He looked handsome as hell in his nice jeans and a button-up, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

“Hello, bluebird,” he said. His voice sounded like silk, and I could feel my heart beating quickly.

“Hello, my crow,” I said, setting my bags down next to the table in the hall and moving toward him. He wrapped me up in his arms, and I held him tightly. It had been too long since I’d seen him.

“Upstairs,” he said as he set me back on my feet and pulled away. “On the bed is a dress and a new pair of shoes. Go put them on. We need leave in about twenty minutes to make our reservations,” he added, his hand cupping my cheek.

“Fine. But first, kiss me,” I said, trying to hold back a smile.

“Done.” He smirked again before he leaned forward and pressed a light kiss to my lips.

I turned from him and went upstairs, finding the dress and heels laid out on the bed, just like he’d said they would be. The dress was red with a V-cut in the front. He’d paired it with a pair of red bottomed nude pumps and a gold clutch. I shook my head, wondering who had actually picked the outfit because his fashion sense was sometimes nonexistent. He lived in jeans and sarcastic tees with either his work boots or a pair of sneakers. I dressed quickly, touched up my makeup, and was back downstairs fifteen minutes later.

“Damn, Mama,” Emma said when I entered the kitchen. I could feel my cheeks blush.

“She’s right, Mama. You look hot,” Holden commented from his spot leaning on the counter next to Emma. From their other side Aydan nodded.

“Thank you all,” I said before looking over at Reid.

His eyes were still working their way up as he took in the entire outfit.

I smiled and spun in a slow circle so he could see the whole outfit. “Well?” I asked him, trying not to laugh at the gobsmacked look on his face.

“Um…” He stopped to clear his throat, making Emma chuckle. “You look beautiful, sweetheart,” he said as he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket. He fished out a couple of bills without looking and held them in Aydan’s direction. Aydan took them with confusion. “It’s in your best interest not to be here when we get back.”

I couldn’t help but laugh as Reid tucked his wallet back into his pocket and started across the room toward me.

Aydan started to say something, but Emma cut him off with a hand on his arm, shaking her head slightly with wide eyes. I winked at her and turned to leave the room.

Reid helped me into my coat, and after he’d put his on, we left the house. He took my hand as we walked down the sidewalk toward the subway. I didn’t ask where we were going. I knew he’d never tell me anyway.

We talked as we went about how the week had gone, how his job had been, house hunting, everything. As we did, a heaviness in my heart lifted, that I hadn’t even noticed was there. I could see our future so clearly, laid out in front of us. Dinners, walking through the city, quiet nights at home, all of it. I was happy we’d worked through the things we had. Now we just had to deal with Akina once and for all and we’d be free.


Thirteen


- Penelope -

Kalamazoo, Michigan

We’d been back at my apartment for two days, and I was already tired of packing. Reid had offered to hire someone to do it for us, but I wanted to do it. It was too personal to trust to someone else. Not that I was happy about it. It was tedious, though, but I had help so it was getting done quickly. By the time we left for Virginia on Friday, my office and bedroom were the only rooms we hadn’t already started to pack. We were getting those first when we got back. Callie’s birthday was Sunday, so we were headed down there to celebrate with her. Asher and Bailey were going to meet us at the hotel and head over to Callie’s with us so she wouldn’t know they’d drifted instead of driving.

We arrived just before dinner time and checked into the hotel where we were staying for the weekend. I briefly had to check myself once we were in the room because I’d gotten so used to the hotels in New York, and this wasn’t even remotely close to the luxury Reid had spoiled me with. I laughed at myself as I looked through my bag for my toiletries. Reid quirked an eyebrow at me as he got ready to go out and bring me back some food. I shook my head in response.

“Be back soon,” he said, pressing a kiss to my cheek before he walked out the door. I clicked on the security lock and then went into the bathroom.

When Reid got back, he knocked, and I let him in. Asher and Bailey followed him into the room, and I was surprised at how big her baby bump had gotten since I’d seen her at the beginning of the month. I hugged both of them before Bailey and I sat down at the little table in the corner to eat.

I texted Luke after we were done eating so he knew we were there. I knew he had planned to take Callie out that night, but we weren’t sure what time we were going to get in, so we hadn’t confirmed we were coming. Callie didn’t expect us at all. It had all been arranged by Luke.

We met them at the bar around eight, and Bailey and I snuck up behind Callie with balloons to surprise her. Luke saw us first and took Callie’s drink from her hand, even though she looked at him confused.

“Surprise!” Bailey and I yelled just behind her, which made her shriek and jump in her chair. Callie turned around quickly, and when she spotted Bailey and me, she started laughing.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked us as she pulled us both in for a group hug.

I laughed as I almost lost my balance before righting myself.

“Happy birthday, doll face,” I said holding out the handful of balloons. She took it along with the one Bailey held out to her.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes starting to tear up.

“Don’t do that!” Bailey exclaimed. “If you cry, I’ll cry. Hormones are stupid.”

I laughed as I moved toward Luke so Callie could hug Asher and Reid.

“Thanks for coming. She’s been so bummed since Bailey announced she was pregnant,” Luke said as I hugged him.

“Not a problem. We have rich men who like to spoil us,” I told him with a laugh as I pulled away from him in time to see Callie blush as Reid kissed her cheek.

“Should we be worried about that?”

“Nah, he’s hot. You can’t blame her,” I told him with a wink.

“I heard that,” Asher said, from next to me.

“Which part?” I questioned, trying to remember if I’d said something I shouldn’t have.

“The part about having rich men who like to spoil you.”

“Well, am I wrong?” I asked, a hand on my hip. He glanced over at Bailey, and his smile widened as he got a soft look in his eyes.

“No, you aren’t wrong,” he said as his gaze met mine once more.

“I know,” I said with a wink before crossing over to Reid and wrapping an arm around his waist.

Callie introduced us to her friends from work who had watched the entire exchange with various looks of confusion. Then Reid went to get us drinks from the bar. He came back and put some pink drink down in front of Bailey who looked up at him confused. Asher just looked pissed.

“I don’t know what it is, but the guy at the bar said it has absolutely no alcohol in it, but it tastes like it should.” He shrugged as he handed Asher his beer.

“Aww, thank you, Reid,” Bailey said, picking it up to try it.

Asher gave him a grateful nod as he dropped an arm around her shoulders.

“Look at you being sweet to people,” I said as he sat down next to me, tossing his free arm on the back of my chair.

“Shut up,” he mumbled, but he also had a smile.

We stayed out later than we probably should have, but we had a great time. Reid woke me up the next morning with coffee before we got ready for our trip to the aquarium. Callie would have loved to go do something more exciting, but it was still only February, so it was too cold for the beach or an amusement park. We hung out most of the day and had a great time. I had missed hanging out with Callie. I hadn’t seen her since we’d all been in New York a year ago, and it felt like it had been too long.

When we made it back to the hotel that night, Bailey sent me a text with a picture of Reid and me at the aquarium that morning. We had been in the big tunnel where the fish swam overhead, standing in a darker corner. You could just make out the way he was standing behind me, his arms around my waist. I had leaned back against his chest and the blue of the water looked amazing. It looked like something that had been shot with a professional camera. We looked like we were alone, even though a ton of people had been around. I sent her back a thank you and immediately set the picture as my lock screen.

After having brunch with Callie and Luke the next morning at their place, we all left for home. I was sad to leave her, especially on her actual birthday, but we had a lot to still get done at home. The moving truck would show up on Friday, along with all of my “hired” help. The plan was to load it on Friday, and then Reid was driving the truck down on Saturday, towing my Jeep behind it. We were having lunch with my parents on Thursday to say goodbye. It was going to be a busy week, and part of me just wanted to get it done. The other part felt a little melancholy about moving still, despite knowing it was a good decision.

By Thursday we had everything ready to go, all except what we would need until we left on Saturday. We drove up to my parents’ house, and I could feel a heaviness in my chest at the thought of being so far away from them. They were both excited about the move and the promise that we’d be there for Thanksgiving since it was their year to host. By then Bailey and Asher would have their baby, and I was excited to see how our lives were going to change by November.

I cried on the way back to my apartment. Reid held my hand tightly and didn’t say anything, just offering silent comfort. I’d been randomly crying all week, and he’d stopped asking if I was okay. He just let me get the emotion out, which I appreciated.

I had lived here since before Noah and I split. Since I’d gotten out of the navy. It was a tremendous change. Four years ago, it had felt like a stepping stone to something bigger. Maybe it wasn’t the stepping stone I’d thought it was, but I was still moving on to something better, and for that I was thankful.
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- Damon -

New York City

I let myself into Akina’s safehouse and walked back to the room she’d set aside for meetings. I was surprised when she wasn’t at the table. She’d been part of every meeting we’d had so far, but this time it was just Janus Cassian. I didn’t particularly care for him, and I was convinced the feeling was mutual. I sat down anyway and leaned back in my chair, waiting to see what he had to say.

“Akina will not be joining us,” Janus said, leaning his elbows on the table.

“I figured as much when I didn’t see her. What do you need?” I asked, trying to keep the annoyance from my voice.

“What have you found out about Penelope? I haven’t been able to get that close.”

“She’ll be back soon, and this last time the prince was not with her, but his daughter was. And her normal security of course.”

“They aren’t a problem.” Janus waved his hand.

“Then you have all of the information that I have. When is it going to happen?”

“When she’s here next without Reid.”

“And you’re taking her out of the city. Correct?”

“Of course.” He nodded and waved me off.

“Good. Then I think our meeting is over.”

“Yes, I think it is. Though, you’re still going to make it difficult for the prince to get into the city to search in an official capacity. Correct?”

“Yes, I have a team ready to search, who are already in on what they need to know.”

“Good.” Janus stood, pushing the sleeves of his shirt up to his elbows. “Then I think we are finished.”

“I think we are.” I stood and left the room, and then the house moments later.

On my walk back to my office I thought over what was about to happen. Hell would break loose once the prince found out his Flame was missing. And once the dust settled, I would most likely lose my position if anyone were to discover how involved I had been in the plot. Hopefully it didn’t come to that. No one really knew what was going on or that Akina was still in the city. It was well known that I’d asked her to leave, and to my knowledge she had.

I hoped this didn’t blow up in my face.
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- Reid -

I went home early Friday morning while Penelope was putting the last few things into boxes. I had a meeting with the bank and had to finalize a few things with Atlas as well. Then I needed to talk to my brother before I headed back to Penelope’s with Asher and Bailey. Holden, Emma, and Aydan would be there around noon, and I wanted to get back before them so I could pick up the truck I’d rented.

It took about an hour at the bank before I was done signing paperwork. I’d bought all of my other properties outright, but this soon after buying the New York house, I wanted to make payments on the new house and not stretch myself too thin. Penelope was going to be mad enough that I’d bought another house without asking her opinion on it, but I wanted to surprise her. After I left there, I went back to the house to find my brother.

“Christian,” he said with a smile when I found him on the back patio, starting a fire in the fireplace.

“Cian,” I answered with a grin, pulling him in for a one-armed hug. “You’re still good to do what I asked this afternoon?”

“Yeah, of course,” he said as we sat down to smoke. “What time will the movers be here?”

“Around one I think, before two for sure.”

“Just the stuff in your room right?”

“Yes. Everything else I’ll leave here and worry about in the spring.”

“Solid plan,” Fin agreed.

“I’ve boxed up everything important, but if you’ll move the box on my bed yourself, it’s got my weapons in it that I’m taking to the house.”

“Not a problem. Where do you want them?” he asked.

“Office to the right of the front door is mine. The one to the left will be Penelope’s.” I looked at my watch. “If you want, I’m about to head over there and let Atlas in. He’s meeting the security guys at eleven. You can see it with me.”

“I’d love to. Mind if Paige tags along?”

“Not at all.”

Once I’d shown Atlas, Fin, and Paige around the house, I headed back to the drift point. It was still early, so I went to pick up the truck while I was out. I made it back to Penelope’s right around eleven, and the timing was perfect. Within the hour, everyone would be here to help, and this way I could help Penelope finalize what needed to be packed first.

When I made it into the apartment, Penelope was standing in the kitchen staring down at a list on the counter and chewing on the end of a pen. I smiled to myself and entered the kitchen, walking up behind her and bracketing her with my hands on the counter.

“What’s the matter, bluebird?” I asked in her ear before I pressed a kiss to the skin behind her ear.

“I’ve been over this list a hundred times, and I’m not sure I’ve gotten everything. It’s stressful. What if I forget something?”

“Well, you have a couple of days to turn in the keys, right?”

“Yes,” she said hesitantly. “But not enough time to get back up here and turn them back in after we’ve opened every box.”

“If only one of us could get between places in a matter of seconds,” I said with a smirk as I turned and leaned against the counter next to her.

“You’re irritating when you’re right,” she said, shaking her head.

I grinned. “Well, the truck’s here. Where do we start?” I asked, grabbing a bottle of blood from the fridge.

“We’ve stacked all of the packed boxes in the library, but the furniture is still in the living room. Do we start with the big stuff?”

“Probably not a bad idea.”

Asher, Bailey, Holden, Emma, and Aydan arrived shortly after we started, and it only took a couple of hours to load everything except the last box that would travel in the truck with us and the air mattress we were sleeping on that night. We had very little left. We managed to be done with everything by three, and we joined some of Penelope’s local friends at her favorite place to eat one last time before everyone went home. Asher would be back the next day to take the last of the food from the fridge. They were taking the cupboard food today and it would be at the house when we got there.

I got texts from Atlas and Fin throughout the day letting me know they were done with the various projects around the house I’d asked them to do. I was nervous to show the house to Penelope. I knew she’d like it, but I wasn’t sure how upset she’d be that I’d bought something else. I couldn’t quite let go of that concern.

We were up early the next morning. Within an hour we were packed and ready to get on the road as long as I promised to stop and get her coffee when we filled up with gas. The closer we got to the house, the more nervous I became. I hadn’t been nervous about anything in years, but the thought of showing the woman I loved the house I’d bought for us to spend our lives in made me jittery like someone who’d drunk too much coffee. I held my breath as we pulled up to the open black gates and started down the long driveway.

“Reid, where are we? This isn’t the way to the house, or even Bailey’s,” she said, looking over at me and then back out the window. She gasped when she saw the first streetlight along the tree-lined driveway. Part of the draw to the house had been that it was stuck a little way into the forest and I had loved the way the street lamps reminded me of the ones in Montmartre, only these were black to match the gate. It was a stark difference to the white snow piled up around them.

“I told you to let me handle where we lived, and I did. Penelope Jane, welcome home,” I said as I cleared the trees and pulled off the curved drive to the motor court between the garages in front of the house. I stopped so she could see the entirety of the two-story stone house with the wide front porch I knew she and Bailey would sit on in the summer and the double black doors that she’d decorate during the holidays. The beautiful windows let in a lot of natural light. The garden sat in the center of the curved drive, and I knew it would be beautiful come spring.

“You bought us another house?” she asked, looking at me with confusion.

“Yes?” I said, rubbing the back of my neck, needing to do something to dispel the energy skittering beneath my skin.

“Christian Reid Walker, we talked about this. A partnership, remember?” she asked as I moved the truck to the front door and put it into park.

“I remember. That’s why your name’s on this one and the one in New York. They’re just as much yours as they are mine,” I explained, pulling the keys from the ignition and fiddling with them.

She sighed. “And while I appreciate that, I wish you’d asked my opinion on either one,” she told me softly, laying her hand on my arm.

“So you don’t like it?”

“Reid, it’s beautiful. Of course I love it. I just wish you’d talked to me is all.”

“I promise to talk to you before I buy any other property,” I told her, looking at her finally, a wide grin on my face.

“That’s all I ask. Now…” She unbuckled her seat belt with a wide smile. “Show me around the ridiculously overpriced house you’ve bought us.”

“How do you know it’s overpriced?” I asked as I followed her out of the truck.

She leveled me with a look as I came up to stand beside her. “You bought it at some point in the last three weeks. Didn’t you?”

It was my turn to sigh. “Yes. Though to be fair, Atlas had already talked to me about bringing Ink and Bone onto the team, and we didn’t really have room for them at the house. So Asher moved his things to Bailey’s and I started looking for something last month so I could move out too. I hoped one day we’d move in together, and I wanted to be ready.” I shrugged and held out the keys to her. Her set had a little heart keychain attached to them.

“That makes sense I guess,” she called back over her shoulder as she made her way to the door.

“I had security installed yesterday while we were packing. Atlas oversaw it. The key code is 0830,” I told her as I showed her the keypad just inside the door so she could shut off the alarm. She put in the code before turning to pull me into a kiss.

“The day we met? You sap,” she said when she pulled away.

“I didn’t want to use our birthdays,” I told her with a shrug. “So this is my office, and then yours is right across from it.” I opened the doors as I spoke. The tour of the house ended in our bedroom, and she liked it so far.

“Why are all of your things still in boxes?”

“Because I thought we could decorate and decide what went where together,” I told her, wrapping my arms around her. “Now, I believe you made a request of me when it came to our future home.” I led her toward our en-suite.

“A soaker tub?” she asked, her face lighting up.

“Yes, ma’am. Specifically for you.” I stood back and watched her look around the room. The built-in vanity next to her sink, the walk-in closet already prepped for our clothes, complete with a spot for our crowns to sit in case we needed them for something. She wore hers more often than I wore mine. I showed her the safe that was hidden at the bottom of my side of the closet and told her the combination. I didn’t want any secrets from her, not anymore.

Once we’d gone through the house, we went back out to the truck and started moving everything in. Asher and Bailey showed up at some point to help us. Bailey was good at delegating and making sure Penelope got something to eat. When it got dark, we abandoned the task of organizing our furniture and unpacking to sleep in Penelope’s room at Bailey’s. We were back again first thing in the morning, armed with coffee and a plan. It took most of the day, but by bedtime, we could sleep in our own home for the first time. It was a wonderful beginning to the month of March.
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- Penelope -

The first couple of weeks of the month had us deciding exactly how we wanted our house and purchasing anything we didn’t already have. We purchased a slightly larger table that we placed between the counter and the living room. My small table and bookshelves were put upstairs in the rec room loft. It would provide a nice place to entertain when we wanted to.

Emma had shown up a few days after we had unpacked her things that had come over from Vampire House into her new room at our house. We’d given her the larger bedroom upstairs, and she had wasted no time decorating it to her liking before we left for New York again. Since she’d started as my personal assistant, we were spending more time together, which Reid loved because it meant his daughter was around.

I got to spend more time with Bailey as well, which made me happy. We spent a lot of time pouring over the internet for the best ways to decorate a nursery, though she still wasn’t sure what she was having. It made going to New York feel so much different when I had to drive up to Chicago to catch the flight instead of just across town, but that meant more road trips with my best friend, which I was looking forward to.

The week in New York flew by, and I was excited to get home. Reid and I were planning a housewarming party and had invited all of our friends. It was going to be a lot of fun. The city was starting to warm up, and on Friday, it was warm enough that Emma and I decided to walk around downtown before we headed home. Emma took a phone call and stopped against the side of one of the buildings so she could hear what Aydan was telling her. I’d motioned that I was going to walk ahead and look at the window display at a shop on the other side of the alley near where we were standing. She waved me on and I went with a smile.

As I passed the small alley, I was pulled into it, a strong arm around my chest and a hand clamped down over my mouth. I struggled against whoever it was and attempted to call out, though it came out muffled. My arms started to feel heavy and it was difficult to stay awake. My movements were more and more lethargic, but I didn’t stop fighting until the blackness took over.


Fourteen


- Emma -

New York City

“Okay, sweetie, I’ll call you tomorrow when I get home. Love you too,” I said to Aydan before I hung up. He was coming out next weekend and I was excited to see him. I wasn’t ashamed to say that I missed him, and neither was Holden. The three of us ending up in a relationship was something I’d never imagined when we’d met back in October and agreed to be friends. But somewhere along the way, we’d all fallen into friendship, and that friendship had grown into something more. It was exhilarating, being allowed to love two people so much. I had expected Papa to be more upset about the change, but he hadn’t batted an eye when I’d told him. I suspected Mama had a hand in that.

Speaking of Mama, I needed to catch up with her. I hoped that Evan and Rowan were around and hadn’t lost her. Papa would be furious if she managed to get hurt while we were supposed to be watching. I wandered down the street toward where she’d told me she was going in search of her. I didn’t see her in front of the store she’d told me she was going to, so I went inside.

“Mama?” I called, making sure to keep my voice level. The girl behind the counter looked up at me and smiled.

“Can I help?” she asked.

“I’m just looking for my mama. She’s wearing black boots, a green sweater, jeans and has her black hair all piled up. We’re just coming from work and I’ve lost sight of her, and Papa will be pissed if we get separated,” I told her, putting on my most lost school girl smile.

“Sorry, haven’t seen her, but you’re welcome to look around. I may have missed her.” She shrugged with an apologetic smile. I nodded and started looking around while pulling up Evan’s number on my phone.

When I didn’t see her in the shop, I shot a text to Evan as I made my way back outside. I quickly checked the closest store, and when I didn’t find her, I tried calling her. She didn’t answer, and instead it continued to ring. I tried again, hoping she just had it on silent from work still or something. I was starting to panic but I hoped it would all turn out to be something we could laugh about. When she wasn’t in either of the two other shops nearby or answering her phone, I started to retrace my steps, just in case I’d missed her somehow.

I couldn’t get Evan or Rowan on the phone, which in and of itself was alarming, but worst was Penelope still wasn’t picking up her phone either. I paced back across the alley as I called her again, hoping maybe she’d just gone the other way and I’d misunderstood. As I passed by the alley I happened to hear the ringtone she’d assigned me, though it was muffled from the noise of the city. I pulled my phone from my ear with mounting horror as I took a few steps and listened carefully. I located her phone, tucked carefully in her purse, tossed in among the trash near the back of the alley, and I looked around frantically.

“Mama?” The fear started to overtake me. “Mama!”

I tried to call Evan again. When he didn’t answer I called Rowan once more. When neither answered my repeated calls, I stopped, took a deep breath, and called Papa.

“Hey, baby girl, what’s up?” he asked when he answered.

I could envision his smile as I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be good.

“Ican’tfindmama.” The words came out in a rush and I knew he hadn’t understood.

“Slow down, Emma. Say that again.” I looked around the alley again, hoping I would find something I had missed.

“Mama is missing. I cannot find her.” I clearly enunciated each word, and I heard him suck in a breath as I waited, my eyes closed once more.

“What?” His voice was carefully calm.

“Penelope is missing, Papa. I have her purse. I found it in an alley, but I cannot find her.”

“How did you lose her!” I held the phone away from my ear as he yelled, though I knew he wasn’t mad at me.

“I was on a call. She walked over a couple of stores to look at the window display or something. I’m not sure. When I was done a couple of minutes later, she wasn’t anywhere I could find her. I called her. I called Evan. I called Rowan. No one is answering. I found her purse at the back of an alley, her phone still tucked into it along with her wallet.” I stopped to take a deep breath, and my eyes stung as I held back my own emotion. I heard him take a deep breath and blow it out slowly.

“I’m going to make a call. Stay exactly where you are. Do. Not. Move. I’m sending someone to you.” He disconnected the call after that, and I sighed heavily. I tipped my head up to look at the sky and blinked back tears, my arm falling down to my side. I tried not to panic while I waited for something to happen.

“Emma?” I turned toward the mouth of the alley when I heard a stranger call my name. I narrowed my eyes at the blond, heavily tattooed man who was easing down the alley toward me.

“Who’s asking?” I asked as he got closer.

“I’m Kenzo. Reid called. What happened?”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“I’m the executioner in this territory. I’ve known your dad for a couple of years now, and I was at the New Years party. Do you remember? Reid’s on the phone trying to get authorization to get out here and search for Penelope himself, but that’s a lot of red tape since this isn’t his jurisdiction. So he sent me. I don’t quite have Freesia’s approval yet, but it’s too important to wait.”

“Okay, I remember you now.” I blew out a breath.

Kenzo nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. “Tell me everything,” he said again as he carefully studied the alley we were standing in.

It took almost three hours before I made it back to the house. After talking to Kenzo, I’d had to make a report to Damon Dethantos, the sage in New York City. I could smell pizza as soon as I opened the door, and I was immediately on alert. Papa couldn’t enter the city, not until he got official approval, but someone was definitely in the house. It was stupid. He’d been back and forth for months with blanket approval from Auntie Flower, but because this was a crime involving Mama, it was different. Papa wasn’t just going to show up and visit. He wanted to help find her. I made my way to the kitchen and could hear voices murmuring softly as I got closer. I was so relieved to see Aydan and Holden standing in the kitchen that I ran toward them. Once they’d pulled me into a hug, I broke down.
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- Reid -

Vampire House

I was going crazy.

Penelope had been missing for twelve hours, and I couldn’t get approval to get into New York and look for her myself. Having property there wasn’t even enough of a reason, let alone her being my Flame. The fact that I was a member of the royal family didn’t seem to matter either. Damon was working on it, he said, but I wasn’t sure I believed him. I wanted to call Freesia, but Atlas demanded I handle this all above board, and he was right. The last thing I needed was for something to happen to Penelope because I didn’t want to follow the rules.

Emma was still at the New York house. Holden and Aydan were with her, but they couldn’t do much. Kenzo had his pack searching, but there wasn’t much he could do until they figured something out. Damon had someone else officially looking into it, and despite his pleading to be allowed to help in an official capacity, Kenzo had been told no. So the pack was searching in secret. Mostly being headed up by Kace, which I appreciated more than I could say.

Asher was with Bailey, who was not handling the news well, though we were trying not to stress her out. Cian and Paige were attempting to keep me calm and be there for me, but I didn’t want to see anyone. I’d called Echo, and we were sure Akina was behind this, but we had no way to prove it. Not yet anyway. Aria and Cad were headed to New York tomorrow to be with Emma for support. Technically, they couldn’t search either, though their presence in the city wouldn’t be as damning as mine would be. Echo said she was coming here. Something about she and Cian keeping their little brother out of trouble.

Asher had called Shiloh, and Atlas had called our crone, Baxter Vartlett. I was off the roster for now and would remain there until Penelope was found, as everyone knew I couldn’t think of anything else right now. I could barely string two sentences together, and I’d smoked three packs of cigarettes in the time since Emma had called.

I couldn’t go home. I didn’t want to be in our home if something bad happened, but I hadn’t been sleeping either. Atlas had tried to get me to sleep, but I couldn’t, not yet.

Thirty-six hours in, still no news, and I wanted to destroy something. The urge to absolutely obliterate something was starting to weigh on me.

Echo and Cian managed to do something to knock me out. I wasn’t sure how much I slept, but according to them, it wasn’t enough.

I said fuck it on the fourth day and called Freesia. I was over waiting. It shouldn’t have taken this long for Damon to give the okay for me to help in the search seeing as how I was blood bonded to Penelope. I could find her anywhere as long as I was close enough. I was confident she hadn’t left New York, but I couldn’t even enter Territory Four without proper approval.

Freesia was all too happy to look into the delay for me, though she wouldn’t grant the approval without finding out what was going on first. She assured me she was heading to the city immediately to figure it out.
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- Asher -

I watched through the window as Bone led Reid toward the forest. I crossed my arms and frowned, unsure if getting him away from the house was a smart idea.

“Don’t worry, Asher. Bone won’t let him do anything stupid.” Ink’s voice next to me surprised me, and I shifted as I glanced at her and then back to where I’d watched them disappear.

“What are they doing?” I asked finally.

“Some hikers disappeared.”

“Right, I thought you two were handling that?” I turned to look at her, content in the knowledge that watching the trees wouldn’t make them appear any quicker.

“Bone thinks it’d be better to distract Reid.” Ink bit her lip for a moment, and I knew she was weighing her words. “She’s been through a similar situation before I knew her.”

“Someone she loved was kidnapped?” I asked in shock. How hadn’t I known that? When I’d taken over as second, Atlas had provided me with the complete files for everyone who worked for him, including our two newest inhabitants. Nothing had been in Bone’s file to suggest she’d had a similar encounter.

“Her Flame. She was taken by an enemy of her father’s.”

“How the hell do the angels manage to find so many enemies?” I muttered, mostly to myself.

“I don’t know, but she was taken and tortured, and Bone didn’t make it in time. It’s one of the reasons she left South America and eventually settled with us in Detroit. She couldn’t stay where there were so many memories of the one she’d lost.” Ink nodded toward the patio, and I followed her out.

I pulled out a cigarette and relaxed back onto the couch. It had been a stressful few days for all of us, and I was grateful that Paige and Echo had decided to distract Bailey for me. It gave me a chance to breathe, and it was probably good for her as well. I may have been a bit paranoid about the stress of everything getting to her and causing problems with her pregnancy.

“Did you know I didn’t have my nickname until she joined us?” Ink asked after a moment. I shook my head and she smiled slightly, looking down then back at me. “Yeah. When Bone joined us, it was amusing that her nickname was Bone, as dark as she is. The others joked that I should have the nickname of Bone with as pale as I am, whereas hers should be Ink.”

With Ink’s almost white hair, and even paler skin, it made sense. They were opposites in their coloring, though they had a very similar build. Tall, muscular, and both were strikingly beautiful. Alone they were interesting, and together they were a sight. Like two ends of a color spectrum one would learn about in art class.

“Anyway, she and I hit it off pretty quickly. I showed her around, and the more time we spent together, the more everyone started calling me Ink. The dark and light aspect caused amusement with our housemates. Especially when they could introduce us together and watch how many people got the names backward. It was a running game to guess whether someone would get the irony immediately or if they’d need to be corrected.” She chuckled to herself. “Anyway, just trust her. If she’s taken Reid instead of me, she has her reasons. I trust her not to let him do anything stupid, and if nothing else, it will keep him from sitting here smoking like a chimney and brooding.”

“You’re right,” I told her with a sigh. “Thank you for taking the time to reassure me.”

“You’re welcome.” She nodded, stood from her seat, and wandered back inside.

I needed to start spending more time at the house. For all the time Ink and Bone had been with us, especially now as official members of the team, I didn’t know them that well. I trusted them, of course, but I didn’t really know them.

With Reid and I moving out of the house, we weren’t as close as we had been before Bailey and Penelope had come into our lives, back when it was him and me and Eli and Becks. With my marriage, and Reid and Penelope’s constant vigilance against ridiculous bullshit from Akina, it had made sense to hire more people full time, but we hadn’t done a lot to make them feel welcome. We didn’t feel like a family anymore, and that needed to change. Once all of this was over, I would make sure that happened.

When Reid and Bone returned a little over an hour later, they were not alone.

“What the fuck?” Bailey whispered under her breath, sitting up from where she’d been leaning against my shoulder. I chuckled and reached out to place a hand on her knee.

“We aren’t the only things out there, love. I’ve explained that to you,” I told her.

“Yes, but they would never blend in with humans.” She hissed, trying to keep her voice from carrying.

“No, they wouldn’t. They’re Elerian,” I told her.

“What?”

“Elerian. They’re the same as we are, members of the Arkane world that can’t blend in with Karhu. They stay exclusively in the Arkane spaces of this world and are rarely seen outside of them.”

“Again, what?” she said, rubbing a hand absently over her stomach.

“There are five categories that one can fall into. Karhu, like you. Arkane, which are just humans that connect to one of the six elements.” Bailey nodded. We’d discussed this part before. “Elentori like me, vampires, werewolves, shifters, etc. can all pass for Karhu if we want.” She nodded again. “Then you have the ones that aren’t often found in the Karhu world, for good reason. Elerian are the same level as Elentori, but they can’t pass for human.”

Bailey glanced at the approaching group.

“I’d say not,” she muttered.

“But they can talk and live pretty civilized lives. Then you have Azvira, but that’s just the name we assigned to any animal that lives in the Arkane world,” I told her as I stood and made my way toward the edge of the porch.

“Any calls?” Reid asked as soon as he was close enough. He looked worried, but also a little less high strung than when he’d left.

“No. Not yet. What’s going on?” I asked, nodding toward the three newcomers. They appeared to be children, but I didn’t want to assume.

“They were enslaved by an Antuin, who is dead,” Bone said, her no-nonsense report giving me exactly what I needed to know without any other information.

“Okay,” I said, a bit confused.

“Let’s get them inside and I’ll explain,” Reid said with a sigh.

Ink appeared next to me then.

“I’ll help Bone get them settled. Something to eat, a shower, and somewhere safe and warm to rest seems like the most immediate plan of action. Wouldn’t you say?” she asked, turning to me.

“Of course,” I agreed, nodding with a small smile.

“It’s okay, Therise. You can trust everyone in this house. No one here will hurt you, Derie, or Dysylla,” Reid reassured the clearly older of the three. She cast a wary glance toward Bailey, and Reid chuckled. “That’s Bail. She’s Asher’s wife. She won’t hurt you either.”

“But she’s Karhu,” the girl protested.

“Not for long,” Bailey spoke up from her place on the couch, making Reid and me chuckle. Though it did seem to settle the girl.

“Thank you, Reid,” she responded, looking at him gratefully.

“Anytime.”

Once Ink and Bone had led the three inside, I turned to Reid with a questioning look. He sighed, walked over to the chair, and had a seat, immediately lighting a cigarette.

“Okay, better explanation time. That girl’s skin was like a rainbow and her forehead was glowing,” Bailey said, exasperated.

“That’s Therise. She’s a Datana, it’s a race of Elerian. Do you know about Elerian?” Reid asked.

“Asher just explained that they’re like Elentori but won’t blend like you guys can.” She waved her hand at him. “Now tell me what I don’t know, like why her face glowed or why the smaller ones had blue skin and where the hell they came from.”

“Therise, Derie, and Dysylla were all kidnapped and enslaved by another type of Elerian called an Antuin. It’s a type of demon that actually looks like a demon, horns, tail, you get the idea.”

Bailey nodded.

“How old are they?” I asked, sitting back.

“Therise is sixteen, the Zishen.” He paused and looked at Bailey. “That’s what they are, Zishen,” he said before turning back to me. “They’re twelve. Therise said she was taken when she was thirteen and given to the Antuin, and the twins have been with them just over a year.”

“Did you come across anything or anyone else?”

“The Antuin was enslaving not only them but quite a few Azvira as well. A wolero, a klikuck, and a couple of smaller, cuter ones that they were using to lure the missing hikers off the trails. They’ve been freed and Therise ensures me will go back to their homes now and not cause more problems. She has a gift with animals,” Reid explained further.

“So they’re going to need fostering and then reunited with their families?” I asked him.

He shook his head sadly. “Not sure about the younger two, but Therise said that when she was taken, her family was killed.” I heard a strain in Reid’s voice, though I wasn’t sure why.

“That’s not going to happen to Penelope, Reid. Don’t even let that thought have power,” Bailey said firmly, recognizing something in the way he’d said it that I hadn’t.

“She’s right, you know,” I told him, reaching over to lay my hand on Bailey’s knee again.

“I’m gonna go talk to Atlas. Thanks, B.” Reid’s smile looked more like a grimace, but I nodded and let him go without another word.

“I’m worried about him,” Bailey said softly after he’d gone in the house.

“Me too, baby girl, me too.”


Fifteen


- Penelope -

????????????

I woke slowly. My limbs felt heavy, and my mouth tasted like three-day-old stale coffee and cotton. My teeth felt slightly fuzzy, and my tongue brushed against something rough. Prying my eyes open was harder than it should have been. I reached toward my mouth, only for my hands to stop abruptly with a metallic clang. Panic set in as I started to look around. I was lying on a bed, my hands shackled to a chain that also stretched down to my feet. I saw thigh high boots that if I stood, would require me to walk on my toes. In addition to those, I was dressed in a lace see-through top, and a long lace skirt with attached shorts. At least those weren’t see-through like the top.

I took a deep breath through my nose as best as I could in an attempt to clear the panic. It wouldn’t do me any good. With the gag in place, it would only make it worse. After a few clearing breaths I tried to think back to what happened. I was walking with Emma in the city. Then I wasn’t. Everything after that was blank. I didn’t remember how I’d gotten here, which made me wonder how long I’d been here, and where here was.

It looked like a bedroom, though nothing was in it besides the mattress. The world outside the windows was black, so I assumed I had been out for a number of hours. I just couldn’t tell what that number was. I tried to gain some clue, but I couldn’t pull myself up to see out the windows so I lay back down again, my head feeling distinctly foggy once more. I tried to fight it but the blackness swallowed me again before I could do much else.

It was light out when I woke up again. Only this time I wasn’t alone.

Janus Cassian was sitting in a chair looking very much the same way he had the first time I’d seen him in Emma’s room at Vampire House. His black suit had been swapped for a dark gray tee and some dark jeans, but I’d recognize him anywhere.

“I’ll take out the gag if you promise not to scream. It won’t do you any good, anyway. No one can hear you here,” he said, his voice just as oily as I remembered.

The visceral fear was there, just the same as last time. I narrowed my eyes at him but didn’t give him the satisfaction of attempting to speak.

“You’re only going to make it more difficult on yourself,” he said, rising to his feet. “I already told you how this is going to go. You will submit willingly. And I can wait as long as I need to. They’ll never find you here.”

The fuck they won’t, I thought as I stared at him.

“That’s fine. Have it your way,” he said crossing the room toward me. “Sleep well, angel. Maybe you’ll change your mind next time you’re awake.” He leaned down and kissed my forehead as I closed my eyes, trying not to react. Reid would come. He would find me. Blood called to blood, and I was his like he was mine.

I was so caught up in my thoughts I missed the prick of the needle in the side of my neck. I couldn’t fight the blackness that swallowed me this time, even if I’d tried.

I was cramped. I could feel the ache in my muscles that let me know I’d been in this position for a while. I yawned and realized that the gag was gone. I opened my eyes and stuck a hand out to steady myself, feeling cold metal against my palm. I opened my eyes and could barely make out the slim bars of a cage in the early morning light. I attempted to sit up as I looked around. I wasn’t going to be able to move too much in this birdcage style prison that was barely bigger than I was sitting on my knees.

I couldn’t feel my feet anymore. They were numb, and I knew this could cause nerve problems in the long run, so I carefully shifted until my back was pressed against the bars behind me and pulled my knees up to try and get blood back into my feet. The weird boots were still locked onto my legs, and I couldn’t loosen them because they were locked at the top as well. I tried to push my fingers into the tops of them and loosen them just a bit while I looked for the opening to the cage.

I didn’t see an opening, and I turned to study the room as sunlight filtered in. It reminded me of places I’d stayed with Reid. It was luxury and minimalism defined. The chair and side table sitting facing the cage were the central figures in the room. One piece of art hung on the far wall, a bouquet of vivid flowers set against a dark backdrop. It would provide minimal distraction from the time spent in this prison until Reid found me. I had no doubt he would. It just might take some time because I didn’t know exactly where I was.

The sun had risen over the buildings I could see out the window. We were in a city, though the buildings were all square and not distinct enough to tell me which city. My guess was still New York, though I couldn’t be sure because I still didn’t know how much time I’d lost to the darkness of whatever drugs they were giving me. My stomach growled, and it was the first time that I really thought about food. Once I had, though, I felt a ravenous hunger like I’d never felt, as though I hadn’t eaten in days.

The cotton mouth feeling only got worse the longer I sat there, like simply thinking about it made me hungrier and thirstier. I took a deep breath and tried to count the windows in the closest building. It distracted me for a time, but eventually the weakness and exhaustion of simply being there consumed me, and I fell asleep again, my head resting on the bars behind me.

“Wake up.”

I felt the command, similar to when Reid did it, though not as strong and the words sounded slightly garbled. I opened my eyes again and tried to shift, though my muscles screamed in protest. I missed my bed. Once I was free, I was taking a seriously long hot bath and then sprawling out in my bed for at least a week.

“Good girl.”

I focused on Janus, who was standing next to the cage, grinning at me like a snake oil salesman. I wondered if I should tell him his command hadn’t worked as well as he thought it had.

Wordlessly he held a small cookie through the bars, though his fingers never crossed the threshold between them. Tentatively I reached out for it, and he pulled it back quickly.

“Say please,” he demanded.

I took a deep breath and was going to stubbornly refuse, but my stomach sounded like a thunderstorm, and I worried what would happen if I didn’t have something to eat. Saying please wasn’t the largest concession I could make, though I already knew it would be a slippery slope.

“Please.” My voice cracked from disuse, making my throat feel dryer than it had before.

“Good girl,” he said with a small grin. He dropped the cookie into the cage and I scrambled for it. “There’s more where that came from if you can be a good girl and do as I ask.”

I watched him carefully as I nibbled on the cookie. It was sweet, almost too sweet. I worried what was actually in it, but I needed to eat. I needed water more, but I doubted he’d give me anything I asked for or that I would be willing to pay the price. He settled himself into the armchair, his feet sprawled in front of him and his knees open.

He picked up a bottle of blood and removed the cap. He brought it to his lips, his eyes on me the entire time. Once I was done with the cookie, I shifted my legs once more so I was sitting as comfortably as possible. Janus watched me shift and chuckled before glancing at his bottle and then back to me.

“You could stretch your legs if you wanted to offer your neck. I’m not used to this bottled shit,” he said, his voice soft like a caress. I shivered at the way his voice felt against my skin, like it was tangible somehow, but never in the way Reid’s often was. Something felt off about it, unnatural.

“I’ll pass,” I said, making sure to keep my voice neutral.

“I think you’d enjoy it,” he said, a smirk ticking up on one side of his face.

“Let me clarify. I’ll pass out.”

He chuckled at my declaration. “You’re better cared for than you think. You’ve been given sufficient nutrients so I can feed from you. And you will let me feed. It’s the only way you’ll get more to eat or drink.”

I looked down at my arms, looking for the marks from an IV. They were faint, but I found one on the outside of my arm—a difficult vein to hit and not somewhere I would have noticed on my first perusal of my own skin.

“Now be a good girl and let me feed,” he said standing and setting his bottle aside.

He approached the cage slowly, the same smirk on his face. I eyed him warily, my eyes slightly narrowed as I watched his approach. It wasn’t like I could slink away from him, so I didn’t even try. He stood patiently next to the cage until I gave in. I didn’t really have a choice. I needed food and water to survive until Reid got here, but it was going to cost me. Apparently it was going to cost the use of my blood for this maniac. I just hoped I didn’t lose myself in the process.

Begrudgingly I squeezed my hand through the bars and he grabbed it, pulling it through a little more so he could reach my wrist. The bars squeezed my muscles painfully, and I winced slightly when he bit down. I turned my face toward the flower painting and tried to ignore the burning at the back of my throat. I would not cry in front of him.

I was feeling quite lightheaded by the time he let go of me. I pulled my arm back through the bars and cradled it against my chest. Janus wiped his mouth with a smirk before he walked away, whistling a little tune that faded out as black dots danced in front of my face. I turned back to the painting and wished for Reid as the blackness swallowed me once more.
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- Reid -

Vampire House

It had been five days since Penelope had been taken. Freesia had gone down to New York to try and see what the holdup was, but I hadn’t heard back from her. Even the short interlude of trying to get the Elerian settled where they needed to go didn’t distract me enough. I was on edge. The only reason I was sleeping at all was because I knew that if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be at my best to help find the woman I loved.

Every time my phone rang, I frantically answered it, hoping for good news—any news at all really—but I hadn’t lost hope yet. Usually, it was Kenzo with an update that they hadn’t found anything. Or Emma saying the same. Occasionally someone else would check in with me to see if anything had changed. If this went on too much longer, I was going to have to tell her parents. We hadn’t told them yet, and I didn’t particularly look forward to doing so. They already had enough reason not to like me.

I had just lit a cigarette out on the patio when my phone rang. It was the thirteenth call I’d received that day, so I had started to believe the call I desired would never come. Which explained my exasperated greeting when I answered it, not bothering to see who it was.

“Reid,” Freesia’s voice rang out on the line, but she was slightly pensive.

“Flower. What’s the verdict?” I asked, standing up from where I’d been reclined on the couch.

“You can come to New York.”

I felt suddenly exhilarated.

“But,” she cautioned, “you aren’t allowed to help in the official search.”

I shook my head.

“That’s fine, Flower. I can look for myself. If anyone asks, I was driving around.” I shrugged. It would be simple enough.

“I’ve spoken to Kenzo, he and Kace are going to help you as an official request from the crone. It’s the best I can do. Something fishy is going on here, but I can’t prove it just yet.”

“Anything I can do to help with that later, you let me know.”

“Reid, be careful. Kenzo is in charge. This isn’t your territory,” she cautioned again, her voice stern.

“Okay. Okay, I just need to find her.”

“I understand.”

“Thank you, Flower, really. I appreciate you.”

“Reid, bring Asher. And your brother. I’ll see you at yours,” she said before she hung up.

“Cian!” I called as I tossed my cigarette down and moved toward the house, already dialing Asher’s number.

“Yeah?” he asked, poking his head out of his room.

“We’ve been cleared for New York. You, me, and Ash. We’re leaving within the hour, so get ready,” I said as I continued toward the stairs. I spoke to Asher quickly as I climbed them before I detoured to brief Atlas. Then I continued toward the guest room I’d been sleeping in. It was odd to stay here at the house and not be in my room. It had taken some getting used to.

Within the hour, the three of us entered the house in New York. Emma, Holden, and Aydan were crowded around the counter with Freesia, Kenzo, and Kace.

“Good, you’re here.”

Kenzo’s tone was clipped as his gaze met mine before he focused on the counter once more. We moved closer and looked down at the map they had spread out.

“As I was saying, we’ve looked in these places, ruling them out. We have a couple more to sweep, but if he has her here in the city—which we are guessing he does since we lost the vehicle driving into the city, not away from it—she’s gotta be there. With Reid here now, it’ll be easier hopefully,” Kenzo explained as I looked at all the places marked off.

“You think she’s in the residential part of the city? Not in some abandoned place or something?” I asked.

“No, we’ve ruled out all of the movie type situations, warehouses, abandoned buildings and the like. He’s got to be keeping her somewhere we’d never expect, which leads to the high rises and such. But we haven’t narrowed down where. We still have three grids to check here, and then we move to the next area.” He pointed out the areas in question as he spoke.

“There’s also the possibility that he’s moving her, possibly back into places you’ve already checked,” Asher commented, an apologetic look on his face.

“We thought of that too,” Kace said quickly. “So, we have roving guards double checking the primary team. That’s all they do. Go in a couple of days after the initial team and recheck everything we thought might be a possible location.”

“Okay. Looks like you have it well in hand. Asher, I need to speak to you,” Freesia said as she stepped away from the counter.

Asher and I shared a glance before he moved to follow her into the hall.

“So, we’ll start in the morning. I have to get some sleep. I’ve been out since three,” Kenzo said with a glance in my direction.

“Aydan and I are headed out now,” Kace said with a nod in the other man’s direction. I nodded again and glanced over at my daughter. Emma was doing her level best not to meet my eyes, and I wondered what that was about. It would have to wait just a few moments.

I said goodbye to everyone who was headed out, and then Holden took Cian and Asher downstairs to the apartment to get some rest. We would all need our energy the next day. I pulled a bottle of blood and a bottle of water from the fridge and motioned Emma out onto the deck. She followed me and stood uncertainly in front of me when I sat down.

“What’s the matter? Sit down, sweetheart,” I said when I looked back at her.

“I’m sorry, Papa,” she said, her voice heavy.

“For what?” I asked, looking up at her perplexed.

“This is all my fault,” she said, her voice hoarse. I knew she was about to cry. I recognized the signs from when she was a child.

“Oh, sweetheart.”

I stood and quickly pulled her against my chest, wrapping one arm around her back and resting my other hand on the back of her head.

“This is not your fault. I don’t blame you.”

“You should. Mama probably does.” Her voice was muffled against my shirt, and I wondered how long my daughter had been wrestling with this.

“No, I shouldn’t. This is not your fault. I don’t blame you, and I guarantee you Penelope doesn’t either.” I tried my best to reassure her. I didn’t say anything else, just let her cry.

I wondered if she’d broken down at all since she’d called me, or if she’d attempted to be strong for everyone while also feeling like it was her fault. It was too much to put on her. I’d have to call Aria and see if she could shed some light on the last few days. She’d gone home this morning.

Once Emma was done crying, she pulled away and wiped her eyes. I led her to the chairs near the railing and had her sit, and then I handed her the bottle of water and waited for her to take a drink.

“Emma Kaleé Walker, you listen to me right now,” I said, my voice even but stern.

She blinked her brown eyes up at me, and I was reminded of just a few short years ago when she’d asked to stay in Michigan and then the subsequent breakdown thinking she’d let me down in some way.

“None of this is your fault, and I will not have you thinking it is. This was incredibly well-structured. The fact that we still haven’t found a trace of Evan or Rowan is proof of that. I’m just glad you’re okay. I don’t think I could have handled it if you were missing as well as Penelope. You have done your best to find her, and you called me as soon as you realized something was wrong. You did great. And you’ve been helping to search ever since. I love you. And nothing will ever change that.” She nodded jerkily and I saw her eyes well up again.

“Okay, Papa. I love you too,” she answered with a croak before she stood and went back inside.

I felt my lips tick up in an impression of a smile that left me feeling a weariness deep down to my bones. I needed this all to be over soon. Hopefully now that I was in the city, I’d be able to find her. She wasn’t dead. I was sure I’d know it if she was. If I searched for it, I could still feel our bond, though it was growing weaker every day, even with the proximity of me now being in the city. I had to find her. I didn’t know what I would do if I didn’t.
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Somewhere in New York City

We’d been at it for hours. Driving around, sometimes walking, trying to get a feel for Penelope. I was trying to find her through the bond, but it wasn’t working. It was too weak.

“Wait, go back,” I said suddenly as we passed a street.

We’d been ready for lunch, and we’d decided to take a break, but I’d felt the bond pulse as we drove by, and I knew we had to go that way.

Kenzo didn’t question me. He just turned around and headed the way I’d indicated. We drove another few blocks, the feeling of the bond getting a little stronger the entire way. If it hadn’t been for my constant reaching out through it, I didn’t think I would have noticed the change at all with as subtle as it was. We pulled over and got out where I felt it the strongest. We were surrounded on all sides by tall buildings, and I wouldn’t have time to search them all. I could feel the panic start to well within me with the frustration of not being able to find her.

“Where are you?” I whispered out harshly, trying to get a handle on my emotions.

I love you, my crow. I’m sorry.

Penelope’s voice was weak, but it pulled the bond strongly toward the building to my left. I whirled to face it.

Hold on, bluebird. I’m almost there.

I sent back to her, waiting to see if she’d respond.

Where are you? What do you see?

I asked her when I’d received no response to my previous statement.

Just the tops of the buildings. I can’t see much, Reid. I’m stuck in a cage.

The absolute fury that welled within me pulled tightly against the bond, and I could feel my nails cutting into the skin of my palms.

“Where is she, Reid?” Asher asked me softly from where we stood on the corner. I glanced around at the tops of the buildings, searching for the tallest one. It was the same one I’d been drawn to before.

“There.” My voice was dark, full of the unshed malice and anger I was going to bring down upon the people who had taken my Flame and held her captive. “Top floor.”

I didn’t wait for a response, just strode across the street, daring someone to hit me. Daring someone to try and stop me. I could feel the anger and rage radiating out from me as I moved.

Stay with me, bluebird. Just a few more minutes.

I pushed down the bond as we entered the lobby of the building. No one said a word to us or made a move to stop us as we beelined for the elevators. As soon as we were inside and the doors had slid shut, Kenzo pulled out a few weapons from somewhere on his person. Technically, I wasn’t allowed to carry any. I was only allowed to help search, but as I felt the cool metal of the dagger he pressed into one hand and the weight of the gun he’d pressed into the other, I turned to focus on him.

“I’m not going to stop you, and I’ll cover for you. We all will.” Kenzo’s voice was full of every bit of anger underlying a dangerous growl that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I glanced at Cian and Asher, who were also holding weapons I hadn’t known they had. The looks on their faces were just as deadly. When this was all over, I’d have to remember to thank them.

When we exited the elevator, they weren’t expecting us. We quickly took out the two in the small antechamber before the penthouse proper. Kenzo and I splintered the door and made quick work of the few already in the room. I had the gun tucked in my waistband and was using the blade. It was messier, but I preferred it. Though the gun was a small reassurance at my back that, if needed, I didn’t have to get close.

All around me the fight raged as more and more expendables came into the room, but still no sign of Janus. We fought our way to room after room, searching for Penelope, all the while the bond pulsed and flared before it dipped out and then back. She was fading, and if I didn’t reach her quickly enough, I might be too late. One man lunged at me, and I caught him by the neck, squeezing the breath from his lungs until his eyes bulged.

“Where. Is. Penelope.” I pushed out through my teeth, the violence of the moment more than I could fight back.

When he didn’t answer except to continue to pointlessly scramble against my hand, trying to get me to free him, I squeezed harder.

“Where. Is. My. Flame?” I asked. His eyes went slightly wider, and he glanced in the direction of a door at the end of the hall.

I felt his pulse flutter beneath my fingers as his neck bones began to give way under the pressure. One quick move and I dropped him carelessly to the floor, his lifeless eyes watching me as I headed toward the door he’d pointed out.

An ear-splitting roar accompanied by the sound of tearing fabric made me turn toward my left. Kenzo had shifted, and the large blond wolf he’d become was baring his teeth and stalking toward a door I had previously ignored. I felt the pull back toward the door opposite him, and I turned back to face it. I had to make it through that door. I had to. I took a step toward Kenzo but stopped and doubled back.

“Go. We’ve got this.” I heard Cian’s voice loudly above the din, and I nodded once before turning my back on him and Kenzo to stride confidently toward the room I’d felt pulled toward.

I pushed through the door with Asher at my back. An overstuffed armchair sat near the window with a small table next to it and nothing else in the room save for an oversized gilded bird cage sitting dead center of the room. Curled inside the bottom of the cage was Penelope. I dropped the daggers that were still in my hands and rushed to her side. She looked pale and the bond was weak.

“Penelope,” I said, trying to rouse her. “Pen, come on beautiful, stay with me.”

She didn’t stir at all, and I began to pull on the bars, trying desperately to bend them out of the way. I kept speaking as Asher and I worked to free her. I needed her free. I needed her back in my arms where no one else would be allowed to hurt her. She wasn’t wearing much clothing and what she was wearing was see-through. When I finally pulled her into my arms, I could feel the way she trembled as I tried to rouse her.

“We have to go.” Fin’s rushed voice behind us at the door pulled me back to the present. “Kenzo’s got Janus. We’re going to take him somewhere secure.” Fin nodded toward me. “Is she okay?”

“She will be. I hope. Just need to get her out of here,” Asher assured him when I did not answer.

“Then let’s do it before we’re overrun and we can’t explain,” he said hurriedly.

“I’m sorry, my love. I suspect this will hurt,” I said before lifting Penelope entirely from the cage and into my arms. She cried out, and I soothed her the best I could as we hurried from the room and back toward the elevator.


Sixteen


- Penelope -

If I had counted correctly, it had been five to six days, depending on how long I’d been out initially. Everything seemed to blur together. I was given food and something to drink, but it never tasted quite right. At the rate Janus was drinking from me, I was always tired, so I slept a lot. My muscles had long since locked up, and even if I did figure out how to get out of this cage, I wouldn’t be able to run. I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to stand. The bruises on my arms where they’d been trapped through the bars while Janus drank were so dark they were almost black. I could barely see the normal color of my skin anymore, at least not between my elbows and wrists.

Reid was going to freak out when he saw me. At least I hoped he’d see me. I kept trying to reach out through the bond, but I hadn’t gotten anything yet. Maybe I was just too weak. Maybe he wasn’t coming.

No.

I couldn’t think like that. He was coming, I just wasn’t sure if I’d be awake enough to see him.

I dozed off at some point, and when I woke, the room was gray in the fading light. I wasn’t sure I could take much more. I was growing afraid that I would fall asleep and not wake up again.

I love you, my crow. I’m sorry.

I pushed the words out through the bond and hoped that by some miracle Reid would hear it.

Hold on, bluebird. I’m almost there.

I forced my eyes open once more, fighting the sleep that threatened to pull me under.

Where are you? What can you see?

His voice was stronger this time, and I fought against my locked muscles so I could sit up straighter and look out the window.

Just the tops of the buildings. I can’t see much, Reid. I’m stuck in a cage.

I could feel the anger simmering near the edges of the bond. He must be close. I relaxed again, knowing if anyone came in to check on me, they wouldn’t suspect something was up.

Stay with me, sweetheart. Just a few more minutes.

I did my best to stay awake, but I was just so tired. I could feel myself in that hazy place between awake and asleep. I could hear the yelling from the other room, but I couldn’t rouse myself. No matter how much I screamed for my brain to wake me up, I couldn’t get there.

“Penelope, Pen, come on, sweetie. Stay with me.”

I could hear Reid’s voice, muffled though it was. I heard the screech of the metal bending and snapping, and finally, finally I felt his hands on me. Against my cheek, pulling me into his arms. I heard the muffled curse while he examined the bruising. Through it all I couldn’t fully wake. I couldn’t find the strength to respond, no matter how loudly I screamed in my own head.

The spell was broken when he attempted to lift me from the cage. The pull from my muscles wrenched a piercing cry from my throat, though it came out more like a whimper. Reid hushed me, though I heard a second voice talking to him. Despite the pain that came with the movement, my legs finally extended after days of being bent into the same tight configuration.

I briefly noticed the lights against my eyelids as I was taken from the room. The sound of his voice. The way he held me to his chest. I fell into a deeper sleep, content that I was safe with him.

“Penelope. Come on, I need you to wake up, sweetie.” His voice coaxed me back to the surface, to the pain and the torment. I opened my eyes and tried to fight back the moan that shifting my legs caused. I was lying flat on my back, my muscles screaming in protest as they moved in a new way.

“Reid?” I asked, looking for him as best I could without moving my head.

“I’m right here, but the doctor needs to check you out. We’ve gotten rid of the boots, and examined your legs, but your arms need to be looked at. You’ve been holding them to your chest,” he said softly, his fingers stroking my cheek.

“Okay,” I told him, trying to hold my arms out. “It hurts.” I whimpered.

“Shhh. It’s okay,” he said, stroking his fingers down my cheek.

I let my arms drop away from my chest and closed my eyes.
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- Reid -

The moment we made it into the elevator, Penelope fell asleep again. This time in the safety of my arms. Even when we reached the car, I didn’t let her go. I needed her close. The first reason was so no one could see the obscene outfit Janus had dressed her in. The second was because I couldn’t bear not to touch her, to reassure myself that she was real.

For his sake, it was a good thing I wouldn’t allow anyone else to touch her. Otherwise, Janus would be a dead man instead of simply locked up and escorted away by Kenzo and Finley. I was partially glad we’d found him before I’d happened to catch a glimpse of Penelope. Once I was certain she was going to be okay, his hell would come, and nothing could protect him from my wrath.

We reached the Arkane clinic quickly enough, and we were escorted into a room immediately. Dr. Amberspark was quick with her assessment. Though her bedside manner left something to be desired, that was typical of the fae. Penelope had lost a lot of blood. She had been given little food and water, and what was given was most likely dosed with Janus’s blood or with some other sort of drug. She was exhausted and had bruises up and down her arms. Her muscles were locked, and she needed a good soak in hot water and a massage, probably several of them. Penelope was weak, and the doctor wasn’t sure she would survive the trip to the Karhu hospital.

They recommended I give her blood just in case, and though we hadn’t discussed it in any kind of detail, I didn’t hesitate to give her enough of my blood so that if the worst happened, she wouldn’t leave me. Not entirely. Dr. Amberspark did a purifying ritual and then declared her safe to move. She’d most likely make it to the Karhu hospital a few miles away now, and they would be the best ones to help with anything the small Arkane clinic was not able to handle.

When we got there, there was no denying I was a vampire. Freesia offered to sponsor me as did Emma. It was acceptable for a time, but they’d want someone from her family before long, and my status did nothing for me in the Karhu world. After talking to Asher, Bailey was at the hospital as soon as she could get away from work, her own bodyguards behind her. She sponsored me so that I could stay while Penelope was checked over.

Eventually they let us into Penelope’s room. They’d given her something when she’d started to fight them, and it hadn’t quite worn off yet. I sat close to her head so she’d see me when she woke up while Bailey tried to rest next to me.

“If you don’t stop tapping your foot, I’m going to scream bloody murder and have them throw you out,” Bailey said without opening her eyes.

I glanced in her direction and grinned at the way her hands were folded over her rounded stomach. It seemed to me that she got bigger every day, and Asher was over the moon.

“I can’t help it,” I told her with a sigh. “I’m impatient. She’s barely been awake since I found her, and the last thing she said to me telepathically was that she was sorry. I don’t know what to make of it.”

“It will be okay, Reid. I promise. She’s the strongest person I know. She’s been to hell and back a few times before she ever met you. She’s still that same person,” she reassured me before she smiled. “Now with more nightmares!”

I groaned but smiled anyway. She was probably right, but the last thing I wanted was for her life to be more complicated just because she fell in love with me. Even though logically I knew that ship had sailed.

“I did not say that for you to do some martyr shit, Reid. I know that look,” Bailey said sternly from next to me, nudging my leg with her foot.

“I know that, and I’m not planning to. I just think maybe she and I should talk about that,” I told her.

“Probably, but don’t do something stupid. My baby needs stable godparents.”

“I won’t,” I reassured her with a grin. “I’ll never leave her again, not by choice.”
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- Penelope -

I’m not sure when I fell asleep again, but when I woke, I was more clear headed than I’d been when I’d fallen asleep in Reid’s arms. I looked around and realized quickly that I was in the hospital. I turned to look next to me and was momentarily struck with fear as my gaze caught the railing on the side of the bed. For a split second I could feel the panic and fear of being stuck in that cage again.

I closed my eyes against the thought and took a deep breath, moving my head before I opened my eyes once more. This time I focused on the other occupants in the room. Reid was sitting in the chair closest to me, his head tipped back asleep. Bailey was asleep in the chair next to him, curled into a little ball. It made me wonder how much sleep either of them had gotten while I’d been gone.

“Reid,” I said, leaning over toward him, though it hurt. I needed him awake. If I had it my way, I’d move him into my bed and go back to sleep, though I knew that probably wasn’t possible. “Reid,” I tried again, a bit louder, trying not to wake Bailey just yet.

He shifted slightly but didn’t rouse, and I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of him. If I knew where my phone had gotten to, I’d have taken a picture of him and Bailey.

“Hey.” I heard a voice from the doorway whisper.

I turned and smiled at Asher as he set the tray of coffees down on the little table on my other side. I relaxed again against the bed to the relief of my sore back muscles.

“Hey.” I hugged him when he leaned over me. My muscles only protested the movement slightly, which made me wonder what kind of drugs they had me on. Hopefully the good ones. “Take a picture of them, please,” I told him as I pulled away.

“Absolutely,” he said with a wide grin.

“Yay,” I muttered quietly, pasting on a smile while Asher took the required picture of Reid and Bailey asleep in their chairs.

“I’ll send it to you.”

“I don’t have my phone or my purse or anything anymore,” I said with a groan. It was going to be frustrating to replace everything.

“Nah, Emma found it. Purse and all. We’re pretty sure everything’s still in it. Reid checked and couldn’t find anything missing but he’s not sure,” Asher told me, picking up one of the coffees off the tray.

“That’s good.” I glanced back at Reid again. “Would you mind waking him up?” I asked, twisting the blanket between my fingers. I needed to know we were okay. I needed verbal reassurance.

Asher smiled.

“Of course. Then I’ll take B for some breakfast,” he said with a nod. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Me too,” I told him with a genuine smile as he walked around my bed and woke Bailey first.

“Hm?” she asked, looking up at him. He pointed in my direction and she turned. “Oh my god!” she exclaimed, pulling herself from the chair as quickly as possible and crashing against me with a hug, completely ignoring the bed rail between us.

“Hi, B,” I said, trying not to laugh.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said as she started sobbing against my cheek. I glanced at Asher, who just shook his head.

“I’m fine, B. A little sore, but I’m okay,” I reassured her, grateful the bandages on my arms blocked the worst of the bruising so she didn’t see.

“I know. I know,” she said, pulling away and wiping at her eyes.

Asher cleared his throat, and she turned toward him. He nodded toward the door and then glanced over at Reid. Bailey and I followed his eyes to where Reid was patiently waiting. Our eyes locked, and I couldn’t look away from him. I wanted to say so much to him, but something seemed to be lodged in my throat, and I felt the burn that usually came before the tears.

Somewhere in the staring contest that we were engaged in, Bailey got up and left with Asher. I distinctly heard the click of the door shutting, but I couldn’t look away from Reid. Once we were alone, he stood slowly and put the railing on that side of the bed down before sitting on the edge facing me. He looked down at my hand before he gently picked it up between both of his and raised it to his lips, pressing a lingering kiss there before he met my eyes once more.

“I love you,” he said, his voice tight.

I nodded, not sure I could speak if I’d wanted to.

I felt the tears start down my cheeks as he moved closer, abandoning my hand to wipe my cheeks free while he shook his head. I reached up and grabbed a hold of his shirt, pulling him closer to me, afraid if I let go he might disappear. I couldn’t handle that. So I clung to him as the sobs began to force their way out of my chest. He pulled me closer and held me, whispering reassurance and praise into my hair, though I was certain he was crying too.

I pulled him down next to me on the bed and curled against him, making myself as small as possible, which I think he understood because he just wrapped himself around me the best he could on top of the covers.

“I love you.” My throat hurt, but I had to tell him. He had to know.

“I know that, my love. You’re okay. You’re safe.”

I’m sure he said it because of the way I still clung to him. My knuckles were white where I held his shirt, terrified he’d disappear or be taken away somehow.

“As long as you’re here,” I muttered, remembering what he’d said to me before.

“I never want to let you out of my sight again.” His grip tightened around me for a moment.

“I understand, but we can’t live like that. No matter how badly we want to,” I whispered into his chest.

He didn’t respond. I had so many more things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t make the words come out. Eventually, I fell asleep curled against him. The exhaustion finally won out, and I drifted off safe in the knowledge that I was going to be fine as long as Reid was there.

When I woke up again, it was later in the afternoon, according to the clock. Bailey was sitting next to me once more, but she was alone this time. Reid wasn’t there. She was reading, but when I started to stir, she sat up and got me a cup of water.

“Take it easy,” she said quietly. “The nurse said you’re probably going to be tired off and on as the drugs work their way out of your system.”

“Thank you,” I told her after I took a drink.

“Anytime. I’m here for you, PJ. You know that.” She sat on the edge of the bed, where Reid had sat earlier. “How you feeling?”

“Still sleepy. Where’s Reid?”

“He and Asher had to go take care of a few things,” she said cryptically as she moved back to the chair beside the bed. I knew she wouldn’t tell me anything else, so I changed topics.

“What about you? How are you? And my goddaughter?”

“Are you just saying that because you want it to be a girl? Or do you know something the rest of us don’t?” Bailey’s lips ticked up.

“I don’t know anything you don’t. I’m just the leader for team girl, just like Reid is the leader for team boy,” I told her with a soft chuckle.

“So how are you really?” she asked, leveling me with a look only a best friend could.

I sighed.

“I’m not as bad off as I could have been. I’m mostly worried about my muscles. I couldn’t move very much in that stupid cage,” I told her, looking down at the blanket. “Mostly he just fed off me. He was hoping I’d come willingly for more, but I never did. The only reason I even let him feed off of me was because it was the only way for me to get food and water.”

“You’re holding it together pretty well, PJ. A lot better than I would be.”

“I think the reality will come later. I’m still on the good drugs,” I told her with a small laugh. “It all still feels hazy and distant.”

“I’m sure you’re right. Are you hungry?”

I chuckled. “Why? Are you?”

“Always. I’ll text Ash. Ask him to bring us back something good, none of this nasty hospital food.” She laughed as she picked up her phone. “By the way, Emma’s supposed to stop by later and bring your stuff. She’s worried you’ll be upset with her, though, just so you know.”

“Why the hell would I be upset with her?” I asked, my brow furrowed in confusion.

“She blames herself,” Bailey said, rolling her eyes. “Which is dumb because no one else does.”

“Oh lord, please tell me that Reid has disabused her of this stupid notion.”

Bailey snorted. “He’s tried. And you need more sleep if you’re going to fall into that type of speech,” she said with a laugh.

“Okay, maybe a little,” I said with a smile as I turned onto my side and curled into my pillows. “But wake me when Reid gets here with food.”

“Okay, PJ, get some rest. I’ll wake you when they get here.”

I could hear the amusement in Bailey’s voice as I drifted off, and I didn’t mind at all. I loved my best friend, and I was glad she was here. And that she would continue to be by my side when the drugs started to wear off and the horrible things I’d just lived through weren’t so distant anymore.

[image: ]


- Reid -

“Come on. We have somewhere to be,” Asher said as he tucked his phone back into his pocket. I was still on the bed next to Penelope. I had been headed toward sleep, but his words woke me fully.

“Where exactly do I need to be that is more important than my current predicament?” I asked him, closing my eyes again.

“Janus.” His voice was firm. I opened my eyes again and pierced him with the harshest glare I could manage with Penelope still curled against my chest.

“You ever speak his name in her presence again, I will gut you. Expectant father or not,” I told him, my voice stern.

“We need to take care of it. It’s best if we do so before she’s awake for good,” he said softly.

I sighed. He was right. The sooner we dealt with it, the better. If we waited too long, Damon would start asking questions. So far, he hadn’t figured out that we had found Penelope, but word would spread soon enough.

“Fine.”

Asher nodded and left the room, the door clicking softly behind him.

“I’ll be back, bluebird. Sleep well. I love you,” I whispered against her hair before I started trying to figure out how to extract myself from her grip. Even in sleep she hadn’t let up.

Eventually I figured it out and met Asher in the hallway. Bailey gave me a nod as she went into the room and shut the door behind her. After that I followed Asher down the hall and into the elevator. I hoped we’d be quick. I had no desire to spend more time than necessary with the bastard who’d tried to steal my Flame from me in more ways than one.

Kenzo and Kace were standing outside the room where we’d kept Janus overnight. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it had worked for the short term.

“Are we turning him over? Or are we handling this ourselves?” Kace asked as Asher and I approached.

“What do you think?” Kenzo asked him with a snort. “Imagine someone had grabbed Nisha.”

Kace let out a growl at his words, his eyes flashing gold. “He’d be a dead man.” Kace’s voice was more animalistic than not, and I understood him completely at that moment.

“Look, all of us have Flames. All of us would be just as incensed, but there is a way that this has to go.” Asher, ever the cooler head, tried to reason with us.

“And what exactly do you propose we try to find out?” I asked him.

“First, this isn’t your territory,” he said sharply, looking at me. “It’s theirs. You have no jurisdiction. You were given permission to be here, nothing more. You have to be careful or it’s your head on the block. It won’t matter who you are, or what happened to Penelope.”

“You pulled me from her hospital bed to be here,” I growled out, trying to keep my fangs from dropping. It would do no good to argue with him. He was right, after all.

“I know. For good reason. I’m just saying that you have to have a clear head.” Asher was exasperated, though I couldn’t say I blamed him.

“So, what information do we want from him? Or do we kill him outright. Because he cannot be allowed to live,” Kenzo asked.

“Obviously we kill him. But let’s see if he knows anything about Akina or Damon that we can use,” I said, trying in vain to ignore the rage simmering under my skin.

“Fine. Let’s go.” Kenzo nodded and turned to open the door.

Janus was chained to a chair with silver chains. They wouldn’t stop him, but they’d hurt. Good. I hoped he hated every moment of his confinement. Just like Penelope had hated hers.

Just seeing his face made my blood boil. I wanted to peel his flesh from his body and sever his head and limbs. All manner of things that went against the Arkane laws. I’d wanted to hurt Savini, but this was different. It ran deeper. I needed to rein that part of me in, at least for a moment.

“Come to punish me then?” he asked, his voice dry.

“Depends,” Asher said before I could open my mouth.

“On what?” he asked, looking at everyone in the room.

I hoped he sensed the hostility we all held.

“How well you cooperate,” Asher told him.

I grabbed a chair and turned it backward, sitting in it and resting my arms over the back of it. I stared at him, never letting my eyes waver. As I did, I attempted access to his head. Let the others ask the questions. Unfortunately, his head was locked down. Either he hadn’t lost control yet, or he had found a way to block anyone from his mind.

“You might as well kill me. I don’t plan to tell you shit.” He sneered.

“That’s okay,” Kenzo said from behind me before I heard a metallic thud on what I guessed was the table in the corner.

“We have ways of making you talk,” Kace said, his voice sending a shiver down my spine.

I turned and looked at him, and he sent a wink in my direction. I’d have to remember to ask him how he did that.

I glanced back at Janus then, settling in to be comfortable.

“Where’s Akina?” I asked him, pushing the anger down for now.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Janus said, a smirk on his face.

“Why did you take Penelope?” I asked, the words pushed between my teeth.

“Because I wanted her?” Janus leveled his gaze at me then. “No wonder you tell everyone she’s your Flame. I would too if only for a taste of the sweetness in her blood when she submits willingly.”

I knocked over the chair on my way to wrap my hand around his throat. I pushed him back until he hit the floor.

“Do not dare talk about her,” I hissed, my fangs cutting into my bottom lip.

“Reid.” Asher’s voice sounded tired behind me.

“No, no, let him go. I wanna see what happens next,” Kenzo said behind me.

“Kenz. You know we can’t.”

I heard Kenzo sigh in response to his brother’s words. “Fine. Reid, enough.”

I slowly backed away but didn’t right Janus in the chair. I left him tied to it, lying on his back on the floor.

Asher and Kace moved toward him to put the chair back on its legs as I leaned against the table next to Kenzo, ignoring the various weapons strewn across the top of it for now. I pulled a cigarette from my pocket before offering Kenzo one. He took it, and I tossed the pack onto the table. I lit mine and inhaled deeply, letting the feeling soothe my frayed nerves.

“Start with Akina,” Asher said as he stood in front of Janus, his arms crossed over his chest. “What do you know?”

“Nothing. I will not betray my queen,” Janus spat at him.

Kace and Asher exchanged a look before Kace sucker punched him hard in the gut. Janus doubled over as best he could in his position and struggled for breath, which was always interesting to watch since vampires didn’t actually need to breathe as often as our Karhu counterparts.

“Akina?” Asher asked again.

No response from Janus, so Kace punched him again.

This went on for a few minutes. Asher would ask. Janus would either hurl an insult or not respond at all, so Kace would hit him. I shared a look with Kenzo as we were finishing our cigarettes and then turned to examine the different objects on the table behind me. I picked up a pair of heavy-duty pliers and tested the way they opened and closed a couple of times before I turned back to Kenzo with a raised eyebrow. He nodded and I tossed my cigarette onto the cement floor as I made my way between where Kace and Asher were standing.

“Where’s Akina?” I asked him, my voice low.

“You know where she is. You don’t need my help,” he spat at me.

I didn’t look back at my companions. It wouldn’t do any good to sow doubt in the minds of the people I trusted, so I didn’t bother responding. Instead, I turned to Kenzo and nodded in his direction.

He tossed his cigarette onto the floor as well and walked around Janus until he was behind him. Gripping his head, Kenzo forced it backward, and I reached out to grab his chin, pulling it down. We were stronger than him, and despite his struggles, he couldn’t take us both on. Not tied the way he was. I shifted the grip of the pliers in my hand and then brought them up and squeezed them around one of his fangs. I made sure my grip was good before I twisted and pulled. I held it up to look at while he screamed and thrashed in the hold Kenzo still held on him.

“Akina,” I said, not looking at him, just staring at the bloody fang in my hand.

“Fuck you, you bastard!” Janus spat, the blood spewing with his words.

“Okay,” I said with a shrug.

I dropped the fang and went back to do it again with the other. Technically this was against the Arkane laws, but I trusted everyone in this room not to say a word. I would do the same for any of them had their Flame been taken. It was a serious offense, and sometimes the justice the law provided wasn’t enough.

I was momentarily distracted by the way the blood ran down my hand from the pliers and the second pulled fang. It was fascinating, and it woke the part of me that Akina had created. The part she’d wanted me to play when I was her executioner. Usually, I tried to rein that part of me in, but this time I didn’t see a point.

Janus had almost killed Penelope—the one person in the world who truly belonged to me as much as I belonged to her. She was the other half of my soul, and I’d be damned if I wouldn’t do everything in my power to keep her safe from anyone who wanted to do her harm.

I turned and crossed back to the table, tossing the pliers aside and picking up a nice dagger. I ran my finger along the blade and pulled my finger back as it stung. I glanced next to me at Kace, who grinned. Silver. Of course they’d bring something that would bother all of us. I shook my head and turned back toward where Janus was waiting. Kenzo still stood behind him, ready for my next move.

“Akina,” I said again as I made my way toward them.

“Bite me,” Janus spat, his chest heaving.

I didn’t answer, just nodded before I struck out, slicing a shallow cut into his left shoulder. He hissed.

“Akina.”

He didn’t bother answering that. When I’d sliced several cuts into his skin, without getting the results I wanted, I switched tactics.

“Damon Dethantos,” I said the name, and the look in his eye told me and everyone else in the room that he was involved somehow. “At least that’s something.”

“Isn’t it clear yet?” Janus said, his voice surprisingly strong as he looked up at me. “Everyone wants that human dead. Akina will never take the price off her head.”

“And why’s that?”

“As the last remaining prince, that should be obvious. Despite your attempts to create more.” I felt the rage peak again. We never had figured out how he’d known about Penelope’s miscarriage. “It will never happen. She’ll never carry your children.”

I saw red, and the next thing I knew, I was covered in his blood. His head was on the floor, slowly melting away to ash. Kenzo shook his head, but he was still smirking at me.

“Sorry,” I offered the weak apology with a small shrug before turning back to the table.

“Penelope’s going to be pissed,” Asher said, gesturing toward my shirt.

“Damn.” I looked down. It was covered in blood. “She bought this one,” I added tossing the blade down onto the table.

“Drink?” Kace asked from my other side. I turned and took the glass of amber liquid he held out to me, Asher doing the same a moment later.

“To justice,” Kenzo said holding his glass out.

We tapped it, and I let the whiskey slide down my throat, almost choking when we heard a knock on the door.


Seventeen


-Reid -

“Expecting someone?” I asked Kenzo, suddenly worried about my appearance. He shook his head slowly.

“The only other person who knows where we stashed him is Crone Wolfendale,” he said.

I cursed under my breath, running my free hand through my hair and down my face. Asher chuckled next to me.

“That didn’t help. Now you’ve got blood everywhere,” he said. I looked down at my hand and swore again.

“Fuck. Let her in,” I said, ignoring the chuckles from my companions. I reached for the bottle Kace held out as Kenzo crossed to the door.

“Crone Wolfendale,” he said behind me as I filled my glass and drank it in one gulp before filling it again and turning toward where Freesia was entering the room.

“If I don’t ask, none of you have to lie to me,” she said after looking each of us over in turn. It was clear who’d killed Janus. Though Kenzo was covered as well, I had taken the worst of it.

“Fair assessment, ma’am,” Asher said, holding out a half-filled glass to her.

“Did we get confirmation?” she asked him.

“Yes, ma’am. As much as we could,” he answered her, and I took another drink rather than puzzle out what secrets the two of them were keeping.

Freesia glanced at Kenzo. “You know what to do then. I’d like to see someone else in his position by the end of summer,” Freesia claimed before taking another drink.

“Yes, ma’am,” Kenzo answered with a short nod.

“Reid,” she said, her gaze finally falling on me. She looked me over before raising an eyebrow.

“Flower,” I said, standing up straight. I didn’t care if I got in trouble. It had been worth it.

“Penelope okay?”

“She’s going to be.”

“Good.” She nodded before swallowing the contents of her glass. “Now,” she added, setting her glass down on the table in front of her. “For official purposes only, who was the one to kill the vampire Janus Cassian, official resident of Territory Two in the European Arkane Alliance?”

“I was,” Kenzo said, stepping forward.

“Are you sure?” she asked again, narrowing her eyes at the rest of us.

“Yes, ma’am. We were all involved in the questioning. However, Kenzo Camden, executioner for Territory Three, carried out the sentence,” Asher told her, his look serious.

“Very well.” She nodded decisively. “Now, get me another drink and tell me what really happened.” She lifted the glass, and I smirked as I poured her half a glass.

“I hate when she says, ‘We’re hungry. Bring food.’ because inevitably I will bring the wrong thing, and she’ll end up crying for half an hour and retching in the bathroom.” Asher groaned from the passenger seat.

I laughed at him as I parked along the street as close as I could get to the house.

“Well, let’s get changed, and then we can riddle out what they’d like to eat,” I told him as I opened the door.

“Aw, come on, you don’t want to show up to the hospital covered in blood?” he asked with a chuckle.

“I can ask Penelope what she wants and solve this, or I can let you be wrong,” I teased as we crossed the street toward the house. I heard Asher mutter behind me, but he didn’t say anything else.

I hurried through a shower and got dressed, careful not to get blood on anything in the bedroom. Penelope would kill me if I did. Asher and I were back out the door within a half hour.
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- Penelope -

Bailey had woken me when Emma was on her way up from the parking lot. That way I’d have a few minutes to gather my wits. Emma carried my purse with her, and while I was grateful she’d brought it, I had a bigger issue to deal with first. She carried an aura of sadness and guilt that created a palpable tension in the room as soon as she met my gaze. It said more about what Bailey had told me than anything Emma herself could say.

“Mama,” she started after Bailey had shut the door behind herself.

“Little bird.” I returned with a smile.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, collapsing against the side of the bed in tears.

“Come here,” I said reaching for her and coaxing her up onto the bed until she was cradled to my chest. “Do not apologize. None of this is your fault and I know your father has told you that. If he hasn’t, I’m kicking his ass as soon as I’m out of this bed,” I reassured her, rubbing her back as she cried.

“It is my fault.”

“No. It isn’t. And I don’t want to hear you say that again. I’m okay. I’m fine. And none of this is your fault. Not one second of it. It wasn’t your job to watch me. It’s your job to be my PA, and you’re amazing at it. Evan and Rowan couldn’t stop this, so what makes you think that you could have?”

“I know.” Her voice was small and so much like a child’s it was hard to remember that she wasn’t actually my daughter.

“Speaking of Evan and Rowan. Any word on them?” I asked her. No one had told me anything about them and I’d been worried.

“Evan’s still in the hospital, but Rowan didn’t make it,” Emma told me.

“That’s terrible,” I said, feeling the pang of regret for Rowan’s family while simultaneously holding mine closer.

“It is.” She didn’t say anything else, and I started to wonder how long Reid was going to be gone.

Reid was quiet when he slipped into the room. I was still running my hand up and down Emma’s arm, but she’d fallen asleep before he arrived. He smiled when he saw us and set the bag of food on the small table next to my purse. He reached into my purse, pulled out my phone, and then pulled a charger from his pocket and plugged it in near me. Then he leaned over and kissed my forehead.

“Hello, bluebird,” he said.

I reached up with my free hand and cupped his cheek with a smile.

“Hello, my crow,” I said before pulling him back for another kiss.

“How long has she been asleep?” he asked as he pulled back and nodded toward his daughter.

“Bout ten minutes.”

“Want me to move her so you can eat?”

“No. I just wish this bed was bigger so I could cuddle up with you too.”

“Our whole little family, huh?”

“Yes,” I told him with a grin.

“Sit up some, then. Let me see what I can do,” he said, pulling off his jacket.

I smiled as I moved, hoping not to wake Emma. It took some maneuvering, but we managed to figure out a way for the three of us to fit on my hospital bed, curled together so I was leaning on Reid with Emma still curled against my lap. I closed my eyes and finally relaxed as Reid started to rub the back of my neck with his hand. I tipped my head toward his and he obliged by bringing his lips down to mine, his free hand ghosting over my cheek and along my jaw.

“My crow,” I said softly.

“Yes, bluebird.” His eyes were as blue as the sky had been the last time I’d seen it.

“There’s blood behind your ear.” I reached up and poked the spot just below his hairline with my finger.

“Dammit.” He breathed the word out before he chuckled, shaking his head slightly. “I thought I’d gotten it all.”

“Well, you didn’t,” I told him as I closed my eyes once more. “And you better not have gotten blood on anything in our bedroom.” I felt the rumble of his chuckle against my ear, and it made me smile.

“I knew you’d say that,” he said softly, resuming his ministrations on the back of my neck.

I slept fitfully for a little while, and when I woke, I was alone in my hospital bed. No one sat in the chairs near me, but I heard hushed voices outside the room. I sat up and waited, trying to stretch my legs as gently as possible so they didn’t hurt too much. It was slow going, and I immediately curled back into a ball on my side. I reached for my phone and attempted to unlock it before I gave up, setting it to the side. It slipped off the table and fell to the floor.

“Damn,” I muttered, pulling back the sheet and blanket and attempting to swing my legs over the side.

I sat up, moving my IV carefully as I slowly lowered my feet to the floor. I hadn’t stood in almost a week, if I remembered what Bailey had told me, so I needed to be careful. I managed to squat down, holding tightly to the bed rail. I grabbed the phone from the floor and attempted to stand again.

I was halfway back to my feet when my knees gave out under me and I fell. With a groan I attempted to right myself. I managed to get my feet under me and was trying to get my muscles to work instead of scream in protest. I was almost halfway up again when the door opened.

“Bluebird.” Reid’s voice was alarmed, and I lowered myself back to the floor as he rushed around the end of the bed toward me. “What are you doing?”

“I was trying to get my phone. I dropped it.” I picked it up off the floor. “But I cracked the screen all to hell so...” I shrugged.

“Well, let’s get you back to bed. Did you hurt yourself?”

“No,” I told him as he lifted me up to sit on the side of the bed.

“Get comfortable, bluebird,” he said, motioning me back toward the pillows.

“No. Just stand there. I need to see if I can still stand. It’s not going to get any easier lying here in bed.”

“Just go slow, okay?”

“I was okay before my knee gave out. That’s how I fell.”

“Still.”

He stood guard next to the bed, close enough to catch me if I fell again. I did manage to stand and stay that way for a couple of minutes before I felt tired and had to sit back down. We did this a few times before Reid made me relax for a bit.

“I’m glad you’re trying. Hopefully we’re getting out of here tomorrow.”

“We?” I asked as I covered myself with my blanket again.

“Yeah, we. You think I’m leaving again?” he asked, shaking his head.

“No, I think you’ll hang out with me. Which I appreciate.”

I was released the next afternoon after the doctor had made sure I could walk. It was slow going, but he was confident the strength would come back the more I worked. It shouldn’t take long. I was happy to go back to our house that night. I tried to walk around as much as I could, but Reid drew the line at the stairs. He wouldn’t let me climb them by myself, which was fine with me. I liked being in his arms. It reminded me that I was safe.

Two days after I left the hospital, Reid put us on a plane. We decided that we’d take a week to ourselves in Eaverness. I had liked it there, and I knew I’d be given the time to truly process and deal without anyone looking over my shoulder. With our family still in New York, I felt very much like I was in a fishbowl.

When we made it to the airport in Montana, Reid rented us a car and we drove the forty minutes to the cabin. It was nice being back there, especially since it was spring. Everything that had been dying off the last time we’d been here was slowly turning green again, despite the snow still on the ground.

I went to sleep shortly after we arrived. I felt a little bad for leaving Reid to make up the fire and get food for us from town, but I was still exhausted. It was almost dusk when Reid woke me up. He’d brought back dinner, so I pulled on a pair of his sweats and one of his loose tees and made my way down to the kitchen. I remembered the last time I’d sat at the counter, back when Lilith had paid us a visit just after Reid’s birthday. It felt like a lifetime ago. Everything was different now, and I wasn’t sure if I could ever be the same person I had been almost six months ago.

I ate half of my food but couldn’t bring myself to finish it. Reid took my plate with a soft smile. I smiled back and then got up and walked into the makeshift living room, sitting down on the couch to watch the last of the sun’s rays sink below the horizon. I was lost in thought, still staring out over the dark lake when I was brought back to the present by a blanket being draped over my shoulders. I reached up, pulled it over my front, and smiled up at Reid. I took the steaming mug he held out to me and brought it to my lips to blow on it.

“Are you okay, bluebird? You’ve been really quiet since we arrived,” he said, sitting next to me and facing me with his elbow against the back of the couch. He rested his free hand on my knee and regarded me with an open expression.

“I’m as okay as I can be, I think. It hasn’t hit me, but I’m sure it will,” I told him before sipping my drink.

“Can I do anything to help?”

“No. I think you’ve done everything you can by bringing me somewhere we can be alone. Giving me time to process without everyone around.”

“Well, I didn’t want to taint our new home by bringing this energy into it. We haven’t had enough time to fill it with the right energies to combat this.”

I smirked at him over the rim of my cup, reaching out to intertwine my fingers with his. “I didn’t take you for a believer in all of that.”

“Well, I’m skeptical, but if it’s accurate, I’d hate to fill our home with anything that could prevent us from living there happily,” he said with a grin, lifting our joined hands to kiss the back of mine.

“I love you, you idiot,” I told him, shaking my head and resting my mug against my other knee.

“That’s good because I love you,” he said before leaning over to kiss me gently.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of that,” I said with a smile before I looked back out the window.

We sat in the silence, basking in the glow of the crackling fire while staring out at the lake, our hands intertwined. It was peaceful and it helped settle the part of me that hadn’t quite felt right since I’d been rescued. When we got in bed that night, Reid curled around me, and I was able to sleep peacefully for the first time in days.
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- Reid -

I went into town in the morning, giving Penelope time to read her book on the couch while I went to pick her up a gift. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to get her, but I wanted something to show her that I loved her and would always be there. She needed a new phone first, though. While I was picking that up, I added her to my plan, switching her line over and everything. I had already added her iPad to my account when I bought it for Christmas, so this just seemed like the next logical step. I even went so far as to get her a new Apple watch and added it to my plan as well. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t afford it. At least then, hopefully, she’d always be able to call me, even if she wasn’t near her phone.

Once I left there, I went to a local jewelry shop and tried to find her the perfect pick-me-up gift. I found an interesting key necklace, but I talked to the jeweler, and he’d agreed to make a custom piece for me. I would have to come back and get it when it was ready, but it would be something cool for her to wear to work when she went back.

By the time I made it home, Penelope was no longer on the couch. I couldn’t find her in the house at all, and because I’d changed her phone over, I couldn’t call her either. So I put her new stuff on the counter and put my jacket back on, intent to go out and find her. It didn’t take long to figure out what direction she’d gone in, thanks to the bond—one that would need to be resecured sooner rather than later, though I wasn’t sure how to broach that subject. It didn’t matter, if I didn’t find her, though.

About half a mile into the woods, where it was a bit darker, I found her sitting at the base of a tree, her head down on her knees. It took a moment before I realized she was crying, her arms wrapped around her legs and shaking just a bit. I stopped and hung my head, letting out a sigh. I should have seen this coming and stayed close. Then again, she may not have done it if I’d been hanging around.

“Hey,” I said softly as I moved toward her. She turned her head away from me and attempted to hurriedly wipe her cheeks.

“Hey,” she said, her voice wavering.

“You don’t have to pretend,” I told her as I squatted down in front of her. “I know you’ve got a lot to process. I can stay, or I can give you your space. What do you want me to do?”

She stared at me, and I held my breath as I waited her out. I hadn’t lied. I would do whatever she wanted, even if it wasn’t with me. That would change with time.

“I just don’t understand why he picked me? What did I do?” she asked me finally.

With another sigh I sat down on the ground in front of her, my legs crossed, careful not to touch her.

“It’s not really about you,” I told her. “It’s about the fact that you’re the Twin Flame of the last remaining Arkane prince.”

She looked up at me, her green eyes bloodshot. “Is that honestly what all of this has been about? Akina, Janus, all of it?”

“Yes and no. It’s a bit more complicated than that, honestly. There is a lot I should probably tell you. Should have told you before now, really. But at the very least it will help explain a few things if you’re keen to hear it now.”

“I’ve got nowhere else to be.” She chuckled wetly.

“Okay,” I agreed with a chuckle before making myself more comfortable on the ground in front of her. “You already know that vampires were outed a century ago. Yes?”

“Of course, everyone knows that.”

“Okay, well do you know that it was my fault?” I asked her with a smirk, scratching at my eyebrow.

“Your fault? Reid, what?” she asked with a bark of laughter. I wanted to keep her laughing. It was far preferable to the tears that had been on her cheeks prior to my arrival.

“Look, the end of World War I was an exciting time in Paris. There were parties, and I was stupid.” I waved her off. “The point is, it’s my fault. Because of that, I should have been killed, but because I am an Arkane prince, I wasn’t. There were just severe repercussions, and not just for me, but for Akina and Shiloh as well.”

“Shiloh?” she asked.

“Do you want to hear the rest of this or not?”

“Is it going to answer the question of why they targeted me so heavily?”

“If you let me finish,” I told her, plucking at the blades of grass between us and twirling them in my fingers.

“Fine, go ahead,” she said leaning back against the tree.

“Anyway. We were all punished to varying degrees because of my stupidity. Shiloh was not allowed to start a family or turn anyone but his Flame for a hundred years. He was also not allowed to hold a position of power higher than second in command, and that was only after fifty years. His punishment is over now, but only just. Mine will never end.”

“And what’s yours?”

“Since I already possess a position of power, I am forbidden to take a position as sage until I’m at least three hundred. I can never make a vampire unless it is my Flame. And I can never father children unless my Flame bears them.” I took a breath and looked up at her. Penelope didn’t speak. “Akina’s punishment was far worse, to be honest. She cannot make another vampire for as long as she lives, which, if I have anything to do with it, is getting shorter by the day. I’m the last of her bloodline and currently the only prince.” I took a breath and pushed back my anger. “She also cannot hold any other position besides the one she held at the time, which is why she held on to Paris so tightly.

“Anyway, things started to change after these punishments. Less than six months later she’d sent Shiloh away and found a new second in command. She’d also outlawed damphirs within the city limits of Paris, so I wouldn’t secretly find my Flame and keep them from her. Any damphir found within city limits, regardless of age, was put to death immediately, and as executioner, I was tasked with that job. That’s actually how I found Emma. She was left on our doorstep when she was only a couple of days old. Akina ordered her death; due to the laws she’d set down. By that point she’d lost her damn mind. I couldn’t do it, so I took her and ran.

“But by that point she was already a completely different person than she was when I’d met her and she’d turned me. It was confining and restricting being around her. Because of the punishments put down on me, she had grown extremely controlling of everything I did and everyone I came in contact with. She’d sent Asher away a mere six months after I’d pledged to mentor him. So, I did my best to get him to Shiloh and Sama so I knew he’d be well looked after. But me leaving, and not doing her bidding while making off with Emma the way I did upset her. She’s gone mad with control.

“You were right, by the way, when you said that it was about you specifically. It is about that. Because you are the only person on the planet I can carry on my bloodline with, if we choose to do so. You’re the only one I can turn. And you, my dear, are completely outside the control of Akina. With you out of the way, her power over me remains complete, whether or not I’m with her. Whether it’s an actual thing or not, she’s delusional enough to believe it at this point. It’s all she has left.”

“So, it’s about me, but only because it’s all really about you and the control she thinks she has over you?”

“Basically. I’m sorry, bluebird. I never wanted you to get hurt because of me.”

“Reid, it’s not your fault. I mean, it sort of is, but only because you were young and stupid. You and Shiloh were punished as well, and I don’t see the resentment in the two of you that it’s brought to Akina.”

“True.” I sighed and looked back toward the cabin. “So, you gonna tell me why you’re out here?” I asked, reaching for her hand and lacing our fingers together.

Penelope sighed and ran a hand back through her hair. “I just started thinking about everything. The worst part was being stuck in that cage. I mean, yes, I was being force fed Janus’s blood every time I ate or drank anything, but it wasn’t any worse than that.”

“Penelope, he was drinking your blood. A lot of it. You were almost at a deadly low level. You could have died bluebird, and there wouldn’t have been anything I could have done,” I stressed to her.

“I know all of that. I do.” She sighed again. “I just hate that my agency was taken from me. I didn’t have a choice. I had to keep making decisions to stay alive that I knew were going to compromise me. I hated that most of all.”

“I promise not to do that to you,” I told her with as much heartfelt honesty as I could. What she was talking about was different from what I’d done before when her mind hadn’t been her own. And I never wanted her to be put into a situation again where every choice she made was the lesser of two evils.

“I know.” She smiled and lifted our joined hands to place a kiss to the back of mine. “Come on. Let’s get out of this chill.”

“You got it, bluebird.” I stood and helped her from the ground. “I love you,” I told her, pulling her into my arms.

“I love you too, my crow,” she said with a small smile as I leaned down to kiss her quickly.


Eighteen


- Reid -

I woke up the next morning still curled around Penelope. I started to shift away from her, but she moved with me, and I hissed as she rubbed against me. Carefully I rolled to my back, leaving my arm under her head. As soon as I was semi-free of her, I reached down to adjust myself in my sweatpants. It was the first time I’d woken up like this since I’d found out she was missing. While I didn’t mind it so much, now certainly wasn’t the time to initiate anything with her. We didn’t know exactly what would set her off, and it wasn’t something I wanted to start when she wasn’t awake.

It took a few minutes before I was able to pry myself from the bed without waking her. Once I did, I grabbed some clothes from my bag and headed to the shower. It didn’t take long under the hot spray for my mind to drift to Penelope, soft and asleep in our bed. To the things I wanted to do to her. The way I was dying to touch her and reassure myself that she was still mine and loved only me. That nothing Janus had done had curbed the desire we both felt for one another. I longed for the way she scratched my back and left bite marks on my neck, her attempt to mark me as hers, knowing full well the marks wouldn’t last.

I wanted to do the same. I wanted to mark her with bruises she wouldn’t be ashamed of. Marks on her hips from where I held her, marks on her neck from where I kissed. I wanted to sink my fangs into her as she fell over the edge of her second orgasm when she tasted the sweetest. I tipped my head back, letting the water run down my front.

With a bit off curse I snatched her body wash from the shelf, putting a little in my hand before I followed the water’s path to where I was still hard. I wrapped my hand around my erection and let myself fall into the fantasy of all the ways I wanted to reassure her, and myself, that we were okay. That she was loved. The ways I wanted to do nothing short of worshiping her body.

I was so caught up in the fantasy that I missed her climbing into the shower behind me until I felt her hands on my skin. I froze, breathing heavily as she pushed herself flush against my back.

“Penelope what—” I started, my voice rough as her hands pushed down my body from my chest. I shivered at the touch and reached out to grip the top of the shower doors in an effort to steady myself.

“Shh,” she whispered before pressing a kiss to my shoulder blade as one of her hands pushed mine away.

I leaned my head back again as she worked me over, trying to make myself hold on and let her do what she wanted. I lasted a couple of minutes before I couldn’t take it anymore. I turned and pulled her against me in a bruising kiss. She responded quickly, one hand going to the back of my neck to keep me close to her. I gripped her hips, squeezing tightly a moment before I lifted her, her legs going around my waist automatically. I pressed her to the back wall of the shower as I kissed her deeply, my hands roaming over her slick skin.

I put one hand on her lower back and pulled her away from the wall, my other hand holding her knee around me. I reached out and opened the shower door, flicking the shower off as I pulled my hand back. I stepped out carefully, balancing her in my arms. Once I was sure of my footing, I made my way quickly to the bed, wasting no time laying her onto it. I kept my weight off her, our skin barely touching as we kissed.

She wasn’t content with that and pulled me down to her, her hand tightening in my hair and making me chuckle. I felt her nails start to dig into my back, and I groaned at the sensation I’d imagined just a few minutes before. I rolled my hips in response as I pulled my lips away and moved to her neck. It was everything I’d missed, and for a few days I was worried I’d never be able to do this again. That thought wove its way around and around my mind as I peppered kisses down her neck and across her shoulder.

I couldn’t shake it, and with a sigh, I pulled back to brush her hair behind her ear. I leaned on my elbow, my gaze moving quickly around her face as I tried to control my racing thoughts. It was finally catching up to me that I’d almost lost her and what that would have meant for me.

“Hey,” she said as she cupped my cheek with her hand. She felt warm against my skin, and I turned my face to kiss her palm before I turned back to look at her.

“I’m sorry,” I told her as I shook my head. “It’s not you. My mind just got stuck on a thought and I’m having trouble shaking it.”

“What thought? Talk to me,” she said as she leaned up to kiss me gently.

I sighed and turned to lie on the bed next to her, staring up at the ceiling.

“Reid?” she questioned as she rolled onto her side toward me.

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

“You said that.”

I groaned and turned to face her, mirroring her pose.

“Look. I know that what happened to you was scary, and horrible, and I hated it. A lot. But I guess it hadn’t hit me until just a minute ago how close I actually came to losing you.”

“You didn’t,” she said firmly, reaching out for my hand where it lay between us.

“No,” I said softly, lifting her hand to kiss the back of it. “No, I didn’t, and while you were missing, I never even let myself consider that it was a possibility. But I don’t know, just now an errant thought wouldn’t leave me alone, and now I’ve completely killed the mood. I’m⁠—”

Penelope shushed me with a finger against my lips.

“If you apologize again, Christian Reid, I will pinch you,” she said firmly.

I smiled and kissed the pad of her fingers. “Okay, but I do have some things I need to say.”

“And I am here to listen. I may have been the one this happened to directly, but, my crow, I am under no delusions that this entire thing didn’t affect others as well. Especially you,” she said, taking my hand again.

“I think aside from the stress, I didn’t think about anything other than getting you back and then killing Janus with my bare hands.” I sighed. “It didn’t occur to me that I could lose you, not really. It was a certainty that I would find you. I guess I didn’t let myself admit, even when everything seemed so damn frustrating, that I wouldn’t get to hold you, touch you, tell you I loved you, or any of it. I wouldn’t get to argue with you about what music to play in the car, or what color we should paint the living room, or where to go on vacation.”

I shook my head at the absurdity of it all. “I don’t know why my head is so wrapped up in this all of a sudden. It doesn’t make sense. All I could think about was pulling you into my arms and reminding myself how much I loved you. How much I still wanted you, and I’m not sure if that was a reminder for you or me or both, but it is what it is and now I’m stuck in this endless loop of my brain trying to show me what it would have been like.”

“What what would have been like?” she asked after I stopped a moment too long.

“What losing you would have been like and now all I want to do is hold you in my arms and keep you close. Remind myself that I never have to worry about that.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. I’m here with you, and I always will be. That’s not really up for debate anymore. You’re stuck with me,” she said, moving closer to me.

I rolled to my back as she pillowed her head on my shoulder and wrapped one of her legs over my thigh. I pulled the blanket from the end of the bed over top of us to keep her warm.

“I know that. I do.” I stopped, trying to figure out how to word what I wanted to ask.

“What?” she asked, not lifting her head. I sighed.

“Do you even want to be a vampire one day?” I asked, staring up at the ceiling, hoping she wouldn’t be angry with me.

“I figure that one day, yeah, that’s kind of an inevitability. I have no desire to live without you or make you live without me. Why do you ask?”

“When we found you, you were dangerously close to death due to blood loss. You needed almost two full liters once we made it to the hospital. And you didn’t have enough of Janus’s blood in your system to save you if something happened before we got there. So I…” I stopped and sighed.

“You gave me yours. Didn’t you? Which is why I actually felt okay when I woke up,” she said, her voice even.

“Yes. I did. I’m sorry. We’d never discussed it, and I couldn’t think of anything but not losing you. I’d rather have argued with you if you had turned than not have been be able to,” I admitted softly, my arm tightening around her a little bit.

Penelope pulled away a little and I closed my eyes, not wanting to see her pull away from me.

“Hey, look at me.”

I opened my eyes and found her looking down at me, her hair falling around her face.

“You thought I’d be mad about that?” she asked, a wrinkle forming between her brows.

“Yes,” I admitted, but it felt like I was choking on the word.

“I would absolutely rather argue with you about not getting my permission first than forcing you to live without me.” She shook her head slightly and looked away at the wall. “For future reference, and I’ll make sure that everyone knows this too, if giving me your blood will save me, you absolutely have my blanket permission to give it to me, especially if I am not with it enough to make that decision at the time.”

Penelope placed a hand on my cheek and settled her weight across my chest. I reached out and rested one hand on her hip and the other on her back.

“I’m not leaving you by choice. Ever,” she said forcefully.

“I love you,” I told her, attempting to swallow around the sudden lump in my throat.

“And I love you, you dramatic idiot.” I chuckled as she leaned down, my lips meeting hers in a soft kiss.

She settled herself back down until she was resting across my chest. We were silent for a bit, and my brain managed to settle some now that I had the reassurance of things I should have already known. We should have had this conversation a long time ago, but we had now, and I trusted that she’d make her wishes known to everyone important.

Eventually she pulled away and moved to the edge of the bed, pulling clothes out of her bag and slipping them on. Once she was dressed in a baggy Marine Corp long-sleeved shirt that I was certain used to be her brother’s, and a pair of leggings, she leaned back across the bed to kiss me. She was smiling widely when she pulled away, and I watched her head toward the stairs with a soft smile.

By the time I actually got up and made my way downstairs, she was standing at the counter eating a piece of toast and waiting for her coffee to brew. Music was playing on her phone where it sat on the counter, and I smiled as I pulled open the fridge for my morning bottle of blood.

“I had a thought,” Penelope said, pausing her music.

I turned and leaned against the counter. “Oh yeah, what’s that?”

“Well, we could completely bypass this entire you giving me blood issue if you just turned me now,” she said matter-of-factly, turning away from me as she spoke to pour her coffee.

I waited until she’d turned back around to answer her, reaching for the hand she didn’t have wrapped around her cup.

“Is that what you actually want, or are you just saying it?”

“Reid, what’s the point in waiting?”

“I had a plan, have a plan, actually. A distinct order of operations that I’d like to follow.”

“And what is that order of operations then?” she asked, a twinkle in her eye as she watched me. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“I was going to ask you to marry me. We’d get married, live our lives a couple of years, and then we’d find the perfect time to turn you. We’d take some time off, go somewhere off the grid, just the two of us, and we’d make a thing of it.”

“So, you don’t want to do it right now?”

“Look, I’m not saying I’m opposed, because I’m not. But it’s not that simple. There’s a lot to be discussed and I don’t think this is a decision we should make while we’re still dealing with what happened with Janus.”

“What discussions? I want to be a vampire. You want me to be one. What’s the problem?”

“It’s not a problem, per se. It’s more that if we did it my way, I’d like you to be my wife. I’d like to revisit the discussion on whether or not we want to try and have kids. And I’d like for all of this to happen after my maker is dead.”

Penelope chewed the corner of her lip for a moment, and I took another drink from my bottle while I waited.

“Okay. Fine. There’s clearly a lot more to discuss than just whether or not to turn me. I concede that now may not be the best time to make those types of life-altering decisions. However, I do want to discuss them. So put a pin in it but know that we are discussing this before your birthday preferably.”

“It’s the beginning of April. So how about we say we have at least one discussion before your birthday, and we have a plan of action by my birthday. Deal?”

“Deal.” She nodded and pulled her hand back to run it through her hair. “Now that that’s out of the way, what are we doing today?”

“Let’s just relax. We fly home Sunday, so let’s enjoy the next couple of days. Okay?”

“Sounds good.” Penelope rounded the counter and pressed a kiss to my lips before she continued to the couch. I shook my head, grabbed another bottle of blood, and followed her.
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- Penelope -

We spent the rest of the morning curled up on the couch together. Reid dozed some, his head pillowed in my lap, while I finished my book. That afternoon we took a walk in the woods, and I filled the silence between us with details of the book I was reading, stories of Cohen and me when we were younger, and anything to ease the underlying tension I could still feel between us. It didn’t take long before the silence resumed, but the tension in it seemed to have dissipated as we walked hand in hand through the woods. It was nice. I enjoyed the way the sunlight filtered down through the trees to the emerging greenery below. I wished I had my camera with me, but I didn’t dare mention it because then Reid would just run out and buy another one.

We laughed our way through dinner, and Reid’s tension seemed to ease as he casually touched me while he helped me cook and then clean up afterward. When we climbed into bed, I was determined to reclaim the emotion of the morning. My desire had been simmering all day, but he needed the time to process his errant thoughts. I hoped that after the day we’d had, his mind would be a little more settled.

When I reached for him, he pulled me to him easily, trading gentle kisses. I had one hand in his hair and the other wrapped around him, pulling him close. I dipped my hand down under his shirt to scratch at his bare skin as I deepened the kiss once more. His groan against my lips was deep and I could feel the way his hands tightened where he held me. I rolled over and threw a leg over his middle, pulling away to sit up, tug my shirt over my head, and toss it away.

I watched the way his eyes tracked the movement, settling on my chest before darting back to my eyes again. He must have found whatever he was searching for because he sat up, his arms going around me and his lips finding one side of my chest and then the other. I tipped my head back and let him have unfettered access. I circled my hips in his lap and he groaned again, nipping at my skin. I sighed as I pressed a hand to the back of his head, pulling him away from what he was doing to lean down and crash my lips to his. The kiss was filthy and filled with every dirty promise we’d silently made that morning in the shower.

Reid wrapped his arm around my waist and rolled us over until he could grind down against me, my knees bracketing his hips. I could feel the ever-present electricity between us shoot up and down my skin, everywhere he touched me. I arched my back and lifted my hips enough to shove down at my leggings, anxious to feel his skin against mine. I gave up after a moment and moved to push his sweats off his hips, hoping he’d get the hint.

It didn’t take long before he caught on and pulled away to remove the irritating barrier between us. He stood next to the bed, pulled his shirt over his head, and was already leaning back over me before it hit the floor. The searing kiss and the barely there feeling of his fingertips sliding up the outside of my thigh increased my sensitivity to his touch before bringing me almost to climax when he dipped them between us, touching me for the first time in what felt like forever. I arched into his touch and scratched at his back, urging him on. I didn’t want foreplay. I wanted him. Hard and fast. I wanted to feel it later. I wanted to remember.

He must have been in my head without either of us realizing because he pulled his hand away from where he had his thumb circling my clit and pulled my knee higher on his side before pushing into me. He bottomed out in one thrust, making us both groan in relief at the sensation. It felt a little like coming home, and I reveled in it. A moment later, I arched against him, wanting him to move. He moaned as he pulled back before thrusting in again.

With every thrust I moved up the bed a little more. Not that I minded. I was too focused on the way he was sucking at my neck in his favorite spot. I turned my head to give him better access, one of my hands in his hair and the other trailing down his side. I didn’t know if the incredible muscle definition came from his workouts or just a perk of being a vampire. I didn’t much care either.

He sat back, his hands holding my knees against my chest as he drove into me quickly, chasing the release that was quickly building. One of his hands left my knee and trailed down my stomach back to the spot between us. I felt my skin flush as I watched him stare at the space between us, watching the slow torturous movement of his thumb against me as he kept his arduous pace.

I could feel my nails digging into his arm that held my knee, and I tipped my head back as he pushed me closer to release. His lips against my neck as I finally tumbled over were a welcome contrast as I spasmed around him. His pace never faltered, and I was starting to feel oversensitive when I felt him bite down into my neck along with the warmth of his own release.

I froze, my mind halting in terror. Before I could say anything he’d pulled back, looking down at me in alarm. The panic dissipated as I shook my head and pulled him in for a kiss. I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to ruin this. He pulled away, collapsing next to me on the bed, one arm resting over my stomach. I lay there trying to calm my racing thoughts and catch my breath.

“Hey,” he said softly, pressing his lips to my shoulder. “What happened?” he asked once I turned my head to look at him.

“I’m not sure,” I answered, my voice unsteady.

“Was it everything or just the bite?” His voice was soft as he traced swirls and patterns absently into my hip.

“I was fine until you bit me. Even then it was only a moment of panic.”

“Okay. So we stay away from that for a bit.”

“But not the other,” I told him with a grin, turning on my side to press my lips to his, one of my knees pressing between his.

“No. We can keep doing that. As much as you want,” he agreed with a chuckle, reaching back to pull the blanket over us. We cuddled up to each other as our minds settled and we drifted off to sleep.

We spent most of Saturday in bed together. By the time we were settled on the plane Sunday afternoon, I felt a lot better. We had given each other the time to process the last couple of weeks when we needed to, but we’d had plenty of opportunity to reconnect as a couple as well. Five days in the mountains really had been the best idea before we went home. It wasn’t enough time for us to become so disconnected from the world around us but enough that we could go home partially healed and get back to our lives as best we could. I was anxious to move forward, and while I knew we still had some issues to deal with, I was confident that we could get through anything as long as we had each other.

Monday, we had dinner at Vampire House for Atlas’s birthday, and the mood stayed pretty light. The first big test was going to be when he went back to work. I wasn’t sure how that was going to go, but we were both trying to mentally prepare for the challenge. The entire nightmare with Janus had been horrific, but seeing how it had brought Reid and me together, I was certain I would relive it all again if I had to.


Nineteen


- Reid -

April 17; Vampire House

“So, are you gonna tell her?” Asher asked, leaning against the door frame of the armory in the basement of the house. I sighed and turned to look at him after I packed the weapons in my hand into my usual go bag.

“I don’t really have a choice, do I? She’d freak if I just disappeared for a few days,” I told him, meeting his eyes.

“That’s true. You’ve been gone a couple of times in the last couple of weeks, but you’ve barely been gone overnight,” Asher cautioned.

“I know. This is different, though. I can’t stop doing my job, no matter how much I want to just stay with her. I think she’d gouge my eyes out if I tried. The only reason this is working so far is because I agreed before we left the cabin that we’d put it behind us, acknowledge that it happened but let it go. Janus is dead. Freesia’s working on Damon’s formal charges, though Kenzo says he’s in the wind.” I shrugged. “I agree with her. Life goes on.”

“Which, on paper, is smart. But it doesn’t make it easier. Does it?”

“No,” I told him with a chuckle. “It most certainly does not. It makes it a hell of a lot harder, actually. As long as we’re here it’s no big deal. I know the threat is minimal. Akina’s out of friends. We know she’s in New York, but her influence is severely diminished. She isn’t a threat anymore.”

“No. So it’s the perfect time. I’ll be here. Paige, Fin, Bone, and Ink will all be here. I know you only trust yourself, but we’ve got this. Hell, if she wants, she can come stay with B and me for the few days you’ll be gone.”

I sighed. “That’s up to her. She’s been okay so far. That first night last week was a little rough, but we managed. I’ll only be gone four days. So I have to believe it will be okay.”

Asher nodded and then straightened.

“Well, let me know when you’re getting ready to head home, and I’ll go with you. The four of us can have dinner or something. I think Bailey was going over to your place after work anyway.”

“Okay will do. I should be done shortly.”

Asher nodded and turned to head up the stairs. I finished packing and did the last of my prep before I checked out with Atlas and headed home. We had a pleasant evening with our friends before Bailey was too exhausted to stay longer. I waved goodbye to them at the door when they left and made my way back to the kitchen where Penelope was stacking the dinner dishes into the dishwasher. I sat at the counter with my beer and considered how to broach the subject of me leaving. I shouldn’t have put it off for so long.

“Hey, I got an assignment today,” I said before I lifted my beer to my lips again.

“How long this time?” she asked, not turning to look at me.

“Four days.”

If I hadn’t been watching her so closely, I would have missed the way she faltered before she recovered quickly.

“When do you leave?” she asked, attempting to keep her voice even. With a sigh I set my beer on the counter and moved around to lean on the side closest to her.

“Sunday. I’ll be home Wednesday afternoon sometime,” I told her. I wanted to reach out, but I could tell she was trying to act like it didn’t bother her.

“Okay. Well, I have some work to do so I’ll be okay while you’re gone. I’m still catching up on a couple of the things I missed last month,” she said, reaching under the sink for the dishwasher pods. She dropped one into the machine and closed it, turning it on before she spun and leaned against the sink. She looked up at me, and I could see the trepidation in her eyes, but she was trying to hide it, so I did too.

“You’re sure? Ash said you’re welcome to go stay with him and Bail while I’m gone if you’d rather not be alone.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine. Besides, Em will be here Monday or Tuesday. I won’t be alone. Tell Ash I said thank you, though, and tell him not to mention it to Bailey or she won’t leave the idea alone and she’ll badger me until I give in.”

“You got it.” I glanced around the kitchen. “You ready for bed?”

“I’m ready to soak in the tub with my book, not gonna lie.”

“Mind if I join you?” I asked, reaching out to pull her into my arms.

“Of course not,” she said with a grin. “But I was serious about relaxing with my book.”

“Of course,” I told her with a wink. She chuckled and leaned up to press her lips to mine. She pulled back and took my hand as she moved to leave the room. I grabbed my beer off the counter as I let her pull me toward our bedroom.

When I left on Sunday, I could feel the tension like it was living and breathing in the house with us. Though I couldn’t tell if she or I was more nervous about it. We pushed through and Penelope kissed me at the door before I left. It didn’t keep me from hesitating before I started the car and left the garage, though. Something wasn’t right. Something didn’t feel right about leaving her, but I did it anyway. Like I’d told Asher on Friday, I didn’t have a choice. Penelope would never let me give up everything because of what had happened. I’d promised her I wouldn’t anyway.

I rolled my shoulders and tried to shake off the uneasiness as I headed toward Missouri and the meetings I had scheduled with some of the Elentori groups there. I also needed to check on the Elerian we’d placed on my way back. It was going to be a long four days.
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- Penelope -

April 21

Emma had arrived the afternoon before, and I was secretly relieved not to be in the house by myself. We’d had dinner with Bailey and Paige a couple of hours after she arrived and we headed to bed when we got home, so I hadn’t had a lot of time to truly catch up with her. When I got up on Tuesday, I fully intended to take advantage of some one-on-one time with Emma at some point in the day.

When she wandered downstairs and into the kitchen, I was sitting at the counter drinking coffee and scrolling on my phone, texting back and forth with Nora about her and Rich’s wedding in a couple of months. She was starting to freak out, and Callie and I were attempting to calm her down as best we could. When Reid got home, I’d have to talk to him about our hotel reservations. We’d bought our plane tickets months ago, but we still hadn’t decided where we were staying. Noah had offered to let us stay at his place, but Reid hadn’t been comfortable with it, so we were staying in a hotel instead.

“Morning, Mama,” Emma said, wrapping me in a side hug before she moved toward the coffee pot.

“Morning, little bird,” I told her, setting my phone down and lifting my coffee cup to my lips.

“What’s on the agenda today?” she asked as she sat down next to me.

“Well, I was thinking of heading down to Home Goods if you’re up for a day of shopping.”

“I’m down.” She nodded.

“Okay. We can leave in about an hour then,” I told her, standing from the counter and refilling my cup before I turned and went to my room for a shower.

Emma was ready an hour later. I was in my office going through the list of what I wanted to pick up when she found me. We left shortly after and spent the later part of the morning and the early afternoon shopping. We’d picked up some stuff for the house before we’d decided a day of shopping was exactly what the doctor ordered. After having a good day, we settled into a booth at one of the restaurants to have dinner before we drove back to the house.

“So how are you really?” I asked as she tucked her straw into her cup.

“I’m fine, Mama. I promise.” She smiled, but it was slightly brittle, and I knew she wasn’t as okay as she pretended to be.

I narrowed my eyes at her and was about to respond when the waitress brought my beer. I could feel my own tight smile as I watched the waitress take the top off the bottle and hand it to me. I nodded my thanks and reminded myself to give her a generous tip for putting up with me. I’d gotten weird about food since Reid and I had gotten home. I mentally shook off the thought and looked at Emma again.

“Holden, Aydan, or New York?” I asked, setting my arms on the table in front of me and staring at her.

Emma’s eyes were wide as she looked at me and swallowed the drink of her pop. “Mama, I said I was fine,” she protested.

“But you aren’t. I can see it in your eyes. So spill. What’s going on?”

Emma sighed and sat back, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Fine. I guess I’m just struggling a bit still.”

“With what?”

“With you being kidnapped. I know everyone keeps telling me it’s not my fault, but I felt like it was. And logically, I know that it wasn’t. I knew that then too, but logic didn’t have anything to do with how I felt then and still feel now. It’s stupid⁠—”

“It’s not stupid,” I said firmly, cutting in.

Emma shot me a look and kept going. “It’s stupid that it’s the thing I’m focused on even now, but I don’t know how to get rid of the feeling. I keep telling myself it’s not my fault, that no one blames me, but the anxiety is still there. And on top of that, things have been going great with Aydan and Holden, but I still feel like Holden is going to leave or something. He swears he isn’t, and I sleep so well between them at night, but Aydan is still working in the EUAA and isn’t there every night and I miss him when he’s gone. Holden says he does too, but I think maybe he doesn’t miss Aydan as much as I do, and I feel like an asshole. I feel like I’m so caught up in my own emotions that I’m ignoring both of them.”

Emma seemed to run out of steam and looked down at her hands, picking at a hangnail on her thumb.

“Have you tried talking to them?”

“Yes,” she exclaimed. “And they say we’re fine, that everything is okay, but it doesn’t feel like it, and I don’t know how to fix it. What if the problem is me? What if I don’t deserve either one of them, and I ruin everything because I don’t feel like I’m enough?”

I reached across the table and held her hand in mine.

“Little bird, you are worth every wonderful thing that happens to you. Your dad would agree with me. So would Aydan and Holden. They love you. Wholeheartedly. It isn’t difficult to see that they adore you and wouldn’t let anything come between the three of you. You guys took something that could have been potentially bad and turned it into a relationship between three people who love each other very much. You and Aydan could have left Holden out, but he respected the relationship you were already in. He became your friend, and when you and Holden decided you might want something more, no matter how unconventional, Aydan worked with the two of you to find the perfect balance that worked for you all. I know you’re struggling, sweetheart, but it’s going to be okay. You’ll get through this. Trust me. I know how hard it can be arguing with logic when your feelings don’t match. But your family loves you. All of us. Lean on the guys. Lean on your dad and me. We’ve got you. You are not alone, and if talking to us doesn’t help, if you’re still feeling like this in a month or so, we’ll find you someone to talk to.”

“Mama, the Arkane world doesn’t exactly have the healthiest view on mental health. Me, Aydan, and Holden all getting married, that’s perfectly fine. But needing a therapist, that’s too much.” She shook her head. I scoffed.

“Well, it’s a good thing we don’t all live in the Arkane world. While I love that if the three of you decide to get married, it’s recognized somewhere; never let anyone talk you out of doing whatever you need to do to be happy.”

Emma squeezed my hand.

“I think just talking with you helps. Knowing you and Papa don’t blame me helps too. I know you’ve both said that. Maybe it’ll get easier the more life gets back to normal.” She pulled her hand back and shrugged.

“It does get a little easier as you try to go back to normal. Just remember, normal is a setting on the dryer.”

Emma laughed.

“I’ll try to remember that.”

We paused while we waited for the server to deliver our food before we resumed our conversation.

“Speaking of Papa, how are you doing with him being gone?”

“I’m not going to lie. I hate it. I was uncomfortable in the house before you got here, but we don’t have a choice. This is our life. Eventually I have to go back to New York, and he has a job to do. We have lives to live, and I refuse to change everything because some idiots want to control Reid through me. It’s gross.” I shook my head and took a bite of my sandwich.

“Is it healthy that you guys are looking at it like that?”

“I think so. We aren’t ignoring the fucked-up shit that happened or the way it’s been making us feel. We’ve talked a lot. Who knew your dad could be so open with his feelings, but he’s trying.”

Emma laughed around the bite in her mouth. “Papa is dramatic and tries to pretend he’s this hard, take-no-shit asshole, but he isn’t. He’s a softie. No one knows that more than me. He’s always been that way. He used to put up this wall between him and everyone who wasn’t in the inner circle, but since you and he got together, he doesn’t do that anymore. Like you’re his wall now instead of a careful distance. It’s nice to see.”

I smiled. I had seen glimpses of the person everyone warned me Reid was, but he’d never been like that with me. Not from the moment we met. I remembered fondly the conversation out on the patio at Vampire House just before the party had started. It felt like another lifetime ago, though it was only almost two years. Everything had changed so much, and Emma was right. Reid didn’t do that anymore. Between meeting me and then finding Fin, something had shifted in him. He was still quiet about his feelings around people he didn’t know well, but he wasn’t afraid of those emotions either. It was nice.

It used to be like pulling teeth to get him to tell me how he felt, but now it wasn’t so bad. It was easier to start and have the difficult conversations than it had been before we’d broken up. I loved the growth we’d both experienced. I loved where we were headed in our relationship. We hadn’t revisited the conversation we’d started at the cabin, but I knew we would.

I had a meeting with Elwyn Wednesday morning. It was the first time I’d actually spoken to her since I’d left work that Friday afternoon when Janus’s men had grabbed me off of the street. I knew Emma had been playing go-between for me while I was gone and after I’d come home. We were supposed to discuss my returning to New York in May, and I was nervous about that trip, though I’d put it off long enough.

I was in my office in front of my computer with a cup of coffee ready for the appointment when Emma came in with a notebook and sat down across from me ready to take notes. I appreciated it since I was so nervous. Elwyn called right on time and my nerves dissipated quickly. We talked about what I had been working on and my progress so far. Eventually we started talking about May, and Emma opened my calendar and slid it across the desk to me. Elwyn and I agreed that I’d come to New York on the seventeenth and be there until the twenty-third. Emma pulled the calendar back and penciled it in. My meeting ended soon after that was decided.

Emma offered me lunch as I wrapped up my notes from the conversation. I told her I wasn’t hungry but planned to work until Reid got home so I could spend time with him. She said okay and wandered out of my office, shutting the door behind her.

I didn’t think about it again until late that afternoon when Reid opened the door and leaned against the frame, waiting for me to look up at him. I was so absorbed in my work that I didn’t notice him at first. His movement into the room caught my attention enough that I looked up from the screen and rubbed my eyes, a wide smile spreading on my face.

“Hello, bluebird,” he said, his voice tired as he came around my desk and wrapped his arms around me from behind. His lips pressed a warm kiss to my neck.

“Hello, my crow.” I tipped my head back against him. He leaned down again and met my lips with his. “I’m glad you’re home,” I told him as he pulled away, his hands on my shoulders.

“Me too. I had this horrible itch under my skin while I was gone. I hated it. I almost came home three different times.”

“You can’t,” I said, my eyes closed as I leaned against his stomach. “You promised.”

“I know I did,” he said with a sigh. “Doesn’t mean I didn’t want to.”

“I know that feeling. I hated being here alone. It was stupid.”

“Maybe I should get you a dog or something.”

“Reid, I do not need a dog.”

“You wouldn’t be alone.”

“While that’s true, I have a feeling you and I will disagree about what kind of dog to get me.”

“Nah, you can have whatever you want. You just decide what and I’ll go get it.”

“Noted,” I told him with a chuckle.

“You almost finished here? I can make you an early dinner, and then we can go to bed.”

“I’ve got another hour of work or so I think. I’m not hungry, though. So let me get done here, and then we can spend the rest of the evening together. Besides, it’s not even lunch time.”

“Penelope,” Reid said, pausing his massage. “It’s after five already. I got home later than I wanted to.” I opened my eyes and squinted at the clock on my computer.

“Huh. I hadn’t even realized it. I’m still not hungry.”

“You’ll let me know if you change your mind? I can order you something so you don’t have to cook.”

“No, I’m fine. Go spend time with your daughter. She missed you,” I told him, lifting one of my hands to rest overtop of his on my shoulder.

“Okay. But if you aren’t out of this office in the next hour and a half, I’m coming in and carrying you to bed.”

“You got it,” I told him with a laugh.
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- Reid -

May 11

Penelope was sitting at her vanity table rubbing lotion into her skin when my phone beeped three times in quick succession and distracted me from my fantasy of getting my hands on her. I pulled my gaze from Penelope and grabbed my phone from the bedside table where I’d already plugged it in before bed. It was a text from Asher. I unlocked the screen and clicked on the message with a soft smile as I glanced back at Penelope while I did so.

Asher


I need you to walk out to the garage.




Now.




DO NOT TELL PENELOPE




I glanced back at Penelope and started to get up off the bed as I slammed my mental walls firmly in place. I didn’t bother to grab a shirt as I moved toward the door. Something was wrong and I didn’t want to alarm her.

“Be right back, babe. You want a bottle of water?” I asked, using it as an excuse to leave the room without arousing suspicion. I didn’t want to alarm her that something was going on.

“Yeah sure,” she called as I pulled the door shut behind me. I made my way down the hall and entered the mudroom. I slipped my feet into a pair of shoes and grabbed a zippered hoodie. I disengaged the alarm that had already been set for the night and made my way into the dark garage.

“Ash?” I called softly as I turned the light on. I didn’t see him anywhere so I texted him asking where he was. A moment later my phone rang.

“We are on our way to your place.” Asher’s tone was brusque, and I could faintly hear Bailey sobbing in the background.

“What’s going on, Ash? What happened?” I asked, alarmed again. I hadn’t heard that tone of voice from my brother in quite a while.

“Penelope’s dad had a heart attack. He’s dead.”


Twenty


- Reid -

I felt my heart break as I glanced back at the house.

“What happened? Why hasn’t her mom called?” I asked, already mentally making a list of what we’d need to pack quickly. I heard a slight shuffling on the other end of the line before Bailey sniffled on the other end.

“Reid? Her mom called my mom a complete mess. My dad called me, and we all agreed that someone needed to tell Penelope in person. We’ve got our stuff in the car already. Go start packing, disengage the alarm and we’ll be there in about five minutes. Don’t tell her, Reid. Please. You didn’t know her when CJ died. This is going to crush her. I have to be there. I have to be the one to tell her,” she said, her voice strained. It was obvious she’d been sobbing for a while. I sighed.

“Okay. She’s going to know something’s up, though,” I told Bailey, running a hand through my hair.

“She will. But do me a favor and convince her to get dressed. Now Reid. Just trust me.”

“Okay,” I said quickly. “Okay. Alarm’s disengaged. I’ll unlock the door and meet you guys in our room.”

“See you in a minute.”

Bailey hung up before I could respond, and I sighed deeply, running my fingers through my hair before I turned and walked back into the house. I was grateful that Bailey had to be the one to tell her. It was selfish, but I didn’t want to be the one to break her heart. I took another deep breath before I opened the door to our bedroom. I immediately walked into the closet and found her some sweats instead of the shorts she was currently wearing and one of my hoodies that I knew she loved. I walked back into the bedroom and laid them on the bed without looking at her.

“Penelope, give me your phone and get dressed, please,” I said, holding my hand out for her phone. I couldn’t quite meet her eyes, and I didn’t force myself to.

“What’s going on?” she asked as she laid the phone in my hand and started to climb back out of bed. I didn’t answer, just turned and headed back to the closet to get myself dressed. I grabbed my own go bag and one of her weekend duffels and started packing clothes into it as quickly as I could.

“Seriously, Reid, what’s happening?” she asked as I walked out of the closet, our bags clutched in one hand. She’d changed her clothes and was sitting back on the edge of the bed.

“Reid?” I heard Bailey’s voice call from the hall.

“Come in, B,” I called out as I pulled Penelope up from the bed and hugged her. I needed a kiss before we told her. “I love you, bluebird. Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.”

“You’re starting to worry me,” she said, pulling back and searching my face. She glanced quickly over at the door as Asher and Bailey came in.

“B? What’s going on? Is everything okay?” she asked as she walked quickly to her best friend. Bailey’s face was red, and there was no denying that she’d been crying.

“No, PJ, it’s not,” Bailey said, taking Penelope’s hands in her own. “I need you to sit down. I have some bad news.” Bailey walked Penelope to the edge of the bed and urged her to sit down. Penelope did so, looking back and forth between the three of us quickly.

“You’re scaring me,” she said, turning back to Bailey as Asher came to stand next to me.

“Penelope, sweetie, your mom called,” Bailey said, taking a deep breath. Her voice was shaky, and I knew she was going to start crying again.

“My mom called you? Why?”

“No, sweetie. She called my mom. My dad called me, and we all agreed that I should be the one to tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

“Your dad had a heart attack.” Bailey pulled in a watery breath as tears started down her cheeks again. “It was bad, PJ, and he didn’t, he didn’t make it.” Bailey’s voice cracked as she started crying in earnest again, one hand still on Penelope’s shoulder, the other holding her stomach.

I watched the emotions play out across Penelope’s face as she shook her head, like it would stave off the truth.

“No. No. My mom would have called. He can’t be,” she said looking back up at Bailey and then over to me for help. I moved to sit down on the bed next to her.

“He is, honey. He’s gone. I’m so sorry,” Bailey said as Penelope collapsed against me like someone had cut her strings. Asher moved up behind Bailey and wrapped an arm around her, turning her into his shoulder.

It only took a couple of minutes before Penelope pushed away from me and stood, frantically buzzing about the room.

“Bluebird,” I said cautiously.

“We have to go. I have to call my mom. We have a hundred things we need to do. I need to be in Michigan already. Now. I need to get to my mom.”

“We’re ready to go, sweetie. As soon as you put on your shoes,” I told her, walking over slowly and reaching out to put my hands on her shoulders to keep her from moving around.

“Shoes. Okay. I can do that.” She nodded, like she was grateful for the direction.

As she moved away to do just that, I walked back into the closet and grabbed the garment bag I’d already packed with our funeral clothes. I’d grabbed a couple of her black dresses, and a blue one as well. I just didn’t know what shoes to put with her dresses. I carried the garment bag back out into the bedroom and set it on the bed next to our bags.

“Can I borrow you a moment?” I asked Bailey quietly. She nodded and followed me back into the closet. “I got her two black dresses and a navy blue one, but I have no idea what shoes to pack to go with them,” I said motioning to the wall of shoes just inside the door.

“Okay. I’ve got this,” Bailey said, studying the wall a moment before she grabbed two different pairs of heels and handed them to me.

“Thank you,” I told her, one hand on her shoulder. Bailey’s smile was forced but I understood the meaning behind it.

“And this. She’ll want this,” Bailey said as she pulled a long-sleeved shirt off of its hanger. She handed it to me and I recognized it as the shirt of her brother’s that she wore often. “Mike will meet us there tomorrow, but we’re going to need a hotel or something. We can’t all stay at the house. I figure you and Penelope will, and so will my parents, but there isn’t room for Asher, Me, Mike and Trey.”

“Trey is Mike’s boyfriend, right? The one he brought to the wedding?” I asked as we made our way back to the bedroom.

Asher was standing in front of Penelope, coaxing her to drink a bottle of water. I smiled at him as I tucked the shoes and shirt down into Penelope’s bag.

“Yeah.” Bailey’s voice was quiet again.

“Come on, PJ. I’ve got everything,” I said, picking up our bags, Asher reached to take a couple of them from me. I appreciated the help.

It took another ten minutes to actually get Penelope out of the house and into the car. The drive was quiet after the girls cried themselves to sleep in the backseat, leaned against one another. I breathed a sigh of relief about an hour into the trip when it was clear they weren’t crying in their sleep anymore. I looked over at Asher, who had a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel.

“I can drive if you want,” I said quietly. He glanced over at me quickly and then back at the road.

“Not yet, but I appreciate it. I called Atlas while I was packing. We’ve both been granted a leave of absence for the week.”

“Thank you.”

“This is going to be a tough week.”

“It is. I’m worried about them. But we’ll all make it through.”

“We will.”

I looked back at Penelope and then shifted in my seat again.

“Penelope cannot catch a break. I’m going to have to take her on another vacation or something after this.”

“You can’t avoid every bad thing by taking her on vacation, Reid.”

“I can try,” I told him with a chuckle. “I can balance the good with the bad. That’s the best I can do.”

“I guess. Bailey and I have been talking about going on a babymoon.”

“A babymoon? What the hell is that?” Asher chuckled.

“It’s apparently a vacation that expectant first-time parents go on, just the two of them before the baby comes. Bailey wants to go to the beach or something.” Asher shook his head.

“Okay. Well that should be fun then.”

“Yeah. I just have to decide what beach and where. It’s not like we can have cocktails on the beach in Aruba, so I have no idea where to take her.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and a quick google search gave me over twenty beach locations that were ideal for a babymoon. I scrolled the list quickly before I settled on the best three options.

“You could go to Belize,” I told him, checking out the website. “They’ve got private villas on a private island. Spa, snorkeling, all kinds of stuff. It’s near San Pedro,” I told him, looking back at him.

“Send me that link,” he said after a moment. I smiled and did as he asked, glad I could help.

It took almost eight and a half hours to get to Penelope’s mom’s house. I took over about halfway through. The girls slept most of the trip so there weren’t a lot of unnecessary stops for them to use the bathroom, though we did wake them up when we stopped for gas and switched drivers. Asher had booked two rooms in a hotel about fifteen minutes away from Penelope’s parents’ house, and we headed there first to see if we could check in at seven o’clock in the morning or if we were going to have to find something to do until it was acceptable to either show up at the house or get into the room.

Luckily, they allowed us to check in, and once Penelope saw the whirlpool tub in Asher and Bailey’s room, I went and reserved one for us as well. Penelope, in a stroke of good thinking, asked me to reserve at least four more rooms. She’d gotten a text from Rich letting her know that he and Nora, along with his brother and sister-in-law, Jacob and Paisley, had gotten on a flight around four our time. They’d be here in the afternoon. Apparently, their dad was picking up her grandmother and meeting his sons at the airport. They would all be arriving together, and Penelope was keen to already have a place for them to go. Once she realized they were coming, she thought the hotel room might be a good idea, so her grandmother could stay at the house with her mom if she wanted.

“So, explain to me one more time before a bunch of people start showing up, how are the people from England related to you?” I asked her as I sat on the edge of the bed and tied my shoe. She was standing in the doorway of the bathroom towel drying her hair.

“Okay, so Jacob and Rich are my second cousins. Their dad is my dad’s cousin, but he’s my first cousin once removed or something stupid like that.” She shook her head. “Look, Rich’s grandpa and my grandma are siblings. It’s all downhill from there.”

“So your grandma and then the cousins, right?”

“Essentially, yes. That’s the way Cohen and I always looked at it.”

She turned back into the bathroom, emerging a moment later piling her long, wet hair in a bun on top of her head. She’d opted for jeans and her brother’s shirt with her Converse so I’d tried to match what she was wearing. I didn’t want to overdress, and I barely knew anyone we were going to see. My job was to be there for Penelope, and that was okay with me.

It was almost nine and I knew Penelope was anxious to get to the house. My phone beeped as I finished tying my other shoe, and a quick glance told me that Asher and Bailey were ready and would meet us at the car. Penelope was ready a moment later, and we were out the door and on our way to get a bunch of coffee for Penelope’s mom, Bailey’s parents, and ourselves. Asher had been smart and brought blood with him, though depending on how long we were here, we were going to run out.

“Would it be alright if I call Emma and let her know what’s happened? I might need her or Holden to bring me and Ash some supplies,” I mentioned to Penelope while we waited in line for the coffee from her favorite coffee place near her mom’s house.

“Yeah. In fact I need to have Emma call Elwyn anyway. I’m supposed to be in New York next week, and I don’t think I’m going to make it. My mom needs me, so I’m not entirely sure how long I’m going to be staying,” she said looking up at me.

“We can stay as long as you need, my love. No rush.” I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pressed a kiss to her temple.

Arriving at Penelope’s parents’ home was an experience. It was so different from when we’d been there just a few months before for Christmas. I had expected the mood to be more somber. What I hadn’t expected was for Bailey and Penelope to go immediately into a mothering caretaking role. After Penelope’s initial cry with her mom, Adalyn, she started making food, trusting Bailey’s mom to take care of her best friend while Penelope made sure she ate.

Throughout the day, Asher and I ended up being relegated to making sure there was an ample amount of finger foods for everyone to snack on as they wanted and an endless supply of coffee. Asher ended up going to the airport with Bailey’s dad to pick up Mike and Trey while Penelope and I accompanied her mother and Bailey’s mom to the funeral home to plan the funeral. I made the run to meet Rich, Nora, and the rest of the family from England later in the afternoon. They followed me directly back to the house, and I stood with Penelope as another round of crying took place.

At some point Mike got Asher’s attention, and before long, Asher had disappeared, returning a half hour later with dinner for everyone. I had been watching Penelope closely all day, and even though I watched her have a standoff with her mom about eating something, I didn’t see her eat anything. In fact, she had eaten very little all day long.

Later in the evening, Asher started to look antsy about taking Bailey back to the hotel for some rest. She did look tired, and I knew he worried about her, especially since she was pregnant. She didn’t take much convincing and before too long, Penelope and I were headed back to the hotel with them. Rich, Nora, Jacob, Paisley, Mike, and Trey were following us back as well, leaving the elder adults at the house. Penelope must have offered to stay with her mom fifteen times before Adalyn had looked at me and demanded I take her daughter back to the hotel to get some rest. I pressed a kiss to Adalyn’s cheek and hugged her tightly before I was able to get Penelope out the door.

I stopped at a drive-thru on the way back to the hotel and ordered Penelope a burger and Bailey the chocolate shake she absolutely needed once we’d gotten in line. I didn’t say anything until we made it back to our room when I set the bag down on the table and pointed at the chair.

“Sit,” I said firmly.

“I’m not hungry, Reid,” Penelope said with a sigh as she started pulling her shoes off.

“Bluebird, you’ve had five cups of coffee, three bottles of water, and two bites of a donut today. Sit. Eat. I will not accept no for an answer,” I told her, crossing my arms over my chest. If I had to be the bad guy just to get her to eat, I would.

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. She sounded so weary that I wanted to let her be, but I knew if I did, it would be days before she willingly ate anything of substance.

“Thank you,” I told her, pressing a kiss to the top of her head as she sat down at the table. I pulled the burger from the bag and set it on the table in front of her. “I’ll go run you a bath while you eat. Then you can soak and get some sleep.”

“Okay.”

When the tub was full, I wandered back into the room. Penelope was staring down at the half-eaten burger with tears in her eyes. It hurt to see her like that.

“Ready for that bath now?” I asked her, squatting down on the floor next to the chair. She looked at me and I could see the bone-deep weariness that she’d been fighting back all day.

“I don’t think I have the energy,” she admitted, her voice small.

“That’s why I’m here.” I stood and reached a hand out for her. Once she took it, I helped her to her feet and then lifted her in my arms.

I carried her to the bathroom, helped her out of her clothes, and held her hand while she climbed into the tub. Once she was seated comfortably in the warm water, I picked up her clothes and walked out to her bag. I grabbed her clean pajamas and carried them back into the bathroom with my own. I stripped and climbed into the whirlpool built for two and let her lean against me in silence for as long as she needed.

When she started to silently cry, I helped her out of the tub, wrapped a towel around my waist and helped her dry off as well. She got dressed and I let her wander to the bed on her own. When I was finished in the bathroom, I found her curled up in a ball under the covers. I got dressed quickly and then shut the lights off and wrapped myself around her the best I could. She rolled over and buried her face against my chest, her hand gripping the front of my tee as tightly as she had when she’d been in the hospital.

I lay there after she’d fallen asleep running my hand soothingly up and down her arm. I wasn’t sure how to help. It had been so long since someone I cared about had died, I felt a little out of touch with the grief she was feeling. All I could do was be there for her.


Twenty-One


- Penelope -

Argentine Township, Michigan

The next couple of days were a bit of a blur. We spent hours at the funeral home smiling and welcoming people who all had stories about my dad. I spent each night in the safety of Reid’s arms. Emma and Holden had been at the funeral home with us for the viewings on Wednesday and Thursday, and they were bringing Aydan on Friday for the funeral. Reid had mentioned that Fin and Paige might come as well. Elwyn and my coworkers at Mist had sent a beautiful flower arrangement, which I appreciated. It was nice being surrounded by my family.

Friday morning, I woke up in a kind of haze. Reid coaxed me into the shower and helped me get dressed. Bailey and Nora came over to do my hair and makeup. It didn’t feel real. No way was I actually burying my dad. I couldn’t imagine how my mom felt. This was worse than when Cohen had died. It didn’t feel real. I was worried I’d never come out of the disconnect I was currently feeling.

Once I was ready, I looked at Reid and he smiled softly at me.

“Come on,” he said, his tie still undone around his neck.

I took his hand and followed him outside. He pulled his cigarettes from his pocket and lit one before handing it to me and then lit one for himself. I’d quit smoking again months ago, unless I was extremely stressed, and the first drag off the cigarette made me feel slightly lightheaded, which oddly made me feel better. I leaned back against Reid’s shoulder and let him prop me up while we smoked, his free hand wrapped around my waist. When we were finished, he led me back into our hotel room and pulled a couple of small shot-size bottles of whiskey from his bag, handing me one and taking one himself.

Feeling bolstered by the liquid courage, the cigarette, and his presence, I finished getting ready to go. Everyone was waiting outside in the parking lot when we walked out. Reid’s hand on the small of my back helped strengthen me as I walked up to the collected group. Rich handed me another cigarette and a cup of coffee.

“You look like you need these,” he said.

“Is my coffee Irish?” I asked him before taking a sip.

“I am,” Reid muttered behind me, making everyone laugh.

“Okay. Let’s get this shit show on the road. Then, I need to get rip-roaring drunk and forget about everything.”

“That can most assuredly be arranged,” Reid said and then pressed a kiss to the side of my head.

“Just remember, PJ, we’re all here for you. We’ve got your back,” Bailey said, looking at the group collected around me. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Okay. Let’s finish this and get going.”

We stood talking for the couple of minutes it took to finish smoking and then loaded up in the cars and made our way to the funeral home. The next few hours were heart-wrenching, and I kept having to sneak outside and steal cigarettes from Reid just to make it through. I’m pretty sure he gave me spiked coffee at one point, but it wasn’t super strong. so I didn’t mind.

The service passed with a sort of detached feeling. Maybe it was knowing that the urn on display did not, in fact, contain the ashes of my dad, since his body wasn’t back from cremation yet. Then again, it could have been the disconnect that kept me from believing that he was really gone. I kept expecting him to walk in the door with some sarcastic line about being late. It was hard to process that I’d never be wrapped in one of his bear hugs again. That I wouldn’t get text messages first thing in the morning every few days; “Morning, baby girl, just wanted to tell you I love you.” A mental block kept me from really understanding it.

When it was time for the eulogy, I took a deep breath and stood, taking my tablet from Reid. He’d pulled it out of my bag and cued up the speech I’d written the night before.

“Hello.” My voice was shaking, and I took a moment to compose myself, glancing at Reid and then Bailey before I started again. “I would first like to thank you all for coming. Mom and I very much appreciate all of you being here to remember someone so important to us all. My dad was many things to many people, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to tell you who he was to my brother and me.

“February eleventh, nineteen-sixty Brooks Anderson Sawyer was born in Chicago, Illinois, to proud parents, Clara and Anthony Sawyer. An only child, it seems from all accounts that Dad was a wild one, but Grandma loved him anyway. Growing up, Dad loved hockey, and judging by the state of his mask, he made a fantastic goalie. Dad spent a couple of years after high school in England with our extended family before he came back home and started college, where he met Adalyn Moore. Mom and Dad got married soon after, and my brother was born not long after that. When I arrived four years later, our family was complete.”

I reached for a tissue from the box on the shelf of the podium and wiped at my eyes before I continued. I wasn’t going to stop crying, but hopefully I’d make it through the rest of my speech before I lost it completely.

“Everything I am, everything I will ever be, will always be thanks to my dad. He was always there for us, no matter what. I called him once in the middle of the night from overseas because I’d just found out I was being promoted. He never complained about it. Just got up and we had a cup of coffee together. He spent his life teaching Cohen and me everything we know. How to eat, how to walk, how to read, tie my shoes, not to bet, how to cook, how to spell, how to swing, how to fix a car, how to ride a bike, how to dig a hole, start a fire with one match, tend a garden, pitch a tent, drive a car, drive a boat, talk our way in and out of everything, confront our fears, that our word is everything, how to love someone. Humility. How to take calculated risks.

“He supported us, no matter how silly our dreams were. Taught us to skate, and passed on his love of hockey. He loved us through our teenage years and the anger of leaving our home for somewhere new ten hours away. He taught us that family always came first, no matter what else life puts in front of you. He had his faults. He was human, but he taught us to apologize and how to do what was right, especially when you were the one in the wrong.”

I took a deep breath and felt it rattle in my chest. I found Reid’s eyes and focused on the love I saw reflected back at me while I spoke until I could look around again. I was almost done. I just had to make it through and then I could fall, and he’d be there to catch me.

“Like a shooting star he was suddenly gone and my life will be changed forever. I will never forget the look on Bailey’s face when she walked into my bedroom, knowing full well she was about to destroy my worldview. My dad was a loving person. He didn’t love just my brother and me. He was the perfect example of family being what you made it. I am a better person because of who he was. I will never forget that. I never said thank you to him for being the father he was to my brother and me. He wasn’t always the person we wanted him to be, but I have learned as I get older, just like he said I would, that he did the things he did because he loved me.

“I will never forget my dad’s vibrancy and his love of life. I wasn’t Daddy’s little girl. I was Daddy’s little daredevil. I will forever remember jumping off roofs and bridges and him telling me that if I wasn’t finding that exhilaration in my life, I needed to change course because life was about finding things that excited us and pushed our limits in the right ways.

“Dad always seemed to make friends everywhere he went, so I’m not surprised so many are here with us today. He could make any five-minute job take an hour because he’d stop to talk to people. He was incredibly giving. Not a single neighbor had to shovel their own driveway in the winter. We had a rock driveway, not particularly good for a snowblower. He got one anyway and used it to make sure all of the elderly neighbors could get out of their houses and driveways all winter with no problem. No one ever asked him to. He just did it. Dad made sure Cohen and I understood the importance of giving back when you can. It was common to be up early on a Saturday morning, when I’d rather have slept in, and go somewhere so Dad could get up on a roof and replace shingles. Or down in someone’s basement to fix something or another. Need help in the garden? He was your guy. Need help raking leaves? No problem, he was there. Need help moving? He’d drive the truck.

“My dad was one of the most important people in my life, and as much as he loved my brother and me, he loved my mother more. I’ve learned how I should be treated by a man from watching my father love my mother. I know my brother did too. I saw it in the way he treated any potential girlfriend when he was in high school and the woman he’d planned to spend his life with. When Cohen died, Dad checked on me more than usual. Made me take family trips more often, even though I had long become an adult with my own life. He’d show up at my apartment hours away to take me to dinner or to fix something I had been complaining about or just to do a tune up on my car. I couldn’t have kept him away if I’d tried.

“Dad may have been small in stature, but he was big in heart. He loved everyone and there will be a hole in our lives where he was. I hope you take with you the love he gave, the joy he radiated, and you give that out tenfold. That you remember him with joy and fondness. That we forget his quick temper, and how particular he was about certain things, and remember the times he made us laugh. The times he went out of his way to make sure we knew we were cared for. I wish that most of all.

“As painful as it is to lose him, I’m comforted by the fact that my brother gets to hug dad again and they are both watching over us together.

“Thank you.”

My voice cracked as I turned off my tablet and took a few steps to my seat next to Reid. I collapsed into it like a marionette whose strings had been cut. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled the tablet from my hands at the same time. I slumped against his shoulder and let him hold me as the pastor got back up to speak. The rest of the actual service was a blur. I’m not sure I actually absorbed anything else that was said. I remember Reid’s arm around me and my mother holding my hand.
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- Reid -

Once most of the guests were gone, I sought out Adalyn. She was sitting in a comfortable chair with Bailey’s parents to one side of her and her mother-in-law on her other side.

“Reid, dear. Thank you for today,” she said as she stood and reached for my hand.

“Anything I can do to help,” I said, hugging her.

“Please thank your family for being here. I know it meant a lot to Penelope.”

“Of course,” I told her as she sat back down. “I’m going to take Penelope back to the hotel. She didn’t sleep well last night, and I think she needs a little quiet.”

“Quiet would do her some good, but I overheard the boys saying they were all getting drunk tonight.” Penelope’s Grandma, Clara, said with a smile.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I know she said that earlier, but I’m not sure if she’s up to it now.”

“I know my daughter. She’s up for it. Any excuse to cause chaos with her cousins,” Adalyn said, shaking her head.

“Get out of here. We’ll get the rest of this taken care of,” Bailey’s mother assured me with a smile.

“Yes, ma’am,” I told her with a little salute. I was getting to know them well enough now that Penelope and I had family dinner with them at least once a month.

“Reid, on a serious note, thank you for being here for Penelope right now.”

“There isn’t anywhere else in the world I would have been today,” I told her sincerely. “See you all tomorrow.” I turned to walk away. Talking to Penelope’s family sometimes made me miss my own.

Once we reached our room at the hotel, Penelope kicked her heels off and let out a sigh. Silently she lifted her hair and turned her back toward me. I paused in my attempt to undo my tie to unzip her dress for her. Once I had unzipped it, I placed my hands on her shoulders and leaned down to press a kiss to the back of her neck. She groaned and leaned back against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her and leaned my head against hers.

I was content to stand there as long as she needed me to, but her phone went off a minute later, and she moved away from me with a sigh. While she typed away on her phone, I finished taking off my tie and took off my dress shirt.

“We’re headed to the bar in twenty,” she said, setting her phone back down on the table and turning toward her bag.

“Okay, bluebird. Whatever you need.”

We were ready soon after. I was momentarily sad that Penelope had washed her face free of makeup and thrown her hair up in a haphazard bun, though I understood her need to be comfortable. We were outside smoking when her cousins came outside along with Mike and Trey. We stood around talking while we waited for Asher and Bailey. Eventually we were all ready, and Asher and I split up to drive the two vehicles to the closest bar.

Three beers in, and Penelope was finally smiling. I hadn’t seen her do that in days, and I appreciated the way her family was able to coax her into letting go of everything bothering her for a few hours at least. We’d commandeered a table in the corner and the conversation was good. Everyone got along like they were old friends, and I found myself feeling a bit like an outsider, but Penelope stayed glued to my side and I found I didn’t mind. She’d spent a lot of time around my family, and now it was time for me to do the same.

I was at the bar getting another round when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I turned my back to the bar and pulled it out. I unlocked it and read through the texts from Kenzo quickly. Then I read them again.

Kenzo


Akina’s been spotted.




She’s in the city.




Not certain where she’s staying just yet, but she’s here.




For a moment, it felt like I’d been sucker punched. I glanced quickly back at the table and then back at my phone.

Reid


Thanks for letting me know. Get me any info you can as soon as you can. I’ll be in touch.




I caught Asher’s attention and nodded for him to join me at the bar. He nodded back, and a moment later he made his way over.

“I’ve gotta head back tonight. Can you make sure Penelope gets home?”

“Of course,” he said, suddenly serious. “What’s going on? Anything I can help with?”

“Nah. Executioner stuff. I gotta get back and talk to Atlas,” I told him as the bartender set our drinks down behind me.

“Okay.” He shrugged but I saw the look in his eye. He knew there was more to it, but he wouldn’t press, not right now. He’d wait until he got back to the house, and then he’d start with the questions.

We spent another hour at the bar before Asher and I drove everyone back to the hotel. Penelope was at least smiling when I tucked her into bed. She was drunk and I was glad she’d managed to have at least a little fun. After she’d fallen asleep, I quietly packed everything of mine before I crawled into bed with her. I had told Asher I was leaving tonight, but I wouldn’t leave Penelope without an explanation of some sort.

“Hey,” I said the next morning, sitting on the edge of the bed and nudging her awake.

“Hmm…” She groaned as she rolled over and sat up, blinking owlishly at me for a moment. “Why are you dressed?” Her voice was still sleep rough and I couldn’t help the half smile that pulled at my lips.

“I have to get back home. I have a work thing,” I told her, handing her the cup of coffee I had for her.

“How long is it going to take?” she asked after she took a drink.

“I’m not sure. I may or may not be there when you get home, but don’t worry, I’ll be home as soon as I can be.”

“Just text me and let me know you’re okay,” she said, reaching for my hand.

I sighed, my gaze dropping to our joined hands as my thumb moved back and forth over her skin.

“This is one of those radio silence type jobs, but I’ll text if I can.”

“I wish you didn’t have to go. I thought you had the whole week.”

“I was supposed to, but this is important.”

I’d lain awake next to her most of the previous night as the beginnings of a plan had started to take shape in my mind. It wasn’t going to be pleasant for anyone involved, and a lot of feelings were going to get hurt before it was over, but it was the easiest way.

“Okay. Then kiss me,” she said, leaning forward slightly. I grinned and met her lips with mine.

One kiss became two, and I deepened the kiss before I pulled back again, already tasting regret on my tongue.

“Well, can’t argue about you leaving if I’m breathless huh?” she said with a small smile.

I smiled. “No you can’t. I love you, bluebird,” I told her as I stood.

“And I love you, my crow,” she said using our still-joined hands to pull me back down for another kiss. I couldn’t help but smile against her skin as I wrapped an arm around her for a hug.

“Bye, beautiful,” I told her with a wink as I grabbed my bag and our garment bag and headed out the door.

Once the door was closed behind me, I sighed before I squared my shoulders and walked down the hall toward the elevators. I’d left cash and my pack of cigarettes in Penelope’s purse before she’d woken up, so I knew she’d be okay.

After I made it home, I spent the rest of the day doing laundry and finalizing my plans. I had a list of people I needed to call, and I wanted to sleep in my own bed once more before I left town.

“So you understand what I have to do?” I asked Atlas the next afternoon, staring at him across the desk.

He leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled and tipped toward his lips while he thought. I tried not to fidget in the tense silence, but I was filled with an energy I couldn’t quite dispel. Asher and Bailey would be back with Penelope soon and I wanted to be long gone before that happened.

“Are you sure you want to do this? There’s no changing your mind once you start,” Atlas said finally.

I sighed. “Of course. I know that. It isn’t like we have a lot of options now. She’s unpredictable, which makes her dangerous. This is the only way to keep everyone safe, and it still may not be enough.

“You think they’d come for retribution?”

“I don’t know. I hope they won’t, but it’s entirely possible they might.”

“What about Penelope? Are you planning to tell her the truth?”

“No.” My voice was firm. “No. She needs to be deceived as much as everyone else. It’s the only way this plan can work.” I looked past Atlas out the window, an acidic taste on my tongue.

“It’s not an easy thing you’re asking. So, one more time, just so I’m sure, are you certain you want to do this?” he asked finally.

“Yes,” I told him, certain to hold his gaze as I spoke so he’d see the depth of my commitment. Atlas nodded once, firmly.

“Then you had best get started. I’ll tell the others tonight, after you’ve had a chance to make your escape. I’ll make sure Asher and Fin look out for Penelope until it’s over,” he said.

I stood and reached across the desk to shake his hand.

“Thank you.” I hesitated slightly before I turned to leave. “If this doesn’t go as planned, Penelope and Emma get everything. Echo has copies of all the paperwork, and I’ve advised her of the plan. She knows how to act her part.”

Atlas nodded. “I will see it done, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, and you will return to your life here very soon.” Atlas regarded me fondly, and it almost physically hurt to turn away from him.

“Thank you, Atlas, for everything,” I told him sincerely.

“It has been my genuine pleasure,” Atlas responded with a smile before I took a deep breath and turned.

Time to get this show on the road. I made my way out of the office and then out of the double doors that led to his portion of the house, making sure to slam them harshly behind me.


Twenty-Two


- Reid –

I stomped my way toward the stairs and almost ran into Fin at the top. I cursed mentally but didn’t stop. I’d been hoping to avoid my brother on my way out. He wouldn’t completely understand what was happening, not the way Echo did, and it was better if I didn’t take the time to explain it. I needed to be gone before Asher got here.

“Hey, you all right? I was headed up to ask Atlas something, and I heard the door slam.”

Fin reached out to put his hand on my shoulder, but I dodged him and started down the stairs. I needed to get out of the house, and I hoped I could do so without having to say something to my brother that I’d regret.

“Hey!” he called behind me. “What’s going on, Chris? Talk to me.”

I could hear his tread on the stairs as he followed me down. I mentally cursed again. I wasn’t going to be able to get out of this without a fight. Fin would never let me walk away, not like this. I hated myself a little bit more for what I had to do.

“Leave me alone,” I grunted, hoping it would be enough.

“Christian.” Fin’s voice was hard, and I paused instinctively a few steps below him.

“You don’t have the right to call me that.” I pushed out, projecting the anger I needed to wear like armor.

“Don’t have the…” Fin started under his breath. “What the hell is wrong with you? If anything I’m the only one with the right to call you that, little brother. Have you forgotten everything we’ve been through?” he demanded, his own anger rising.

“When? Back before we went our separate ways? Or since you’ve been back? Don’t think I’ve forgotten how ready you were to kill me. Maybe you’re just biding your time,” I shot back, the words turning to ash on my tongue. I couldn’t turn and look at him, but I could feel the change in my brother even from where I stood frozen a few steps below him.

“That’s what you think? You think I’ve been biding my time here?” he asked, his voice carefully neutral this time, though I could hear the underlying threat.

“Haven’t you? You’ve been desperately trying to gain everything that was once mine. My friends, my job, everything.” I stopped and scoffed. “I should have listened to my maker,” I spat before I started moving down the stairs again.

“If that’s how you feel, I’ll leave. Paige and I will make a home for ourselves somewhere else.”

“Don’t bother. You can have it. I’m leaving, and I won’t be back,” I called back as I reached the bottom of the stairs. I passed Paige and Ink as I crossed the entryway toward the door, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at them. I flung the door open as hard as I could without breaking it, but it still rattled on its hinges.

“Christian!” Fin called out from behind me, his voice breaking on my name, but I couldn’t stop. Not again. I passed Asher and Bailey in the driveway, and they called out to me. I muttered angrily under my breath and continued to stalk away toward the garage. The sound of my Jag was unmistakable as I sped down the driveway and away from my family. I needed to create as much distance as I could before everything I’d just fought for disappeared.
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- Asher -

I exchanged a glance with Bailey as we watched Reid disappear into the garage before we continued into the house, closing the door quietly behind us. I looked at Ink and Paige, who looked stunned, then to Fin still standing on the stairs looking like someone had stolen the light from him. I exchanged another glance with Bailey before I turned and looked up. Atlas leaned against the railing regarding us with a sad look on his face, Bone, just at the edge of the hall near him looking wary.

“Atlas, what’s going on?” I asked him as everyone else turned to look.

“Reid has left us,” he said as he shook his head.

“What do you mean left us?” I asked angrily.

“He’s gone, son. He’s turned in his resignation and wants nothing more to do with his job here,” Atlas said with a grimace.

“You didn’t try to stop him?” Fin asked, his voice hollow.

“Nothing I could say would talk him out of it,” Atlas told him, his face softened. “I’m hoping he’ll return in a few days when he isn’t so angry. For now, I’ve made a few calls and I’ll have a temporary replacement here for him tomorrow.”

“What about Penelope?” Bailey asked, her voice hard. Atlas met her eye and shook his head.

“He didn’t seem as though he planned to take her with him.”

“I’m going to kill him,” Bailey muttered under her breath. I lifted our still-joined hands and pressed a calming kiss into her skin. We’d figure out Penelope together.

“Asher, you’re in charge of Penelope’s security detail now,” Atlas said, standing back to his full height. I nodded up at him. I wondered if I would have to protect her from the man I’d called brother. I hoped not. I didn’t know what was going on, but something didn’t feel right about any of this.

“Should we call Emma?” Paige wondered aloud.

“No. I’ve spoken with Echo. It’s a family matter now,” Atlas said softly before he turned and made his way back into his portion of the house, the double doors closed softly behind him.

“We’re his family,” Fin commented as he made his way down the stairs the rest of the way.

“We are. Something’s going on. For now, let’s let it be. Get some rest. I’m going to talk to Penelope. I’ll see you all in the morning for a meeting around ten,” I decided. The others nodded before I turned and escorted Bailey back out of the house.

It didn’t take long to get back to Penelope’s. We’d just dropped her off, but I needed to tell her what was going on now before something had a chance to go wrong. She didn’t need any more bad news, but I didn’t have a choice.
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- Penelope -

“What do you mean left?” I asked Asher, sitting at the counter across from him.

“Exactly what I said. He was pissed and leaving as we got to the house. Atlas said he resigned and left. Wants nothing to do with any of us,” Asher said, his voice tired.

“It doesn’t make sense,” I told him after a moment. “None of that makes any sense. You get that. Right?”

“And I agree. Something else is going on, but whatever he’s up to, he’s gone to great lengths to make sure none of us are involved in it.”

“I’m going to fucking kill him,” I muttered under my breath.

“Can you just do me a favor? I’m exhausted. Bailey’s exhausted. Can you pack a bag and come stay at the house tonight? I’ll get your security figured out and have Emma and Holden come stay with you if I have to so you can come back here, but I’d rather you weren’t here alone tonight.”

Asher looked defeated by everything that was going on. He’d driven the entire nine hours back from my mom’s only to be greeted with whatever mess Reid was creating now.

“Yeah, Ash. Give me just a few minutes,” I told him, reaching over to squeeze his arm. He just wanted to take his wife home and put her to bed. I understood.

By Monday I was back home, my security detail firmly in place. Emma was coming down on Friday. She agreed with Asher that they didn’t want me to be alone so soon after my dad’s funeral, but she couldn’t get here any sooner. Add the bullshit with Reid, who had indeed gone radio silent, and it made sense that everyone was worried about me.

While I was upset with Reid, I knew there had to be more to the situation than what we knew. I’d spent part of the day looking through his office, and our bedroom. All of his stuff was still here like he’d intended to come back. His go-bag was gone, but most of the important paperwork was still in the safe where he’d put it after we’d moved in. Maybe he really was gone for now, but I didn’t believe for a moment that he had actually resigned. Something big was going on, and I could only think of a couple of reasons he’d go to such lengths.

The number one reason was Akina.

Though, to my knowledge, no one knew where she was for sure.

There was something in that kiss goodbye we’d shared, though. He’d acted like it was just a short job, and if I hadn’t been so hungover when he’d left, I might have noticed it then. I didn’t share my thoughts with Asher or Bailey. For all I knew I was reading too much into something that didn’t actually exist.

I was just about to turn in that night when I heard a knock at the door. Cautiously, I looked through the peephole and relaxed when I realized it was Atlas. I pulled the door open and invited him inside.

“Reid wouldn’t be happy about me talking to you, but you have a right to know. You’ve been through too much recently,” he said as he sat down at the counter while I made some tea.

“Well, I’m a little pissed at him right now, so I could care less what he wants. If you know something, Atlas, I’d appreciate if you tell me.”

“I need you to promise me that after I tell you, you continue to act like everything is falling apart. That you have no idea where he is or what’s going on. You cannot tell Asher, Bailey, or Emma. You cannot discuss this with anyone until Reid is back with us.”

“So, he does plan to come back then?”

“Yes, but I don’t know when that will be or if it will be possible.”

I sighed heavily before I agreed.

“Reid has intelligence on Akina. He’s acting alone, and he plans to neutralize her for good.”

“I figured it had to do with her somehow.”

“Penelope, his methods aren’t safe. He plans to manipulate her into believing he’s coming back into the fold.”

“That’s the dumbest fucking thing I’ve ever heard.” I scoffed. “She’ll never believe him.”

“I worry the same thing.”

“He’s going to get himself killed.”

“It’s a possibility,” Atlas admitted.

Fear welled up in me and I took a deep breath and pushed it away.

“What dumb thing is he doing, Atlas?”

For the next hour we discussed everything Reid and Echo had told him about the situation. He advised me that I might have to settle in for a long absence. Though if Reid was successful, Akina would no longer be a threat. I thanked Atlas before he left, knowing that our contact had to be kept to a minimum from now on, though I was free to call him anytime I needed something. I went to bed shortly after Atlas left and pulled Reid’s pillow against my chest. It was the first night since I’d been home that I cried myself to sleep.

It wasn’t the last.
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- Reid -

Safehouse, upstate New York

I was hunkered down in one of my safehouses. Only a handful of people knew about this one, and it was in New York so it seemed like the logical place to start. It’s where I’d come when I’d first run with Emma. I hadn’t been here in almost a decade now, and it showed. It was falling apart, but I’d only be here a few days, a week at most. Just long enough for the spies to find out I’d cut ties and left.

Long enough for me to loudly argue on the phone with Emma and Echo, so their own spies would hear. I wasn’t a fool, Akina had people watching us. It shouldn’t take longer than a few days for my own network to track them back to her. I just had to bide my time.

We had assumed she’d never left New York, and we’d been proven right when someone spotted her leaving a townhouse in a derelict part of town. It was a miracle Kenzo hadn’t stumbled upon her when they’d been searching for Penelope, which was why I’d chosen this specific safe house. It was close to the city, and no one besides Asher and Emma knew the exact location. Despite the way I’d left, I knew Asher would never betray me.

In the end it took almost a week before I had the information that I needed. I made my way into the city and purposefully didn’t check in with Damon. Instead, I sulked outside where I knew Akina was hiding. I kept mostly to the shadows of an alley across the street from her townhouse, keeping my appearances to the hours after dark so I didn’t draw too much attention to myself. Despite my conversation with Freesia, I didn’t actually have permission for this particular undertaking. I was on my own with no backup and no one to step in if I was caught.

On the second day Akina realized I was there, and on the fourth I actually saw her in the window watching me with a wary look. By the time the week was out, she’d started to look at me like she’d won something. It helped that I’d made myself look sick. I’d purposely skipped a couple of meals and had gone without sleep just to help the illusion along. Between that and not changing clothes, I looked utterly hopeless and pitiful by the time she stood in the doorway and asked me in, somewhere around midnight on the ninth day.

I stood still and allowed Akina’s guards to search me physically, pushing them away just enough to remind them, and my maker, who I was. Once they were satisfied, Akina led me upstairs to an office, leaving the guards outside the door. I looked around the room while I waited for her to speak, noting the partially open door near the back of the room and what looked to be a bedroom behind it. I didn’t let myself linger on it, though it would make my plan a little easier if we didn’t have to leave the room entirely.

I went back to mentally cataloging the room for my report later while I waited for Akina to make the first move. Just because I hadn’t played this particular game in decades didn’t mean I had forgotten the rules. I could feel her trying to gain access to my mind, and I let her in just enough to find the emotions and thoughts I wanted her to find—the depth of my remorse at how out of control things had gotten and how much I wanted to come home.

It was essential that she believe it.

“Why are you here, Christian?” she asked finally.

Before she had finished, I had already dropped to one knee. My head bowed low and my neck purposely exposed.

“I want to come home,” I said weakly, keeping my voice as thready as possible. She had to believe I was weak. “I’ve made a mistake and I should have listened to you.”

“About what?” she asked, but I hadn’t missed the hitch in her breath at my request.

“Everything. About the abomination, about the human, about all of it. It’s pure weakness, and I’m stronger and better than that. I have not been behaving in a manner that befits my station as a crowned prince,” I told her, picking my head up partially before lowering it again, as if I’d wanted to look her in the eye but thought better of it. It had always worked in the past when she’d forced me to grovel.

“Yet you gave them your protection,” she said coldly, walking around me, her heels clicking on the floor. “Openly challenged me over them. Lost me my place. Turned my maker against me.”

She dragged a finger across my shoulders as she circled behind me, and I let the shiver I felt up my spine show, knowing she would take it as another sign of weakness.

“Yes, Your Majesty, I did. I cannot undo what has been done, but I would like to make amends. If I had listened to you, this never would have happened, and I know it’s my fault,” I admitted with a shaky voice.

“You’ll have to earn your place. I won’t accept you back without a show of faith,” she said carefully as she leaned against the desk in front of me. I could see her feet and didn’t dare to lift my head. I tipped closer to her, however, making it look like I was swaying in exhaustion.

“Anything,” I added a note of desperation. I needed her to believe me. Nothing else would work if she didn’t.

“First things first, on your feet. Shirt off.”

I stood slowly. I looked at the floor and tried to mentally prepare myself while I removed first my jacket, then my hoodie, and finally my tee. I didn’t dare move again. Aside from my heaving breaths, I remained still, eyes firmly glued to the carpet, trying to find something I could focus on during what was to come. It certainly wasn’t the first time I’d had to grovel. Once upon a time, this was a dance I’d known well.

I counted her steps as she walked away and then back. I wanted to look and see which weapon she’d chosen, but I didn’t dare. It had always been brutal in the past when I’d disobeyed. This time, I had decades to make up for. I steeled myself when I heard the whistle in the air and waited for the weapon to strike my skin.

The first strike with the braided leather flogger bit at my skin and the silver spikes dug in deeper. I bit back a hiss of pain and tried to keep myself still. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy, but she’d never used this particular form of punishment on me. I’d seen it done to others, though. Their skin shredded to ribbons as they were carried away. As her favorite, I’d been spared, never receiving anything more harmful than the staff, though she’d broken enough of those across my back in the hundred years I was with her.

I fought to keep my mind carefully blank, though I longed to reach out for better memories to comfort me as Akina brought the flogger down hard onto my skin again and again, but I didn’t dare. My chest, my back, my stomach and my arms, not an inch of skin was spared. Each hit left more blood welling in its wake. I knew I should be thankful she hadn’t demanded I undress completely.

She’d only demanded that twice in my long existence and both times had left me helpless for days afterward.

My muscles trembled, and I gritted my teeth while I tried to stay upright as she brought it down against my chest again, the edges digging into the still-damaged feather on my left side. I stumbled back half a step before I righted myself once more, my eyes never leaving the spot on the carpet I was focused on, even if it had become more and more blurry with each strike. I’d lost count of how many times she’d hit me. I clenched my muscles and released them one by one, trying to keep my mind focused on the present while I waited for the next blow to land.

Akina’s hand on my back startled me and I sucked in a harsh breath through my teeth, forcing myself to let it out slowly. She pressed her palm flat against the marks carved into my shoulder blade and smoothed it over to the other, and then down my chest, smearing the blood that covered my torso. My breath was heaving as I attempted to keep myself still to repress the baser instincts that wanted to lash out at her.

I felt the leather handle of the flogger dig into my chin, the individual strands brushing against my chest and sending shivers down my spine once more. I allowed her to force my chin up until I was looking into her eyes for the first time since we’d entered the room. For a few moments, I wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but I was ready to accept whatever came next as long as it got me what I wanted.

This was the last time she’d ever harm anyone. I just had to wait for the right moment.

I could feel tension of a different sort start to fill the space between us. I tried desperately to get my breath back under control as I subtly clenched and unclenched my fists. I started to realize what would come next. What had always come next, but I hadn’t been sure it would happen that way this time.

Just as I was preparing to drop to my knees in front of her again, she moved.


Twenty-Three


- Reid -

Akina flung herself at me, her lips connecting with mine in a bruising kiss. She flung the flogger to the floor and wrapped her arms around my neck to pull me closer. My arms went around her as I lifted her from the ground and wrapped her legs around my waist. We stumbled a few steps until I had her propped against the desk. I swiped out blindly with a hand and whatever was on the desktop now covered the floor as I readjusted to pull at the black top she was wearing. My lips moved down toward her neck, one of my hands buried in her hair to keep her head tipped back.

I bit down into her soft skin and drank deeply. Something about the taste of her blood in my mouth brought back more memories than I wanted, but I couldn’t stop now. I was too close to being truly free. I swallowed a few more times before she grabbed my hair and pulled my head away. It had always been this way between us, the sex mixed with violence. She pushed our lips together again and shoved me back a step. I pulled her with me as I stepped away from the desk. I secured her legs around my waist once more before I moved one hand to the back of her head and kissed her deeply. There was no love here, just a means to an end.

I vaguely heard words falling from my own lips as I started toward the door I’d seen earlier and the bedroom that lay beyond, but I couldn’t have said what they were. It was all a part of the act. As soon as I reached the bed, I laid her back on it, my lips against her throat once more as my hands traveled down and ripped her top completely off. I kissed and bit into her skin, drinking from her here and there as I moved down her body until I was firmly on my knees next to the bed. I pulled her closer to the edge and pushed her skirt to her waist before leaning in toward her again.

When I pulled away from where I’d bitten into her inner thigh, I wiped my face on my forearm and pushed my way up onto the bed. I needed to encourage those breathy little noises she was making. I needed her to be loud enough that the guards outside the office could hear her. It took no time before we were both naked, smearing blood all over the bed as we moved together. I gave her very little time to calm herself before I dove back in for another round, she’d always loved when I’d been more forceful in bed, and I used that to my advantage now, drinking deeply from her more than I was completely comfortable with, but I needed her weaker than she would have been otherwise.

After her fourth orgasm, I felt myself starting to drop. I couldn’t keep myself hard for much longer. I hated every moment of this and it was killing me to pretend otherwise. I was exhausted after days with no sleep. I needed to finish what I came here for. I pulled her close to me and whispered promises in her ear until she fell asleep, completely spent and suffering from blood loss she hadn’t even noticed yet. I pulled myself from the bed as quietly as possible. I pulled my jeans back on, but left them undone. It would work nicely for what I was going to do. Once I’d done that, I walked back to the other room and lifted my hoodie from the floor. I pulled the custom metal pieces from the ends of the strings. They weren’t as decorative as they looked. I slipped them into my pocket and dropped the hoodie back down into the chair before I moved back into the room where Akina slept.

I sat down on the bed and pulled the metal pieces from my pocket again. I twirled them around in my fingers and looked through one of them toward Akina’s face. I breathed out sharply before I pulled her hand into my own, turning her arm to get the right angle. With a deep breath I stabbed the pointed end of the hollow metal piece into the vein in the inside crease of her elbow. In the next moment I stabbed the other into the artery in her neck. I stood from the bed as she opened her eyes and tried to move.

“Silver,” I said, my voice rough. “Did you really think I’d come in here without a weapon?” I asked darkly as I stared down at her with contempt.

“Christian,” her voice trailed off as I pushed the metal into her arm a little deeper, watching as the blood started to pool on the bed beneath her.

“Did you seriously believe I would ever come back to you?” I asked as I shook my head.

I turned and walked toward the bathroom to clean up some. Once I’d wiped most of the blood away from my skin, I stepped back into the room. I picked up an empty tea cup off the table as I passed and carried it back over to where Akina still struggled, though her eyes had begun to droop.

“I’m doing this for my family. My entire family. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going home to my Flame,” I told her as I held the cup under the flow of blood coming from her neck. I lifted the cup to my lips and took a drink. “I wish I could say I’d miss you, but, well…” I shrugged. “I won’t. Goodbye, Akina.” I chuckled as I turned and walked away again.

I moved out into the other room, closing the door softly behind me. I set the cup on the desk and pulled my boots and hoodie back on. I picked up my jacket as I moved toward the door with a smirk on my face. I stopped and took a deep breath. It wouldn’t do to walk out looking too cocky.

“Where do you think you’re going?” One of the goons outside the door asked as I stepped into the hall, the door shut behind me. I stopped and turned to look at the man in question, a dark look on my face.

“I know it’s difficult for you since you’re an idiot,” I said, my voice just above a growl. “But I am still the prince, and you will address me as such.”

The man looked apologetic but didn’t say anything more. I moved away toward the stairs before I turned and looked at the other man standing guard.

“Might want to let her be. She’s sleeping at the moment. I may have worn her out,” I said with a smirk as I made a show of doing up my jeans. “Old habits and all that,” I added with a wink before I turned back toward the stairs.

“Where should I tell her you’ve gone?” the second man asked with a chuckle.

“I’ve got some unfinished business to attend to on her orders,” I tossed back over my shoulder as I made my way down the stairs and out the front door.

When I made it outside, I pulled on my jacket and searched the rooftops for Kenzo. He appeared near the edge of one of the rooftops to my right, and I nodded once as I made my way back toward the alley I’d been hiding in the last few days. I took a circuitous route to the nearest drift point before I made my way back to the safe house I’d been hiding out in before. Once there, I quickly packed my bag and left again, heading toward another safehouse.

Echo called as soon as she’d heard the news. Akina had bled out long before anyone had bothered to check in on her. I was being rightfully blamed, but so far no official charges had been filed. I couldn’t risk going home yet, though. Penelope’s safety was the most important thing. Once I was certain she was safe, it would all be done.

Besides, I couldn’t think of a better way to celebrate than to search out and find the perfect engagement ring. Now that Akina was dead, I was ready to start the next chapter of my life.
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- Penelope -

Illinois; June 10

Reid had been gone for three and a half weeks.

He’d missed my birthday.

He’d missed a lot of things, and with every passing day, I grew more and more angry.

Emma, Holden, and Aydan had been taking shifts at the house with me for the first couple of weeks, but then I’d sent them all home. I was sick of the pitying looks. The way everyone was tiptoeing around me like I was some fragile thing that would break at any moment. If Reid ever showed back up, I was going to murder him myself.

Bailey and I had gone to Chicago for my birthday weekend and to shop for the baby, and we’d had a good time. We had plans to go back in the fall after the baby was born. Asher had surprised her about a week ago with a vacation to Belize for their babymoon. They had left a few days ago and would be gone for ten days. He’d rented them a private villa on a private island near San Pedro.

Bailey was over the moon about it, and it was all she could talk about before they’d left. Her last day of work was the Wednesday before Rich and Nora’s wedding, and her dad had given her six months of maternity leave that wasn’t set to start until his grandchild actually entered the world, though Bailey planned to start working from home once the baby was a couple of months old. She figured it wouldn’t be too hard to do some little stuff, especially since she wasn’t required to.

I was excited for her, and I’d spent quite a bit of time helping her get the nursery ready. I’d tried to get her to tell me whether it was a boy or girl, but once the basic decor had gone up, no one besides her and Asher had been allowed in the room. I pretended to be hurt, but secretly I was excited for them. They deserved every single happiness they could grab.

I woke up early one Wednesday and made my way into the kitchen for coffee. As I leaned against the counter eating an apple, I thought I heard movement from one of the offices. I tilted my head back and mentally cursed as I shuffled in that direction.

“Emma, I swear to god if that’s you, back in my office trying to organize something I’m going to scream bloody murder and take away your keys,” I said loudly as I made my way to the front hall.

I turned immediately toward my office, but the doors were open and no one was inside. I cocked my head to the side, confused before I turned to make my way back down the hall.

The door to Reid’s office was cracked open, and I froze. I swallowed the lump in my throat and reached for the baseball bat just inside the door to my office.

“I don’t know who you are, but I haven’t had my coffee yet. Please don’t make me kill you,” I called out, taking a step toward the door. The sound inside the room stopped and I took another step closer, the bat held tightly in both hands. I was about to reach for the door, when it swung open.

“Don’t worry, bluebird,” Reid said with a smirk. “I know better than to keep you from your coffee.”

“Crow!” I exclaimed, dropping the bat and throwing myself into his arms. I buried my face in his neck as he wrapped his arms tightly around my back and held me to him.

“I missed you too, bluebird,” he said with a chuckle as he pressed his lips to the side of my head.

I pushed away from him and took a step back.

“Wait a minute. I’m pissed at you,” I told him as I attempted to tamp down the excitement and relief inside me.

“I know,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning against the frame of the door.

“It’s been three and a half weeks,” I said.

“Yup.”

“Asher said you resigned and left all of us behind.”

“Technically, I did,” he offered, completely nonchalantly. I narrowed my eyes at him and bent down to retrieve the bat.

“And you missed my birthday. Again,” I said, pointing the bat at him.

Reid sighed and stood up straight. He grabbed the end of the bat and pulled it from my hands, letting it drop inside his office. I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at him. He took the two steps between us and laid his hands on my shoulders.

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“I’m mad at you,” I said, my voice wavering a bit. I could feel the burn at the back of my throat and tried to fight down the urge to cry.

“And you have every right to be. More than you know yet.”

“What did you do?” I asked him, my voice tight, the anger taking the forefront again.

“How about we get you that coffee and I’ll give you your presents. Then you can yell at me.”

“Who else knows you’re home?”

“No one,” he said, shaking his head slightly.

“Good. No one will suspect me of murder then.” I forced out before I turned and walked away from him.

I heard him sigh, but he followed me anyway.

“Sit down. I’ll get it. You can relax,” he said as I started around the counter. I didn’t answer but did as he asked.

I sat at the end of the counter and put my face in my hands. I wanted to pull him close, but I was also so angry with him. The mixed emotions made me want to scream, or cry, or break something. I wouldn’t mind if it was his nose. At the same time I wanted to pull him into my arms and never let him go again.

I chuckled to myself as I realized I finally understood that one P!nk song. I groaned at the ridiculousness of it all and laid my head down on the counter.

“Are you losing it over there?” Reid asked with a chuckle.

“I want to punch you in your whole face,” I muttered without picking up my head.

“O-kay,” he said, slightly confused.

“Remind me when I’m not mad at you to show you that song,” I said, lifting my head and pushing my hair back.

“You got it,” he said, turning and setting my coffee down in front of me. “Drink that, I’ll be right back.”

“I’ve heard that before,” I said, lifting the cup to my lips and blowing on the liquid inside.

“I’m never living this down. Am I?” he asked as he moved back toward his office.

“Ask me after coffee,” I called over my shoulder.

He was back a moment later, a small, wrapped box in his hand. He stood across the counter from me and slid the box over.

“Happy birthday, bluebird. I’m sorry I wasn’t here,” he said, meeting my eyes. He was sincere. I knew that, but it didn’t change the fact that it had hurt.

“What’s in this box determines whether I’m more or less pissed.”

“Fair deal,” he said with a smile.

I lifted the box from the counter and carefully pulled the wrapping paper off. I lifted the lid off the white box to find a crow skull tucked into the pillowy fuzz that jewelry was usually wrapped in. It wasn’t an actual skull, it was made of resin, with blue and red swirls in it. I pulled it from the box, and it fit in the palm of my hand. A pin was on the back of it so I could attach it to my jacket or shirt. I looked up at Reid, and his small smile made me melt. I pushed myself up and leaned over the counter to press my lips to his, my free hand cupping his cheek.

“Thank you, my crow,” I said softly before I kissed him again. I pulled away and sat back down.

“There’s more,” he said, pulling his phone from his pocket and sliding it over to me.

It took a moment to realize what I was reading.

“Vegas? Really?” I asked, excited. It was on my bucket list, and he knew it.

“I have to make it up to you somehow. We’ll be there for the fourth of July. I checked your schedule with Emma.”

“So, you’ve talked to your daughter but not me?” I asked as I passed his phone back.

He sighed and stood, going to the fridge and pulling out a bottle of blood.

“Yes, though to be fair it was an email, not a phone call or text,” he said as he walked back to where he’d been standing before.

“Well now I’m mad again.”

“Good. Then let me take advantage of that.”

He stopped to drink part of the bottle before he leaned back against the counter behind him, leveling a placid look at me.

“I left because Kenzo texted me while we were at the bar that they’d found Akina. After I left the next morning, I came back here and figured out the details of a plan. I also made sure all of my paperwork was in order in case things went wrong.”

He stopped and looked out the window over the sink to his left. He looked at me again, leaning his hands back on the counter behind him.

“I talked to Echo, and Freesia and then went to Atlas when I had all of my ducks in a row. No one else knew the truth, I couldn’t run the risk of Akina finding out. It was the difference between success and failure. So, I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you what was going on, but I couldn’t.”

“I knew that part. Atlas came to see me a couple of days after you left. He told me a little bit, enough to know that you hadn’t actually resigned your post, and that you at least planned to come home. That you’d found Akina and that you had a plan to get rid of her for good. He didn’t tell me what that plan was, but I had already figured out a little bit of it on my own.” I couldn’t help my small smile. “You left Emma’s baby pictures in the safe. If you were truly gone, you’d have taken them with you.”

Reid chuckled and shook his head.

“I hoped you’d figure it out and know that I was coming back. At the very least that I meant to.”

I nodded. I laid my hand out on the counter for him to take but he stared at it a moment before he met my eyes again, his mouth pressed into a thin line.

“Penelope, in order to get close enough to Akina, without her guards, I had to put myself in a vulnerable position. I knew what I was getting myself into, but it involved me being unfaithful to you, and you need to know that before you even attempt to forgive me.”

It felt like all of the air had been sucked out of the room. Instead of lashing out, which was what I wanted to do, I stared at him a moment. Really looked at him. I took in the fatigue in his eyes, the resignation in the way he stood. He was wearing mental armor and preparing for the worst. He expected me to kick him out.

I picked my coffee up and stormed out the back door and onto the deck before I could say something I couldn’t take back.

Fifteen minutes later, I lit a second cigarette as I stared out at the trees. I was lost in thought, trying to logic the anger out of the situation. I didn’t know everything, though. I was still missing pieces. Reid appeared about the time I put my cigarette out. He had two empty glasses and a bottle tucked under his arm. He sat down in the lounge chair next to me on the deck, handing me one of the glasses without a word and taking one for himself. He filled both glasses halfway before setting the bottle on the deck between us. I stared at him a moment before I lifted the glass to my lips and drank half of it. It didn’t matter to me that it was only nine thirty in the morning. If ever in my life I needed a drink, it was now.

“I know there is more to this. I know you love me, and I love you, and you are perfectly happy with this relationship. I also know your maker is dead. There’s a story here Reid. You’ve told me the hard part, so why don’t you tell me everything?” I said before I finished the glass. “This is your one chance to tell me everything. Don’t hold anything back. Don’t edit your story because you think it’s not important. Tell me everything, Reid. You can decide where to start this story, but it better end with when you got home. I’d ask why you didn’t climb in bed, but I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to that.”

I held out my empty glass and he refilled it without a word. I moved the ashtray next to me on the cushion and lit another cigarette while he stared down at his glass.

“When I was working for Akina in Paris, I was her executioner, but I had to work my way to that position. It wasn’t handed to me. Akina ran a tight ship, and I rebelled a lot. I wanted to see the city and do whatever I wanted. You have to understand, in those days the rules weren’t the same as they are today. I got about twenty years before everything changed. I broke Akina’s rules, a lot. When I did, I was punished. It could be for something as simple as not following orders, sneaking out and feeding on tourists, or not keeping a low enough profile. You get the picture.

“Her punishments ranged from sending me away to do menial work for another sage somewhere to just beatings. The beatings were consistent. It didn’t matter. It was always part of the punishment. It was a control thing for her, and she got off on it. She’d take others to bed, make sure I knew, make sure I saw. I was quite jealous then so it would make me angry. Sex with her always seemed to be angry, but there was a consistency, a pattern. A game I was a master at playing.

“I knew how to be submissive enough while I took my punishment, be exactly what she wanted. The sex would come after, and the power dynamic would shift. I’m telling you this so you can understand why I chose the plan that I did. Why I chose to approach her in the way that I knew she couldn’t resist.”

He stopped and took a deep breath and a long drink before he continued.

“I’ve told you already that she’s never forgiven me for leaving with Emma. She lost her plaything, even though I’d started to wise up to her game decades before that. But I was still playing it because it was what I knew, and I only ever played that game with her. I started taking other lovers when she did. Let her see that it didn’t bother me when she didn’t take me to her bed. Made it known that I preferred it that way. She shouldn’t have been surprised when I left, but she’d fooled herself into believing I’d never leave. That she was everything to me. Freesia opened my eyes to a different way of life, and I can never repay that gift.”

Reid paused to take another drink and light a cigarette of his own. He talked for close to an hour, explaining everything in detail—from his past with Akina to what led him to create the plan and how he’d executed it. He told me about the way he stood there and allowed Akina to mar his skin, his tattoos, without flinching. He hadn’t known for sure that it would go the way it always had. He thought it might take a little longer, a few more beatings besides just the one. He’d been afraid he’d be forced to do things he was no longer comfortable with just to prove his loyalty.

Thankfully, it hadn’t come to that, but it had gone far enough.

When he finished, I sat quietly in the chair, not looking at him but staring out over the railing on the deck. He didn’t interrupt my silence, just sat drinking from the bottle now that I’d switched back to coffee. I crushed my cigarette out in the ashtray that still sat near my leg and sat up, turning to look at him. Our legs were close together in the small space between the lounge chairs at the edge of the deck. Usually, we’d sit out here and read, but today was a different kind of story. I clasped my hands together and leaned my elbows on my knees, meeting his eye finally.

“Logically, I understand why you did what you did, why you chose that path. Based on experience, it made the most sense. So, I’m not mad at you for it, nor will I hold it against you now, or ever, but that doesn’t mean I’m not hurt. I am. I’m hurt for so many reasons right now, and I’m having trouble separating them.

“I’m going to go lie down for a little bit. You are welcome to join me. In fact, I’d be very happy if I didn’t have to curl up to your pillow anymore. But, Reid, and I mean this with every bit of love I have for you, you better shower before you even think of climbing into my bed. And gargle like an entire bottle of mouthwash. Your maker is lucky she’s already dead, or I’d kill her myself.”

As soon as I was done speaking, I stood and walked into the house, leaving my coffee cup on the table to worry about later. I climbed under the covers and lay there with a million thoughts swirling around in my head, having a hard time separating them.

I was angry with Akina for putting Reid through the things she had. She’d manipulated him so much that it was no wonder he’d struggled in our relationship at first. He had no idea what a healthy relationship felt like. It broke my heart for him, but he’d still done it, and that hurt. He’d willingly put himself in danger to protect our family. It hurt that he’d slept with her, even if it was a means to an end, and he got nothing out of it.

I was also incredibly relieved that he was home. I wanted to wrap myself around him and keep him in bed for the foreseeable future. I wanted to hug him and kiss him and tell him about everything he’d missed while he was gone. I wanted to share my grief with him. I wanted to tell him about the long nights when I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to tell him about the nursery that Bailey and Asher had designed. I wanted to try and convince him to read their minds and find out if it was a boy or a girl, even though I knew he wouldn’t do it. I wanted to tell him how excited Bailey was for Belize and how excited I was now for Vegas.

I was relieved that Akina was dead, so we’d finally be able to stop looking over our shoulders and could just live.

I was lying there with my eyes closed when I heard the bedroom door open quietly. I listened as he made his way to the bathroom, and then the shower started. I must have started to doze because I woke up when he climbed into bed next to me. He slid closer to me and I rolled to press myself against his water-warmed skin. To smell his soap and shampoo. To feel his arms around me. I pressed a kiss to his shoulder without opening my eyes, and I felt the lingering tension bleed out of his muscles.

“I love you, bluebird.”

“Love you too, my crow,” I muttered as I slipped back into sleep.


Twenty-Four


- Reid -

It was early afternoon when I slipped out of bed and made my way out to the kitchen. I grabbed another bottle of blood and headed back out to the porch, sitting in the same place I had earlier. I lit a cigarette and sat back to stare out over the yard. A level spot near the woods at the back of the sprawling yard would make a good place for the little shed I wanted to build for Penelope. We were going to be gone at the end of the month for a couple of weeks, so it seemed like the perfect time to have it built.

I also needed to get in touch with Echo. The vault I’d commissioned at Walker Field was almost complete, and we’d have to transport the ashes and other relics we’d found over to get it set up. I could do that while Penelope was in New York with Emma. It wouldn’t be too difficult. I could go during the day while she was working and meet her back at the house in the evenings. I pulled out my phone and made a list of the calls I needed to make and what needed to get done. When my cigarette was finished, I moved back into the house.

Though I’d healed, I was still feeling the effects of my interaction with Akina. It didn’t help that I hadn’t slept much the last week, trying to keep on the move. I felt the exhaustion deep in my bones, and I was thankful I’d told Atlas I wouldn’t be home until Friday so I had a couple of days to relax with Penelope and hopefully start feeling like myself again.

I hadn’t expected her to forgive me so quickly, but I was grateful. She was still upset, though, and I understood why. It was going to take time for everything to go back to the way it had been before I left. Between the kidnapping, her father’s death, and then me being gone almost a month, we hadn’t had a lot of time to settle into any kind of routine together. We didn’t have anywhere to be for a couple of weeks unless I got sent on a job, so I intended to spend as much of that time as possible with Penelope. With any luck, she’d be sick of me by the time we landed in New York.

I grabbed another bottle of blood and went back to my office and what I’d been doing when Penelope found me. I grabbed the boxes I’d hidden in the bottom drawer and then left again. I made my way upstairs and then down the hall to the second office I had over the garage. In total, I had three and Penelope liked to make fun of me for it, though it made sense. The one over the smaller two car garage and workshop was more like a small loft where I kept a computer and the files on the different bikes I’d bought and sold. It was strictly for that. My office across from hers was where I conducted most of my business, kept track of my finances, and the normal things.

The smaller one over the main garage was mostly just a shell and for meetings. I didn’t use it often, but I could get to it without having to directly enter the house. That’s where I was currently headed. It was also where I kept my small armory of weapons. I also had a safe that Penelope didn’t know about. The one in our room kept every bit of important information, but this one kept all of the registers for my weapons, the locations of my safe houses, all of it.

Sitting down at the desk, I laid the boxes out in front of me once more. Inside the small black box was the teardrop-shaped emerald engagement ring I’d bought for Penelope. I just had to come up with the perfect time and place to propose. I wanted to wait until the fall and take her back to the lookout in Eaverness like I’d planned. Inside the box were the two white gold bands that each had a line of small diamonds that would wrap her ring perfectly when we got married. I smiled to myself and closed the box. I set it aside and pulled the bigger box in front of me and tipped it open.

Nestled into the light green satin was an ornate tiara with teardrop emeralds that matched her ring, though the tiara was decked out with small black diamonds instead of white ones. The metal that framed it all was white gold, and it would fit perfectly. I hadn’t worn any of my crowns in over a decade, but if she asked, I’d make the concession to wearing one on our wedding day. A part of me hoped she didn’t ask, though. If not, I’d offer at least one picture of the entire royal family all decked out in our crowns. Echo would hate it. She hadn’t worn hers in over a decade either. She didn’t even display them like I did mine. I was pretty sure they were in boxes in the back of her closet somewhere. Though, I’m sure she’d concede if I asked her.

Softly I closed the lid and turned to open the cabinet where the safe was hidden. Once I had it opened, I stacked the boxes inside next to some paperwork that was already in there. With a deep breath I closed the door and shut the cabinet.

I gathered my bottle of blood and then went back to the kitchen. I dropped my bottle into the sink to rinse out and then made my way back to the porch for another cigarette.

I was still sitting enjoying the sunshine and thinking about the pieces of jewelry I had just locked away when I heard the door open, and then Penelope crossed the deck, a look of determination on her face.

“Hey, bluebird,” I said with a smile, though I was still a little unsure where we stood.

“I’m still mad at you,” she said as she got nearer.

“Okay.”

“But I also missed the fuck out of you,” she said as she straddled my lap and sat down, immediately pressing her lips to mine.

She grabbed both sides of my face to keep me in place as she did so, residuals of her anger sparking along the bond between us. I wrapped my free hand around her waist to hold her there as she tipped my head back slightly and deepened the kiss. She nipped my bottom lip as she pulled away, her breath ragged. My hand moved up to tangle in her hair before I pulled her back for another kiss.

One of her hands moved into my hair and the other moved down to my throat. She pulled my head back away from her lips with a handful of my hair and I groaned, the feeling traveling down my spine to where she was sitting on me.

“I’m in charge. Got it?” she asked, her voice hard.

“Yes, ma’am,” I managed through the lust quickly overtaking my brain. It was getting very hard to think.

“Good.” She pressed a quick kiss to my lips before she let me go and stood up. “Bed. Now,” she said, before she turned her back on me and started to walk away.

I groaned again as she left and then crushed my cigarette out in the ashtray to follow after her. I caught up to her inside the kitchen, and I reached out, spinning her back toward me as I lifted her off her feet. I took a couple of steps until I set her down on the edge of the table, my hands going to her hips. She pulled me close to her, crossing her ankles behind my back.

The bruising kisses never slowed. I nipped at her lips and then her throat as I made her moan. I hadn’t forgotten what she’d said, but I’d dreamed about this while I’d been gone. I’d missed her in many ways, but this was fantasy made reality—something I wasn’t sure I’d ever get again—and I was thankful for it.

She scratched her nails down my back, and I pulled away from her neck. The feeling elicited images in my head, and I needed her naked. Now. I pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it onto the floor. The feel of her silky skin under my palms was something I wanted to memorize.

I pulled her off the table and carried her to our bedroom, her lips biting at my neck. It sent shivers through me, and I was worried for a moment that I’d lose my balance. I kicked the door shut and set her on her feet at the foot of the bed. It took no time for me to push her sweats down over her hips. They pooled at her feet and I pushed mine off as I backed her toward the bed, locked in a fierce kiss.

At the last second she turned us around and I fell backward onto the mattress. Penelope climbed over me to straddle my middle. I watched her as she settled across me, a small smirk on her face. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. She leaned down to kiss me, and her hair fell like a curtain around us. I moved my hands to her waist and ground my hips up against her, feeling her moan echo in the full body shiver that forced a moan from me as she moved. I did it again as she pulled back, a smirk on my face. She smiled and reached down to pull my hands away from her hips, lacing her fingers with mine. She pulled our hands up and kissed the back of each of my hands before she stretched out, pushing my hands above my head on the bed. She kissed me, slow and sensual as she scraped her fingernails down my arms and then over my shoulders and down my front as she sat back up.

“Leave them there,” she said, her voice husky.

I swallowed hard but turned my hands to grip the blanket. I wanted my hands all over her, but we’d get there. I was sure of it. She pressed her hands to my stomach again and positioned herself just right to tease me as she rocked her hips back and forth. I watched her face as she chased her own pleasure and tried to keep myself from doing the same.

When she lifted herself up and slid down, the sensation was so strong my back arched slightly, and I fought the desperation to take back control. My hands left the blanket, and I gripped her hips, unable to resist the thought of not touching her anymore. She lifted and sank a couple of times before I sat up, kissing her desperately. I rolled her to her back and picked up the pace, giving her exactly what she needed, despite never asking for it.

Nothing was soft about it, and it reminded me a little of the way we’d been with one another after that first talk with Akina when I’d tried to push her away. Just like that time, the anger and desperation worked itself out between us in the oldest way, and when I lay panting, my face buried in her neck, resisting the urge to bite her, I truly felt like I’d come home.

We spent most of the next couple of days in bed talking and letting ourselves get reacquainted like we had every time we’d been apart for any significant time. I watched her anger and hurt dissipate to something smaller as the days wore on, but it made my heart hurt when she’d wake up in the middle of the night for no reason and end up trying to fight back her sobs. The ache of losing her father and everything else finally cracked open in her and poured free now that I was home.

We got lucky, and until we left for London at the end of the month for Rich and Nora’s wedding, I didn’t get sent on any out-of-state missions or jobs. In fact, I was home every night for dinner, though I’d noticed something was different before Emma pointed it out to me when she visited the few days before we left. Penelope struggled to eat anything she hadn’t seen prepared or that someone she trusted made. She was eating at home more than she used to, so I made sure to keep the fridge stocked with her favorite foods. Emma and I figured it had something to do with the time she spent with Janus and the grief making everything weird. I didn’t make a big deal about it with Penelope because she hadn’t quit eating. She’d just gotten very particular about where it came from.
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June 25, London

AAfter an overnight flight from Chicago, Penelope and I arrived in London just before lunch. By the time we made it out of the airport, it was closer to noon, and Penelope was complaining of being hungry. We caught a cab to our hotel and freshened up before we headed over to the pub where Nora worked. Rich was apparently with Noah doing some last-minute things for the wedding and would join us later.

By the time we were settled onto stools at the end of the bar, we had been in London for three hours, and I was ready for a drink. Asher and Bailey were drifting over a little before dinner, and he was bringing enough blood for the two of us to last the weekend. Most of the guests weren’t aware we were vampires, and we planned to keep that as quiet as possible.

It was nice catching up with Nora when she wasn’t helping customers. She’d been promoted to manager but had taken the day shift in the bar to be able to get the rest of the weekend off. When Penelope complained of being hungry, she went back to the kitchen and made her something to eat herself. I appreciated that. It seemed Emma wasn’t the only one to notice she wasn’t eating well if we’d ordered out. Either that or someone had passed the word around.

When Rich walked into the bar, Penelope jumped down off of her stool to hug him. I bit my tongue but mentally grumbled as she hugged Noah with the same enthusiasm as she had her cousin. I turned my attention to Rich and shook his hand, leaning over to slap his back as he leaned in for a hug.

“Good to see you. We were bummed you had to leave so early last time,” he said, his eyes going quickly to Penelope as he stepped back.

“Yeah, it sucked. Glad I got to see you guys, though.”

“Even though the reason was shitty.”

“Especially because it was shitty,” I told him with a chuckle.

I looked over to where Noah and Penelope were standing close together. He leaned forward and kissed her forehead before wrapping his arms around her again, and I bristled. She pulled away from him, wiping at her eyes, and glanced over at me. I heard Rich call my name, and I focused back on him, keeping Penelope in my peripheral vision.

“What?” I asked.

Rich chuckled. “I asked you how she’s doing.”

I sighed at his question. “She’s fine during the day, mostly. But at night it really gets to her when she’s lying in bed and doesn’t have anything to occupy her time. I’ve woken up a few times to her silently sobbing next to me, trying not to bother me.” I shook my head.

“That sucks, but it’s been just over a month. Hopefully it will get easier for her to carry as time goes on.”

“I hope so too,” I agreed before our attention was pulled to Penelope and Noah when they moved closer.

“Asshole,” Noah said with a nod in my direction.

“Pretty boy,” I greeted the same way, my arm going around Penelope’s shoulders and pulling her closer to me. I glanced at her and she smiled at me, though it was a little weak.

My dad.

She told me mentally. I nodded again, rubbing her arm a little. Of course that’s what it had been about. This was the first time she’d seen Noah in person since it happened. Once upon a time, she and Noah had been a lot closer, so it made sense he knew her dad and would want to express his condolences outside of the flowers he’d sent to the funeral home.

“Well, it’s good to see you guys, but I gotta run. Penelope, see you tomorrow. Rich, Nora. Love ya. Bye,” Noah said, before he made a hasty retreat to the door. I shook my head and raised an eyebrow in Rich’s direction.

“He’s got a date tonight. We already did our own stag night last night,” he told me, his arm going around Nora as she walked up with her purse and jacket.

“It’s a miracle he’s up walking and talking with as much as the two of them drank,” Nora said, rolling her eyes.

Penelope and I laughed.

“I know that feeling. Asher was the same way when we did his. I have no idea how we would have kept walking if we’d been human. So much alcohol involved.”

“I believe it,” Nora said with a grin. “Now, I’m stealing your girlfriend. You can have her back when she’s drunk.”

She leaned over and hugged me as Penelope said goodbye to Rich. When she pulled away, I turned to Penelope as she picked up her purse from where she’d hung it over the back of the chair.

“You have enough money?” I asked her.

“Of course.”

“Your room key?”

“Yes.”

“Your phone’s charged?”

“Yes, Dad,” she said sarcastically.

I just stared at her, an eyebrow raised. She laughed and pulled me closer for a hug and kiss.

“I love you, bluebird.”

“I love you too, my crow. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Don’t forget you guys have plans starting around eleven tomorrow, so don’t stay out super late,” I reminded her before she pulled away.

“I won’t.” She smiled. “Have fun with the boys. Bye!” she called over her shoulder as Nora took her hand and started leading her away.

Bailey and Asher were just coming in the door when Nora and Penelope passed by.

“Come with us,” Nora said as she passed. Penelope grabbed Bailey’s hand, and they towed her out after them. All three of them were laughing.

Asher watched them go and then turned back to Rich and me with a bewildered look on his face.

“What the hell was that?” he asked, pointing over his shoulder as he made his way over.

“Do you want me to make something up?” Rich asked with a laugh of his own.

“No. It’s better if I don’t know.” Asher shook his head as he slid onto the stool Penelope had vacated.

“Okay, now that the women are gone, first round’s on me,” I said, slapping the top of the bar for emphasis.

“Hell yeah. I’ll drink to that,” Rich and Asher agreed as I signaled the bartender.


Twenty-Five


- Penelope -

Nora, my cousin Paisley, Bailey, and I had a great time on Thursday night. We drank entirely too much, except for Bailey who enjoyed her virgin mixed drinks and was put in charge of the camera and making sure we got where we were supposed to go.

Friday morning, I woke up with a headache, and Reid laughed but brought me coffee without comment. I didn’t remember getting back to the hotel, though Reid filled in the blanks for me over a room service breakfast that I convinced myself to eat most of. Once I finished eating, I took a quick shower and dressed for tea.

At eleven I met Bailey, Nora, and Callie downstairs in the restaurant for an early tea service. I was surprised when Paisley and Nora’s sister-in-law Alessia joined us as well. After tea, we headed to the onsite spa to get pampered. We walked out three hours later feeling amazing with fresh manicures and pedicures too. We wouldn’t have any excuse for not looking our best at the wedding.

After a good night’s rest, I woke early on Saturday. Bailey and I got everything we needed to get ready and took a cab to Nora and Rich’s new house that Noah had bought them as an early wedding gift. It was sweet of him, and after I saw it, I reminded myself to tell him what a great gift it was. Reid and I got them a week’s stay in Paris with Becks acting as a tour guide should they want one.

The morning was chaotic with all of us getting ready, but by the time the limo arrived to pick us up, we were ready to go. I was nervous about seeing so many members of my family all at once since it was the first time I’d seen most of them since my dad had passed. I honestly hoped no one brought it up, but I knew it was a fool’s hope. It was hard enough when Noah had brought it up when I’d seen him the day before, but I appreciated him saying something. He’d reached out via text a few times while Reid was gone, but it was different hearing it in person, especially from someone who knew my dad well.

We were congregated in a back room at the venue location, which was a really cool old playhouse that was slightly dilapidated. It had a stage and string lights hanging down along the walls and was semi-dark, or would be once the house lights went down. It wasn’t something I would have thought of, but I absolutely loved it. It was perfect for the vibe Rich and Nora were going for. A knock at the door caused us all to look at one another before I rolled my eyes and walked to the door, cracking it open a little bit. It was just Reid, so I let him in with a grin.

“Wow, bluebird, you look amazing,” he said, slightly awestruck.

“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself,” I told him, one hand on the lapel of his jacket as I leaned up to kiss him.

“What’s up, Reid?” Bailey asked from where she was sitting with her feet up across the room.

“Not much. Brought something for you guys to snack on since I know none of you have thought to eat,” he said, handing the bag in his hand off to Paisley, who was standing nearby. Then he looked back at me. “This is for you, though,” he said, pulling a wrapped half sandwich from his pocket.

“How?” I asked as I started to pull the plastic wrap off it.

“I know how to make sandwiches, my love,” he said, reaching out to push a loose curl back away from my face.

“I believe you.”

I heard another knock, and after a moment, Noah stuck his head in with a wide smile.

“And that’s my cue,” Reid mumbled to me as Noah came inside and shut the door. Nora immediately started talking to him, but I was paying attention to Reid and the sandwich he brought me.

“Okay, my crow. Love you,” I said, leaning up to kiss him again.

“Love you too.” He winked at me before he pulled away. He crossed the room to hand Bailey something out of his pocket and then hugged Nora on his way out. I smiled to myself and went to sit next to Bailey.

“That boy has it so bad it’s ridiculous,” she said with a grin as she ate her granola bar.

“I know, but it’s okay. I kinda like him too,” I told her before I took another bite.

“He brought you a sandwich. Even though the rest of us got premade food,” she deadpanned, holding the wrapper for her granola bar up.

“Yes, I’m spoiled, but so are you.”

“Noah James!” Nora exclaimed, making us both look up to where the two of them were still standing in the middle of the room.

Noah had a shit-eating grin on his face. I glanced at Bailey and we both stood and made our way over to see what the commotion was. Paisley and Callie were already standing nearby. Nora was holding a box with sparkling jewelry in it. The necklace was fashioned like small flowers made from what appeared to be diamonds. Knowing Noah, they probably were. The necklace dipped in the middle with more flowers and matched the way the earrings were.

“I don’t know why you’re yelling at me. I didn’t do it. This is from Rich. I’m just delivering it,” Noah said, rocking back on his heels, his hands in his pockets.

I caught his eye and raised a brow. He shot me a wink and I nodded.

“It’s beautiful, Nora,” I told her with a grin.

“Need help getting it on?” Callie asked with a wide smile.

“Yes,” Nora said, her voice shaking slightly.

“No. Don’t you dare cry,” Bailey demanded next to me. “You cry, I cry. I cry, we all cry and boom. Makeup ruined.”

Everyone laughed as Paisley held the box open for Callie to take the pieces out and help Nora put them on.

“You look beautiful, by the way,” Noah added as he took the box Bailey passed him from the table.

“I’m pretty sure that’s for Rich. Right?” she asked, glancing back at Nora. She looked up and smiled.

“Yeah, that’s for him. And a kiss. Make sure you kiss him, Noah.”

“You got it,” he said, leaning forward to press a kiss to her cheek. “See you soon. Ladies.” He nodded in the direction of the rest of us before he left the room.

“So do you think they’re all real?” Callie asked after a moment when no one had spoken.

Paisley scoffed. “My brother does not make that kind of money, so if they are, Noah helped.” Nora laughed.

“I don’t really care. Cubic Zirconia, fake turn-my-skin-green metal, real, I don’t care. It’s gorgeous,” she said as she stared at herself in the mirror.

“Yes they are,” I agreed with a smile over her shoulder.

Ten minutes later, Nora’s brother came into the room. His reaction to seeing her for the first time almost made the rest of us cry as well. I had only met Jack a few times, but they were close. Being raised by a single mom had been a big deal for the two of them. Her mom hurried back into the room a few minutes later and got us all herded out to the hall where we got in line, ready to walk down the aisle.

The ceremony was beautiful. The room looked amazing, and I did lose the battle with my tears as I listened to two of my favorite people commit themselves to one another. The ceremony was thankfully short, and we made our way back down the aisle, Rich and Nora officially married. The receiving line didn’t last as long as I thought it would, and before I knew it, we were taking pictures. Asher, Luke, and Reid hung out at the back of the room watching the whole thing, smiles on their faces. I could tell that Asher was remembering his own wedding, and when I caught him and Bailey grinning at one another, I knew it was mutual. I couldn’t wait to have that.

Eventually, we were ready to leave for the reception venue. I met Reid at the back of the room, and he kissed me before he handed me a bottle of water and smiled. We spoke for a couple of minutes before we climbed into the limo. The guys waited until we had, and I knew what they were doing. Not that we still needed the protection detail, but it was a hard habit to shake after the last couple of years.

Somehow they still beat us to the reception venue, and when we made our way in with the bridal party, they were standing at the table with smiles on their faces. Once we’d been introduced and then dismissed, Bailey, Callie, and I made our way over to the table where our dates were waiting. We were sharing a table with Rich’s friend Matt and his boyfriend Kelan, and Noah and his date as well. Jacob, Paisley, Jack and Alessia were seated with Rich’s parents and Nora’s mom at a separate table. Rich and Nora had a table to themselves near the side of the dance floor. It was awesome that they got the time alone and none of us had to spend the entire night seated away from our significant others since the only other couple in the wedding party were Jacob and Paisley.

Like I feared, several members of my family had shared their condolences with me about my father, though Reid was usually quick to get us out of those conversations. He stuck with me the majority of the night, being charming and pleasant, especially to Noah, which I appreciated. However, he kept smiling like he knew a secret every time he looked over at Noah and his date Meryn. I had asked him about it, but he waved me off.

Later in the night, once all of my bridesmaid duties were done, Reid wrapped me in his arms and led us around the dance floor. It was easy to be with him, trusting him to guide me without having to pay attention to things myself.

“So how many times have you been asked when our wedding is?” he asked softly as we were pressed close, turning about the floor.

“At least three times. You?” I asked with a small chuckle.

“Double that. At least,” he said, spinning me out away from him and then pulling me back. I laughed as I rested against his chest again.

“People realize that we’ve only been back together for like eight months. Right? Rich and Nora were together over seven years before they got married. It’s not like we’re in danger of breaking their record any time soon.” I scoffed.

“I know. I’m not worried about it. It’ll happen when it happens. Personally, I think we should be allowed to enjoy the peace we’ve worked so damn hard for.”

“I agree with that,” I told him with a grin before my uncle tapped on his shoulder and asked for my next dance. I smiled at Reid as he kissed my cheek and pulled back.

I caught him on the edge of the dance floor talking to Noah’s date, Meryn. They were both holding glasses of champagne and laughing. I smiled to myself before I refocused on my uncle. Later, after we’d sent Nora and Rich off with a shower of sparklers, Reid and I made our way back to the hotel. Asher and Bailey had left before we had, something about Bailey’s feet starting to swell and Asher wanting to take her back to their room for a bath.

“So, what was the deal with you and Meryn? If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you knew each other,” I said as I took my jacket off and laid it over a chair. I started to undo my necklace when I turned to look at him. He was standing next to me, his jacket off as well, undoing the cufflinks on his shirt.

“You’ll never believe this, but I swear it’s all true,” he said with a chuckle.

“Okay.” I laid my necklace on the table next to my bouquet and started on my earrings.

“Meryn Vellamo is someone I have known for years. Close to a decade actually.” He undid his watch and set it down next to his cufflinks and my necklace.

“Really?”

“Yeah. She’s not human. She’s a selkie,” he said with a chuckle.

“Does Noah know?” I asked, shocked.

“I’m not sure. But it gets better.” He looked absolutely excited as he untied his tie.

“How?” I asked, holding my wrist out for him to undo my bracelet.

“According to selkie custom, they’re married,” he said, lifting my now empty wrist to place a kiss to my skin.

“Again, how?” I asked with a small smile as he went back to his tie.

“Well, according to the customs of the selkie, if you return their pelt to them, you’re married. I’m not a hundred percent sure how it works exactly, but according to Meryn, she keeps her pelt as a coat. Noah knocked it off her chair at a restaurant about six months ago, and naturally he picked it up and hung it back on her chair. They talked for a few minutes before they went their separate ways. She said they met back up a couple of months later at a party thrown by some people who knew some people. Anyway, they were both there, got to talking and then started dating.” He shrugged his dress shirt off his shoulders.

He sat down on the edge of the bed after he’d draped his shirt over his jacket on the chair. He patted his lap, and I lifted one of my feet into his lap so he could undo my shoes.

“That’s crazy.” I shook my head. “That feels good,” I added when he pushed his thumbs into the balls of my feet.

He grinned up at me before letting my foot go and holding his hand out for the other one. We repeated the process and once both of my heels were off, Reid stood again. I turned around and tipped my head forward so he could unzip my cream-colored dress with flowers on it. I could feel the heat coming off of him as he stood close to me, trailing his fingers back up my bare back after he’d finished pulling the zipper down. I felt his breath on my neck just before his lips pressed against the curve of my throat.

He did it again a little higher as his fingers slipped beneath the fabric of my dress and slowly pushed it down over my shoulders, letting it slide down my arms. He reached one hand around me, flat against my stomach and pulled me back against him. I let out a breathy moan as his lips continued up my neck, his other hand trailing lightly down my side until my dress pooled at my feet. I turned in his arms and wrapped one arm over his shoulder, burying it in his hair as I lifted up on my toes to press my lips to his in a fierce kiss.

I let my hands trail back down to his belt and undid it, pulling it from the loops and dropping it onto the floor as we kissed. I undid the button and hurriedly pulled his tee up, anxious to get my hands on his skin. He stepped back a moment and pulled it over his head, dropping it with the rest of our clothes onto the floor. My gaze ran quickly over Reid’s face and chest, panting as I tried to catch my breath. Reid unzipped his pants and pushed them down over his hips, toeing off his shoes as he reached for me again. His touch sent shivers down my spine as he pulled me toward him once more.

His kiss was a slow, sensual tease. His touch soft, sending goosebumps along my skin, despite the evident heat between us. He turned us slowly until he could lay me back on the bed. Our lips always came right back to one another as I moved my hands over his chest, his stomach, and his back, feeling the way his muscles moved and jumped from the slight electricity that always seemed to flow back and forth between us. The knowledge of what he was capable of, all restrained passion. All for me.

His lips trailed down my neck and my body, stopping in all of his favorite places to make me moan and cry out. My hands fisted his hair as he settled my legs over his shoulders, licking and sucking until I was a trembling mess. He took his time to take me apart properly with deliberate intent until I saw stars. He worked his way back up my body, tracing a similar path to the one he’d taken before, one of my legs pulled high on his waist. I could taste myself on him when he kissed me.

He rolled to his back when I pushed at his shoulder, and I followed him over, returning the favor he’d paid me. I kissed and bit my way down his neck, spurred on by the noises he let slip. I loved watching him fall apart beneath me. It always made me feel incredibly powerful. I traced the planes of his chest with my tongue, following his happy trail as I bit marks into his hip bones, even though I knew they’d disappear before the morning dawned. I could feel him twitching against me as I let my skin barely brush where he wanted me the most. I wanted to memorize the way his back bowed off the bed when I gave him exactly what he’d asked for without words. One of his hands buried in my hair, never pushing for more than I chose to give him.

When he looked down his body, his gaze felt like fire licking against my skin as I worked him over. His groan cut off as I let him pull me away. The weight of him as he settled between my thighs was lost to the desperate kiss we shared. I moaned, my back arched against him as he pushed in deep. He set a steady pace, but never once did he speed up. It was a marathon, not a sprint, and he was going to make me work for it.

When I fell over the edge again, it felt slightly hollow, like something was missing. I pulled his lips to mine before I pulled back, tipped my head to the side and asked for what I needed. I felt the shudder that ran through him as he hitched my leg a little higher and changed the angle, his face buried against my neck. I felt my eyes roll back as his fangs pierced my skin for the first time in too long. My nails left long red scratches on his back as I held him closer to me than he had been before.

I caught my breath as he trailed soft, open-mouthed kisses along my collar bones to the other side of my neck. When we finally separated, he helped me stand and carried me to the bathroom, setting me down in front of the sink. He pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth before he turned to walk out. By the time he returned, I was standing at the sink washing my hands. He set a stack of clothes down on the countertop and turned to start the shower.

He stood behind me as I washed off my makeup and started to pull the pins from my now-ruined updo. Once he was done, he ran his fingers through my hair until it fell in soft waves. He pushed his fingertips against my scalp, easing the tension from where it’d been up all day. He pulled me into the shower a few minutes later, the steam enveloping us in the warmth we’d lost when we’d gotten out of bed. We took turns under the spray, getting our hair wet and trading kisses as we moved around each other.

He worked my conditioner into my hair for me while I used a washcloth to wash his chest, each of us wanting to take care of the other. The desire to show my appreciation for the way he cared for me, especially after so many reminders of what I’d lost, felt important. Soft words and touches led to me pressed against the wall of the shower, my hands clutching at his wet skin to keep myself from falling. I knew he’d never drop me, but I was quickly spiraling over the edge and I wanted nothing more than to take him with me.

Once I was steady on my feet again, Reid washed the blood from my neck and kissed me deeply. I returned the favor, washing his body quickly before we got caught up again. He shut the water off and handed me a towel. I wrapped my hair up before I toweled off and slipped into the hotel-provided robe. Reid slipped into his sweats once he was dried off and went back out into the bedroom as I started on my nightly skin routine. I was rubbing in my moisturizer when Reid came back into the bathroom and sat down on the lid of the toilet to watch me. He set one of the two glasses he carried on the sink next to me as he took a drink of the other.

“So, all this talk about our future from other people got me wondering what your thoughts are,” he said, his gaze firmly on his glass and not me.

I watched him in the mirror while I contemplated my answer. “Is this that conversation we were supposed to have before my birthday?”

“It could be. I guess I was thinking in more general terms.”

I could tell he was being deliberate in his word choice. He was looking for a specific answer but wouldn’t lead me in the direction he wanted. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly while I pulled my hair down and started combing through it.

“Like a ‘where we want to be in five years’ kind of thing?”

“If that’s how you want to answer, sure.” He took another drink, and I paused to take a drink from my own glass. The whiskey burned down my throat and I smiled to myself as I set the glass back down.

“I mean career-wise, I’m right on track for what I want. My client list is increasing. I’m booked up two months in advance at this point. My work with Mist is fun, and I like that I can do it anywhere. Elwyn understands that it’s a second job for me and where my priorities lie. So I’m not looking for a career change right now.”

“That wasn’t exactly what I meant, but it’s good information to have. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about New York after what happened.”

“I understand, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine. I won’t know for sure, though, until I get there. We’ll see. Like I’ve said a hundred times before, I can’t stop living or they win. Dead or not, they don’t get to win.”

“Agreed.”

“So if that’s not what you wanted to hear, what are you talking about specifically?” I asked, looking over at him as I continued to comb my hair.

“Well, you and me. We’re still good. Right?”

I chuckled at the idea that he thought we might not be.

“Of course. And I don’t see us breaking up again. It would take something monumental for me to leave you at this point.”

“I believe that. But you don’t think about getting married eventually? Trying to get that white picket fence, two point five kids, any of that?”

“I mean, yeah.”

I set my comb down on the sink and turned to look at him. I lifted my glass to my lips as I waited for him to meet my eyes.

“Is that something you want?” I asked him directly.

He sighed and met my eyes. “Yes. I know we’ve kind of discussed different aspects of that kind of life as a hypothetical eventuality kind of thing, but now with Akina gone, with everything hopefully calming down, it’s crossed my mind. More than a couple of times. It doesn’t help that everyone we know is getting married, having kids, making a life for themselves, and I think it’d be nice if we got to do that too.”

“So what, you want to set a timeline or something?”

“No, not a timeline or anything like that. I guess I was just curious how you felt about it.”

“Well, you know I’m totally down for becoming a vampire.”

He nodded.

“And I’m not opposed to trying to have kids, but given my history, I don’t want to get my hopes up on that front.”

“We could always adopt if it came to that. Arkane and Elentori kids alike need homes. That’s not just a Karhu problem, though it’s not as prevalent.”

I turned back to the mirror and tried to think of how to word what I wanted to say. I started pulling my fingers through my hair with the intent to braid it back.

“You sound like you’ve got a lot of things planned out already. Like you’ve given this quite a bit more thought than just ‘it’s crossed my mind a couple of times,’ my crow.” I hoped the use of his nickname would soften any offense he might take from my words.

“I’ve been through the official adoption process before. Remember? And yeah, I’ve considered different aspects through the years. I haven’t dreamt about specifics when it comes to you and kids, but it is something I’ve thought about.”

“But do you want that?” I asked him bluntly.

“Do I? Hell yes. I want anything we can have.”

He stood and set his empty glass on the counter next to mine before he stepped up behind me. I turned around and leaned against the counter so I could look up at him while I finished the end of my braid. He placed his hands on my hips and licked his lips before he spoke again.

“I would marry you tomorrow if I thought you would. Have I thought about asking you? More times than you know. I know we’ve only been back together for less than a year, but I knew I wanted to marry you after I tried to break up with you a day after I told you I loved you, and you called me on my bullshit. But I’m not sure you’re there yet and that’s okay.”

“And kids?”

“Yes. If we are blessed with them, awesome. If not, that’s fine with me too. I have Emma and plenty of empty space in our home for anyone who comes along. Clearly I don’t think kids have to be blood related to be mine. But if you want it to just be us for the next fifty years, that’s fine too. Though I think all of this should be settled before we set a specific time frame on you becoming a vampire.”

“And if I never want to get married or kids. What if I just want to spend our unnaturally long existences wrapped up in each other. Spoiling the grandkids we’ll have one day. And our godchild.”

Reid sighed. “I’d say that’s fine, but I’m putting a ring on your finger anyway. Just so everyone knows you’re mine.”

I laughed. “I would agree to that,” I told him, leaning up to kiss him.

“And the rest of it? Do you really not want that?”

I wrapped my arms around his neck and smiled up at him.

“When you decide to pluck up the courage to ask me, I will happily take your last name. I told you before, I look forward to whatever dramatic ass thing you have planned.”

Reid leaned down to kiss me before I could say anything else. I chuckled slightly against his lips as he lifted me up to sit on the edge of the sink. He deepened the kiss and pulled the tie of my robe, letting it fall open slightly so he could slide his hand across my stomach and around my hip, stopping flat on my back to pull me against him.

“Can I finish?” I asked pulling back.

“Make it quick. I’ve got a one-track mind,” he said, leaning his forehead against mine.

“I can tell. I’ll make this quick then. I agree to spend two years trying for kids of our own, but if it doesn’t happen, we turn me. I don’t want to waste a lot of time for something that might never happen.”

“Deal,” he breathed the word against my lips before pressing his to mine again.

He wrapped my legs around his waist and carried me back out to the bed where we did everything but sleep until early morning.


Twenty-Six


- Penelope -

New York City

We arrived in New York directly from London. Emma and Holden had arrived Saturday night and had done some grocery shopping, so there was no need for us to do anything once we arrived besides maybe laundry and changing the sheets on our bed. I got some work done on Sunday morning and then spent the afternoon curled up with Reid on the couch watching movies with Emma and Holden. After dinner we played cards.

I was feeling pretty good when Emma and I left the house Monday morning to make our way to my office at Mist. The first part of the day was all meetings, and I hadn’t even thought about lunch until Emma dropped off the leftovers I’d brought, already heated up. She parked herself on the other side of my desk to eat her own lunch. We went over my schedule changes from the morning and then talked about what we wanted for dinner the rest of the week.

Tuesday was a lot of the same, trying to get the magazine ready to go out and trying to plan content for the next couple of months. I was pretty pleased with myself when Elwyn accepted my idea for a spread on Eaverness for the October issue. It was put on the books for Eira and me to travel out there in mid-September to get pictures of the leaves turning and of other places around town that might be good for tourists who were looking to see the changing greenery in Eaverness.

Wednesday, Emma insisted that we run out for a coffee and a sandwich for lunch. Hesitantly I agreed; I’d been stuck at my desk all morning, and I wanted to stretch my legs. Besides, it was a beautiful day outside. We might as well enjoy it.

We were crossing in front of an alley as we talked animatedly when it happened. It wasn’t a dead-end alley. It was a pass-through from one side of the block to the other, and I happened to see someone walk into the sunlight to the left of me. It startled me pretty bad, and I had started to laugh it off with Emma when my chest felt tight, and I couldn’t draw a breath. I backed up against the brick wall of the building we were closest to, and Emma stood in front of me. I looked up at her with wide eyes, unable to get my lungs to cooperate. I could see her mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear her clearly, like she was talking to me through a door or underwater.

I watched her pull her phone from her pocket and dial a number quickly. She reached out and put her hand on my shoulder while she spoke to someone while I tried to focus on making my lungs work. She hung up and turned her attention back to me. I felt like I was back in the cage. Like my limbs were locked and I couldn’t move.

Bluebird, breathe.

Reid’s voice in my head was like a balm. It gave me something to focus on, like a light at the end of the tunnel. I forced my eyes open, unsure of when I’d closed them, and he was there, squatted down in front of me. I tried to concentrate on hearing the words he was speaking audibly. I was okay. Reid wouldn’t let anything happen to me. I was okay.

Slowly, sound returned and my muscles unlocked. I could feel the way Reid was brushing my cheek with his thumb and the grit of the wall behind my back. Emma stood at the end of the alley blocking us from the people passing by. I took a deep breath, feeling the hitch in my chest still. I lifted a hand and rubbed it against the middle of my chest in an effort to dissipate the pain there.

“You with me?” Reid asked, his concern evident in his eyes and his voice.

“Yeah.” My throat was raw like I’d been screaming and I coughed slightly before I tipped my head back against the wall behind me.

“Here, drink this,” he encouraged me as he pushed a bottle of water into my hand.

I was still shaky, so he helped me lift it to my lips to take a drink. It helped more than I thought it would, and before long I had managed to drink the entire thing. When it was gone, he helped me to my feet and dusted my back off.

“Let’s get you home,” he said. His arm, a comfortable weight across my shoulders, helped to ground me in the moment.

“I have to get back to work.”

“Like hell you do,” he scoffed.

“I called Elwyn and let her know you were out of the office for the day. If you’re okay, I’ll go get your stuff and meet you back at the house.” I nodded and let Reid guide me out of the alley and toward home.

“Sorry,” I muttered again as Reid helped me climb under the blanket on our bed.

“Stop apologizing,” he said softly as he sat down next to me.

“Why are you all dirty? What were you doing?” I asked, noting the dust collected on his shirt for the first time.

“I was working on something. It’s not important.” He shook his head. “Get some rest. When you wake up we’ll get you something to eat.”

I nodded and lay down. Exhaustion pulled at my consciousness, and before too long, I drifted off.
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- Reid -

Once Penelope had fallen asleep, I headed back downstairs where Emma was waiting in the kitchen with Holden.

“What happened?” I asked her.

“I don’t even know, Papa. We were walking, and then she thought she saw someone come out of the alley behind her. We were laughing about how spooked she’d gotten and then she started panicking. When I couldn’t calm her down, I called you. I think she just had a reaction. It’s the first time we’ve walked around the city since we came back. All week we’ve just been going to the office and then directly back here,” Emma told me, turning the burner on under the kettle she’d set on the stove while she spoke.

“Okay. It’s probably just a reaction. Let’s hope it doesn’t get bad. This is the first time she’s reacted like this. We haven’t had any other issues with that. Hopefully it was just a one-time thing and doesn’t turn into something more like her food issue,” I told her as I sat down at the counter next to Holden.

“At least that’s easy to manage,” he commented, not looking up from his phone. “Aydan will be here soon.” He looked up at Emma.

“Okay.” She nodded.

“You guys going out tonight?”

“Well, you and Mama were headed out tomorrow night for Vegas anyway. Right?”

“Yeah.”

“We decided to go to San Diego for the weekend. They have some awesome fireworks and Aydan’s never been there. And since the likelihood of Mama going into the office tomorrow are slim considering Elwyn said she’d send her home if she tried, we thought we’d take off a day early,” Emma explained hesitantly.

I smiled at my daughter. “That sounds nice. I’m thinking of taking Penelope up to the Grand Canyon while we’re in Vegas,” I told them.

“Oh, that reminds me. A package came for you today,” Holden said, pointing back toward the hall.

“That should be the shirts I ordered,” I said, standing and going to retrieve it.

I carried it back to the kitchen and pulled it open. I laid the shirts on the table before flattening the box and sticking it out on the back porch.

“So what did you order?” Emma asked walking over to pick up the pink shirt that I’d gotten for Penelope.

“Shirts. Obviously,” I told her with a chuckle.

“Yeah, but why?” She looked up at me with a smirk.

“Because I wanted to. She loves when we have matching shirts. We have like five different ones at this point, and I thought these were nice. They’re lyrics from a song I heard that reminded me of her.” I shrugged as if that explained everything.

“You’re a sap,” Holden commented from behind me.

“You’re going to propose to her. Aren’t you?” Emma asked, her hand on her hip as she looked up at me. I sighed and set down my own shirt, turning to look at her.

“Would you be mad if I did?”

“No. It would be awesome.” Emma slipped her arms around my waist and hugged me. “So, when are you going to do it?”

“I don’t know yet. I have some ideas, but nothing concrete yet.”

“Well, I’m sure it will be amazing no matter what you do,” she assured me as she pulled away. “I’m so happy for you, Papa. You deserve this.”

“Thank you, baby girl.” I gathered the shirts from the table and turned to look at them both. “I’m gonna go hide these. You never saw them.”

“Got it,” Emma told me with a smile. “Wait, I’ve gotta ask.”

I turned back toward her. “What?”

“What were you doing when I called? You kept cutting out. I thought I heard Aunt Echo in the background, and you’ve got dirt and dust all over you.”

“Your aunt and I are working on something we found in the basement in Paris after Uncle Eli took over.”

“Should I be concerned?”

“No. It’s nothing bad. Something that could be good I think.”

Emma nodded and I turned to leave the room again. I heard them start discussing something as I climbed the stairs, but my mind was on a good place to hide the shirts where Penelope wouldn’t find them. There were still a couple of packages that hopefully would be delivered tomorrow before we were set to leave.

When Penelope got up, we made dinner and then spent the evening watching TV and just generally relaxing. She took the order to not show up for work with a grin and asked me to take her out into the city instead. She didn’t have anywhere specific she wanted to go, but she said something about exposure therapy and it helping to prevent another panic attack like the one she’d had that afternoon. I agreed, of course, and texted Kenzo to see if he wanted to have lunch, just so we had a destination.

The other package I’d been waiting for did indeed arrive while we were out, and I was unable to keep the contents hidden from Penelope. So with a smile, I handed over the new shorts and the pair of slip-on shoes that I’d bought her that matched my own. She loved them, and wore the shoes when we left that night. She said something about them being easy-on, easy-off in security and on the plane as well. I didn’t comment but wore my own for the same reason.

When we arrived in Vegas, the strip was lit like Christmas, and it was fun to watch Penelope’s face light up. She’d never been, and I enjoyed seeing her wonder. When we arrived at our hotel, her amazement only increased as I let us into our room. The Palms was the only place I stayed when I came to the strip, and I’d thought about getting an apartment here, but I didn’t visit often enough for it to be worth the cost.

“So do you want to stay in for the night or go out and look around?” I asked as Penelope wandered through the Penthouse.

“Stay in. I’m staying in,” she said, her voice echoing slightly. I grinned and started toward the bathroom.

“Ah, the tub,” I told her, rolling my eyes.

“Yes, the tub. Don’t act like you don’t know I love them.”

“It’s one of the reasons I like this hotel. The tub has long been a favorite.”

“Of yours?” she asked, turning to look at me. Mentally I cringed, I never should have mentioned it.

“Not always, no,” I told her honestly as I turned to leave the room.

“So you’ve brought other girls here?” she asked, following me out.

“Penelope.” I sighed. “Of course I have. I’m over a hundred years old. This hotel has been open for over a decade. Am I supposed to be guilty for having a life before you?” I asked her, exasperated.

Penelope didn’t say anything. She just walked over to where I was standing by the window and wrapped her arms around me.

“I was joking. Of course you had a life before me, just like I had one before you. I was kidding, though, just so you’re aware. I do not care if you’ve had a thousand women in this very room. The only thing I actually care about is that you’re here with me now. And that I’m the last woman you ever bring here,” she said with a small smile. I chuckled and wrapped an arm around her back.

“I’m sorry I overreacted. I don’t know where that came from.”

“It’s okay. We all get like that sometimes. You’ve put up with me and my weird quirks for a while now. I guess I can do the same.”

“Now, what about that bath?” I asked, changing the subject.

Penelope grinned and allowed me to lead her back to the bathroom.

The next day, after breakfast, I walked Penelope down to the spa and left her there with specific instructions for a massage and for her to get her hair and nails done. After everything she’d been through in the last few months, she deserved some pampering, and she’d enjoyed it in London. So this time I wanted to make sure she had the full treatment. While she spent a few hours there, I went out to the Arkane settlement just outside of town. I’d be able to find the blood I needed while we were here.

I was wandering around downtown after I got back, just wasting time. I saw a couple coming out of one of the chapels, and I smiled to myself. I wanted that for Penelope and me, and after our talk in London, I knew it was just a matter of time. I was halfway back to the hotel when I was struck with an idea. It only took a few minutes of searching on my phone to find what I wanted and another half hour to secure it, thanks in part to my willingness to pay triple what they usually asked.

Within the hour, I had everything planned. Now I just had to pull it off the next day. When Penelope returned from the spa, she looked amazing. Her hair had been trimmed and shaped, and her nails were my favorite deep red color, a fact she would thank me for later. We got dressed and went out into the city, exploring the strip until late that night.

The next morning, I woke Penelope early and coaxed her into the shower. While she was doing that, I laid out her clothes on the bed, including the new tee I’d bought her. I got my outfit out as well and set it alongside hers before I joined her. The drive took a couple of hours and we spent the time talking about everything under the sun. I’d opted to take her to Waterhole Canyon, and I’d paid extra for a private tour instead of the more crowded Grand Canyon. I wanted this to be just for us, not make a public spectacle, which would’ve been unavoidable if we’d gone somewhere more popular.

The closer we got, the more nervous I became. When the text from the photographer I’d hired came in letting me know she’d arrived and was headed out to the canyon to find the perfect spot, the nervousness only increased. Thankfully, Penelope didn’t seem to notice. We followed the guide, listened to the history and were given time to snap a couple of pictures on our phones until the guide caught my attention and let me know that the next spot was where the photographer and his colleague would be waiting and that everything was ready. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

I took Penelope’s hand again as we followed behind him. I took another deep breath and tried to calm my nerves. My mind was racing and I was suddenly sure she would say no. I shook my head slightly and tried to think of what I wanted to say.

“You have something of mine,” I said finally with a small smile.

“What?” she asked. She glanced over her shoulder at me as we walked through a slightly tighter space.

“My heart,” I said as we came into a slightly larger area where the light looked perfect.

Penelope turned to look at me with a confused look. Behind her I saw the guide stop and nod at me before he took a few steps back so he didn’t end up in the pictures. I took a deep breath and turned so that I faced her.

“Our lives have been chaotic from the very first day. Completely unconventional, to say the least. No one expects to find their Flame in their living room, especially when said Flame is completely unexpected. Since that day, we’ve faced all kinds of difficulties that could have ruined everything between us but have somehow only made us stronger. I think I’ve known for a while, but standing with you on that overlook on my birthday, after you’d mentioned me proposing that morning put it all into perspective for me. In the last year we’ve watched our friends marry the people they love the most, and I want that. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Bluebird, will you marry me?”

I let go of her hand, dropping to one knee in front of her, the ring that had been hidden in my pocket all morning held out in front of me, just waiting for her answer. Penelope’s hand was over her mouth, and I saw a tear run down her cheek before she started frantically nodding.

“Yes, a thousand times, yes,” she finally managed to get out, her smile wide.

I jumped to my feet and slid the ring on her finger before sliding a hand around the side of her neck and pulling her in for a kiss. We both pulled away when we couldn’t stop smiling enough for anything more than a quick press of our lips. I tipped my forehead against hers and let out a happy chuckle.

“Thank you.”

“I love you, my crow,” she said, her voice low.

“I love you too, bluebird.” I pressed a kiss to the center of her forehead and we pulled apart.

“Congratulations, Your Highness,” the tour guide said with a wide smile.

I exchanged a glance with Penelope. I didn’t realize he’d known who I was.

“Thank you,” Penelope said before I could speak.

“Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me. Should we continue?” The guide motioned us down the path and I nodded.

Penelope grabbed my hand, and together we made our way through the rest of the canyon. When we were out, we met up with the photographer who took a couple of stylized shots that we’d be able to use to announce our engagement. She assured me she’d have the pictures back to us by the end of the next week. We stayed long enough to have lunch with the guide and his family, who were all Arkane. Apparently, I’d met our guide once when he was a child and they’d come to visit Paris. I didn’t remember it, though he said it had been over fifty years ago, so I wasn’t surprised.

We left after that, and Penelope didn’t stop smiling all the way back to Vegas. We arrived around dinner time, but Penelope only had one thing on her mind. We ate room service curled up in bed and only later was I able to convince her to get dressed again and go out to watch the fireworks from the Skypod at the Strat.

“So when do you want to get married?” she asked, leaning back against my chest as we watched the night sky, waiting for the fireworks to start.

“We can wait as long as you want, or not. I have the money to make it happen whenever you want to. As long as I’m married to you, I don’t care when it happens.”

“Well that was entirely unhelpful,” she muttered with a laugh.

“I can call Becks, have this thing planned in a matter of weeks,” I told her.

“Bailey could do the same,” she agreed.

“Oh god, they’re going to freak out.”

“Yes, they are. Which is why we need to make decisions before we tell anyone.”

I didn’t get a chance to answer before the first fireworks appeared in the sky and we silently watched them together. When they were finished, we had a drink before meandering back to our own hotel for the night.


Twenty-Seven


- Penelope -

When I woke up the next morning, the sunlight caught my ring, and I couldn’t stop the smile that spread over my face. I was engaged. I was going to marry the man of my dreams, and I couldn’t be happier about it. I wondered if this was how Bailey had felt after Asher asked her. I felt like I could have floated down from the top of the Strat last night. The fact that he’d put so much thought into the proposal made my chest hurt with the amount of affection held in my heart for him. The shirts he’d gotten us with sweet song lyrics about whiskey and wine were a nice touch as well. It reminded me of the shirt I’d been wearing the first time we’d met.

With a groan I stretched my tired muscles, pleasantly achy in all of the right places from the night before. Reid stirred next to me but didn’t wake up. I turned my head to stare at him in the early morning light and couldn’t believe I’d gotten so lucky. The skin on his back and arms looked golden, like he’d just come from the beach, and part of me wanted to press kisses to the skin there. His pirate ship tattoo was a stark contrast, and it made me angry to see the spots that he’d have to have redone thanks to Akina. All of his tattoos had gotten some sort of mar on them from her, but the feather had been the most badly damaged. I didn’t have to guess the reason why.

I stopped that train of thought before I made myself too angry and focused on the man in front of me once more. I thought again about what we’d started to discuss the night before while we’d been waiting for the fireworks to start. I didn’t mind when we got married either. I was ready to have him as my husband. After so much of our relationship the last two years had been dictated by other people, it was time for us to focus on ourselves and what we wanted. My only concern was that I had no idea who would walk me down the aisle.

Reid’s lips against my shoulder stopped that thought in its tracks as I turned toward him with an easy smile. He was blinking up at me from his pillow, one of his hands slowly making its way over my stomach from under the sheet we were both covered in.

“Morning, bluebird, what were you thinking about so hard?” he asked, moving closer until he was curled along my side, his face pressed to my shoulder again.

“Morning, my crow.” I moved my arm closest to him and started to run my fingers through his hair. “I was just thinking how lucky I am to have you.”

“Good thoughts then,” he mumbled, closing his eyes once more.

“Very good indeed,” I told him with a smile. “Seems you woke up in a good mood today.”

“You agreed to marry me. I’m very happy, in more ways than one,” he said, shifting his hips slightly.

“I can see that,” I told him, chuckling slightly. “What are we going to do about that?”

“Now that you mention it…” he said slowly, his eyes opening once more. The hand he’d slipped across me grabbed my hip, and in an impressive roll, he managed to move me onto his lap as he lay on his back.

I laughed as I righted myself a bit and sat up, letting the sheet fall around me. Reid’s hands were still on my hips and I watched as his pupils dilated.

“See something you like?” I asked teasingly, a small hitch in my breath as he licked his lips.

“Several things,” he answered, his gaze roving freely over my body.

“Like what?”

“Well, I like these.” His hands traveled up my body until he cupped my breasts.

I moaned at the attention and tipped my head back slightly, relishing in the attention and grinding my hips against him.

“But currently,” he started again, his hands traveling back down until one stayed at my hip and the other picked up my hand from where it rested on his chest, “my favorite thing in the entire world is seeing this ring on your finger.” He lifted my hand and kissed the knuckle just above the beautiful emerald.

“Aww. What a sap,” I told him with a smile, though it made me want to cry. I was so happily in love with my stupid vampire.

“The sappiest,” he said, his hand going back to my hip and using the leverage to grind his hips against mine again.

I pressed down onto his chest and lifted just enough to be able to slide down onto him. The twin moans we let out were music to my ears. I couldn’t take my eyes off his as I sank down until my hips met his before lifting myself and doing it all over again. Though I was still a little sore from the night before, it was worth it to watch him come undone in the middle of the bed. His skin was a beautiful contrast against the bright white sheets, and my ring cast sparkles along the wall with every move we made.

After a long soak in the tub and some breakfast, Reid and I went out to explore more of the city. I wanted to go shopping, and Reid agreed. He was so blissed out that I probably could have gotten him to agree to almost anything. Like going dancing that night, though he seemed a little too eager to buy me a new pair of over-the-knee boots to go with the dress I’d brought. When I finished my hair and makeup later that night, I came out of the bathroom to find him sitting on the couch staring off into space.

“Trying to figure out which wall you’re going to put me against later?” I asked with a grin as I tucked my makeup bag down into my suitcase.

“No, love,” he said with a smile. “I have that figured out already. I was thinking about something Echo said the other day, but it’s not important.”

“Ha-ha,” I said as I stood again, this time with my jewelry. I put on my crown necklace and then carried the bracelets I planned to wear over to where he was sitting. He stood and did them up for me before pulling me in for a soft kiss.

“Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I told him with a grin. I grabbed my clutch off the bed and let him lead me from the room toward the elevator.

We were a few drinks in when the thought I’d been dodging since Reid woke up that morning caught up to me. It came with the realization that I didn’t want a big wedding like Asher and Bailey. I didn’t want the pomp and circumstance of having all of our friends and family there like Rich and Nora. Not if my dad wasn’t going to be there. It would be too hard.

“What’s wrong?” Reid asked, moving my hair back behind my ear. We were seated very close to one another at our table, and he had to get close for me to hear him very well over the music.

“Idon’twantabigwedding,” I said in a rush.

“One more time?” he asked with a smirk.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Would you be mad if we didn’t have a big wedding?” I asked studying his face for his reaction.

“We could do a smaller wedding. It doesn’t have to be like Ash and Bail, or even Rich and Nora.”

“How small is too small?” I asked, an idea suddenly taking root in my mind.

“How small are you thinking?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

“Just you and me?”

“You want to elope?” he asked, shocked.

“Yes?” I swallowed a drink of my beer and tried again. “I mean, I know it means leaving out our family and friends, Reid, but I’m not sure I can do it if my dad’s not there.”

Reid’s face softened, and he leaned over to kiss me gently. When he pulled back, he lifted his glass halfway to his lips and then paused.

“If you want to elope, that’s fine, sweetheart. I don’t have family anyway.”

I stared at him like he was stupid.

“Emma, Echo, Cian, Paige, Aria, Grand-mère, should I go on?”

Reid chuckled at the rapid-fire list I’d given.

“Okay, you’re right,” he said and then took a drink. He set his glass back down and looked at me again. “So when are you thinking?”

“Now.”

“Now? Like right now?”

“Yeah. Let’s do it,” I said, getting excited and nervous at the same time.

“Penelope, it's like ten o’ clock. We aren’t going to find someone to marry us this late.”

“Reid, it’s Vegas. I guarantee we’ll find someone. We can google it.”

He didn’t answer, just stared at me for a long moment before pulling his phone out of his pocket. He spent a couple of tense moments typing and scrolling before he glanced up at me.

“Finish your beer if you’re going to. We have places to be,” he said before looking back down at his phone.

I squealed and grabbed my beer, finishing the last few drinks quickly. As soon as I was done, Reid took my hand and led me from the club we’d been at. He got us a cab, and a few minutes later we pulled up in front of a jewelry store.

“I have something I need to do real quick, so you go in here and find me a ring.” He handed me a card out of his wallet. “The PIN is Emma’s birthday. Spend whatever you want to. Size eleven,” he said as the door opened from the outside.

“You’re leaving me here alone?” I asked, not looking up.

“No, he’s leaving you here with us.” Lilith’s voice surprised me, and when I looked out, she was standing there with an older woman, both of whom could not stop smiling.

“I’ll be right back to get you. Maybe fifteen minutes?” Reid said, drawing my attention back to him.

“Okay.” I leaned over to kiss him quickly before I got out of the car.

“Hello, Penelope,” Lilith said, pulling me in for a hug.

“Hi, Grand-mère,” I said hugging her back with equal fervor.

“Penelope, this is Freesia, one of Reid’s oldest friends.”

“Nice to meet you. Reid’s mentioned you a few times,” I said holding my hand out to her.

“You’re even more beautiful than he said.” She smiled. “I’m glad you’re feeling better after that nastiness in New York. Don’t worry. It’s being sorted,” she assured me.

“Thank you,” I told her gratefully.

“Okay, we only have a few minutes. Let’s get in here and find something he’d like.” Lilith said as she gently guided me toward the door. 

Twenty minutes later, Reid met the three of us outside the jewelry store just like he said. He took my hand in his free one and handed the bag he was carrying to Lilith. She looked inside and nodded at him in approval. I raised a brow but he just smiled. We made our way quickly to the chapel that Reid had found, and after a quick word with the manager, we were led back to get ready. Taking the bag from Lilith, he pulled a large box from inside it.

“I bought this with the intention of you wearing it when we got married. It’s been in the safe since I brought it home, along with your rings. I had to go home and get it, otherwise I’d never forgive myself,” he said before he turned the box around and opened it.

Inside was a beautiful tiara with the same white gold metal as my ring, but the front was made entirely of black stones with large Emeralds that matched my ring as the centerpiece on each of the raised pieces of the crown. I gasped softly and reached out to touch it.

“Let me,” Lilith said, reaching for the tiara. I turned toward her and bent down slightly so she’d be able to put it in my hair. I was briefly thankful that the way I’d done my hair to go out wouldn’t be in the way of being able to wear it.

“You look beautiful,” Reid said when I glanced back at him.

“Thank you.”

“Will the bride want flowers?” a tall blonde woman asked. Her smile was wide and I nodded at her.

“Yes, please. Whatever you have that’s gorgeous,” I told her, not caring what they looked like.

“You got it,” she said before she walked away.

“We’ll begin in a few minutes, but first there’s some paperwork to get out of the way,” a gentleman I hadn’t noticed before said. I glanced at Reid and we nodded.

Fifteen minutes later, I was standing at the end of a short aisle looking at Reid. Lilith and Freesia stood on either side grinning widely. I took a deep breath and made my way down to him on shaky legs. Once there, I handed my bouquet off to Lilith and turned to smile at Reid. I recited the basic vows when I was supposed to, just like Reid did, but neither of us could stop smiling, nor could we take our eyes off each other. I slipped his ring on his finger, and he did the same with mine. Even then, we were pulled back like magnets.

When he kissed me, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Like my chest was going to explode hearts and glitter everywhere from the amount of joy I felt. He wasn’t any better, judging by the grin on his own face.

“I now present to you witnesses, Mr. and Mrs. Walker. Congratulations,” the man who’d married us said, happiness radiating off of him as he stepped away for the photographer to take a few pictures.

Lilith and Freesia were quick to hug us and offer their own congratulations. Then Lilith took my right hand in hers and slipped a ring on it that looked similar to Bailey’s.

“With this ring, we formally welcome you as a member of the Arkane world. Congratulations, Princess. You’re one of us now,” she said, her grin wide.

“Thank you, Grand-mère,” I said leaning over to hug her tightly. Reid did the same, before hugging Freesia.

“Okay, we’ll go and leave you two to enjoy your night,” Freesia told us, her arm tucked through Lilith’s.

“Thank you for getting out of bed for this, Flower. I won’t forget it,” Reid said to her.

“Oh, little Prince, I wouldn’t have missed this for the world,” she assured him before they turned and walked down the aisle. I heard the words casino and strippers being thrown around as they left. I shook my head and turned back to my husband.

“Hello, husband.”

“Hello, wife,” he said, pulling me into his arms. “I say we get back to the hotel and consummate this marriage immediately.”

“I agree. But I also want champagne.”

“That can all be arranged, my love.” He leaned forward and kissed me once more. “Now I believe there’s a wall somewhere calling your name.” He added as he led me back down the aisle.

“So where do you want to honeymoon? The options are endless now that you’ve got this,” Reid said, holding my hand up.

“This is my drift ring, right?” I asked.

“Yes. It was kind of Grand-mère to bring it. I thought we’d have to wait and go through Baxter to get yours.”

“It was very kind. But Bailey said she needed a lot of training to use hers.”

“You will, and we can do that, but to get wherever you want to honeymoon, you’ll just need to hold my hand.”

“And I can choose anywhere?”

“Anywhere. No restrictions. So where are we running off to, Mrs. Walker?”

“Eaverness,” I told him with a smile.

“It’s growing on you. Isn’t it?”

“I like how alone we are there, though we aren’t far from civilization if we need to be.”

“Very well, we’ll leave in the morning.”

“Reid, it’s two a.m.,” I told him with a laugh.

“Yes it is. Now I believe you need to sleep.” He pulled the blanket more firmly over us.

“Are we planning on telling anyone?” I asked as he tucked me into his side.

“Well, that’s your call. Though I’d like to keep it a secret for a few days. At least until you tell your mother. Maybe when we get the pictures back we can just mail them out and stay at the cabin forever. They can’t be mad if they can’t find us.”

“And they will be mad. Though I should probably tell my mom.”

“Okay, let’s spend a week at the cabin, and then we’ll go take your mom out to dinner and tell her. Okay?”

“That sounds wonderful,” I told him with a smile.

“Good night, bluebird. I love you.”

“Good night, my crow. Love you too.”

“Okay. You have to picture Eaverness very, very clearly in your mind,” Reid explained patiently.

We were standing at the end of an alley, getting ready to leave, and he was attempting to teach me what I was supposed to do before I drifted for the first time.

“I can do that,” I told him, sounding more confident than I actually was.

“Good. So picture it clearly, take my hand and let’s go.” He smiled and reached his hand out.

With a deep breath I nodded and laced my fingers with his. We took a few steps forward toward the wall, only we passed right through it. It felt like a bunch of pressure and a ringing in my ears, but then we were standing in a forest. The entire thing lasted as long as it took to take three steps or so. I stopped and looked around completely mesmerized. Behind us was a doorway built out of sticks between two trees. It looked like it had been made by humans, but the sticks were all still connected to the trees, like they’d been woven while they were still young. It was trippy.

“What the hell?” I wondered aloud.

“Crazy right?” Reid asked with a smile.

“Yeah, it felt weird too,” I muttered.

“Come on. Cabin’s about a mile this way.” He nodded to the left and I could vaguely see a path between the trees as we started toward it.

“That’s insane. We walked through a wall. How on earth do you even know where to find these things?”

“There’s a small symbol you can look for in cities, and when you’re out in the woods or something like that, they’re just pathways. You’ve probably walked through several of them without knowing it. But trust me, you’ll know now because you’ll suddenly be somewhere else.”

“This is nuts. No wonder you hate traveling by airplane.”

“Which we never have to do again, by the way.”

“Really?” I asked surprised.

He glanced over his shoulder at me with a raised brow.

“Really. How do you think I got to you in Paris so fast? It certainly wasn’t a plane.”

“I guess that makes sense. I just didn’t think about it at the time.”

“Well, you’ll have to start thinking about it now. Though, we don’t exactly enter these countries with passports and stuff, so if you want passport stamps, we’ll have to fly,” he added, which made me laugh.

“That’s awesome, though. No wonder Bailey was totally cool with going to Belize and London this late in her pregnancy.”

“Exactly. Now that she doesn’t have to fly, she could walk through a drift point while in labor and it wouldn’t bother the baby.”

“This whole thing is nuts.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll spend some time on it this week, so you’ll know what you’re doing by the time we go see your mom.”

“Thank you,” I said gratefully. “Though I don’t think we’re going to spend that much time with our clothes on.”

Reid tipped his head back and laughed before he turned and pulled me in for a kiss.

“Sweetheart, I know you’re already sore just after the last week. Trust me, we’ll have time to do other things.”

“Well, that’s stupid.”

“Well, that’s life,” he parroted back before he let me go.
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- Reid -

Eaverness; July 12

Despite my warnings, we did indeed spend most of the week in bed. When we weren’t, Penelope insisted on learning to drift on her own. She still wasn’t the best at it, but she was getting there. She could at least get close to where she wanted to go. We’d dined at her favorite restaurant in Italy, had coffee and croissants in Paris, fish and chips one night for dinner in London, and spent an afternoon on the boardwalk in Santa Cruz.

It turned out to be a fantastic honeymoon. I was sad that we’d have to go home soon, but our lives were just beginning. There were no more big threats, nothing more than what my job usually held in terms of danger, which was minimal. On our last day we’d opted to go into town and wander around the little bookstore she’d liked so much the last time we’d been here. She said now that we had more shelves to fill, it was the perfect excuse for new books. I couldn’t argue with her on that.

We’d made it back to the cabin with our impressive haul when my phone rang.

“Hello?” I said with a grin. I couldn’t wait to tell him about Penelope and me eloping.

“Where the fuck are you?” Asher demanded, his voice harsh.

“The cabin. Why, what’s going on?”

“We were attacked, Reid.”

I shot up from where I had been sitting.

“What? What happened?”

“Just get your ass home. Your family needs you.” Asher was seething, though there seemed to be some regret in his voice.

“What’s going on, Ash?” I demanded.

Asher sighed, and when he responded I could hear the emotion beginning to overtake the anger.

“People are dead, Reid.”

“Who?” I asked, fear sliding down my back like ice.

“Look, just get here. Cian and Em⁠—”
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Dear Reader,

Three down, one to go. You’ve made it this far and for some reason the hits just keep on coming. This book was the hardest to write out of the entire series. In 15 years, most of the plot points I’d thought up were for the abandoned storylines so this was all from scratch. That was difficult and it took quite a bit longer to turn this into the publisher, leaving me with less time to write the last book.

This time our characters are on completely different trajectories with so much changing and their desire to stick together through it all. Forces are working against them and it’s hard to figure out who’s friend and who’s foe. There are new characters to help them in this fight, and that was fun, since Keno specifically was created for another series in this world and not originally for this one.

This book dealt with a lot of loss, both of people they cared about, and their own autonomy. Those are important topics, and somewhat problematic to write, especially when everything ends in chaos anyway. Picking yourself up when the hits just keep coming is difficult and this time we got to watch them attempt to do just that while not losing the happiness they had found at the beginning.

The way that it ends shows us that even though Akina is no longer a problem, that doesn’t mean that life will be easy now. Not when they still have to battle the other issues that make life complicated before they can actually get to their happily ever after.

And they do get their happily ever after, I swear. You’ll have to trust the process, but they do get it. Beyond their wildest imaginations.

Thank you again for reading this far, I cannot tell you how much I appreciate your help in making my dream come true. I hope that this series has given you an escape, if that’s what you’re looking for, or a way to drift away to another world at least for a little bit. Thank you so so so much.

As always thank you, drink your water, be safe, make good choices and don’t eat yellow snow.

Loves always,

Amber Marie.
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