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Character Glossary


Vampires

Kane – Head of the Vampire Council, Head of House Quincy (Philadelphia). Alpha of Eastern Seaboard Pack (Pennsylvania Wilds), mated to Nova. Sired by Nina. Main character in Beneath Fated Bonds.

Drake Castellanos – Head of House D’Ancouer (New York City), Consultant to the Vampire Council. Married to Antonella (Toni) de Luca. Sired by Nina. Main character in Amid Crimson Ashes.

Blair – No House affiliation, formerly nomadic. Part of the Blaede clan (Missouri). Mated to Kaien. Sired by Nina. Main character in Across Shadowed Paths.

Lucius – Head of House Jacobi (Kitty Hawk), part of the Vampire Council. Mated to Circe. Part of the Sylth clan. Sired by Blair. Main character in From Tortured Fates.

Cortana Zervas – Alpha of Rocky Mountain Pack (Estes Park), mated to Riaz. Formerly Second at House D’Ancouer. Sired by Drake. Main character in Below Fated Skies.

Rona Cai – Head of House Hale (Maui), part of the Vampire Council. Married to Gideon. Sired by Drake. Main character in Against Immortal Sins.

Vampire Council: Kane (Head), Lucius, Rona, Tessai, Arthur, Isaac, Adele, Aezana, Drake (Consultant). Headquartered in New York City.


Werewolves

Aidan – Alpha King, the first werewolf. Lives in Paracel (IA), mated to Lucy. Main character in Within Immortal Beasts.

Nova – Alpha of Eastern Seaboard Pack (Pennsylvania Wilds, PA), mated to Kane. Main character in Beneath Fated Bonds.

Riaz Diallo – Alpha of Rocky Mountain Pack (Estes Park, CO), mated to Cortana. Main character in Below Fated Skies.

Ava – Beta of Rocky Mountain Pack (Estes Park, CO). Mated to Remmus. Main character in Under Crimson Blades.

Seth – Alpha of Redwoods Pack (California). Second werewolf to be turned, and most dominant after Aidan.

Dominick – Alpha of Southern Pack (Houston, TX).

Sagan – Alpha of Northern Pack (La Crosse, WI).

Elementals

Gideon Vega – Earth Elemental, elected Monarch of the Elemental Nation. Lives in Paracel (IA), married to Rona. Main character in Against Immortal Sins.

Rukia – Water Elemental, part of the Sylth clan. Lives in Paracel (IA) and on Sylth clan lands (UT). Mated to Isaiah. Main character in Despite Mortal Sins.

Jeremiah – Wind/Air Elemental. Lives in Paracel (IA).

Lucy – Earth Elemental, mated to Aidan. Lives in Paracel (IA). Main character in Within Immortal Beasts.

Antonella (Toni) de Luca – Fire Elemental. Married to Drake. Lives in Paracel and in House D’Ancouer (New York). Main character in Amid Crimson Ashes.

Tyee – Water Elemental. Primarily nomadic, but does have a residence in Paracel.

Aaron – Earth Elemental. Lives in Paracel (IA).


Raeths

Nina – Sovereign of Blaede clan (Missouri), mated to Zeke. The first vampire. Kaien’s twin. Abilities: Reaper, Voice, Spark. Main character in Upon Shattered Bonds.

Zeke – Sovereign of Danada clan (Ontario), mated to Nina. Abilities: Blunt, Amp, Mirror. Main character in Upon Shattered Bonds.

Isaiah – Sovereign of Sylth clan (Utah), mated to Rukia. Abilities: Reaper, Vision, Dreamwalker. Main character in Despite Mortal Sins.

Nero – Sovereign of Osé clan (Oahu). Abilities: To Be Revealed (Author’s Note: You’d like me to tell you, wouldn’t you? You’re going to have to wait!)

Kaien – Part of Blaede clan, second in command. Mated to Blair. Nina’s twin. Abilities: Healer, Bloom, Fertility. Main character in Across Shadowed Paths.

Remmus – Part of Blaede clan, third in command. Mated to Ava. Abilities: Technopath, Shield. Main character in Under Crimson Blades.

Circe – Part of Sylth clan. Isaiah’s adopted daughter. Abilities: Healer, Link Teleporter. Main character in From Tortured Fates.

Celeste – Part of Blaede clan. Known for her pink hair.

Tzuriel – Part of Danada clan, second in command. Cousin to Zeke.

Derikles – Part of Sylth clan, second in command. Abilities: Amp, Storm

Jaeda – Part of Sylth clan, third in command. Abilities: Healer, Arbiter

Kiyonne (Key) – Part of the Osé clan (Oahu). Abilities: Foresight

Luna – Part of the Osé clan (Oahu). Abilities: Healer 


Raeth Clan Overview

Danada – Zeke (Sovereign), Tzuriel (Second), Lieutenants: Hemin (Healer), Matteo, Das, Thenarya

Blaede – Nina (Sovereign), Kaien (Second/Healer), Lieutenants: Remmus, Xavier, Celeste, Mere

Sylth – Isaiah (Sovereign), Derikles (Second), Lieutenants: Jaeda (Healer), Xedrix, Tien, Circe

Osé – Nero (Sovereign), Zia (Second), Lieutenants: Luna (Healer), Kiyonne (Key), Nolan


Chapter One


Exhaustion wasn’t something most Raeths ever experienced. Recoils and a temporary depletion of reserves called an energy drought were far more common and curable with time and rest. Enervation and fatigue, fueled by depression, was rare.

As the sovereign of the Osé, one of the most powerful Raeth clans in the world, Nero was many things to many people. Leader, protector, confidant, friend: he’d had centuries to shape his image as one of the most compassionate and levelheaded sovereigns to rule their immortal breed. That status came with little peace.

He was often approached by other sovereigns seeking an intermediary to settle disputes, and he hadn’t yet found it in his heart to say no. Though mediations generally didn’t take longer than a week, those sovereigns remained in close contact with Nero for decades afterward. Mentoring younger Raeths had always been rewarding for him, but it came at a cost.

Within the last few years, he’d signed up to represent Raethkind at an intraspecies peace summit. Through that experience, he’d personally penned the Peace Accords documents, signed by every immortal species that walked the planet.

The Heat, a short period of fertility experienced by his breed, had come and gone, and things had only become progressively busier since then. Petitions to enter his clan had exponentially increased. Many of the mated couples expecting a child had sought out the stability brought by a clan, and he’d fielded more requests in the last year and a half than at any other point in his sovereignty.

Eventually, they had run out of room, even with the continuous building expansions. Zia, his second in command, was leading the charge on that front, but it still seemed unfair to burden her with the entirety of the project. He helped behind the scenes—sometimes too much and too often.

Yesterday morning, he’d met with four new couples about the possibility of pledging loyalty to his clan. At lunch, he’d babysat two toddlers so their mothers could have a break, and in the afternoon, he’d helped install the electrical wiring in one of the new houses. He’d made it back to the office to answer any urgent emails that’d arrived while he’d been out, and finally dragged himself to sleep in a cold, lonely bed around midnight. No matter how many people he welcomed and houses he built, his home was still empty.

Nero hadn’t slept more than two hours the night before because his mind was far too busy. Sleeping medications were ineffectual on Raeths—their metabolism was simply too fast—and he couldn’t risk being drowsy through an emergency and leave his territory open to attack.

Sure, he’d put himself in this position when he fought for the sovereignty, but he was simply exhausted.

The words on the page blurred together. It was the seventh application he’d reviewed this morning, and it was far from the last. At some point, he was going to have to say no—his territory wasn’t big enough to house every family that needed shelter.

Even that tore a hole through his heart. After twelve centuries of reading the emotions of others, Nero was very familiar with the devastation, despair, and sadness that news would create in the immortals who would find themselves without shelter.

Through his gifts, those emotions would funnel back directly onto him. One of Nero’s psychic abilities was to intercept, influence, and sense emotions. As a Reader, he was capable of both perceiving and altering emotional states, able to make his enemies cower in fear or feel such happiness they’d never come down from their high. When it came to the new refugees, he would experience their anxiety on the same scale they did—and he would be the cause of it.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Nero sighed. No matter what he did, someone would always get the short end of the stick.

A telepathic ping broke his overthinking streak. The urgency behind the hail had him responding immediately. What’s wrong, Zia?

Sovereign, Remmus has reached out and asked for help. The Citizens have staged an attack on Chicago, and he’s asked for your and Jeremiah’s help immediately.

Nero bared his teeth. What type of attack?

They’re set to release rabid werewolves on city streets. Remmus intercepted the communication just minutes ago, and estimates their numbers to be around ten to fifteen wolves. He didn’t have much more to say.

The Citizens group, a terrorist organization dedicated to the eradication of immortal beings, had escalated from one-off abductions and baseless threats to full-blown terrorism. This wasn’t the first time they’d released infected werewolves in the middle of human civilian populations. Their intention was to expose immortals and create negative public opinion.

Every muscle in Nero’s body screamed with fatigue. He knew what the situation on the ground called for, and going in with an empty tank meant he’d inevitably put other people in harm’s way.

If Jeremiah is up for it, he’s welcome to join them.

And you, sovereign?

I can’t, Zia. He wouldn’t admit the truth to his lieutenant and load her with remorse about the clan workload. I’ve scheduled meetings with potential new clansmen in the next hour, and I don’t want to leave them in a lurch.

Zia hummed in agreement. There are other people who can go—I’ll reach out to Remmus and let him know.

Guilt twisted with relief in his gut. Thank you, Zia.

Inside his mind, he had developed the unique neural network that tied him to each member of the clan. The mental bonds were as diverse and varied as the people on the opposite end. While some links were strong and hardened with time, others were new and untested. Those who’d joined his clan within the last two years were prime examples of the latter, and he’d instinctively kept a closer eye on those members. It was through these bonds that he could feel Zia’s fear for her mate, Jeremiah, as they prepared for his departure.

Collapsing backwards in his office chair, Nero closed his eyes. He rarely said no to intervening in crisis situations, and every time he did, he felt the weight of every life involved. The rational part of his mind told him that this was for the best—but the emotional side argued that it was his job to protect the immortals deployed to address the danger and the humans who’d be caught in the crosshairs.

Massaging his temples, he braced against the sound of footsteps drawing near. He knew it was Key even before he opened his eyes and saw the foreseer in his office. Her normally optimistic expression was set in a disapproving frown.

“You said no?”

The odd note in her voice was mixed with a hiss of anger. All at once, Nero was on alert. “I said no.”

“You can’t do that!”

“Why can’t I, Key?” Nero shook his head. “There are sixteen delegates who have a seat on the Accords. Jeremiah is already going. They don’t need me.”

“Remmus asked for you,” she reiterated. “They do need you.”

Nero resisted the urge to grind his teeth. Across the desk from him, Key’s eyes shifted from lightning-streaked amber to pure white. It was a sign that she was expending a phenomenal amount of power.

“Go to Chicago, Nero.”

The blatant command made his panther hiss in aggravation. “Someone else can go tend to the situation. I’m sitting here on my last leg, surrounded by housing plans and requests for arbitration, trying to vet applications to enter our clan, and attempting to keep up with Remmus’ ever-evolving list of the Citizens’ next targets—all while trying to make sure everyone in the clan is emotionally stable. Going to Chicago half-cocked and putting everyone in danger is not on my To Do list.”

The foreseer didn’t back down. “You need to go. Now!”

There was something about the way she said it that set him back on his heels. Key was the most powerful foreseer in recorded history—and that was saying something for immortal beings. When she mandated something, there was certainly a reason behind it, even though she didn’t always share them.

Eleven centuries ago, Key had foretold Nero’s fated mate. She’d telepathically shared images and scenes with him of their time together as a couple, and he’d been living on that promise ever since. And that’s what it had remained so far: a dream. He’d spent his entire life waiting for a woman he’d never met.

In the past year, Key’s prophecies had begun to stretch his trust in her. Recently, she’d put his clansmen in danger by intentionally misrepresenting her visions. It was nearly enough to drive Nero insane.

“I can’t keep overextending myself, Key,” he admitted quietly. “I’m already stretched thin, and I can’t keep doing this.”

His meaning extended far beyond today’s latest threat. Nero couldn’t keep hoping for a mate that might never materialize. He was tired of waiting. After eleven hundred years of living on a wish and a whim, he’d finally written her off. Despite this, he’d never tell Key he’d given up on his fated mate.

“Sovereign, please,” she urged, “please—just do this one thing for me. I know it’s been difficult, and I know your tolerance of me has been worn down to threads. I know you’re exhausted and pulled in a thousand different ways and that you’re tired of waiting for her, but please, just trust me one last time. Go to Chicago. I beg you.”

A shiver skated over Nero’s skin. Closing his eyes, the exhaustion beating at him pitched, but he forced it down as he stood. “Fine. I’ll trust you. One last time.”

Her lightning-streaked amber eyes laser-focused. “Be careful. Don’t hesitate. Go down the alley.”

On the heels of her words, she vanished.

While he’d weathered more than enough of her cryptic statements, this one left him confused and off-balance. Regardless, he didn’t waste time. In seconds, he’d manifested his fighting leathers and summoned his preferred weapon for fighting rabid werewolves: a battle axe.

Previously, the Citizens had intentionally infected them with a non-lethal dose of liquid sunlight which coursed through their veins and turned them rabid. Once the poison took hold, the werewolves lost themselves to their inner beasts, unable to return to sanity. It was a monumental loss—one that affected Aidan, the werewolf alpha, the most deeply.

The moment Nero teleported to Remmus’ coordinates, he turned into the deadly warrior he was trained to be. Kane, Remmus, Aidan, Riaz, and Zeke were already on the scene, each bearing weapons powerful enough to handle their prey tonight. The only ones who wouldn’t be fighting were Jeremiah and Remmus: they were both needed to cover the ensuing slaughter and keep it from reaching news sources.

They couldn’t ambush the truck before it opened. The last time they’d attempted it, the Citizens had pumped the air full of silver nitrate and airborne sunlight particles. It’d nearly taken Kane’s life. Since then, the human organization had begun to equip their vehicles with even more technology aimed at taking the lives of the immortals that hunted them.

“Jeremiah, the truck over there—” Zeke pointed to a box truck only a hundred feet away, “—is part of the release. Can you cover the scene?”

The Elemental nodded, going silent.

“I’ve already got all technology malfunctioning within a two-block radius,” Remmus whispered. “I can’t go any larger than that.”

Beside him, Jeremiah straightened. “We’re covered.”

“Stay outta trouble, Elemental,” Nero warned. “The invisibility is vital to keeping this a secret.”

Just as Jeremiah was about to respond, the box truck opened. Rusty metal creaked open in the dark confines of the truck, and the snarls of rabid werewolves filled the silence thereafter. The first leapt out of the truck, followed quickly by a second, then a third.

Every protective instinct within Nero screamed into focus. Charging toward the infected animals, his battle axe slashed through the air before the first even knew he was beside it.

Werewolves kept spilling out of the box truck, but before long, the vehicle was speeding off down the street. Too busy keeping the wolves from scattering, no one of the deployment team went after it.

There were more than fifteen this time—and against the five of them, they were outnumbered. Blood splattered across Nero’s face as another werewolf met its demise. His axe, glistening crimson, sung as it slashed through the air. The exhaustion he had beaten back earlier crept back in, flagging his strength.

It was only when he heard a stifled cry that he remembered what Key had said: Be careful. Don’t hesitate. Go down the alley.

Swinging his head around, he spotted the only alleyway within sight. He spun, tearing off toward the dark space between buildings, his heart pounding with adrenaline.

The low light didn’t compromise his vision. A wolf had gotten away from them and had found a human woman. As Nero sprinted toward them, the beast lunged.


Chapter Two


Eyes followed her in the darkness.

The woman in the firetruck red coat stuffed her hands in her pockets, desperate for a reprieve from the brisk February chill. Snow-encrusted boots plodded on the icy pavement as Eden Hawthorne swiftly made her way home.

Her small apartment was a haven two floors above a flower shop. As picturesque as it had sounded, it’d also been the only space a penny-pinching scholar could afford without having to share with another. And because this was Chicago, the exorbitant rent still had her skirting the poverty line.

Her breath misted in the air as she readjusted the heavy laptop bag against her hip.

While she could walk all the way around the remaining two blocks until home—and had many times—the slim alleyway between buildings would be shorter. Eden grimaced. In good weather, she didn’t mind the extra distance, but it was frigid outside, and her feet ached. It was a shortcut kind of night.

She strode into the dark space, her movements betraying her apprehension. Every nook and cranny became fodder for her imagination, and she couldn’t stop from creating a detailed escape plan for any danger that might come her way.

Eden had always been a planner. As she walked through the alleyway, her hypervigilant ways came screaming back into focus. She calculated exactly how to evade a robber that might be hiding behind the dumpster or dodge a stray bullet from a drive by that might come whizzing her way.

In the dark, each shadow screamed danger. As she approached the end of the forgotten path, the tension ebbed from her weary shoulders.

An errant howl whispered over the Windy City.

Pausing abruptly mid-step, Eden accidentally let the bag slip from her shoulder, causing it to tumble into the slush at her feet. Her laptop would be safe inside the waterproof compartment, but her papers were most likely ruined.

An already long day had just become longer. All she wanted was the comfort of her wingback chair, a fuzzy fleece blanket, and a steaming cup of hot chocolate. Eden scowled as she slung the muddy leather strap across her chest and took one step forward.

And froze.

There, standing before her, was a wolf. Eden tried to blame her tired eyes for the impossible threat that was less than thirty feet away. This was one scenario she hadn’t planned for.

The sheer size of the animal instantly disqualified it from being a dog. Even the largest of canines bore no resemblance to the one in front of her. The animal’s angular features, refined into a wild silhouette that was impossible to mistake, were backlit by the streetlights. Pitch-black fur, matted and mangy, roughed over the huge frame. The wolf’s mouth opened to reveal stained yellow teeth, tinged blue in the darkness. It seemed surreal, but his eyes glowed.

The overwhelming urge to bolt skittered through her, but her fear-locked legs wouldn’t comply. Even her lungs refused to draw in breath. She couldn’t outrun the creature. There was no doorway nearby, and she had nothing to defend herself with. Her mind raced back through the brief research she’d done on wild wolves, and the only thing she could remember was that she should maintain eye contact.

That was when the wolf began to stalk her like prey.

When a growl loosened from its throat, adrenaline kicked into Eden’s system, releasing her from the panic response. Scrambling backwards, uncoordinated and lurching, she focused on the animal coming at her.

In three strides, the wolf launched itself into the air, its jaws open and aimed at her throat. On instinct, Eden’s forearm came up to defend herself as the massive animal slammed into her like a freight train. It knocked the wind out of her on impact. Unable to scream, she could do nothing as the weight of the wolf pushed her backward into the ground.

Devastating pressure locked like a vice around her forearm as fangs seared into the skin beneath her peacoat. The beast had pinned her to the ground, and all she could think was how she’d die even earlier than she’d expected.

With a yelp, the weight left her.

Eden’s arms and legs were suddenly scrambling toward the shadow behind a dumpster she’d spied earlier. The sounds of fighting erupted behind her, but she didn’t turn back to look. Her heavy laptop bag, still slung across her chest, yanked her off kilter, but she recognized it for what it was: her only weapon.

Spinning, her back hit the brick wall. A man wielding some type of axe was attempting to kill the wolf, but the beast was fast and quickly joined by another. When the first animal launched itself into the air, the man buried his axe in its neck, but the new arrival took advantage.

Its foaming jaws snapped around the man’s leg, yanking him off balance. He went down hard, landing on the icy pavement with a grunt.

Eden didn’t even think; she leapt up from her crouch and raced toward them. She grabbed her bag and swung it like a baseball bat directly into the wolf’s head. The sickening sound of it connecting with flesh ricocheted through the alley.

The fallen man didn’t miss the opportunity. In a move too quick to track, the man had ended the beast’s life before Eden could even gasp. All she could do was stare at the dead wolf lying still at her feet.

Her fingers shook, whether from adrenaline or cold she couldn’t tell, as they clenched into the supple leather of the bag. Eden’s breath came in gulps now, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stifle the ragged gasps.

“Are you okay?”

Too fixated on how near she’d come to death, she mutely nodded, trying to think over the rush of adrenaline in her ears. The man wasn’t dressed in a recognizable uniform, had no police or army designations, but his clothes did seem to be a type of armor-reinforced safety gear to her untrained eyes. Whoever he was, the stranger had saved her life, and she needed to thank him properly. The moment their eyes met, his widened.

He had the bone structure of a Greek god and looked at her like she was a phantasm. Golden-brown skin, with no trace of a blemish or wrinkle, hinted at a Pacific Islands ancestry. Dark chocolate hair, shorn into a short faux hawk, played off against a sharp jaw without a single trace of scruff. His eyes were kind, as though he’d never spoken a foul word or broken someone’s heart. Eden could’ve stared into that mesmerizing brown gaze for days without a break. He was undoubtedly the most attractive guy she’d ever seen.

Someone yelled out ‘All clear’ outside the alley, startling her from her reverie.

“Thank you,” she said. “For saving me.”

He blinked.

“Did you … hit your head? Are you okay?”

“You. You’re—” He cleared his throat, flustered. “I’m fine. I didn’t hit my head. And I’m happy you’re alright. You aren’t injured, aren’t you?”

Eden glanced down at her soiled coat and laptop bag. “I don’t think I’m any worse for wear. But that wolf looked like it took a chunk out of your leg.”

“Yeah, I definitely was a chew toy for a minute there. Fortunately, a briefcase-wielding Samurai came to my rescue. You took him out like a pro.”

Nervous laughter bubbled out of her, underscored by the bone-deep shivers that racked her frame. Across from her, the stranger’s concern pulled his eyebrows together.

“Hey, it’s okay. It’s the adrenaline surge after shock. Just breathe through it, I promise it helps. And before you tell me you don’t usually do breath exercises with strangers, I’m Nero.”

The stranger extended his arm toward her, as if he wanted to support her, a sort of yearning hope on his face. If her fear response hadn’t drained all the blood from her face, she would’ve blushed.

“I’m Eden.”

The sound of another growl broke them out of their introductions, and Nero spun so quickly that she stiffened. At the mouth of the alley, another wolf had appeared, but it was already being surrounded and captured by a pair of men in the same sort of gear her rescuer was wearing.

“What’s going on?” Eden asked. “Why were there wolves just running around Chicago? Are you guys from the Wildlife Service?”

Nero cast a look back at her over his shoulder. “The box truck moving them from zoo to zoo was accidentally opened. Total freak accident.”

Before she could question the explanation, one of the other men called out, “All clear, Nero! Do we have … clean up?”

“No—no,” Nero reiterated. Then, he turned around to face her. “Do you live around here? How far are you from safety?”

“I’m just down the block.”

Eden refrained from pointing to where her apartment was. Even though he’d saved her life, she wasn’t about to show any axe-carrying stranger where she lived.

“Are there any more wolves out here?”

“We’ve taken care of all of them,” he grimaced, “but I feel like I should walk you home.”

“You’re … carrying an axe.”

She pointed one accusatory finger at the weapon, which he immediately tried to hide behind his back with a bashful smile.

“All the better to protect you with!” With a chuckle that was a little forced, he added, “Can I see you tomorrow to make sure you’re alright?”

She mulled through the possibility. He was the literal stranger danger people warned about: someone she met in a dark, risky alleyway, and who had hacked two wolves to death with a wild-looking weapon and given a not completely convincing explanation for all of it. And yet, Nero had saved her life tonight and been nothing but sweet to her.

A part of her was flattered that the most handsome man she’d ever seen wanted to see her again—if only to ensure she was unharmed. She could meet him somewhere public, where she’d be surrounded by other people. The risk was minimal. She’d take her taser.

“Tomorrow, I’ll be lecturing at the University of Chicago. One p.m., in the Cobb Lecture Hall.” Eden gave him a smile. “You can check up on me there if you’d like.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Eden.”

Something about the way he said it made her realize he was speaking the truth. There was a genuine concern and interest in his gaze, and she found it flattering. It had been too long since anyone other than doctors or nurses had paid any attention to her.

“Good. I’ll see you then.”

Without looking back, she strode to the front of the alley, still feeling slightly off balance with the adrenaline coursing through her veins.

When she finally made it to the street, she was surprised there wasn’t a group of media or onlookers gathered nearby. The only sign that there had been any issue at all were the men standing near a box truck.

Distractedly, she glanced down the street, wondering if she’d imagined the entire episode. One glance at her arm assured her there had been no mistake. The red material was torn along her forearm, the unmistakable sheen of blood dappling the frayed edges.

The flower shop’s electric lights welcomed her home. Relief flooded her. Hastily, she fumbled for the outer door key and shuffled inside, swiftly securing the lock behind her to seal herself into safety.

For a moment, she simply rested in the hallway, taking comfort in the small space. A headache pulsed between her temples, a subtle reminder she didn’t dare to dwell on. Car honks and street noise, though muffled, continued to stream in, a symphony that always soothed her.

She made her way upstairs, the sound of her cat’s meows accompanying her steps and banishing some of the terror she’d held since the attack.

With a very practiced move, she shoved her foot into the space at the bottom of the apartment’s door as it opened, shooing Marianne out of the way as she sidled inside. A chorus of welcoming yowls assaulted her ears, but Eden couldn’t stall to give her cat the obligatory scratch.

She put the battered laptop bag on a chair, gingerly pried open her peacoat’s buttons, and then shrugged off the soiled coat.

Eden grabbed the small first aid kit that lived in a nook above the ancient refrigerator in her shabby kitchen and flipped on the lights in the telephone-booth-sized bathroom. It was the only space in her five-hundred-square-foot apartment that had been recently updated, and the bright lights helped her focus on the task at hand.

Carefully, she edged the sleeve up to expose her injured forearm and sighed in relief.

Only three puncture wounds marred her ivory skin. Two smaller indents bracketed the larger one, and she guessed the middle one had come from the wolf’s fang. Grimacing, Eden uncapped the small bottle of hydrogen peroxide and refocused. It sizzled and foamed as she poured it over the wounds. When she visited her doctor tomorrow morning, she’d ask for a rabies vaccine, just to be on the safe side. Not much sense in rushing; her days were already numbered.

Eden patted a clean face towel over the welling blood, applied a spot of Neosporin, then pressed a boxy square of gauze and self-adhering flexible bandage on the arm.

The pain had already started to recede. She toed off her muddy boots and left them abandoned by the door, then stripped off her soiled pantsuit in the bedroom. Craving privacy, she untied her whimsical white curtains, letting them drape softly against the windowpane with its spider-web crack.

She was too beaten up by the day she’d just had to contemplate a shower. Figuring out how to protect her new bandage from the water, then dry her hair and go through all the other feminine rituals that formed her evening routine sounded exhausting. She’d undoubtedly rue that decision in the morning.

Eden had wanted to recreate the atmosphere of a relaxing retreat in her apartment. She decorated the space with flowers and hanging plants, the soft lighting doing a lot of favors to the woefully dated kitchen and the bedroom that couldn’t fit much more than her bed and a small IKEA nightstand. Hundreds of books were stuffed into her two small bookshelves, the authors ranging from Bram Stoker to Mary Shelley and Anne Rice. Her favorites, folklore and scholarly literature about the Gothic revolution, were on the middle shelves. Every book in her personal library was cherished and well-loved, and some were decades or centuries old.

The largest wall in her apartment, right behind the couch held up at one end with textbooks, was filled with picture frames of adventures she’d had and of people she loved. Few of those people had remained in her life after she’d been diagnosed. It still hurt, but Eden had decided long ago to not focus on things she couldn’t control. No glance was spared on the small army of pill bottles sitting in a closed wicker box on the marble coffee table.

She grabbed her favorite twenty-four-ounce mug from the kitchen and turned the kettle on. It was going to be a two-packets-of-hot-chocolate kind of night, moderation be damned. As she was about to settle into her wing-back chair with her drink, she changed her mind and went back to her cupboards. A giant pink marshmallow joined the chocolatey froth, for good measure. If that wouldn’t keep the tears at bay, nothing would.

Carpe diem had become Eden’s life motto as soon as she had received her diagnosis. She would seize every day and make memories in an effort to fill the time she had left with meaning. Today had tested that resolve, although she wasn’t going to forget what happened any time soon.

She was safe now. Eden could leave the cruelty of her situation behind. There was peace in her sanctuary. A cup of perfectly made hot chocolate, a warm blanket, and a good book could keep the world at bay. Closing the apartment door meant closing out the thoughts that poisoned her future.

She enjoyed every sip of the hot chocolatey goodness, savoring it as something special and crucially important to her mental health. Letting the stress and tension fall off her shoulders, she recentered herself in the small nuances of a restorative night.

The gigantic, cinnamon colored fluff ball that claimed sovereignty of Eden’s small apartment leapt onto her blanketed lap. It was odd behavior for Marianne, and Eden frowned at her. Her Feline Majesty blinked innocently back.

The moment was quickly disrupted by the sound of sirens. Though they sounded as though they were coming from downstairs, no flashing lights illuminated the street below. Eden took another look, shimmying closer to the window seat. After waiting for what seemed an eternity, the police car finally came into view, three blocks over.

She watched as it swiftly made its way down the rapidly clearing street, then pulled a left turn a block away and disappeared from view.

Everything about tonight had felt odd. When Eden snuggled into her chair and downed the rest of her hot chocolate, she felt no regret over falling asleep to the subtle purr of her cat.


Chapter Three


It was her. His mate.

Nero had waited centuries to meet the woman he’d seen in visions of his future, had planned out every meticulous detail of what he’d say and what he’d do. He had imagined their meeting thousands upon thousands of times and had yearned for it with every cell of his being.

He hadn’t been flustered and caught off guard in any of those fantasies. Or unprepared, splattered with blood, and wielding a battle axe. He could only blame his lack of imagination for not expecting a rabid wolf to attack his mate and take out a chunk of his leg, and then him being the one in need of rescue. She’d saved him—his mortal mate—with a briefcase and a heavy helping of sheer grit.

The moment he’d recognized who she was, he’d lost every ounce of his composure. His brain had short-circuited, and the all-powerful Raeth sovereign had forgotten how to breathe.

Eden was drop-dead gorgeous. Wide eyes, a startling shade of sea glass green, had taken his measure with intelligence and real-world honesty. Her perfectly curved, hourglass figure had taken away his breath—literally.

And mercy; even her hair was fascinating. Despite the dark, he’d been besotted with the soft, beachy waves that framed her face, like coppery flames enhancing a goddess shrine.

He’d seen her face so many times in the visions Key had telepathically shared with him, but nothing had prepared him for meeting her in person. There was a warmth in her psychic signature that indicated the woman’s innate kindness. Nero had spent centuries reading people, and reading her—even unintentionally—was like sipping fine wine.

To think that he might’ve missed their meeting if he hadn’t heeded Key’s request … it made him sick. It had been too close a call, and Nero would’ve never forgiven himself if she’d gotten harmed.

He stood there, staring at the spot where she’d disappeared, for far too long. As he longed after the woman of his dreams, trying to control his panther’s instincts to find and protect her, someone clapped him on the shoulder.

“You take a few too many knocks to the head, sovereign?” Jeremiah rounded on him with a grin, but it faded as he took in Nero’s fixation. “You alright?”

Nero snapped out of it. “I’m fine. Just … I’m fine.”

Though it required every ounce of will in his body, he reined in the pulse of feline anxiety from his panther. He understood the need to seek out his mate and confirm she’d gotten home safely all too well. Nero couldn’t—he simply had to trust her word and refrain from stalking her through the streets.

“Sure, yeah,” Jeremiah said. “The wolves are all cleaned up—just in case you were wondering—and we can go now.”

Nero glanced over his shoulder, finding the rest of their immortal crew staring at him. Though a few of them were covered with their own blood, no one appeared to be seriously wounded.

Remmus grinned. “Find yourself distracted, friend?”

His grip tightened on his battle axe before he slung it over his shoulder. “A bit. All done here?”

“Yep.”

“Good.” Nero didn’t wait for Jeremiah’s confirmation before he teleported them both back to his clan lands. Though it was halfway across the world, the energy that suddenly blazed through him helped close the gap in his exhaustion.

He dropped the Elemental off with Zia and Myko before he teleported to Key’s doorstep. Hand poised to knock, Nero hesitated. After everything that had happened, he didn’t know what to feel or how to speak to Key about it.

The last year had been trying. Key’s requests had shifted from general guidelines to mandates and cryptic prophecies. Nero had grown frustrated with her—as had Zia—and they’d commiserated together more than once.

He realized now that Key may have seen their anger-fueled rants in her visions, and he was instantly filled with shame. He owed her an apology.

As if knowing he was done thinking, the door opened. Key’s smile was tight and tragic. “Hey Nero.”

“Key.”

He’d engulfed her in a bear hug moments later. Pouring every ounce of regret and apology into his embrace, he knew that the clan bonds between them would convey the depth of his remorse.

“I’m sorry I doubted you,” he whispered. “Forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive.”

Another squeeze, and he pulled back. “I met her. In person. And she saved my life.”

“Quite the woman, isn’t she?” Key winked at him.

The foreseer led him inside, where she sat down with him in her family room. A manilla folder was sitting on the coffee table beside a book and a cup of tea. Though he glanced at it with feline curiosity, he wouldn’t steal it before he was given permission.

Key chuckled. “That’s for you, Nero. Go ahead.”

He leapt on the material with fervor. All of his mate’s publicly available information was listed in several documents, as well as information about her speaking engagement tomorrow.

“Key, this is—”

Emotion choked his words, and she picked up where he left off. “Her name is Eden Hawthorne. Tomorrow, you’ll go and see her at her one p.m. lecture, then you’ll stay afterward to speak with her.”

For Key, that was as blunt and straightforward as she’d ever been. It made him wonder how long the foreseer had known the information. “When did you find out who she was? How long have you known we would cross paths today?”

“Several weeks ago—but I only pulled her information today.”

Nodding, Nero tried to wrap his head around the fact that his mate was sharing the same planet as he was. It was overwhelming in the sweetest sense, and his emotions were running wild.

“Sovereign?”

“Yes?”

“You need to close down your clan bonds,” she said softly.

Nero inwardly cursed. The churning need for action and the uncertainty he felt would’ve translated through to his clansmen. Almost immediately, he placed a psychic restriction on the two-way transfer of emotions and turned it into a one-way valve that kept his mostly contained.

None of his clansmen needed to know about his fated mate until he’d truly met her himself.

“That’s hers.”

Key pointed to the book on the coffee table. Reverently, he picked it up and felt a wave of pride for Eden’s achievement. The hardbound tome was titled Gothic Fiction in the 19th Century, A Study in Fear and Haunting. He would happily spend the entire night reading it cover to cover.

“Her lecture tomorrow is on the evolution of vampires in popular fiction,” Key said smugly. “I honestly thought about going myself, but I won’t steal your sunshine. Please, take notes and report back.”

He gave her a sarcastic salute.

“Also,” she added, “one word: Blade.”

Despite the massive amount of paperwork still sitting on his desk, he couldn’t bring himself to go back to his office. After the world’s quickest shower to clean off the blood and muck, he started on the manilla folder’s worth of information, then researched his mate online for several hours. When he was satisfied that learning any more about Eden Hawthorne would launch him into stalker territory, he settled down in a comfortable chair and opened her book. He’d find out the rest directly from the source.

***

Anxiety was skittering beneath Nero’s skin. In the past, he’d always been the calming influence. Today, he experienced the stress firsthand, and it seemed like centuries worth of nerves had decided to manifest all at once. It was an odd sensation he’d barely begun to grasp. All at once, he wished his abilities extended to his own mind.

He’d arrived forty-three minutes before her speaking engagement and found himself flipping through her book once more. The subject was fascinating, for all that he had lived through the period she was studying. Reading through Eden’s academic take on how it had been remembered by historians and literary scholars was both beguiling and entertaining.

It’d been ages since he’d taken the time to read for pleasure and truly digest the content. Her book was a captivating read. While the subject matter was complex, her writing translated the ideas with simplicity and without clunky jargon. He paid close attention to every word, but she had made it easy to follow. He’d learned things about Gothic fiction he’d never contemplated before.

Having something to concentrate on also helped take his mind off meeting her again. There was so much riding on their time together, and he couldn’t afford to be misconstrued as too forward, nor come off as aloof.

About twenty minutes before the start, the seats began to fill up. His fingers drummed on the hardcover of her book, but there was no rhythm to it—just nervousness. Knowing that Eden Hawthorne was going to be in the same building as he was made him a ball of nerves.

The moment the clock struck one, Eden appeared onstage. His heart flipped. He hoped that she couldn’t see him beaming like a fool in the middle rows. He hadn’t wanted to be too close and distract her, otherwise he would have been front and center.

Looking up, she gazed out over the audience and started speaking. “Nosferatu, Dracula, Lestat.” She paused. “Edward Cullen.

“Though there are differing accounts of when vampires first appeared in fiction, they’ve all been united by one constant: the need to drink blood. This single, uniting factor is why we both villainize and romanticize these powerful immortal beings.

“Over the last few decades, vampire fiction has exploded. Other than the four I mentioned, name me a vampire from popular fiction.”

Nero’s answer was the first. “Blade.”

When Eden zeroed in on him, her smile was immediate. Even as the other names sounded, she held eye contact, and it seemed like a moment all to themselves.

“Bill Compton.”

“Angel and Spike.”

“Damon Salvatore.”

“All of these are examples of vampires who’ve been romanticized,” she replied. “Now, give me the names of vampires who’ve been demonized or villainized.”

The crowd responded with even greater enthusiasm the second time around, Eden skillfully transitioned into her lecture. Nero couldn’t remember a time when he’d been so enraptured by the speaker that he forgot to check in with his lieutenants or do a psychic sweep of the surrounding area.

Everyone around him was equally immersed. Before he knew it, it was nearing two o’clock and her lecture was quickly wrapping up.

“To some,” she began in conclusion, “vampires aren’t beings of myth and folklore. There are some fanatics and conspiracy theorists that believe vampires are real. You’d be surprised how many people believe that fiction is somehow true, and the supernatural world is more than a myth.”

She laughed, the sound echoed by the audience around them. Nero fought off the urge to roll his shoulders to ward off the sudden tension that had settled there. With any hope, that portion of her lecture was simply hypothetical.

In closing, Eden called for questions just before a thunderous round of applause. Nero’s hand was the first one to go up. She gave him a knowing look before nodding at him to ask. “Who is your favorite vampire from popular fiction?”

It was a softball question, but one he truly wanted the answer to. As she hummed in thought, he found himself waiting on the edge of his seat.

“I’d have to say Selene from Underworld,” she said. “She’s the perfect combination of femininity, fierceness, and strength. Love her to death.”

Nero dipped his chin in thanks, and she was quickly assaulted by tens more. Eden answered every question with the poise of an academic who’d seen her share of debates and dialogues, and he found himself impressed with her sharp wit.

As the room began to clear, Eden remained onstage. Several people had gathered while the room emptied, and Nero stayed behind as Key had instructed. If he was honest with himself, even if the foreseer hadn’t urged it, there would be no force—immortal or otherwise— that could’ve pried him from this room.

As soon as they were finally alone, he rose and went to greet her. “I see you’re looking well after an eventful night.”

“I managed to get home in one piece, thanks-very-much,” Eden replied, her grin even more stunning in the daylight. “I didn’t actually think I’d see you today.”

“I’m full of surprises.”

“I guess. No axe needed, so that’s a good thing.”

He grimaced. “They might’ve tackled me at the door if I was still carrying that.”

“True enough.” She folded her papers into her bag. “Did you enjoy the lecture, or were you barely keeping your eyes open?”

He held up the notebook with his barely legible notes scribbled across the page. “I hung on every word. Someone could’ve poked me with a cattle prod while you were speaking, and I probably wouldn’t have noticed.”

“I’m kind of impressed. Most people just let it go in one ear and out the other.” Eden shrugged. “As a lecturer, you get used to at least one person snoring in your audience.”

“Is this what you do? Are you primarily a professor or a researcher?”

“My philosophical answer is that I’m a student of life. An eternal learner. But, if you’re being literal, I’m a travelling lecturer, on semi-sabbatical from my teaching job here at the University.”

“I’m not surprised at all that you teach. You’re a natural public speaker. I’ve only listened to you for an hour, and I was enthralled.”

“University classes are my favorite,” she explained. “Too many people believe they’re the hardest to teach, but I’d disagree. Unlike primary school, students actually want to be there, and they’re focusing on things that interest them. Plus, I know my courses like the back of my hand, and there’s nothing more rewarding that teaching to a class that’s engaged.”

“You’re remarkable, Eden.”

“Oh—ah, thanks.” She gifted him a radiant smile. “Come on, there’s a little coffee shop by the library that’s full of yummy things. Assuming you wanted to … you know, see more of me?”

“I’d love to see more of you.”

For a moment, time was still between them. Nero’s ability told him that she was caught between being flattered and suspicious, but the former was slowly winning out. In the back of his mind, he reminded himself that this was truly the first time they were meeting. Last night didn’t count. He still needed to play it safe.

“We can duck through the library on our way there,” she finally said. “It’ll keep us out of the cold.”

“Sounds wonderful. I used to read religiously,” he said. “But then life got in the way, and now I haven’t been in a library in ages.”

“That’s very sad, Nero. I’ll gladly remedy that gap of your education and entertainment.”

“I’d be very appreciative, professor.”

Several students called out greetings to Eden as they passed through the hallways, and as he’d expected, she was kind and engaging with all of them.

“So, what made you interested in Gothic fiction?”

“I grew up on Underworld and Blade, and when I lost myself in Anne Rice, I never really returned. From there, my love of the subculture only grew. Gothic fiction is a seriously underappreciated genre.”

“What, not paranormal romance?”

“Especially not paranormal romance. I’ve read more shifter and vampire books than I can remember. I think I’m over the whole ‘I, First Last, reject you, First Last, as my fated mate.’” She shook her head. “Barf.”

Nero chuckled. “No fated mates, huh?”

“I actually love that trope. I just hate the rejection part of it.”

A part of him breathed easier.

They entered the library side by side through the open double doors, and the smell of old books greeted them.

“There’s something about libraries I’ve always loved,” she admitted. “I’d love to say it’s the scholar in me, but I think it’s equal parts silence and solitude. Libraries are a perfect little corner of peace. No one can bother you here.”

A librarian shushed them from the front desk.

“Except the librarians,” Nero whispered.

Biting her lips, Eden nodded fervently. She pointed to a stack of books without speaking, then ducked down the row as Nero attempted to keep up. When the woman wanted to move, she was quick.

Once they were out of the hearing range of the front desk, she whispered, “Do you mind if I just pop over there for a second? Just wanted to check if they have a book that I’ve been lusting after.”

“Should I be concerned?”

She waved a dismissive hand. “Absolutely not. It’s a fabulous book, but you have nothing to worry about. You’re gorgeous.”

“I’m flattered.”

Her eyes went wide. “I can’t believe I just said that out loud.”

“Freudian slip?”

“Oh, definitely.” She turned her attention back to the bookstacks and took a long blissful inhale. His mate was adorable, and treated books like a puppy faced with a delicious treat.

“Back when I worked here full time, I’d spend hours among the stacks. Sitting on the floor, reading volume after volume. I was a real hip professor, lemme tell ya.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Nero’s grin faded. “Sounds like you enjoyed your job. Why did you go on sabbatical?”

Eden froze. “Oh. It’s complicated.”

The sudden fear and doubt in her psychic signature plunged Nero into confusion. One moment, he’d sensed the building warmness in her emotional state, and the next, it was like a wall slammed down behind her eyes. Being afraid of telling him the truth was one thing, but if her fear was of him, or someone at work who’d pushed her out or made her feel unsafe, it was a different story. Beneath his skin, his panther roamed forward, hissing in response to anything that made his mate uneasy.

Reading emotions could only go so far. Without the thought life behind them, it could leave Nero feeling groundless. Unsure how to interpret her reaction, he took her social cue nonetheless and let the subject go.

“What do you do, Nero? I feel like I know nothing about you.”

“I’m an architect by trade. But I confess, I dabble in a bit of everything.”

“Jack of all trades?”

“Master of none,” he finished, then beamed. “Well, would you look at this?”

Plucking a book off the shelf, he raised it in triumph. When Eden realized it was her book he’d found, she turned a vibrant red. His panther purred in approval, and he realized then that he was entirely lost for this woman.

Nothing would ever be the same again. His life was finally beginning.


Chapter Four


Eden was trying—and failing—to stop staring at the man who’d saved her last night. Somehow, Nero even made eating a scone look sexy. By all accounts, she was a mess. Scone crumbles had tumbled onto the table, and she was fairly certain some cream had been smeared on the corner of her mouth before she remembered her napkin.

“So, Nero, tell me why an architect would be running around Chicago with an axe last night.”

Her savior choked on his scone.

“It seems highly unlikely that you’d just happen to have an axe in your car, and that you just so happened to be in the neighborhood when a freak zoo accident took place.”

“You just cut straight to the point, don’t you?”

“It’s a personality flaw,” she said. “I’m working on it.”

Nero’s eyes tightened microscopically before his voice dropped. “I’m going to level with you. It wasn’t an accident. It’s related to a domestic terrorism group that’s been attempting to cause civilian casualties. We were there to clean up the mess.”

Eden sat back in her seat, disturbed by the weight of the reveal. To know that it’d happened in her city, and she’d been a partial victim of the attack, only made the churning sensation in her gut worse. Frowning, she scrutinized the man sitting in front of her.

“So you’re … what? Paramilitary? Part of a private militia? I thought you were an architect.”

“By trade, I am,” he replied, keeping his voice low, “but I’m involved in a counterterrorism group run by a private corporation. We were tipped off.”

“So that’s why you were dressed up like Blade.”

He snorted. “A perfect resemblance.”

“Uncanny.”

She winked at him, still trying to process the explanation. The fact that he’d been truthful, even with such a sensitive subject, made her breathe a little easier.

He’d arrived at her lecture to ensure she was unharmed, been completely engaged, then plucked her book off a shelf and started reading while she’d looked for the text she’d been searching for. And it had done wonders for her ego that Nero had seemed legitimately disheartened when she was ready to leave, and he had to put her book down. Even if his story did seem a bit shaky on the facts, the opportunity to spend time with the gorgeous man who saved her life and was interested in what she had to say didn’t come around often for Eden.

She asked the stereotypical question. “Do you have to kill me now that I know?”

“I think I can make an exception, just this once,” the paramilitary architect replied conspiratorially. “Besides, it’s generally frowned upon the off the person who just saved you.”

“Well, we saved each other, let’s leave the debate at that. Glad to know I’m safe, then.” She hummed a laugh. “Is that why you’re in Chicago, Nero? Or do you live here?”

“I actually live on Oahu. Came into town yesterday after we got the tip off earlier this week,” he replied. “Anything I should see while I’m here?”

“The Bean, for sure, and the Science and Technology Museum has an awesome exhibit on the fear response right now.” She bit her lip. “I may have been one of the consultants on that one.”

“Then I’m definitely going to see it.”

“If you’re going, I’m escorting you. Can’t have just any random guy coming in off the street without a proper guide.”

“Random guy, huh?”

“Well, I don’t really know anything about you, Nero. Other than the fact that you’ve developed a sudden interest in Gothic fiction, vampires, and lonely literature professors, we’re practically strangers. The only other fun fact I know about you is that you occasionally strut around Chicago with menacing-looking weapons as part of your vigilante architect organization.”

“That’s pretty much all there is. I’m architect Blade.” His imitation of a throaty superhero voice was spot on and much sexier than it had any right to be. “Together with my Avengers team of superhuman heroes, we keep humanity safe from danger. Sometimes I use an axe, other times a sword or a stake, hence the vampire interest. As for the lonely literature professors, it’s not my fault they’re so fascinating.”

The look he gave her dispelled any doubt that she might have had about him flirting with her.

“I wish I was that interesting. In reality, I live in Hawaii in a very tightly knit community, travel a bit for work, and dabble in all kinds of things to fill my free time.” He settled his chin on his fist. “I’d much rather hear about you, Eden Hawthorne. Tell me about yourself. Who you are. What you love. Where you’re going. How you generally feel about architects.”

There was a dreamy nature to his voice that made her heart flutter wildly in her chest. Nero was here, entirely focused on her, and he wanted to know everything about her. It was flattering, and something she’d rarely had before today.

Despite the nature of her condition, she could allow herself the pleasure of his company. Their relationship might go no further, but it wouldn’t stop her from appreciating today. Carpe diem.

Her gaze dipped as she sipped her cappuccino, and for the first time, she noticed something. Peeking out from above his collar was a geometric tattoo, a flowing symbol that hooked against the strong column of his neck. Even his hands were inked, but the patterns were lighter and blended more easily into his skin.

“I’m not really that exciting, either,” she shrugged. “I’m a professor at the University of Chicago, currently on sabbatical to tour with my book, and my area of expertise is Gothic fiction. It’s been a passion of mine for years, and my dissertation slowly became a book.

“My life motto is carpe diem, and my favorite thing to do to relax is have a cup of hot chocolate with one gigantic pink marshmallow, read a romance book, and curl up with my cat.”

Something feline roamed behind his gaze. “You like cats?”

“Love them,” she replied empathically. “Except mine is a bit of a terrorist herself. I have more claw and bite marks than is acceptable for any cat owner.”

“That’s what bandaids are for.”

“Precisely.”

Nero paused, then asked, “If you had a million dollars, what would you do with it?”

Sitting back in her chair, her lips twisted. “That’s a good one. Probably take a whirlwind tour of the world, see all the places I’ve never been to before. The world is big, and time is short.”

“Where would you go first?”

“Transylvania. Obviously.”

Nero snorted. “Obviously. Why did I even have to ask?”

As she sipped her cappuccino, she studied the man sitting across from her. He’d soaked up her every word. To be the center of that distinctly male attention made her feel genuinely appreciated. Even desired.

“Siblings? Parents?”

“Only child,” she replied with a sad smile. “My parents met when they were older and had me late in life because they had trouble conceiving. My mom was 39 when I was born. She—ah, she passed six years ago from ovarian cancer.”

“I’m so sorry, Eden.”

She nodded with the familiarity of someone who’d heard it a thousand times. “We had enough time to say our goodbyes beforehand, and I really cherish those memories. But my dad—gosh, he’s wonderful. He’s 73 now, and he’s been in an assisted living community for years. Loves whittling, but his hands are a bit gnarled these days. They used to travel the country making baskets, so I have a few around the apartment still. I never did pick it up, though. Didn’t have the patience for it.”

As if realizing her monologue, Eden laughed under her breath. “What about your parents?”

“They’ve been gone for a while, but I have close friends on the island, and we do everything together. They’re family.”

Something in her chest twisted.

“Where did you grow up?” Nero asked.

“Montana, if you can believe it. My parents and I lived with my grandfather for the first decade of my life. He was a ranch hand out there when he was young and never really left. That man could make food that’d ruin you for anything else. My favorite, though, was always his grilled cheese.”

“Anything with bread and cheese, I’m in.”

“Oh, it’s amazing.” The fondness in her voice was unmistakable. “My grandpa was such a sweetheart, too. He had a mustache, and it always tickled me when he gave me a kiss goodnight. He taught me how to ride horses when I was a toddler. Put me on the sweetest little ponies.”

“Really?”

“No!” Eden laughed wickedly. “Ponies are the devil. Fluffballs sent from the depths of hell that get away with everything because they’re cute. But those ponies helped me learn how to ride anything with four legs and a tail, so there’s that.”

Nero heartily chuckled at that, as if she’d told a much better joke than her pony wisecrack. The man really was too good for her ego.

“What discipline did you learn? Do you still ride?”

“I haven’t ridden in quite some time. I rode western at first, but then I switched to hunt seat for the thrill of it. Did the A-circuit for a while, carted around on borrowed hunters and catch rode a few jumpers.”

She could feel the sadness permeating her voice, even after all this time. It was the one area of her life she’d do over again if she could.

“Why did you stop?”

“We moved to the city, and I really didn’t have a chance to after that. Not that I wouldn’t love to hop aboard again, but …” She trailed off, shrugging. “I think I’ve rambled on about myself enough, and I’m impressed that you’ve somehow managed to get all the way to my childhood regrets in such little time. So, when you’re not touring as Blade and fighting terrorists, what type of buildings do you design?”

“I specialize in commercial, but the last few years, I’ve been doing residential,” he confessed. “Not my favorite, but it’s been a learning experience. I enjoy seeing people happy with the finished product.”

“I can imagine. I’ve never owned my own home, but I love dreaming about designing a perfect kitchen. I’m very opinionated when it comes to granite.”

“Is that true?” He grinned. “There’s a joke in there somewhere about being stubborn as a rock. Just you wait, I’ll think of it.”

“Take your time.”

Snickering, she sipped the remnants of her cappuccino and, all of a sudden, realized she didn’t want this date to end.

“What’s Oahu like?” she asked.

“It’s beautiful there. Island life can be a bit tricky at times, but the food is spectacular, and the views are incredible. It’s home. Has been for a long time.”

“I’ve never been there. Or any of the islands, actually.”

“We should change that.”

The level of excitement that pinged through her was indisputable, despite how she quickly tried to play it off as a joke. Going to the islands had always been on her bucket list. Now, it simply seemed like there wasn’t enough time.

Nero downed the last of his drink, then pointed to hers. “Any good?”

“Delicious and far too many calories.” She raised her empty cup in a toast. “Carpe diem.”

“Calories eaten—or drank—with friends don’t count.”

She grinned across the table at him and stepped out on a limb. “Do you have any other counterterrorism attacks to hold off this afternoon, or can I give you that guided tour of the fear exhibit at the museum?”

“I’m all yours, Eden.”

***

The moment Nero walked into the Science and Industry Museum, he became a deer in the headlights. It was clear he’d never seen the inside of the building before, and he had good reason to be awestruck. The massive indoor arena was overwhelming, with a thousand different places to look.

The first exhibit that caught Nero’s eye was the tornado vortex. Several stories high, the machine spun a white cloud within, forming the cone of a supercell.

“Eden, this is spectacular. I can’t believe I’ve never been here.”

“Me neither,” she replied, moving closer to hear him over the commotion. “It’s like a rite of passage, especially for Chicagoans.”

“I’m just a couple years past due, then.”

Around them, the crowds increased, and they slowly became swarmed by onlookers. To avoid being jostled around, Nero’s fingers found hers. She gave a soundless gasp as the sensation sent a shockwave of blissful sunny energy up her arm.

They pressed closer together as they pushed through the crowds, walking from one exhibit to the next. It was a crowded day at the museum, and despite having met him only yesterday, Eden felt comfortable with Nero.

The pair of them came upon the exhibit studying the human body—always one that earned its fair share of viewers. It was packed wall to wall, and Eden found herself snuggled up against Nero, charmed and content. She typically only found that peace at home, in her carefully curated apartment; although welcome, this new source of comfort was unexpected. She probably just missed human contact and support more than she realized. It made sense to enjoy it now while it lasted.

Nero’s fingers tightened around hers and the warmth of his body chased of the last vestiges of cold from hers. They’d taken an Uber over, but they’d still had to walk in the spitting snow. As her disease progressed, she found it more and more difficult to keep warm.

A ream of electricity pulsed above their heads. Her date had taken an unconventional interest in the tesla coil. While she found it fascinating, Nero read everything he could on the exhibit, and they’d waited for the coil to light up once more before he finally conceded to moving on.

“Electricity fascinates me,” he admitted as they roamed toward the fear display. “Always has.”

Recalling his words from before, she parroted, “There’s a joke in there somewhere about the spark between us.”

Chuckling, he brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “So where is this fear exhibit, professor? I’m beginning to think you brought me here for shock value only.”

“That’s the electricity exhibit only.” She nudged him with her shoulder. “The fear exhibit is up here, Coffee Shop Cutie.”

“Oh, I’ve been assigned a nickname now?”

She gave him a look. “Seems fitting, especially since you’ve already given me one.”

When her stomach growled, they grabbed a snack and a couple of water bottles from the cafe. Nero refused to let her pay for it, only adding to Eden’s growing sense that this was technically their first date. They quickly finished the bag of popcorn and candy before heading upstairs.

The exhibit she’d consulted on loomed before them. It was painted in dark, spooky colors, and was as interactive as it was informative. If she had to choose her favorite work, it might’ve been this one. There was a short line to get in, as groups had to be small to enter. The entire experience had a warning sign boldly stating that those with heart conditions were encouraged to skip this one.

Knowing what faced them, she agreed. The initial room was padded for a reason. The line moved quickly, and soon, she and Nero entered the first area of the exhibit side by side. It was too dark to see his features, but she wouldn’t need to.

In the dark, a machine whirred, and her heart raced.

A flash of light. A massive, monstruous figure lurched toward her.

There was no hesitation. Just as quickly, Nero leapt in front of her, hands raised and ready to tackle whatever threat came.

Eden fawned. She’d taken him to a fear exhibit, and his first instinct had been to protect her. What happened between them the night before hadn’t been an isolated incident. That sensation of safety and comfort she felt around Nero was increasing with each moment spent with him.

The overhead lights turned on only a half a second later, illuminating the mechanical device decorated to look like a horrific creature of Gothic shadows. A doorway opened beside them, showing them the way into the next area that described their responses.

Nero rocked back on his heels. “That was part of the exhibit?”

“It’s supposed to get your blood flowing and your hackles up.”

“Oh, mine are definitely up, professor.”

“It’s aimed at telling you whether you’re a Fight, Flight, or Freeze. Fawn didn’t make the cut this time.” Her hand wrapped around his arm, still tense and rock-solid with his response. “I think we can both agree you’re Fight.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Ah, yeah, you got me.”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t have your axe, huh?”

If it was possible, a bashful looking Nero was even more heart-melting than the last. Stomping on the butterflies in her stomach, she said, “Tragically, my fear response is to freeze. It’s incredibly unhelpful.”

“Last night it wasn’t,” Nero pointed out. “If you’d have run from that wolf, he would’ve chased you. Trust me, running from a predator doesn’t win you any favors. And,” he added offhandedly, “you saved my skin, too. You were pretty impressive, in a context you never should have been in.”

It was her turn to blush.

At some point, Nero had wrapped an arm around her waist. All she could think about was the way it made her feel. To be wanted by this man was both confusing and flattering. He’d been keen to see her again today, and spent the majority of his afternoon with her. While she found him highly attractive and they had off-the-charts chemistry, she wondered what he saw in her.

Nero skipped directly over the Flight and Fight responses to Freeze. “Let’s take a look, shall we?”

As she’d uncovered in her study, the Freeze reaction had been rooted in prey animals. This portion of the exhibit covered how it was developed to hide from predators. A rabbit or ground squirrel commonly froze when they sensed danger.

Nero read every single piece of information on the ‘Freeze’ board before he looked up at her and gave her a lopsided smile that told her he was done.

“Come on,” she said, “I want to read about our Fighter, over here.”

On his board, there were examples of animals being surprised, and lashing out instinctively. There was even a clip of someone being scared on Halloween and automatically responding with a right hook.

Nero’s hand pressed lightly against the small of her back as she read the board, pointing out a few fun facts that left him chuckling. When they finally left the exhibit, she’d curled her fingers around his offered elbow.

As she thought about going back home, her own fear response kicked in. “I’m a bit worried that I might find another wolf by my apartment again.”

Nero stopped walking. “I’d never want you to feel unsafe, Eden. I’m happy to walk you back to your apartment.”

“Even without your axe?”

He grinned. “Even without my axe. I’d be happy to lay down in front of you as wolf kibble while you escape.”

“I’ve gotta get past the freeze response, though.”

“I’ll just teleport you somewhere safe.”

“Teleport, huh?” Eden scrunched up her nose in mocking humor. “I think someone’s been hitting the vampire fiction a bit too hard, Nero.”

Snorting, he said, “You may be right, professor.”


Chapter Five


Nero was spellbound. Eden Hawthorne was undeniably beautiful, even in the dim lights of the Uber they shared. Nothing Key had shown him had given him the truth of her loveliness—or the force of their connection.

Throughout the ages, whenever Key had a vision of Eden, she’d share the mental projection with him and occasionally, even entire fragments of future memory clips she’d seen. There were four of them, and Nero had memorized them all. In one, Eden met his panther, and in another, they held hands. She fed him in the third. It’d taken him centuries to realize the strange dish was a triangle of grilled cheese.

Then, in his favorite of the four, they shared their first kiss.

The visions were both cruel and kind—knowing that at some point, he’d experience them, but not when. For eleven hundred years, he’d waited to meet her. Now, he realized just how deeply he could feel for a woman he’d never technically met until last night.

Judging by the emotions that banked against his psychic senses, Eden was feeling similar sentiments. Suspicion still hovered on the edges of her emotional signature, but it wasn’t nearly as sharp as before. Mostly, his presence filled her with comfort and the feeling of safety—and desire roamed between them. Knowing she could feel the draw to him as deeply as an immortal would was the greatest gift.

Deep within his chest, his panther purred soundlessly. Nero had been forced to keep the beast tightly leashed, not allowing the more primal part of him to surface and break his façade.

The cat could sense his mate’s closeness, and every part of him wanted to soak in her delectable scent. The peony aroma had teased him all day, and now, the beast under his skin wanted nothing more.

The Uber ride was quiet, but their fingers remained entwined. As they neared Eden’s apartment, her anxiety brushed against his senses. Nero loathed the fact that he couldn’t ease this fear in her—but the least he could do was make sure she was safe.

Part of him wished he could simply whisk her away to the island, where she’d be surrounded by people who’d be capable of protecting her. Here in Chicago, the constant threat of another rabid werewolf or even common mortal danger would hang over his head.

Something twisted in his chest. He’d ignored his lieutenants’ attempts to reach him all day, focusing instead on Eden and their shared experiences. This—finding her and ensuring his mate’s safety—was far more important than anything on clan lands. He trusted his team to figure out the emergencies and to allow him some personal time at long last.

The moment the car slowed and parked, Eden’s anxiety jumped. “We’re here.”

Nero climbed out of the car behind her, doing a psychic sweep of the immediate vicinity and scouring the area. His senses only brushed against human minds, and he didn’t sense anything remiss in the building that appeared to be hers.

The illuminated sign for the flower shop was on, but the doors were closed. It was nearing seven at night, so it wasn’t suspicious.

A skewer of frigid panic stabbed through him. He spun, frowning down at Eden where she’d frozen beside him. “Nero.”

“What is it?”

“That guy over there,” she whispered, her voice tight and thin with fear, “I know him—he’s—he’s one of the guys that approached me from this fanatical group that thinks the supernatural world is real.”

Nero glanced over his shoulder to where she pointed. The man was shorter, average in every way except his intense focus on the building behind them as he whispered aggressively into his phone.

“What do you mean?”

“In my lecture, remember when I said there are people who actually believe this stuff?” Eden shook her head, wrapping her hands around his arm. “The organization he belongs to approached me about joining their cause, but Nero, they’re insane. They tried to convince me that vampires and werewolves were real—and that they were out to kill every human on the planet. Ten minutes after I met with them, I emailed everything I knew to the FBI. From what I know, they’re still looking for these guys. Should I call the cops?”

Nero could barely believe what she was saying—and he’d lived it. To know that she’d been approached by the Citizens and that she’d spoken with them made her situation all the more dire. His mind blazed with repercussions, but he needed confirmation first.

“Eden, are you talking about the Citizens of the Light?”

She jerked away from him. “Oh my god. Are you one of them?”

“No! Fates no—the opposite. The people I work with are tracking them, too. They’re the ones responsible for releasing the wolves yesterday.”

Relief flooded her emotional signature as she quickly leaned against him for support. The respite she felt by being near him was palpable—he could sense as much even without intentionally prying.

Once he could stop hiding what he was from her, he would teach her how to stop projecting her feelings. Building her a psychic shield for safety would be vital—though he didn’t plan on ever allowing danger around her as long as he drew breath.

“They’ve killed people, Eden,” he warned. “They’re dangerous. They’re—”

“I know, Nero—that’s what so scary about it!” she said. “They’re behind that explosion in New York, and the gas poisoning in Philly. They told me that vampires could melt people’s minds. Nero, I found them through my research, all tangled up with ancient lore that they’re taking literally. I’m an expert in their field, and they thought I’d join them. I said no.”

“Thank the fates for that,” he said.

Across the street, the man she’d pointed out startled and dropped his phone. As he picked it up, he locked eyes with Nero. In the next moment, the Citizens member was bolting down the street.

The panther within Nero coiled in preparation, ready to give chase, but he was too focused on ensuring Eden’s safety to follow. Her hands trembled where she’d caught hold of him.

“Why did he run?”

“I’m not sure.”

The lie tasted bitter on his tongue. Several months ago, Jeremiah and Zia had found photos of Nero and the other Accords leaders in a Citizens’ member’s possession. If this man had seen them, he would’ve recognized Nero as one of those immortals.

“Nero—I would never normally do this, but … can you come up with me to my apartment? Just to make sure no one is there? After seeing that guy here, I don’t feel safe.”

“Absolutely.”

Eden breathed a sigh of relief, then strode quickly for a door along one side of the building. Nero followed her lead. In an effort to ease her anxiety, he asked, “Any weird roommates I should be on the lookout for? Amontillado casks in the vaults? Giant coffins with mysterious dirt?”

“My only roommate is a gigantic fluffball named Marianne. As a heads up, her preferred method of greeting is a bite.”

She quickly opened the outer door and beckoned him inside. “Second set of locks. Safety and all that.”

As he moved in behind her, he inhaled deeply. Her presence was electrifying to his senses. Though he wasn’t standing too close, the sweet smell of peony on her skin made his mouth water, and a primal need to claim her snaked up his spine. It took all the control he had not to put his nose on her neck and inhale.

Thankfully, the second lock clicked, and Eden quickly saw herself up the stairs. It took away the source of his temptation, and he firmly reminded himself that she was currently fearful about the safety of her apartment—and they’d just met. Despite his panther’s growly commentary, licking a trail up her neck would not be an appropriate way to broach the conversation they’d eventually need to have.

Taking two stairs at a time, he ate up the distance between them, then shadowed her to the third floor where a cat’s meows could already be heard.

“Would you like me to go in first and check the space out? I’ve had special training in identifying signs of break-in, tampering, or installed surveillance.”

She gave him a jerky nod. “Okay.”

Taking her keys from her, Nero unlocked the door and entered the apartment. Every sense he possessed sharpened with the need to protect his mate, and the panther beneath his skin was deadly focused. Once inside, he left no door unopened, and no hiding place uncovered.

Despite Nero’s ability to sense the psychic signature of anyone hiding, the Citizens had a Raeth in their employ who could shield himself. Nero wouldn’t allow anyone to harm Eden—and most certainly not another Raeth.

Nothing seemed out of place in the small space, but he didn’t hesitate to search the small living area once more before saying, “All clear, Eden.”

She entered the apartment, looking understandably relieved to be off the street and at home. Her cat was lying in wait on the other side of the room. Eden scooped her up in two strides and gave the feline a squeeze.

“Thanks for coming up here with me, Nero. I know it’s a bit on the ridiculous side, but that guy was looking directly at my apartment. And then he took off when he recognized me.”

“It’s not ridiculous at all,” he replied. “I hate that you’re feeling anxious about being here.”

Eden sat down on the couch, still cradling her cat. She looked frightened, and understandably so, and Nero hated it. He sat down beside her, needing to reveal the truth of it and loathing himself for what he’d have to say.

“With what happened here tonight and what happened yesterday,” he began, “Eden, I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”

“Those wolves were rabid, Nero.”

“Yes. And the Citizens control them.” Despite the driving need to keep it secret, Eden needed to know. “They’ve been releasing them in major cities—Chicago is only the latest.”

A punch of despair shot through her, and Nero felt every second of it. “But why isn’t this all over the news? Surely, someone would’ve found out by now.”

Nero’s features pinched. “It’s complicated.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it is,” she replied. “This is exhausting.”

She let go of Marianne and the cat immediately crawled into Nero’s lap. Though Eden frowned at the animal’s behavior, she allowed Nero to fill in the blanks as he her pet purred obnoxiously.

“I’m not sure if it’s going to get better. Based on what you’ve said, the Citizens might know that you gave the FBI a lead on them.”

Eden was quiet for a moment as she digested what he’d said. “You think they’re targeting me.”

She leapt to her feet, stalking through her small apartment and ranting, “I never should have met with them. It was a stupid mistake. I thought they were going to give me proof of something, but all they managed to convince me of was that they were unhinged.”

Nero didn’t think it was the moment to reveal the other side of the story—the one where vampires were real, and her fated mate was an all-powerful immortal. Right now, the emotions she was broadcasting clued him into the fact that she needed to rant, and he needed to commiserate.

“It’s not your fault, Eden,” he said carefully. “They can be very persuasive, and honestly, I’m not surprised they approached you. You’re brilliant, and you’re a foremost scholar on the topic they’ve decided to be fixated on.”

She collapsed on the couch next to him with a sigh. “I guess you’re right.”

On his lap, Marianne was curled in a ball, still enjoying chin scratches. Given Nero’s abilities, most felines formed an instant bond with him, and his mate’s companion had been no different.

“I do have to say, I’m surprised she’s taken so readily to you,” she said offhand. “My cat doesn’t like anyone. Not even me.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s not true.”

With a sigh, Eden looked out the windows. “It’s late. Is it strange that I don’t really want to sleep here tonight?”

His heart broke for her. “Not at all. After the last few days and tonight’s revelations, I don’t blame you. Is there anything I can do?”

“My apartment is supposed to be my haven,” she murmured. “My getaway. Right now, it feels like a prison.”

“I’m sorry.” If anything, he was driven to help her rectify the problem. “I’m pretty sure the hotel I’m staying at has a vacancy. Do you want me to ask?”

“No—no. That’s ridiculous.”

The sound of a car honking outside made her jump.

Everything in him drove him to see to her needs, but latching onto her tightly when she was already this flighty would end poorly—for both of them. She needed to lead the direction for their relationship, not him. He stood up, reaching out his hand. When she took it, he gave it a squeeze.

“We’re going to figure this out.”

Fervently nodding, she straightened her spine. And then she asked, “Would you mind staying the night here? The couch is comfortable, I promise.”

“Eden, I—”

“I understand that we’ve just met, and I know you barely know me,” she pleaded. “But I’m spooked, literally, and I know you’re one of the good guys. Having you here would be a load off my mind. I don’t want to freeze, Nero. Please.”

Nero searched her face, subconsciously reading her emotions. What she’d said was true—she was fearful, as she had been since they’re returned to her apartment, but there was a yearning behind it that was unmistakable. Eden wanted him here tonight, and he wouldn’t be able to deny her.

“I’d be happy to.”

“I’ve got an extra toothbrush, if that helps.”

“Very much.”

“But nothing in your size.”

He grinned. “There’s a Walgreens just across the street. I can go grab a few essentials and come back—unless you want to go with me.”

Eden’s response was immediate. “I think I need a few essentials, too.”

“Solid choice, professor.”

After stowing Marianne in the bathroom, Eden and Nero went back downstairs and returned to the sidewalk. The brisk lick of February air invigorated his senses, but she popped up her collar and stuffed her hands in her pockets.

Without thinking, he reached out and snuggled her against his flank, intent on getting her partially out of the wind. When he realized what he’d done, he internally cringed.

Thankfully, Eden didn’t recoil. She cuddled against him like they’d been doing it all their lives. When the group around them started moving, they followed, but she remained plastered against him even after they entered the store. Eden breathed a sigh of relief.

Instead of walking off, her hand somehow found his. With a squeeze, she led him back to the small section of clothing near the back of the store, primarily tourist-type items.

“Find anything you like?” Eden asked, looking through the small shelf of paperbacks a couple of feet away.

“I haven’t found anything in XXL yet.”

She scoffed without heat as she abandoned the books and walked over. “Oh, I think we can find you something.”

With far more energy than he’d expended, Eden rooted through the hangers. He watched her, grinning like a loon, as she sorted through shirt after shirt in search of something he could use.

“Ah-hah!”

Eden pulled out an “I Heart Chicago” shirt—in hot pink—with far more panache and satisfaction than the situation called for. She looked at him with an air of triumph, and he couldn’t help but beam.

“I love it.”

She chuckled. “I’m just kidding. There’s a blue one right here.”

“Absolutely not. I’m taking the pink. I was your first choice, and I’m going with it.”

Snorting, Eden said, “It takes a very secure man to wear hot pink. I’m in awe, Nero.”

“I live to impress.”

As they strode down the hall toward the checkout, Nero grabbed a toothbrush and toothpaste. Eden kept her eyes glued to the candy section, making a little noise of pleasure when she found the one she wanted. It nearly made Nero howl, which would have been entirely un-pantherlike.

She turned to him completely unaware of her effect. “Lorna Doone cookies. My mom used to get these all the time when I was little. We’d eat them whenever we’d go on vacations, and it was always special to me. I don’t actually even like the taste of them, but it’s such a sentimental thing when I find them. That’s probably a weird thing to say.”

“Not at all,” he replied. “Sometimes that’s where the strongest memories are—tied to smells and tastes. I can still remember exactly how my mother’s food used to taste, and how our barn used to smell after rain. It takes me right back, and I feel like I’m a kid again.”

“Sometimes I wish I could go back, you know? Tell my mom all the things I should’ve told her before she left.” Eden’s fingers tightened on the box of cookies. “I miss her. So much. I feel like my world stopped turning after she died. The earth kept going round and round, but I was still rooted to the same spot.”

Nero knew the feeling well. “Death has a tendency to do that. Losing the people closest to you is hard—and it never really gets any easier. Sometimes that pain hides into the background, but it’s always just as sharp when it comes back to the front.”

“You lost someone, too, didn’t you?”

“My parents. It’s been ages now, but I still remember that day like it was yesterday.” He smiled as old memories surfaced. “When I was a kid, I used to be really hard on clothes. A new pair of shoes every other week, holes in my pants, tears in my shirts. My mom was always sewing on knee patches.”

He frowned, realizing the truth of it. “I haven’t talked about my mom in years.”

Eden linked her hand with his. “I’m glad you could.”

“You’re easy to talk to.”

“Back at ya, Coffee Shop.”

The spark between them escalated, and when she twined her fingers around his, he was absolutely ensnared by her. His panther brushed against his skin, threatening to leap forward and drag his rough tongue along her cheek. The beast had a one-track mind and strong impulses.

After paying for their things, they went back out into the snowy weather. He tightened his fingers along hers, hating that she’d be cold.

A telepathic hail from Remmus caught him off guard. The oddness of the request was so strange that he lost track of where he was in relation to the street.

And then he walked out in front of a bus.


Chapter Six


A horn blared.

The shrill sound spiked into her skull as soon as Nero had stepped off the curb. Heart leaping into her throat, Eden’s attention snapped to the left and the oncoming bus.

She tightened the grip on his hand and yanked him toward her with all her strength. He staggered backward as she pulled him off-balance, just barely missing the massive vehicle that charged past them.

Nero’s brown eyes were even wider than hers, understandably in shock. Around them, traffic soon stopped as the crosswalk lit up with the white walk sign. People moved past as if nothing had happened, while she and Nero remained perfectly still, locked in the intimate embrace, bags squished between them.

Seeing the man nearly flattened made her both outraged and bewildered. He’d been distracted—though she couldn’t tell by what—and hadn’t even registered that he was in danger. One part of her longed to crush him in a hug and the other part wanted to shout at him for stepping off the curb. The warring impulses made her incapable of doing either.

Eden purposefully took a breath to steady her nerves. “Did they not teach you crosswalk signs where you’re from?”

Cringing, he admitted, “That would’ve really put a damper on the whole protection detail we’ve got going, huh?”

“A bit.”

“Thanks for saving my life. Again. And speaking of,” he chuckled, “you’ve got a hell of an arm of you. I’m honestly impressed.”

“Adrenaline-fueled strength, I think. But I’ll definitely take credit for your rescue.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Anytime you’d like to play damsel in distress, I’ll happily put on some armor.”

Eden couldn’t stop herself from teasing him. In the short amount of time she’d known him, she had become addicted to Nero’s warm brown eyes and his mischievous grin.

“Well, in any case,” he said, “I appreciate your superstrength. You’ve got a knack for rescuing people.”

Eden gave him a sidelong look. “You’re the one who signed up to protect me from a shadowy terrorist group that apparently is gunning for me and saved me from being wolf kibble last night. Seems like you’re the one wearing the perpetual hero hat.”

“It’s a personality flaw. I’m working on it,” he echoed, repeating her earlier words with a trace of humor. “Sometimes, I just can’t help it. Find myself in deep water and just keep swimming further out.”

Something in his tone clued her in to the fact that he wasn’t joking. At one point in her life, Eden had tried to be everything to everyone. She understood too well what that suffocation felt like, when life just kept dealing you more than you could take on. Whether it was a diagnosis, responsibility for others, or even abandonment and loneliness, Eden knew when to shift her efforts into keeping those dark waters at bay.

“That’s a good way to drown.”

He grimaced.

“I’ll tell you what,” she bargained, “I’ll teach you how to start saying no to more hero missions, and you can teach me how to defend myself against rabid wolves.”

“Done. Just direct me to where you keep your silver-tipped daggers.”

“Closet, right alongside my taser and mace.”

He looked momentarily stunned.

“I’ve attended more than my fair share of Renaissance Fairs and ComiCon’s, Nero. You didn’t expect me to be completely weapon-less, did you?”

The purr-like rumble of laughter in his chest had her beaming. “This is going to be easier than I thought.”

As they entered her apartment building and climbed the stairs, he said, “I’ll reach out to my contacts and see if there’s any intel on the wolves last night. If there’s any mention of you, we’ll find it.”

“I’d appreciate that.” She shuddered. “At least then I’ll know for sure whether I’ve got a target on my back.”

An almost animalistic growl sounded from behind her. It quickly turned into a cough, and she glanced over her shoulder at Nero. “You okay there, Coffee Shop Cutie?”

“Got a hairball.”

Snorting, she opened the door and let Marianne out of the bathroom. Now was as good a time as ever to officially welcome Nero to her apartment—even if he’d already been there once. Once he got inside and the door was locked securely behind him, she gestured around her.

“Welcome to my mansion. Kitchen, bath, bedroom. This is where all the action happens. And by action, I mean movies and muffins.” Eden decided to play the dutiful host. “Can I get you anything? Water, pop, Ovaltine?”

“Nah, I’m good. My stomach just about turned inside out when I stepped in front of that bus.”

She cringed. “Me too.”

They sat down on the couch, snuggled against each other like they’d known each other for years. There was no need to pretend that she was someone else, and she was comfortable in her own skin around him. The connection between them was undeniable.

A call rang through on his phone, and he fumbled with it for a second before asking, “Do you mind if I take this outside?”

“Oh—sure.” She pointed to the door. “Just knock when you need back in.”

The muted sounds of a conversation began outside her door, and gradually drew away. She scrambled upright, tidying up a few scattered things and quickly took stock of her mostly clean kitchen.

When she’d left the apartment this morning, she hadn’t thought about bringing someone home, yet Nero’s presence here seemed the most logical thing in the world. Granted, being under threat from a terrorist organization was not how she wanted to spend her last days, but in the company of someone like Nero, it’d make it just a bit easier.

On the heels of that thought came another: she could either tell Nero the truth and risk being ghosted by him, like it happened with so many of the people she’d considered friends. Or, if he accepted her, and they continued seeing each other, he’d be broken-hearted when her time was up. There were so many ‘what ifs’ involved in the complex situation, and it was difficult to wrap her head around what the future would hold.

A knock at the door broke through the whirlwind in her mind. Nero was on the other side, looking grim. As she stepped back to let him inside, he said, “Can we sit?”

“Not good news, then?”

She wrung her hands together in anticipation of what was to come. Beside her, Nero cleared his throat. “Two of my sources have confirmed that you’re being targeted, Eden. The Citizens are in hot water with the federal agencies, and your statement and research findings could potentially be the nail in the coffin.”

The confirmation made her vision swim. She swayed briefly on the couch, but when Nero wrapped his arm around her shoulders, she crumpled against him.

“I know too much,” she concluded.

“You do. When you said no to joining them, that was the turning point. They can’t risk having you testify against them.” Nero cocked his head. “When did you meet with them?”

“Only about a week ago.”

“That’d make sense given the timeline. It takes time to get the wolves in play, and while I have no idea why that man was here tonight, I can tell you that this location is no longer safe.”

Sucking in a breath, she nestled her head against Nero. Her mind was reeling, and a twinge of pain echoed between her temples.

“Do you have anywhere else you can stay?”

Eden looked around her apartment, grasping at straws. “My dad—he lives far away, but …” A sudden terror overwhelmed her. “Nero, I speak with him often, I mail him things, send him money. Do you think he’s in danger, too?”

“They’ve got a hacker,” he revealed. “If they know about this place—”

“Then they know about my dad?”

“They might.”

She knew one thing for certain. “I’ve gotta get out there to him!”

“That might be exactly what they want you to do, Eden. If you give me his address, I can see about having a protective detail formed. He won’t be in danger; I can assure you.”

“Nero, I can’t say thank you enough—I feel like I owe you so much. Are you sure he’ll be safe? Maybe I should call the cops.”

Nero mulled through the possibilities. “That’s up to you. If that’s the route you want to take, then I would support you.”

“What would you do if you were in my situation?”

“I’d hesitate. Contacting the authorities might end in the witness protection system, and we both know what that might mean.”

She cringed. “I’d get a new name, a new life, and wouldn’t be able to contact anyone I once knew. I’d have to leave this—all my research and my speaking engagements behind.” She wouldn’t mention her medical treatment and team of doctors to him yet.

Nero remained silent.

“I can’t do that. My work is all I have.” And she didn’t have much time left. Leaving her life—even one as simple as the one she lived—would be devastating. The only thing that brought her joy, speaking and lecturing on her favorite topics, would become a thing of the past. The realization of her predicament nearly brought her to tears.

“You could always come back to Oahu with me for a while. It might be far enough out of their purview that you could disappear for a little while, until they realize you don’t intend to go after them, and they lose focus on you. My friends and I … we’re familiar with the Citizens’ strategies, unfortunately. They have many irons in the fire and aren’t the most organized. You might get away with cancelling only a few lectures rather than disappearing forever.”

“But what would I do in Oahu?”

He gave her a lopsided smile. “Enjoy the sun?”

Eden burst out laughing. In the end, there was truly no choice. Staying here would mean putting herself in danger or relinquishing all control over her life to other people. She couldn’t hardly ask Nero to give up his life and become her own personal bodyguard, especially since he was already ensuring her father’s protection.

Her life’s motto was carpe diem—and now was the time to live by it. Since she’d forgone any aggressive treatment for her condition, there were no longer any travel restrictions she’d have to comply with. It was one of the reasons she’d stopped therapy. Living to the fullest in her last days meant travelling when and where she wanted—without the need to wait until she was approved.

Looking into Nero’s warm brown eyes, she realized that no part of her was screaming ‘stranger danger.’ Though they’d met only a day ago, and flying off with him to an island sounded like a bad horror movie with a protagonist that was too stupid to live, she couldn’t imagine the man across from her ever doing anything to hurt her. He had protected her at every turn.

“Yeah, I think I could do that,” she finally conceded. “But I’m not leaving Marianne here. We’re a package deal.”

“Oh, I’d never ask you to leave her royal highness behind.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“I have a townhouse that you can stay in that’s not too far away from my home, or I have an extra bedroom. Either or, your choice. You don’t have to spend time with me at all if you don’t want to, but I would love it if you did.”

“Thanks—I appreciate the offer. Can I think about it?”

“Of course. No pressure either way.”

Nodding, she glanced at the windows. “Is it safe enough to sleep here tonight? Or should I look into emergency flights?”

“I think we’ll be alright here for one night. That guy outside seemed pretty flustered when we spotted him,” Nero said. “Ran off pretty fast for a human.”

“For a human, huh?”

“I mean … as opposed to the vampires he thinks are real!”

She snorted. “Well, I’ve got a taser and pepper spray in my bedroom if he breaks in. I’ll be prepared to take him down.”

Something warred briefly behind his gaze. “Eden, I know how scared you must be, and I realize this much-less-than-ideal situation is influencing how much and how fast you have to trust me. I’d never do or allow anything to hurt you or make you feel uncomfortable. You set the rules here, Eden. If you need me to sleep in the hallway or want to go somewhere else and get separate bedrooms, I’m all for it.”

“I will admit that no one has made it in my apartment after one date. But, Nero, the connection I feel with you seems more genuine than something born out of fear or context. You’re warm and interesting, you get me to open up and talk about things I’d never usually mention. Plus, we keep saving each other, like fate decided we should be stuck together. Besides, Marianne gave you her seal of approval. Both of us can’t be wrong.”

Eden yawned, the day’s events finally catching up with her.

“Shall we call it a night?”

There was no pretense in Nero’s voice, no suggestion. As with everything else, the man was almost obnoxiously chivalrous: he expected nothing from her following their date. Glancing back at the couch behind them, she suddenly felt a different kind of worry: “Might be a bit of a tight squeeze. It’s not meant to sleep giants.”

“Fee-fi-fo-fum, my legs will fit and then some!” he replied in an exaggerated deep voice which reduced Eden to giggles. “Sorry, that’s my best giant impression. Please don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’ve slept on worse.”

Twenty minutes later, after she’d discreetly snatched up the wicker box with her pill bottles from the coffee table box while Nero was in the bathroom, Eden fitted a sheet over the couch. She’d piled several comfortable blankets over one end, trying her best to pass for a qualified hostess.

When the bathroom door opened, she asked, “Do you need anything else? I realized with all the commotion we skipped dinner, and you’re a big guy—muscular guy, I mean.”

She cringed, feeling her blush rising to her hairline. Why she couldn’t have just suggested a snack, she had no idea. Her traitorous brain just had to include that bit about all his muscles.

“I’m not hungry, and it looks like you’ve covered the bases.” With a smug smile that suggested he wasn’t at all bothered about her noticing his physique, he flipped off the bathroom light and strode over. “I’m very grateful, Eden. Don’t worry about tonight—no one is going to get through me and hurt you.”

She resisted the urge to fawn. “Thank you—for everything. It really means a lot to me that you’re staying here just because I have a case of the heebie jeebies.”

It was more than that, and they both knew it. But Nero didn’t call her out, instead, dipping his chin in a gentlemanly manner. “Goodnight, professor.”

Oh lord. Her toes curled in her socks at the purr in his voice. Everything about Nero was a temptation, from the way he walked to the seductive way he said her name to that silly pink t-shirt he bought just because she’d picked it. Part of her wanted to scrap the idea of him sleeping on her couch and just invite him straight into her bed.

Woah, she thought. Just where are these thoughts going? He’s a guest. A friend. Nothing more. A deliciously tall, handsome friend with sexy arms and kind eyes, who makes me feel like I’m the most important woman in the entire world … Down, girl!

What was it about him that dropped all of her boundaries?

“Sleep tight,” she chirped, spinning around and snagging the accordion wall from where it rested against the doorframe. “Don’t let the bed bugs bite.” She paused. “Or Marianne. That cat will probably attempt to gnaw off your toes or something during the night.”

“I’ll make sure to keep them safely under the blanket.”

***

For once, Eden’s sleep was dreamless and peaceful. Perhaps because the man on the other side of the wall had proven his instinct would always be to put himself between her and any harm coming her way.

She scrambled to freshen up, sans bathroom, quickly applying makeup and tying her hair back in a bouncy ponytail. Her comfortable Mary Shelley did it first pajama set was switched for a slimmer cut sweater dress, the kind that hugged her slightly emaciated body but hid the protruding bones well enough. Unscrewing each pill bottle, she popped half a dozen in her mouth and swallowed without water, accustomed to the slightly bitter taste.

Once she looked somewhat presentable, she gently retracted one side of the accordion wall to peer into the living room. And then stifled a laugh.

Nero’s impressive six-and-a-half-foot frame was literally falling off the couch. Despite his claims the previous night, his legs dangled outside the edge from at least mid-calf. Thankfully, the blankets had done their job. Marianne the Betrayer was curled on his chest like the perfect little saint she definitely wasn’t.

His right arm disappeared underneath his pillow, and when she noticed the warrior swirls of the Polynesian tattoo adorning his skin, her mouth went dry. Muscle, defined and corded beneath golden skin, was gleaming in the morning light. Her eyes struggled to take all that male perfection in, and would have given anything to get a peek at the abs currently covered in his white undershirt.

His chest rose and fell soundlessly, his eyes shut in slumber. She took the moment to just admire the handsome lines of his features, the way his bulk didn’t fit her couch but seemed so incredibly right where he was.

Oh lord, she was a voyeur. All his reassurance the night before, and her doubts about trusting his intentions, and here she was, creeping on him instead.

A sudden shrill ringing echoed from his pants, and the man jerked awake. Eden had visions of Marianne going flying as he came to a sitting position, but his hand gently cradled the cat against his chest like a benevolent protector.

Eyes wide, he slapped a hand over his pocket and retrieved the phone. Nero stared at it, uncomprehending, as though he’d never seen its like before. Chuckling, she sauntered into the room and sat next to him.

“Having some trouble?”

“I’m not very good with technology,” came his velvet voice, deep and slightly coarse with the morning.

When her eyes landed on the screen, the incoming name highlighted was ‘Zia’, and a flare of suspicious jealousy seared through her. “Slide here to answer it.”

He brought it to his ear. “Zia?”

Odd. He was answering another woman’s call right next to her, but nothing about him screamed subterfuge or awkwardness. His tone was filled with genuine concern, as if he was expecting problems.

She quickly weighed the best options to give him privacy for his call. Her apartment was too small, and going outside would involve loud feline drama that would only cause more interruption.

“Caught on fire?” Eden snapped to attention at the fear in Nero’s voice and the hand that reached out to hold hers. “Was anyone hurt?”

His eyes searched the floor sightlessly, his attention riveted to the other end of the line, but his thumb drew comforting circles in her palm. After a brief but entirely professional conversation, Nero was again blinking at the screen. Shily, she extracted her hand from his and ended the call for him.

“I didn’t mean to snoop, but obviously overheard that you’re worried. Is everyone okay? Can I help?”

“All is well, professor. Fortunately, it was just minor damage, and no one was hurt, so I have it handled. I do need one favor, though—could you help me with this phone? It doesn’t have any proper buttons, and I feel like a caveman trying to handle a magic brick.”

“How have you managed to avoid smartphones for so long?”

“Technology just… stays ahead of me, somehow.” He gave her a disarming lopsided grin. “This is a work phone, not something I chose, and they didn’t really provide any instructions. Apparently, everyone is just supposed to know how to use it.”

Biting her lips to keep from laughing, she held out her hand. “Let me give you a crash course, grandpa.”

Nero immediately handed her the phone, with no hesitation. Either he really hadn’t used that phone at all, or he was an open book with no secrets. She gently grabbed his thumb, bracing for the delicious sparks that happened every time they touched, and pressed it against the home button to unlock it.

Launching into brief but prescriptive instructions, she continued her demonstration while the man beside her nodded encouragingly. As she went over his browser settings, he pulled a face. “It’s just so slow compared to a computer. I don’t think I’ll use this function until phones can get proper internet speeds.”

With a disbelieving side-eye, Eden inspected the programs and chuckled. He was worse than the ancient tenured professors in her department. “You’ve got literally all the apps on your phone open and running.”

“And that’s bad?”

“Only if you want it to work efficiently.”

She was already tapping on his phone. As she closed each app, she became aware of just how close they truly were, her attention riveted to the man sitting next to her. In her haste to help him, she’d ended up basically sitting in his lap, his face only inches away from hers. His mouthwatering sea breeze scent invaded her senses, caressing her skin. The churning sensation in her gut became heavier, and an internal voice she’d never heard before was shouting mine.

She stilled at the oddness of the thought. Nero’s attention shifted from the phone to her. Gently, asking her permission with his eyes, he delicately trailed his fingers down her neck. In their wake, a shiver of desire ran through her.

“Mahalo, Eden.”

Velvety smooth, the deep baritone of his voice curled around her like a blanket, soothing the fever he’d stoked within her. Instead of giving in to the urge to see if those lips were as soft as they looked, she rose to stand on wobbly legs.

“I’m going to freshen up.”

Without waiting for his reply, she spun and retreated into the small space of the bathroom, managing to shut Marianne out despite loud protests. Her hasty retreat had been her version of a cold shower, though he’d never know.

It’d been an easy out, because things were getting too heavy. The mirror showed an obviously flushed woman that was in over her head with a man she’d just met. Eden tried to lose herself in the routine of her morning rituals, erasing at least the external signs of her indiscretion. She brushed her teeth, touched up her makeup, and quickly used dry shampoo on her hair before pulling it back into the same ponytail without fanfare. If only controlling her impulsive thoughts was as easy as taming flyaways.

Checking her watch, she gave a curt nod when it struck twenty minutes, then emerged into the … empty apartment.

“Nero?”

Had he just left? She could understand if he decided there was too much at stake, with the danger she was under and whatever was starting to happen between them, but … he should’ve left a note. Said goodbye. She expected that much.

Eden collapsed on the couch, noticing Nero neatly folded the blankets and stacked them on the end. Any trace of his having been there was gone, and for a moment, she allowed herself to be sad for what could have been.

Paramilitary architect. Don’t worry, Eden, I’ll protect your father and take you to paradise. It was too good to be true. No one showed up at her doorstep and gave her everything in her wildest dreams. What a fool she’d been—

A knock cut off her downward spiral of self-pity. No one ever came to her door; even deliveries rang downstairs first. Heart in her throat, she considered pretending she wasn’t home. A second knock had her tiptoeing to look through her peephole. A familiar face greeted her behind a tray of take-out coffees and pastry bags.

“I come bearing gifts.”

Eden quickly opened the door, peering up at him. “Did you get locked out?”

“Nope.” A dimple in his cheek caught her attention, but Nero kept speaking. “I went out to grab some coffee.”

“Oh. I—I thought you’d just left.”

Nero reared back as though she’d slapped him, affronted by the mere thought. “I apologize for the misunderstanding, but trust me, I would never do that to you.”

“How did you get back through the doors downstairs?”

“I stood there looking sad and lost for a few minutes and the florist let me in. We’ll have to have a chat with her when we return for your next lecture, she could give access to someone dangerous next time.”

Eden tried not to feel giddy about that ‘we’ and failed. Nero lifted the cup holder to her, and she greedily grabbed the one with ‘The Professor’ scribbled in marker on it. “Aw, sweet nectar of the gods.”

Taking her first swig, she savored the taste, sighing in pleasure. He’d bought her the Starbucks’ version of the same drink she’d ordered yesterday at the campus coffee shop. Nero had been listening—and she was so incredibly flattered by his attention.

Eden faintly heard the sound of soft leather landing on the coffee table behind her. She was too absorbed in her morning joe to pay much attention, so she didn’t notice Nero had stripped out of his shirt until she’d turned around to a fully naked male chest.

Every inch of him was delectable. More tattoos than she’d noticed earlier snaked across his skin. Delicately intertwined spades and diamonds decorated his shoulders, biceps, and forearms. On one of his pectorals, a perfectly round circle was bisected by a thick line which trailed downward all the way to his sternum. It seemed almost out of place with the tribal looking tattoos of his other arm, but no less fitting on his skin. Muscle jumped beneath his flawless golden-brown skin as he leaned down to grab his new pink shirt, a truly inspiring physical form. Her first impression of him had been that he looked like a Greek god, and seeing his imposing strength only cemented it.

He hadn’t noticed her gawking, which was just as well. At least not until her feet moved toward him of their own accord, and her fingertips met the lines of his tattoo. Electricity danced up her arm, radiating from the warmth of Nero’s chest.

That was when she noticed he’d gone still, like a predator waiting to pounce.


Chapter Seven


Eden’s fingertips on his skin were a spark to his barely controlled desire. Nero stilled, attempting to overcome his panther’s reaction, while she jerked her hand back as though she’d been caught stealing from the cookie jar. She looked away, blushing furiously.

“Guess I should’ve asked before I jumped to second base, huh?”

Nero wrestled down the predator’s reaction to her touch with transfiguration. There were some things he simply couldn’t help, and her touch—certainly one as intimate as this—had brought the cat to the surface.

When he finally spoke, he barely succeeded in keeping the coarseness from his voice.

“You have standing permission, professor.”

Eden covered her face in embarrassment.

She was so endearing, Nero knew he’d never be able to let her go. Even after spending less than a day with her, he considered the centuries of wait worth it. Fate had picked the perfect mate, and he couldn’t even stand the notion of sharing his life with anyone else. While the bond hadn’t yet materialized between them, it was only a matter of time.

There were some heavy and shocking truths he owed her when they got to his clan lands, but he hoped he’d manage to walk her through them without too much trauma. Now that he’d found her, everything would be right. He’d make sure of it.

Mating Raeths went through an intensely protective state, where separation was difficult to bear. Even going out for coffee had been almost too much. He’d teleported to Oahu just after she’d gone into the bathroom to grab a few personal items and maintain the pretense of having a hotel room in town. It had taken less than ten minutes, and most of that was waiting for her drink to be made at Starbucks. Once they got back to the territory he controlled, he’d breathe easier.

Beneath his skin, his panther prowled forward, as if intent to prove him wrong. There would be no relaxing of his protective and possessive urges for a long while. Every primal instinct screamed to capture her lips and taste the sweetness of his mate. He longed to feel her soft skin and coil her red curls around his fingers. The urgency of it drummed against his mind, and it was only his twelve centuries of practice that held him in check.

Instead, his psychic gift reached for her, gently cocooning her in peace. It was the only gift he dared give her. Influencing her emotions, even to encourage what he deemed the safest route to her, would be crossing a line.

As a Reader, he’d worked his entire life to help maintain the balance of those around him. If they started spiraling, Nero was there to pull them out. If depression snaked around them, suffocating and consuming their thoughts and abilities to pull themselves through hardship, he’d uncoil it.

Manipulating Eden’s emotions for his own personal gain would rob her of her free will. Not only would it impinge on his honor, but it’d be coercing the woman he’d vowed to place above anything else in his life—even himself. Nero would never allow his selfishness to steal her consent.

“You sleep okay?” he asked.

“Like a baby. Strange, all things considered.” She shrugged. “How about you? Was the couch comfortable?”

“The purring cat made it all worthwhile. Five stars.”

Though a part of his mind had been awake enough to listen for any threats, it had been the first time in ages Nero had gotten a decent night’s rest. Though Raeths typically only needed about four hours, last night, he’d slept almost eight. To wake up without the telltale signs of exhaustion was a gift.

“It really wasn’t too bad?” She frowned.

He could tell she didn’t believe him. “At home, I have insomnia. Too many things to do and think about. Here, I only had one thing to worry about.”

Eden brightened. Walking over to him, she folded her fingers into his. “Insomnia is no fun. I’ve had a few times and hated counting the hours I was awake.”

The slight weight of her hand in his was a potent reminder that his wait was over, and everything would fall into place now. Their eternity of bliss together was about to begin.

“I posted security around your father’s neighborhood. They won’t make themselves known or interfere with his life unless they absolutely have to, so I don’t think there is a need to alert him and make him worry.”

“I don’t know how I can possibly thank you enough,” she replied. “And yeah, I’d prefer not to distress him at his age. I feel so guilty for bringing this danger to his door.”

“The Citizens’ unhinged actions are no fault of yours, Eden. Rest assured, we’ll be getting daily updates on your father’s safety. Which brings me to the next issue: I managed to arrange a flight to Oahu last night—a colleague of mine is lending me her personal jet so we don’t have to fly coach.” He grimaced. “I don’t want to rush you, but I really think it’s best if we leave as soon as possible and not on a commercial flight that can be easily tracked.”

“Absolutely.” She glanced at the windows. “Seeing that guy here last night was enough of a wake-up call. I will rearrange my next few lectures once I’m away from here, and keep the dates out of the public eye for now. Besides, making you stay here and sleep on the couch would be torture.”

“It really wasn’t that bad.”

“It’s only a step above tarring and feathering, Nero.”

He chuckled. “Morbid.”

“I study fear as a profession and a hobby.” She raised her eyebrows. “Torture is kind of my thing. If you’d ever like the lecture on that special area of expertise, it runs about three hours and is exceptionally painful to listen to.”

Nero gave her a devilish grin. “Then it’s a good thing we’ve got a long flight ahead of us.”

The excitement that suddenly pinged through Eden echoed through Nero’s abilities, and nothing could please him more. He actively enjoyed listening to his mate. Of course, he’d witnessed the horrors of human medieval torture methods first-hand, but if she wanted to tell him more about it, he’d be all ears. She could repeat the same sentence over and over again for hours and he would still love every word.

“I’ll get my PowerPoint ready.”

***

Nero had never been on a plane before. All the compartments and the narrow, cramped spaces were claustrophobic, even in the supposedly luxurious seating offered by the private jet.

Teleportation was far more efficient and comfortable, in his opinion.

“Your colleague must be well off to afford such a nice plane,” Eden muttered, obviously impressed as she rested back in the vanilla-colored leather chair. Beside her, fast asleep in her crate, was Marianne.

Nero nodded. “Rona has certainly done well for herself. She owns a plot on Maui with a gorgeous beach, and her husband owns property in Iowa. I’d have to say though: Iowa versus Hawaii is no comparison.”

“There’s a joke in there somewhere about Illinois from Hawaii, but I’ll refrain,” she quipped. “I’m so excited to see Oahu. It’s always been a bucket list destination.”

“It won’t disappoint, cross my heart and hope to step in front of a bus.”

“I think you’re taking the bucket list too literally, Coffee Shop Cutie. Let’s keep the city bus out of it.” She winked at him. “And I’ll take your word for it—at least until we get there.”

In that moment, Key’s vision of them on the plane shot to the forefront of his mind, reminding him of what’d happen during this trip. Outside, the plane’s massive engines roared to a start, and nervous anxiety began to seep into him.

Sucking in a breath and grabbing at the hand rests, he closed his eyes, imagining himself anywhere but here. He was happy to take on any invading force who endangered his people, step in front of a bullet to protect those he loved, or fend off literal rabid wolves. Something about traveling forty-thousand feet above the ground in a precarious tin can seemed to be his undoing.

“Nervous flyer?”

Eden’s soft question prompted him to open his eyes. “Yeah.”

“Living on Hawaii, I’d have thought you fly a ton.” Her expression shifted to palpable concern. “Is it always like this for you or is it exacerbated by being worried?”

He swallowed harshly. “Flying in a giant metal box with wings is generally a problem for me.”

“How do you usually get off the island, then?”

“I just close my eyes and tap my heels together, professor.”

She laughed it off, clearly assuming he was joking. Truth was stranger than fiction. All thoughts exited his mind as the engines roared again, and the tiny wheels below them began moving. Heart thumping in his chest, Nero’s grip on the leather seat tightened, and he had to consciously remind himself that he needed to maintain a semblance of normalcy.

That meant not breaking the flimsy armrest in half.

As they put on speed and began climbing into the atmosphere, Eden’s palm slipped over his hand. Gently, she tugged upward. When he gave in to her ask, her fingers threaded through his, locking them together in reassurance.

“How familiar are you with medieval torture devices?”

He frowned at her. “Well, I’ve never experienced one personally.” But he had seen them in action more than once.

“Let’s count that as a personal success.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ve studied them at length, and I still cringe every time I hear some of them described. Would you like to cringe, Nero?”

In that moment, he knew exactly what she was doing: getting his mind off his fear. “I would definitely like to cringe.”

“Good. We’ll start with the Rack.”

“This sounds painful.”

The roar of the engine and the forward momentum had him momentarily panicking, his hand tightening around hers. She didn’t let go, gently squeezing and setting his anxiety back a step.

“The Rack was a pleasant little table designed to give the victim a bit of a stretch. Someone would be strapped down, and ropes would be tied around their limbs.” She reached across and trailed a finger across his wrist. “They would slowly pull those ropes tighter, and I’m certain you can figure out what happened next.”

“Yikes.”

“Yikes is right,” Eden replied as the plane lifted off the runway. “The Brazen bull, also known as the Sicilian bull, is one of worst ones in my opinion.”

“Dare I ask?”

“It’s literally what you’re thinking. A life size bull, hollow on the inside. You can guess who was placed in that hollow.” She paused for effect. “A fire was lit underneath it, and the metal slowly roasted the victims. It’s about as morbid a death as I can imagine.”

A bit of turbulence didn’t distract him. “And these were all used in the medieval times?”

“There’s some contention about how widespread they were, but the usage of the Rack and Brazen Bull has been proven. Other ones, like the Iron Maiden and the Pear of Anguish are a little less likely. It’s a good thing, too. I can’t imagine the poor souls that would’ve been subjected to those.”

Nero had to agree. “I like having my own personal historian here to distract me.”

“I’ll happily terrify you whenever you’re in need.”

Moments later, the captain came on and announced that they’d reached their cruising altitude, and Nero sighed in relief.

“There, see?” That amazing green gaze searched his. “Nothing to worry about.”

She still didn’t let go of his hand. Nero swooned. Everything Key had foreseen was coming true, and this vision was no different. Slowly but surely, he was falling in love with this amazing woman. Her compassion and caring soul spoke loudly—even when she was talking about torture devices.

When he was certain she’d fallen asleep, an hour into the flight, he unblocked his connections to his clansmen. Before he’d left for Chicago, Key had given him the smartphone he had no idea how to use to help with his human cover. The foreseer had told everyone in the clan to contact him through it for the time being.

As the psychic floodgates opened once more, a collective sigh of relief from his people swamped him. Nero had been sovereign of the clan for centuries, and each of them were actively linked to him. Several offered him the telepathic equivalent of a smile, while others sent messages.

Key was the most assertive of all. Is she with you?

Yes, Key, he replied. She’s sleeping next to me, on Rona’s plane. I honestly can’t believe this is happening. That I’ve finally met her. She’s everything I’ve dreamed of and more.

Good! Her response was positively giddy. I’m assuming she’ll stay at your house?

She’s yet to decide.

Nero wouldn’t force it either way. Given the state of their clan following the Heat, every home was spoken for, but he had a townhouse reserved for diplomatic emergencies. Too many people came and visited his clan lands for him not to have something readily available.

Perfect. I can’t wait to meet her, Nero.

After he’d sorted through clan business under the guise of sleeping himself, Nero mustered the confidence for the one conversation that was of pivotal importance. Nothing would stop the wave of repercussions if this didn’t go the way it needed to.

Risking a glance toward his mate, he confirmed she was asleep. Though the conversation he was about to have was better done in person, he wouldn’t risk teleporting off the plane and leaving Eden alone.

Having asked the other Raeth sovereign only moments ago if she was available, he knew she’d be waiting for him. Her familiar psychic signature brushed against his own as he reached out to her telepathically.

Nina.

Is everything okay?

Nero was unexpectedly emotional as he said, I’ve met her. I’ve met my mate.

Confidants and platonic companions for centuries, Nero and Nina had cherished their friendship through thick and thin. When they met, both of them already knew who their mates were, and it made for a close relationship never complicated by misplaced desire.

Nina had been almost as eager to meet his mate as he was, having a first-hand understanding of what living without hope of being mated was like.

Oh, Nero, she gushed. I’m so happy to hear that. How is she? Where did you meet? Do I know her?

Grinning despite himself, he replied, She’s amazing. Her name is Eden Hawthorne, and she’s a Professor at the University of Chicago and an author. She writes about Gothic fiction and—get this—the lecture I attended of hers was about fictional vampires.

Ha! That’s fantastic. What are the odds?

Astronomical, he chuckled. Key’s known all along it would be coming soon, but couldn’t risk the future by telling me the date.

Seems Key literally holds the keys to our destinies. Nina’s telepathic voice seemed tighter than usual. Will you tell me about Eden?

She’s sweet, a bit sarcastic, and funny. Kind in a way that doesn’t feel forced. She smiles at everyone she sees—and that’s even in Chicago. I’m half in love with her already, he admitted. We’re flying back to Oahu now.

Flying? She’s human?

Nero shifted uneasily in his seat. Yes, she’s human. We met the night the rabid wolves were released in Chicago. She was attacked.

Remmus mentioned something about a human in Chicago being targeted, but Nero, I didn’t know it was your mate. She paused. How can I help?

For now, just have Remmus keep his ear to the ground. We’re flying to my clan lands, and she’ll be safer there. The Citizens won’t just forget about her, though.

It’s unlikely, Nina confirmed.

For now, we’re going to ride it out in Oahu. But it can’t be forever, Nina.

Nero hesitated, knowing the colossal weight of what he was about to ask his friend. He wanted to give Eden every advantage and option available to her. This conversation—and the one he’d have with Aidan soon—was imperative. First, he had to know that Nina would willingly agree. He wouldn’t approach Eden with offers of immortality until he’d confirmed it was available to her.

Casting a prayer skyward, Nero asked the question that’d decide both his future and Eden’s. If Eden wants to walk the road to immortality, would you be her sire, Nina? Would you see to her vampiric transition?

I’d be an honor, my friend, she began, but your mate must understand the process—and the disadvantages—that come along with it. When she’s ready, I’ll be happy to have the conversation with her.

And Aidan? Do you think he’d be open to biting her should she elect to go that route instead?

If I know my brother, nothing would give him greater pleasure than to turn your mate, she replied. But in any case, I can bring it up with him tomorrow—he’s here with us this week and I might be able to steal a few minutes of his time.

A part of Nero relaxed into her certainty. I would appreciate that. Thank you, my friend.


Chapter Eight


By the time they’d gotten to the Oahu and arrived at the airport, night obscured both the ocean around them and the mountains further inland. Dawn was still hours away, and Eden had exhaustedly dragged herself through the airport gates and out to the car Nero had called for them.

She’d fallen asleep again on his shoulder and had no memory of how long the drive to his house had been. Like the class act she was, she even left drool on his shirt.

Whispering in her ear, Nero asked, “Eden, do you want to stay in the townhouse, or would you like to use my extra bedroom?”

“Bedroom’s fine,” she murmured through the curtain of tiredness she just couldn’t seem to pierce.

Nero’s shoulder bounced with a chuckle, then somehow turned itself even more comfortable. As the car rolled to a stop, he asked again “Shall I carry you inside, professor, or would you prefer to walk?”

“Nope, I’m up.”

Despite her intentions, her eyes remained closed, and her words slurred together. She murmured a sleepy thank you to the driver before slowly hoisting herself out of the car’s leatherbound interior and into the fresh, salty air of Oahu. She swayed on her feet. Jet lag had never agreed with her, and her medication only made it worse.

Nero sighed contentedly beside her. He’d taken both bags she’d packed—and Marianne’s crate—without batting an eye.

“Just a little further, and you can rest in my guest bedroom.”

She tried to thank him, but it only came out as indiscernible mumbling. Eden gave up and followed his lead. After several days with him, she trusted him explicitly. Though it should have felt odd, the last few days had laid bare her deep-seeded need for affection. Nero had given it to her and protected her when she had needed it most. It wasn’t something she’d soon forget.

With a kind chuckle, he directed her up several stairs and through a doorway, then another flight of stairs upward. By the time Nero pointed to the bed and said he’d take care of Marianne, she collapsed into the Feathertop comforter. Too exhausted to even remove her shoes, Eden laid facedown as several pillows and blankets were piled around her to make her comfortable. She promptly fell asleep.

One minute she’d faceplanted into a most inviting bed, and the next, her eyes were blinking open to a place she’d never seen before. Jolting upright, it took her a moment to remember where she was. Taking stock of herself, Eden glanced down at the nest of pristine white comforters and sheets she’d been snuggled in. Light streamed in through the drawn curtains, tinting the room in soft cerulean, and she even fancied she could faintly hear the ocean waves.

And then she looked at her watch. The time stared back at her, taunting her until the white lettering flashed out. How could it be the afternoon? Had she truly slept so long?

It’d been ages since she’d been able to wake up leisurely, without an alarm blaring or her cat knocking a plant off the shelf for her own entertainment. Stretching back into the luxurious bedding, Eden cherished every moment of bliss like she’d promised herself months ago when she was diagnosed.

Four months ago.

Panicked, she looked around the room wildly in search of her bags. She remembered that Nero had carried them in last night, but she hadn’t registered where he’d put them.

There.

Lunging for one of the suitcases, she unzipped the front pouch and grabbed the prescription bottles. Downing one after the other, she breathed a sigh of relief. No sense in dying as soon as she arrived in paradise.

She looked sidelong at her tennis shoes, neatly arranged beside her bags. Clearly Nero’s work, since Eden had been a walking zombie last night. He was responsible for tucking her in, too.

After making both her and her father safe from at least one of the threats on her life, Eden knew it was a debt she could never repay. Keeping him in the dark about her health—especially now that she was in his home—seemed duplicitous. At some point, she would need to come clean, no matter how difficult it was.

Sighing, she finally examined the room properly. There was an undeniable charm in the layout—and the décor. Abstract art, the kind one would expect to see in art galleries, framed the walls. Some, like the impressive pencil sketch of a boat near the doorway, were to her taste, while others were decidedly not. The room had a nautical theme, with an anchor type decoration plastered against one wall and a fishnet-style blanket covering the arm of a soft blue and white pinstriped chair in the corner.

Over to her right, there was an airy bathroom that beckoned, and she made quick work of showering and turning into something a little more human.

The sounds of children playing outside brought a smile to her lips. Chicago, for all its merits, was not family-friendly, and she couldn’t imagine raising a child in a high-rise apartment. Not that she’d ever have the chance now. The thought made her shiver.

By the time her hair looked acceptable, and her under-eye bags had disappeared beneath a thin layer of concealer, she was ready to face the world. Eden threw on a vibrant green sundress and called it good. Almost timid, she stepped into the hallway.

“Nero?”

His answer was instantaneous. “Down here!”

Padding down the ultra-soft carpeting of the stairs, Eden folded her arms self-consciously across her stomach, feeling out of place amidst the grandeur of Nero’s home.

It truly was a mansion. In her sleep-deprived haze last night—this morning?—she hadn’t gotten a good look. A grand piano sat amid comfortable looking chaise lounge chairs, breathtaking chandeliers focused the attention of the landing, and the walls were a shade of green eerily close to that of her eyes. Wood flooring, a warm walnut grey, ran the length of his home, from the two-story foyer to the kitchen she’d just entered.

She’d never dreamed of living anywhere as magical as this. Overhead, long wooden beams opened up the already airy space, the natural color accenting the stark whites and soft greys of the marble countertops and wooden cabinetry. Subway tiles raced across the backsplash below the large window that sat over the sink and looked out across the ocean. A wall wreath and a bowl of red apples that rested on the spacious center island were the only pops of color.

While she’d been gawking, Nero’s luscious sea salt cologne caressed her senses as he moved closer. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like a rock. That bed is way more comfortable than mine is.” She smiled at him. “How about you? Did your insomnia strike again?”

“Surprisingly, no. Got a couple decent hours last night.”

“A couple is generally on the low end, Coffee Shop Cutie,” Eden coached. “I’m beginning to worry for your sanity.”

He shrugged. “I think the better discussion is whether the granite in my kitchen passes your test. I remember something about you being very opinionated about countertops.”

Snorting, Eden inspected it with a critical eye. “Top Ten.”

“Top Ten Worst or Top Ten Best?”

Her lips twisted in a sarcastic line. “I think I should make you wait. Keep on guessing. Wouldn’t that be cruel?”

“Kind of like torture?”

“I am an expert.” Winking, she let him off the hook. “I love this color, Nero. It’s gorgeous. The entire house is. My inner monologue has basically been an excerpt of Architectural Digest since I woke up.”

“I’m happy you like my home, Eden,” he replied, his voice low with honesty. “And I’m glad you agreed to join me here, even if it was to get away from the Citizens. Please, consider it yours for as long as you decide to stay. Mi casa es su casa.”

“You’re too kind, you know.”

“You might’ve mentioned it before.” He gestured to his kitchen. “Besides, if you hate any part of it, I’ll just rip it out and build a new one that meets your expectations. Now come in, the night air is chill, and you must need to eat and rest.”

Eden cleared her throat as she took a seat. “Never! It’s gorgeous. Don’t change your castle on my account, Count Dracula.”

The Bram Stoker reference and subsequent wink had managed to completely put her at ease. Nero had the ability to take any awkwardness between them and transform it into a moment that connected them. No man that handsome had the right to also be that kind and empathetic.

Her inner musings on the unfairness of life were interrupted by the clatter of pans.

“Hungry?”

Eden blushed. “Starving, actually.”

“Can I make you breakfast?”

And he cooked, too. Criminal. “Pretty sure it’s called lunch when it’s eaten at this hour, but I’ll totally take you up on that.”

“Do you like eggs Benedict?”

“I love eggs Benedict.” Eden’s mouth watered at the prospect. “I’ll be forever in your debt.”

Not that she wasn’t already. As Nero grabbed bacon and laid it in the waiting pan, Eden asked, “How long have you lived here?”

“I built the house about ten years ago, but I’ve always owned the plot of land. Been in the family for centuries.”

“Long lineage on the island?”

“You know it.” His gaze found hers, radiating sincerity. “I can’t wait to show you around and introduce you to everyone. I know they’ll be as charmed by you as I am.”

Giving him a look, she said, “Maybe I should play the lotto.”

“Why?”

“I’ve somehow managed to find the kindest, sweetest man I’ve ever met, who rescues me from rabid wolves, makes me feel like I’m the most important person in the world, and can somehow just whip up hollandaise sauce at a drop of a classical vampire reference.” She raised her eyebrows. “I think my chances of winning the Big Bucks are good.”

Ten minutes and some reasonably heavy-duty flirting later, Eden enjoyed the best eggs Benedict of her life. She wasn’t stingy with the praise for his culinary skills, which clearly made him outrageously happy.

“We should get out of the house before my head gets too big to make it through the door. Are you ready to see the island?”

“Absolutely. We’ve still gotta settle our bet between Oahu and Illinois. Besides,” she bit her lip, “I’d love to see it properly. I was a bit tired last night when we got in.”

“Ocean first, then.”

As soon as Nero slid open the spotless glass door, the crash of waves nearly made her knees buckle. She hadn’t imagined hearing the sound. Eden couldn’t stop her feet from moving toward the rocky crag that set about two hundred feet from the back of his home.

Black volcanic rock jutted out from the manicured lawn, capping off the frenzied water below, a roar that never dulled. She couldn’t stop a gasp at the beauty of the vast, deep blue horizon.

When Nero’s arm coiled around her waist, she dissolved into his hold, content in his warmth and overjoyed with the opportunity to be here.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“It’s absolutely amazing. You were right: Oahu leaves Illinois in the dust.” She sniffed. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Wouldn’t have had it any other way, professor.” A rumble of masculine laughter, followed by that odd vibration she could’ve sworn was a purr. “Have you had your fill of ocean, or would you like to enjoy a bit longer?”

“Oh, I don’t think I’ll ever have my fill of ocean.”

Nero didn’t respond, but his arm cinched tighter, and she eagerly rested her head on his chest. Casual intimacy felt so natural with him. It was almost instinctive, as though they’d always belong to each other.

Tearing her eyes away from the frothy dark blue below the cliffs, Eden’s attention shifted toward the cluster of palm trees next to his home. Picture perfect wide palm fronds swayed with the consistent breeze, but something had caught her eye. A pattern of parallel scores against the bark, as if a large animal had taken claws to it. Curiouser and curiouser.

She suddenly realized she completely trusted Nero to keep her safe, as ridiculous as that certainty might seem for someone she’d only met days before, in a place that she’d never been in.

“I can’t believe you live here. It’s so perfect.”

“Precisely my reason for staying.” He tipped his head inland. “Come on, there’s so much more I want to show you.”

As they made their way toward a massive white dome that seemed like a central location, Eden feasted her eyes on the sights. Gorgeous homes dotted the walkway that led out from Nero’s home, varying in architecture and style, size, and scope. While some were new builds—given the state of the recently laid grass—several appeared more traditional and weathered.

She did notice one thing all the homes had in common: they were missing garages. Perhaps all of the cars were housed in a common car park.

When Nero opened the door to the dome and she stepped into the chilled, air-conditioned air, Eden forgot all about the differences and felt her jaw drop.

Massive windows sprawled from the floor to halfway up the dome, illuminating the entire area with brilliant white sunshine. Minimalist décor only enhanced the classical lines and elegance of the venue.

“What is this place? Except heaven’s antechamber?”

“It’s our only official building. A gathering hall of sorts when we need to do so. But mostly, it’s where our offices are and where we keep some rec stuff.”

“You keep saying ‘we’,” Eden remarked while he led her down a hallway. “Is it a traditional community or …?”

Or a cult, her mind offered.

Nero’s genial laughter boomed, ricocheting off the walls. “Not a cult. I could read that one all over your face. Originally, yes, a small Samoan settlement or nu'u, the place we belong to. But we’ve grown a bit since then. We’re not exclusive and ‘adopt’ people all the time. Don’t we, Key?”

Startled, Eden turned around to look at the person Nero addressed over her shoulder. She found herself face to face with one of the most beautiful woman she’d ever beheld. White-blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders, stick straight but thick and lustrous. The apparition’s vibrant eyes, a golden-brown Eden would’ve thought an impossible hue, were so stunning that she couldn’t help but stare.

“It’s so nice to finally meet you in person,” Key greeted.

“In person?”

“I’ve read your book.” Key’s smile only grew. “I’m a big fan of the era, myself.”

Eden would always fawn whenever someone said they’d taken the time to read her book. She’d dedicated nearly four years of her life to it, and reader interest was a gift unlike any other.

“Wow! That’s such a coincidence! Did you like it?”

“I read it in one sitting because I couldn’t stop. It was riveting,” the other woman admitted. “Can’t wait to read more in the future.”

Although braced for it from experience, the words were a kick to the gut. The metallic click of high heels announced someone’s impending arrival, saving Eden from a reaction that would out her secret. Not yet. I get to enjoy this a bit more.

She glanced around, unwilling to let another vision of female perfection blindside her. There was something in the paradise-blue water that made everyone here stunning.

When the mysterious woman finally appeared around the corner, she was indeed breathtaking—and way too far away for Eden to have heard her approach.

Attributing the odd blip in her hearing to the acoustics of the dome, Eden found herself gawking once again. This particular supermodel—vampire queen?—had piercing sapphire eyes one could see even from miles away. A waterfall of red curls, much more vibrant and rich than Eden’s own coppery strands, completed the otherworldly vision.

“This is Luna, our resident doctor,” Nero explained, his tone light and playful. “Another one of our adopted residents. Eden, Luna. Luna, Eden.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Eden.”

They shook hands. “Nice meeting you, too. Though I’ve gotta say, whatever they’re putting in the water over here, I need some. You all have beautiful bone structure.”

The surprise on their faces made her blush, but Luna quickly covered the awkwardness with a smile. “Mahalo, Eden—though I think you’re doing just fine for yourself.”

“I’d echo that, professor. You’re gorgeous.”

Nero slung a possessive arm around her waist, and made weapon-grade eye contact with her. There was no way the man had a permit for that much genuine intensity.

“Before Key and Luna decide to abduct you for shopping or something equally as torturous,” he said, “I wanted to show you one more thing.”

As the two women waved a goodbye, he sifted his fingers through hers. She allowed him to tug her down a hallway, toward several empty offices. Part of her began to wonder if this was where the virgin sacrifices portion of the tour came in.

The last office was clearly Nero’s; she could tell his style as soon they walked in. He immediately started rooting around in one of the drawers. “I have it here somewhere. Hold on.”

“Holding.”

Eden took the opportunity to sit down. Her temples pulsed, the consistent ache more annoying than it was painful. After long flights, her condition had a tendency to flare.

“Found it!”

When she glanced up, Eden’s heart flipped. She leapt up from the chair, holding out her hands as if she was receiving the Holy Grail.


Chapter Nine


Nero felt the swell of disbelief, awe, and pure joy rise in Eden alongside his own. The original print of Dracula by Bram Stoker was in decent shape, though a little worn with time, but Eden held it with reverence and respect.

“Nero, this should be in a museum. Why is it stuffed in your desk drawer?”

Perhaps this hadn’t been his best idea. “It was a gift from a friend a couple of years ago. I have to admit, it wasn’t an easy read, but I feel like I’d have a better appreciation for it the second time around.”

“I’ll say.” She made a sound of utter appreciation. “This is spectacular. Unbelievable. And it’s in such good condition—” she glared at him, “—for being in a desk drawer.”

He had the good sense to cringe. “I’ll put it behind glass.”

“Yes, shame on you, Nero. I may have to torture you.”

“Please, anything but the Spanish donkey.”

Cackling, Eden gently set this down on his desk as though she were setting down a sleeping baby. “What other Gothic fiction goodies do you have stowed away around your office? Should I be expecting a lingchi knife hidden somewhere in your pencil drawer or listening for a heartbeat under your floorboards?”

Just an all-powerful immortal hiding in plain sight, he thought. Before he could remark on her question, a familiar face popped through his door.

“Hey sov—stranger,” Zia corrected when she saw he had company. “Just wanted to check in and see how you were.”

“Zia,” he greeted. “Come in. This is Eden Hawthorne. We met in Chicago.”

Her eyes widened as she looked back and forth between us, only then fully realizing who Eden was—and why she was here. His lieutenant gaped for a moment before shaking herself out of the stupor.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Eden,” Zia managed, her voice sounding like she was close to tears.

Zia, pull it together, he telepathically warned her. Eden knows nothing of us, nor what she is to me.

“Are you okay?”

Clearing her throat, Zia covered up her faux pas by saying, “I’ve never met an author in real life before! Key has told me so much about your book and honestly, I’m just so excited to meet you.”

“Wow, that’s two in one day,” Eden beamed. “Seems like Key might run things around here.”

When Nero went to dispute the claim, he grunted, “That’s … actually incredibly accurate.”

“Well, it’s lovely to meet you, Zia. I love talking about my book—and Gothic literature in general—so please feel free to chat my ear off at any point.”

“Yes! I have a feeling we’re going to be the best of friends.”

While Nero glared at his second, Eden grinned. “Absolutely. You and Key are currently tied for ‘best friend’ status since you’ve both read my book.”

“I’ve read it too—partially,” Nero sputtered. “Does that count?”

“You get partial credit.”

Behind Zia, Jeremiah walked in, glaring down at his laptop with a look of consternation. “Nero, Remmus said the Citizens are plotting another release.”

“We have company.” With a well-aimed elbow, Zia forced her mate to look up.

He took it all in stride. Balancing his laptop on one hand, he offered the other in greeting. “I’m Jeremiah.”

“Eden Hawthorne. I’m a professor at the University of Chicago and staying here for a bit while a couple of things blow over. Citizens things, actually.”

Happy the stoke the flames on kinship and maybe spark an idea for his mate, Nero joined in. “Jeremiah just moved here—well, part time—from Iowa.”

“We’re neighbors!”

“Nice! It’ll be great having another mid-westerner here on clan lands.”

Frowning, Eden asked, “Clan lands?”

Jeremiah’s poker face was nonexistent. He shot a panicked look over at Nero. “Community and clan are interchangeable on the island.”

“Ah, gotcha.”

Nero didn’t miss Zia pinching her mate, a reminder to keep Eden in the dark about their immortality and their clan. It wasn’t the right time to broach that topic.

By the time they’d finished introductions, Nero was more proud of his mate than ever. She immediately fit in with his lieutenants, as though she’d always been one of the group. In a way, Nero reasoned, she had. Key had foreseen Eden centuries ago, and she’d always been the extra presence that could never be accounted for.

Until today.

They wandered out of the dome, laughing about Nero’s sudden need to finish her book, while he gradually led them down to the water’s edge. Eden had assured him she wasn’t hungry, and he was content to simply sit back and admire her personality and excitement.

Her enthusiasm grew as they neared the beach, the emotion banking across his psychic senses. As soon as they reached the sand, her shoes were forgotten next to a tree. Grabbing the hem of her dress in one hand, she sprinted toward the water, while Nero gamely jogged behind.

Her jubilant laughter sounded in his ears, over the crashing waves. Everything about this moment was perfect: he’d finally found his mate, and she was everything dreams were made of.

“Aaaaaaa! It’s so cold!”

“That, unfortunately, never changes,” he replied. “The good thing, however, is that I’m hot, and I’ll always be game to warm you up.”

Nero’s arms cinched around her middle from behind, content with merely holding her. Eden had other plans. Twisting in his embrace, she locked her arms around his neck. She felt so right, like an entity of pure joy and light, made entirely for him. This is what he’d been missing for centuries, the other half of himself.

The promise in Eden’s eyes short-circuited what was left of his reason. Tension built between them, an unspoken question lingering. The subtle change in Eden’s breath mirrored the kick in his own heartbeat. The way she arched into him was a drug, as was the way her attention lingered on his lips.

Only when she was ready.

But then her mouth was on his, and everything in the world righted itself. At first, it was hesitant, as if she was testing their connection. He responded in kind, letting her lead, and felt her passionate nature wake up, like a slumbering creature responding to the arrival of spring.

Slow and sensual, she kissed him as though she never wanted to stop and couldn’t even fathom breaking their connection. Nero’s hand came up to cradle her cheek, delicately cupping her jaw and urging her onward. What’d started as innocent and tentative changed as they lost themselves in one another. The kiss deepened, urged toward the edge by explosive feelings of desire.

Finally, breathless, Eden pulled away.

Nero made promises to the fates that he’d keep her lips swollen with kisses every day of their eternal lives together. He could never get enough of the way she tasted.

“It’s always been on my bucket list to swim in the Pacific.”

One eyebrow rose. “You have a fascination with your bucket list. Should I be worried?”

It took her half a second too long to say, “No.”

He could’ve taken the word at face value if it hadn’t been for his psychic senses. What worried Nero was that there was deceit in her emotional cocktail. Before he could ask, she broke the silence once more.

“I’ve never gone for a swim fully clothed before. You want to go in?”

“Now?”

“What better time?” That delicious green gaze and Eden’s ready smirk taunted him. “Come on, Nero, come play in the water with me.”

“How can I say no to that?”

Eden strode forward towards the frothy waves, gasping at the contact, clearly chilled. He was reminded again how vulnerable humans were without the supernatural defenses he took for granted. His mate looked particularly fragile to him, and he soon joined her in the surf, keeping an eye on her to ensure she didn’t fall or start shivering too hard.

A pang of guilt lanced through him. She had taken his word and come with him to Oahu, secure in the trust that he was telling her the truth. Nero had been—but he hadn’t given her the entire story. The fact that he’d kept his immortality a secret sat like poison in his gut. Even though she was here on clan lands, a stray teleport or any hint of a psychic ability would compromise everything.

He knew there would be no better time to come clean.

“Eden, I haven’t been entirely truthful with you.”

Suspicion flared wildly within her, battering against his ability. “No?”

“We’ve been tracking the Citizens for years. After the first attack in New York, we realized this wasn’t simply a case of vampire hunters who got more of a thrill from the title than the job itself.”

“You keep saying ‘we,’” she replied, studying him. “Who is ‘we?’”

“A conglomerate of nations who’ve unified to take them down. It’s bigger than just me and my team. It’s a worldwide effort, and there are multiple vested parties. The initiative is far bigger than you think.”

Relief washed over her face, and he could sense as much through his gifts, but that hadn’t been the reveal. As he thought through how he could explain that the myths she studied weren’t fake, she suddenly shrieked and flailed beside him.

“Shark!”

Her fear sent his own panic response into motion. Grabbing her waist, he hauled her up and out of the water and into his arms. As he scoured the darkening waters, ready to teleport damn the consequences, he saw that it had been Butterflyfish instead of a predator.

“Just a fish, professor,” he chuckled. “You’re safe, I promise.”

Her arms were linked tightly around his neck, and she held her feet up and out of the water. “I think I’ve had my fill of ocean now.”

Expelling the tension that’d followed their sudden fright, Nero secured her against his chest and began wading toward the beach. “Let’s work on swimming tomorrow in the morning light, professor.”

A part of him was discouraged. After hyping himself up to reveal the nature of what he was, and how she would factor into the equation, it no longer seemed the right time. The fright in the water had leached the last tendrils of energy from her. Exhaustion came off her in waves.

Even when they made it on the beach, Nero didn’t put her down. He reached down for her shoes, then continued to hold her in a bridal carry all the way back up the boardwalk and over the threshold into his home. It was another gesture that felt symbolic and right to do with his mate—even if she didn’t yet know what she was to him.

“Chivalry isn’t dead,” came Eden’s small voice, her head resting on his shoulder. “My hero.”

He might’ve saved her this time, but it was Eden who was making his life worth living.


Chapter Ten


Being squeamish was not something Eden took pride in. When the ‘shark’ had briefly touched her leg below the water, her automatic reaction had taken over. Clinging to Nero like a lifeline had damaged her chic professor status, if not in his eyes, then hers.

Finding out it was a Butterflyfish and not a Hammerhead was reassuring, but she still didn’t want to get back in the dark water after the ordeal.

She had taken great comfort in the fact that Nero had carried her up from the beach. While she could admit that it had taken a moment to get used to, she had never felt more like a princess. The man was competing for knighthood.

It only made her feel even worse about keeping her illness from him. She would have to tell him—and soon. Pharmacies could easily be switched, and pills could be taken in secret, but if she suffered a stroke while here on the island, her medical history would be important.

Arguably worse was that she’d kissed him, taking advantage of his naivety and living out a fantasy where she had a future ahead of her. Part of her wanted to remain here forever—to enjoy this small slice of happiness without worrying about where it would lead.

Like a gentleman, Nero was letting her lead this dance between them. If he was developing feelings for her, it would only hurt him in the long run. The thought sat ill with her.

Remorse and shame dueled within her, and when she shifted in his arms, he immediately put her down. While her first instinct was to run back to her room and stop imposing on her gracious host, he clearly had other ideas.

“Did you happen to bring a swimsuit? I have just the ticket for fighting off the chill.”

“Of course,” she replied. “Coming to Hawaii without one didn’t seem right.”

“Would you like to try the jacuzzi, in that case?”

Excitement made some of her negative emotions fade. “Absolutely! Why didn’t you mention that sooner? I’ll go get changed!”

His chuckle followed her as she bolted up the stairs and dropped to her knees in front of the bag containing the emerald one-piece. The ruffled bottoms and sleeved top of the swimsuit covered just enough to ensure her slightly emaciated frame wasn’t fully on display. She quickly changed, deciding not to linger on her self-consciousness.

She needn’t have worried. Nero looked dumbstruck. Those warm, fathomless eyes were riveted to her as though she were a model and not an average woman showing the ravages of disease. Her self-esteem had plummeted in recent months. Keeping weight on was far more difficult when the pills she took occasionally made her nauseous and commonly stole her appetite.

Giving a nervous chuckle, she folded her arms across her midriff. “You okay there, Coffee Shop Cutie?”

“A bit starstruck. You’re gorgeous.”

“Excellent. My suppressed vampire genes must finally be surfacing.”

“Ah, that must be why you’re sparkling.”

“Okay, Edward,” she snickered.

Nero’s wet shirt still clung to his body, the material pulling taut against the muscular frame beneath. She nearly drooled at the memory of seeing him bare-chested, up close and personal.

“A parting gift from your cat?”

“Huh?”

Nero pointed to the trio of Band-Aids covering her forearm where the rabid wolf had bitten her the night they met. “Oh. Nope, just me courting death.”

She didn’t particularly want to linger on that part of the memory.

“Something I’ll try my best to prevent, Eden Hawthorne.” Nero’s genuine concern for her was bitter-sweet.

Eden frowned for a second as she took a peek underneath the bandages. It’d been a fairly deep puncture, confirmed by the doctor who administered her first rabies shot. It was surprising to see it disappear nearly overnight, but the ways of her body were unpredictable these days.

“Guess it’s all better now.” Shrugging noncommittally, she ripped the unnecessary Band-Aids off. “Where’s that jacuzzi you threatened me with?”

“Oh, yes, the Chinese water torture, minus the dripping! Your sparkle caught me so off guard I almost forgot what a dangerous fiend I have on my hands.”

Without a word of warning, Nero easily gathered her in his arms once more. A giddy shriek sprung from her lips, and she considered protesting for a second. A very short and clearly misguided second, because the look of contentment on his features was unmistakable. The man clearly enjoyed carrying her, and who was she to ruin the mood.

The warm, bubbly waters frothed as Nero gently lowered them in the jacuzzi, and her body let go of aches she didn’t even realize she had. A sigh of contentedness while she settled back against the curved wall. Swirls of heat licked at her skin, and Eden understood what heaven would feel like.

And then, somehow, things got considerably better when Nero snaked an arm around her waist and pulled them closer.

“I’ve taken the liberty of ordering us some food.”

She stared at him. “When? I was gone for like two seconds!”

“I’m magic,” he replied. He nodded to the tray that nestled alongside the jacuzzi, something she hadn’t even noticed until now. “I didn’t know what you liked, so I got a bit of everything.”

Her mouth watered instantly, greedy fingers coming out of the water to nab a cube of cheese. The savory taste exploded on her taste buds as she popped it in her mouth, and she let out an unladylike moan.

“This is delicious.” Eden took another bite, downing it nearly as quickly as the first, then spied the chocolate. “And chocolate! I love me some chocolate.”

Swooning at his thoughtfulness, she savored the food he’d brought. As she chewed, she worked through how she’d broach the subject of her declining health—and prepared herself for how he would react. Here he was dotting on her, and she’d done nothing to deserve it. Something foreign within her twisted.

She picked up a small cube of pineapple and held it to his mouth. “Open up, Nero.”

He dutifully obeyed. Gently, Eden slipped the fruit between his lips, intent on making sure he was fed. When she tore her gaze away from that delectable mouth, she found his eyes searing into hers.

Their lips met.

Eden’s arms locked around his neck while his strong fingers cradled her waist. The water jets bubbled around them, heightening the sensation of their consuming embrace. Kiss for kiss, Nero’s soft lips burned into her, and she became lost to the sensual feeling.

Nero pulled her closer, and Eden readily complied. She was desperate for the feel of him, as if he was her air, and she’d been treading water, gradually slipping below the surface.

His lips slowly moved to her neck. Each delectable nip was both a taunt and a promise, the sensitized skin making her shiver as he worshipped her.

The man was indeed magical. This connection with Nero was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She’d call him the man of her dreams, but she’d never dared to dream that far. And it wasn’t fair—to either of them.

Sobering, Eden pulled away, resting her head on his shoulder. If Nero noticed her reluctance, he didn’t mention it, simply tucking her into his side and affectionately wrapping an arm around her.

Familiar anxiety rose to strangle her as she attempted to reveal her illness. Every time she’d open her mouth to speak, something held her back. Sitting here, appreciating a tropical paradise and surrounded by Nero’s arms, Eden couldn’t bring herself to ruin what had been an enchanted day.

Tomorrow was the day. She would tell him about the ticking time bomb in her brain and brace herself for his reaction. A couple more hours of happiness wouldn’t hurt them.

By the time true darkness had fallen, her eyes had already closed, and she slept nestled into the heat of the man she’d eventually have to leave.


Chapter Eleven


Nero knew the moment she’d given over to slumber. Her head lulled against him, her breathing soft and steady. He let himself simply enjoy the closeness of his mate, finally in his arms after so many years of longing.

The longer he spent around her, the more he yearned to tell her the whole truth and make things official. But it would be reprehensible to rush her or take advantage of her delicate mortal state.

Perhaps tomorrow he could broach the subject once more—this time without a potential shark attack to derail the conversation. Eden needed to know who she was with, and more importantly, what their future held.

If she was open to becoming immortal, she would have to choose between becoming a vampire or werewolf. Both had their own benefits and pitfalls, and only Eden could make that choice. Nero wouldn’t influence her one way or the other.

Earlier today, Nina had telepathed him confirming that Aidan would be open to turning Eden werewolf should she elect to take that route. It was a confirmation he’d needed before he could broach the subject with her—and he’d been grateful to both immortals for offering what they had. He owed them both a great debt.

He stood with Eden cradled in his arms and stepped out of the jacuzzi. The patio door slid open ahead of them as he used his telekinesis to avoid jostling her. As soon as they hit the air-conditioned chill of his home, goosebumps broke out along her skin.

He frowned at the reminder of her vulnerability, and instantly grabbed a towel to drape over her while he padded silently up the stairs. She snuggled further into his chest, and he held back a pleased sigh.

As soon as he placed her in bed, her eyes fluttered open.

“I’m all wet! I’ll soak your mattress!”

“It doesn’t matter, love,” was his quiet reply.

With a huff, she leapt off the bed, the towel he’d draped over her falling to the floor. He now knew her ivory skin felt baby soft. Her hair was wildly curled from the salty adventure in the ocean, adding to her allure and magnetic beauty.

Before he could stop staring, she was already stripping the sheets.

“I can do that,” he offered, but she held up a hand.

“You carried me all over the beach, then in and out of the jacuzzi and up the stairs. Let’s give those arms a rest, Coffee Shop Cutie.” Those pale green eyes challenged him. “I think I can handle a set of sheets.”

“Aye aye, professor.”

He still helped, but unfortunately dripped even more water on the bed than she had. Once they finally got the soaked sheets in the laundry hamper, he led the way to the hall closet where he kept his linens and opened the door to … absolutely nothing.

The shelves that usually held perfectly folded sheets and blankets were bare except for a note from his ‘cleaning lady’ saying the dryer had gone out.

Extremely conscientious of this person that didn’t even exist. Nero had never had a cleaning lady. The entire farce screamed Key. She was engineering them together so that her prophecy cards fell right.

“Huh.”

“That’s bad timing.” Eden concealed a yawn behind a well-placed hand.

“Come on.” Nero tilted his head toward his bedroom. “There’s another bed.”

“Let me grab a night shirt and towel-dry my hair,” she said over her shoulder.

Nero took the chance to sprint to his bedroom and confirm it was in an acceptable condition. When she asked where he was from down the hall, he stuck his head out.

“In here.”

Eden timidly stepped through the doorway, and her eyes went wide.

Large sunroof windows were slanted across the cathedral ceiling, peeking out into the starry night sky. White walls, complementing all white comforters and sheets, called to the minimalist in him. A collection of sketches, eight in total, were perfectly aligned on the south wall, directly above the dresser.

The color was matched by other pale green accents: the ceiling, a few throw pillows, and a blanket that’d been draped haphazardly across a chaise in the corner. It was the same color as Eden’s eyes.

A stunning shade, they had haunted him since he’d seen them in Key’s vision centuries ago. Having her in his most personal space was almost more than he could ask for. Trying to cover his sudden unsteadiness, Nero picked up the remote.

“The skylights close with this button, and the lights turn off with this one. I’ll check the bathroom to make sure it isn’t a mess.”

“You aren’t staying?” Eden trailed off, looking uncertain. A blast of discomfort churned in her emotions, followed quickly by, “Isn’t this your room?”

“Yes, but—”

“I’m not kicking you out, Nero. It’s a king-size bed, with plenty of room for two. I mean—if you don’t mind sharing.”

One moment he was standing several feet away from her, and the next, his palm was wrapping around the back of her neck to drag her lips to his. This kiss was light and friendly, so different from what they’d shared only an hour ago.

“I’d love to share, professor. But I have to warn you; I’m a cuddler.”

“I like cuddling.”

“It’s a deal then. Please make yourself comfortable while I brush my teeth.”

Before he left, his palm gently cupped her cheek, his fingers threading through the thick coil of wild curls. He hoped the look he gave her spoke volumes and was relieved to feel the uncertainty that pooled in her emotional signature disappear.

By the time he’d returned, there was an Eden-sized shape beneath his comforter. Nero slid into the cool sheets behind her, noting her sharp intake of breath.

“Snuggler, remember?”

A giggle, muffled by the fabric, greeted him. “I don’t mind.”

That was a good thing, because Nero’s instincts were screaming mine and he didn’t have the heart to deny his panther any longer. The beast surged forward in his eyes as soon as Nero’s arm coiled around Eden’s waist, yearning to jump out of his skin and curl up beside her.

He gently tugged Eden’s light frame across the expanse of bedding between them and into the protective coil of his body. His mate fit perfectly, her curves complimenting his every rugged angle. Inhaling, he savored the sweet scent of peony that tickled his senses.

After she fell asleep beside him, he reached out through the mental links that connected him to his people. Each bond was briefly examined to ensure his people were content, happy, and healthy. Then he verified the security wards he’d place around his territory were unbreeched and functioning. Earlier today, a blip along one ward had been cause for concern, but when Zia had checked it out, she hadn’t found anything out of place.

Nero’s duty was to protect the hundreds of people who counted on him, and he considered it his honor to do so. For the first time in his long life as a sovereign, he made a place in his heart for something more important than his responsibilities to his clan: the woman in his arms.

It was a monumental shift, but he had full confidence it was the right step to take. Their mating bond would cement it into place. His wait was finally over.

Once more, he stole a leisurely inhale to enjoy the sweetness of her aroma, and went to sleep.

***

By the time Eden’s sleep-ruffled bed head appeared downstairs the next morning, Nero had been up working for hours. Already, he’d had two telepathic meetings with potential clan members, and before that, he had troubleshooted a housing issue with Zia.

Reclining in his chaise lounge, he instantly brightened when she entered the room. “I slept like the dead,” came her still-drowsy greeting. “I think I could get used to your cuddles, Nero.”

“I like the sound of that cuddle part. Can I get you some coffee? Some fruit?”

“Not just yet, thank you. I’ll let myself wake up a bit more.”

Rubbing her eyes, Eden’s yawn preceded a series of stretches before she collapsed onto one of the couches and closed her eyes. Content to have her near, Nero returned his attention to something Remmus had sent over.

A photo of a wolf in Chicago had begun circulating on the internet. While it was incredibly blurry, it was still photographic evidence of the Citizens’ actions. That spelled trouble for immortals. Remmus had been scouring the net for additional insight, but he’d had little luck so far other than one questionable news source that’d run the article.

“What is Coffee Shop Cutie working on today?”

Nero grimaced before he responded. “A bit of unfortunate research.”

“Well, doesn’t that sound ominous.”

Eden hopped to her feet, trotting over to look over his shoulder. When he pulled up the blurry photograph that accompanied the article, she sobered. “Was that the one that attacked us?”

“It looks like it.”

She hummed. “I’m glad you took care of it. I wouldn’t want it hurting anyone else. That bite was killer.”

Dread filled him, thick and potent, a suffocating hand collapsing around his throat. While Eden continued to scan the article over his shoulder. Attempting to speak through the sudden fear that’d consumed him was nearly impossible.

“What—what did you say, Eden?”

She didn’t seem to understand the magnitude of what she’d just revealed. “It wasn’t too bad, I guess. Just barely a nip, but it was vice-like. Fortunately, my coat saved me from the worst of it.”

“Did it break the skin?”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t very deep.” Her glass-green eyes continued to read, the flippancy of her voice at odds with the severity of his. “I got my updated rabies shot, though, just to be safe. The bite was under those Band-Aids I was wearing last night.”

Without warning, his hands delicately enfolded her extended arm. Three small spots dotted the ivory skin, and the instant Nero gingerly ran his thumb across them, the werewolf trace seeped into his senses. He stared, transfixed, at the marks that’d forever change her life.

Nero had failed to protect his mate. She’d been hurt, and he hadn’t been there to stop it. He had been too late, and any choice she would’ve had had been stolen from her.

Deep below his consciousness, his panther roared to the surface, yanking at chains he’d tangled over the beast to keep him from taking over. Distressed, the beast snarled, fixated on seeking his mate’s safety. With an audible psychic snap, the restraints broke, and he trembled with the force of withholding the change.

“Hey, it’s okay, Nero,” came Eden’s calming voice. “I’m alright. You made sure of that.”

Only capable of nodding, he gently set down his laptop and closed his eyes. With every ounce of will in his body, he withheld the change. In a terse telepathic communication, he barked a command at Luna.

Come to my home. See to Eden. I have to shift.

Luna would know Nero’s control was wavering. She sent him a psychic equivalent of a nod, and he took the moment to rise to his feet.

“Forgot to check something outside,” he lied. His eyes remained closed, shielding Eden from the vibrant green of his panther, and his voice was so coarse with his animal it was nearly unintelligible. “Be back soon.”

The tips of his fingers tingled with the oncoming change as he slid open the glass door. Taking off at a sprint, his legs pumped until he was certain he was no longer in view of the house.

Then he let his panther take control.

Leaping into the excruciating euphoria of the shift, Nero’s bone and muscle reformed within seconds. Fingers sharpened to claws. Blunted human teeth became two-inch-long daggers. His center of balance forced him to all fours, and then his paws were tearing into the manicured lawns.

His terrifying roar shook the very earth around him, and a collective silence immediately followed. Even the Raeths who’d been outside had stilled, their eyes fixed on the black blur shooting along behind the row of oceanside homes. No one wanted to mess with his predator, and rightly so.

Debilitating fear translated into anger, his panther’s hiss betraying the twisted web of complex emotions that ran red hot within him.

Had Key known of the bite?

Something told him that she didn’t, but it wouldn’t be the first time Key had withheld her visions for the sake of some grander plan. Only months ago, he’d seen one of his lieutenants nearly killed on account of her cryptic manipulations.

The panther let loose another unholy roar, his mind faced with the bitter conclusion.

Eden had been bitten by a rabid werewolf. That meant she was going to turn.

***

Claws gashed gapping wounds along the palm trees that dared to be in his way. Nero’s inner rage had boiled over in the form of physical exertion.

He needed to speak with Aidan as a matter of urgency.

Though his panther detested the teleport, Nero didn’t have a choice. He didn’t know how long Eden had left. She was so small, so easy to tire, and he knew nothing of how the change would affect her. He couldn’t allow any more time to be wasted.

He teleported to Paracel. Somewhere, a fountain bubbled, and distantly, he heard voices laughing. To his already fried nerves, it was like the sounds of nails on a chalkboard.

Enough of that.

One single, terrifying roar from his panther immediately silenced the mirth. Gideon and Jeremiah, Paracel’s leadership, immediately ran into the hall. And, bringing up the rear, was Aidan.

Even when faced with the alpha werewolf, his panther wasn’t giving up control. In a show of barely concealed aggression, he bared teeth at the assembled audience.

He could hear Gideon’s voice, low and nonthreatening. “Why is there a panther pacing in the great hall?”

“It’s not a panther,” was Jeremiah’s cheeky reply.

“Sure looks like a panther to me,” Aidan commented. Out of the corner of Nero’s eye, he could see the massive werewolf crossing his arms, reticent.

“It’s Nero.”

At least the red-haired Elemental could sense Nero’s presence. As part of his clan, Jeremiah was the closest thing to an ally he had here. He might need it.

“I’ve never seen his cat before.” Aidan’s voice contained a note of awe. And then, “Has your sovereign lost his mind, Jeremiah?”

Nero gave a second angry bellow. Eden didn’t have time for him to waste on a clown show. All three of them had taken up positions on the wall, adopting positions of nonchalance and waiting him out. His panther could see straight through the pretense. If Nero made any threatening move, none of them would be caught unaware.

“Hard to tell. I’d bet it has something to do with his mate, though,” Jeremiah joked, that defiant grin brightening his features.

“So it’s official?” Gideon asked excitedly.

“Not yet.”

At that, the panther paused, blinking over at Jeremiah. Nero took advantage of the moment of cold terror and wrestled back control, shifting back, and locking eyes with Aidan’s.

“We failed!” A mixture of anger and outraged pulse through Nero’s veins. “That rabid wolf in Chicago managed to bite Eden before I got to her!”

“Calm down, Nero,” came Aidan’s placating tones.

“I can’t calm down when my human mate has been bitten by a werewolf!”

Aidan cursed, his mind clearly racing with the repercussions.

“I thought I had time with her, that she’d get to choose and then …” he growled. “The full moon is only days away. Why couldn’t I sense it?”

“Until they transition, the newly bitten continue to read like mortals, Nero.” Aidan’s jaw clenched. “Is she in good health?”

“Why does that matter?”

Sudden anxiety blasted from Aidan, making Nero reel from the impact of the strong emotion.

“Because not everyone makes it through the change. Before we even consider a candidate for becoming wolf, they must prove they’re healthy enough to even undergo the bite.”

Nero’s chest constricted; his breath locked in his lungs.

Not everyone makes it through the change. The warning kept repeating in his mind, like a poisonous mantra. Understanding the concept and accepting it were two very different things. He warred within himself, attempting to wrap his head around what the werewolf had said. No matter which way he looked at it, every well-laid plan seemed to be crumbling at his feet. How was it possible that once bitten, she might not survive? He’d only just found her.

“You have to tell your mate what’s going to happen.” Soft, almost apologetic, Aidan’s voice met his ears. “She can’t go through the change alone, and she especially can’t do it in ignorance.”

The werewolf closed the distance between them and gently gripped his shoulder. The touch was caring, the gesture of a man who knew the worth of physical contact.

“Nero, look at me.”

It took everything in his power to come out of his frozen terror and face Aidan. “We have to tell her the truth. And we have to know if she’s healthy.”

“I—I don’t know,” he sputtered. “I just met her, Aidan. She doesn’t even know about the immortal world yet. About me and her. I can’t lose her.”

Aidan’s tangerine eyes searched his, but it was Jeremiah who responded, the Elemental rounding to Nero’s side to grip his other shoulder. “We’re going to work this out, sovereign. Eden will be okay.”


Chapter Twelve


Nero had gone missing.

The moment he had abandoned her to ‘check something outside,’ she’d been waiting on pins and needles for his return. That alone was patently ridiculous. They had only known each other for a couple of days; he wasn’t bound to her or obligated to turn his entire life upside down to stay at her side.

Despite the strength of Nero’s connection to her, Eden knew how she felt for him. Something within her reacted to him in a way she’d never experienced with any man before. It was as if a part of her soul was churning, something that was inherently hers, yet distinctly other. Like a phantom limb, it writhed with sensation whenever he was near.

When he vanished, she had been bereft. Having him beside her seemed to help with the anxiety she faced about her future—even if she hadn’t revealed it to him yet.

At some point today, Eden would tell Nero that she was sick. It wasn’t fair to keep him on the hook without being transparent. She needed to be honest, even if it cost her everything. He’d offered her a place to stay in his own home to get her away from the Citizens, and now, she needed to come clean about her future. This had been the adventure of a lifetime, but hers was rapidly coming to an end.

An hour after Nero had disappeared, Luna and Key had taken her to the dome. It was an adequate distraction from the missing man, even if some part of her brain continued to keep a lookout.

Across from her, Luna and Key were playing ping pong with varying levels of success. While Key had managed to hold a pleasant back and forth, Luna’s aim was atrocious. For the first time in ages, Eden had experienced something she’d missed for far too long: friendship. A hole carved inside of her had finally been filled—if only for a few hours.

“Yes, you’ve got it!”

The other red head finally managed to hit the ball onto her side of the tabletop court. Gently punting it back to her, she watched as Luna’s grin grew and the paddle in her hand connected with the ball once more. And then the ball slammed into the wall behind Eden with a hollow thunk.

“Well, at least that’s progress!” encouraged Eden.

“What’s progress?”

Her attention immediately shifted to the man sauntering into the dome. Looking significantly less frazzled, Nero’s easy smile greeted her as he closed the distance between them. Before she could speak, his lips brushed against hers. The possessive claim instantly spurred her to link her arms around his neck.

Nero’s affection had a way of chasing away her thoughts, and when he finally retreated, Eden didn’t need to check a mirror to know her face was firetruck red.

“What a greeting,” came her far too breathless response. “You ran off like your tail was on fire. Everything alright?”

“All good, professor. How’re Luna and Key treating you?”

The question was directed at the women behind her, a thinly veiled threat behind his smirk. Luna motioned to the table and said, “She’s a saint. I can’t figure out how to get this contraption working.”

“Perhaps because it’s a paddle and not a contraption, sister.” Key’s golden eyes blazed with humor. “Eden has been a most patient tutor, my friend.”

“Yes, even when I accidentally hit her with the small white ball.” Remorseful still, Luna turned somber.

“Luna, you’re totally fine; it was nothing!”

Though Nero threw the other woman a menacing glare, there was no heat behind it. Clearly, Nero and these women were close, and Eden adored the fact that he had a support system in place. She hadn’t had that in years, and she’d missed the companionship it’d once offered her.

She was reaching out for her mental defenses before the dark thoughts spiral took over. Recentering herself, she focused on the moment—and pretended that she’d left her troubles at the door.

Inhaling to ask Nero where he’d been, the most delicious aroma of blueberry pie filled her nostrils. She looked around wildly, intent on finding the source of the scent. Suddenly, the sweet treat was all she was craving—in addition to a few Advil.

A headache had bloomed between her temples promptly after Nero’s abrupt departure. She’d hoped to tough it out, but it’d grown to a full throb now, difficult to ignore. Rooting around in her purse, she grabbed the small bottle and popped two in her mouth, swallowing sans water.

Nero’s eyes were fully trained on hers. “Not feeling well?”

“Bit of a headache.” She forced a smile, knowing it was so much deeper than that. “I’m sure it’s from the time zone change or jet lag. Nothing to worry about.”

Nero looked suspicious, but his concern was wiped away when he seized her hand. “I’m stealing you away, professor. My most sincere apologies, Key.”

“And what about Luna? Shouldn’t you be apologizing to her, too?”

“Nope,” he said, putting his nose in the air. “Luna assaulted you with a deadly weapon. I’m snubbing her.”

“Luna is innocent!”

“Only until proven guilty,” Nero finished, unrepentant.

Eden rolled her eyes. “Bye, ladies.”

“Do have fun, new friend!”

He tucked Eden into his side. “Hungry?”

The man was always trying to feed her. “Actually, I keep smelling blueberry pie, and gosh darn it, now I want some! It has to be around here somewhere.”

One of Nero’s dark eyebrows rose. “When I was walking in, I saw one of the women across the way serving one during a picnic. That blueberry pie?”

“Oh. Huh. Maybe someone brought a slice closer by.”

Linking his arm through hers, he pulled her out into the sunshine. While her headache had started to recede, the bright sun’s rays made her eyes water.

“Bright out here.”

“Should we go back to the house?”

There was a thread of uncertainty in Nero’s voice now, a hesitation. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve said it was nervousness. Shrugging off the thought, she nodded and blinked against the sun.

“Sounds good. Maybe I can make you something to eat.”

“Nah, I’ve got it.”

Nero’s genial smile was all she needed to see. By the time they got back inside the chilled home, Eden was starving, happily watching as Nero shoved aside several notebooks before gathering ingredients for blueberry pie and French toast. He made quick work of the batter before putting a few slices on the griddle and moving on to the pie.

“So, professor Hawthorne,” Nero began, his eyes making eye contact across the island briefly, before going back to his work, “do you have any other lectures do you have stored up in that brilliant mind?”

“Oh, I can’t even count how many. One for every occasion.” Enthusiasm bubbled inside her. “Shifters and Lycanthropy: A Field Guide to Weres; Half A Dozen Men: The Rise of the Reverse Harem Romantasy; Supernatural Shows: A Study of Paranormal Television. Those aren’t particularly heavy on the Gothic literature side, but they’re what many audiences are looking for.”

“Do I even want to know what a reverse harem is?”

She snorted. “I’ll spare you.”

“Appreciated.”

“I’ve been hooked ever since I was a little girl and began reading about vampires in really cheesy Young Adult novels. I’ve always been fascinated with the lore, so making it my field of study seemed obvious.”

“Vampires, huh?”

“Don’t make fun, Nero.” Smirking, Eden sat up straighter in her chair and adopted a holier-than-thou posture. “Vampire fiction is one of the most widely read and celebrated paranormal genres.”

“Really?”

Eden softened at the genuine interest in Nero’s voice, urging her to continue. “Yes! And while vampires are my original love, there’s plenty of room in my heart for werewolves, ghosts and reanimated monsters. Fae are my latest obsession.”

“Equal opportunity, huh?”

Nero expertly flipped the French toast over to the other side, the cinnamon bread a perfect shade of golden brown. Her mouth watered just looking at it.

“Any supernatural, really.” She shrugged casually, picking up her fork and fiddling with it idly as she spoke. “I’ve read far too many books and not done enough living, I guess.”

Nero inhaled slowly, as if steadying himself. When he spoke, there was no hint of humor in his voice. “And what if I told you that vampires were real, Eden? That the fiction you’ve devoted your life to wasn’t fake?”

Her sudden laugh cut through the silence between them like a sharpened knife, trying to encourage a smile from the sober-minded man across the island from her.

“I’d say you were absolutely, off-your-rocker unhinged.”

Nero still didn’t laugh. “I can assure you, I’m perfectly sane.”

Eden’s smile faded. Not only was he spewing the same delusional pitch that the Citizens had, but he seemed entirely too serious. She waited for the punchline for what felt like an eternity. Eyes wide, she looked around, firmly believing she was about to be the butt of a joke.

“That’s—that’s hilarious, Nero. But I’m not really in the mood for recreating my meeting with the Citizens just yet.”

“I’m telling you the truth.”

Freezing where she sat on the stool, Eden battled back the fear response and started cataloging the ways to escape Nero’s home. Though she wanted to believe that this was an attempt at humor, nothing in his voice or expression gave that impression. She had traveled thousands of miles with him to his home half a world away—was at his mercy—and now, she felt like the fool.

The blunt knife resting on the top of the butter seemed too far away.

“It’s—that’s not—” She shook her head in disbelief. “Nero, I know you think this is a joke, but seriously, you’re starting to scare me.”

He didn’t retract his statement, searching her eyes before checking the underside of the French toast. With the ease of someone who’d made them thousands of times, he neatly flipped both of them onto a plate.

“Eat. Once you’re done, I’d like to show you something.”

Eden was rooted to the spot, her hands curling around the stool so tightly her knuckles were bleaching white. She suspiciously eyed the French toast, until Nero finally gave a lighthearted chuckle.

“You watched me make it, Eden. I’m not going to poison you.”

Eden took the offered plate and mechanically dribbled syrup over the slices. What followed was potentially the strangest meal she’d ever had. She attempted to keep her eyes on Nero, who was busy making a blueberry pie, while the sweetness of the French toast seemed to turn to ash in her mouth.

When she was done, she gingerly stood and took the plate to the sink. Keeping the butterknife concealed behind her, she pivoted to face him where he’d rested a hip against the island. His gaze was shadowed.

“Ready?”

“What are you going to show me, Nero?”

An intensely compassionate look settled on his face, reminding her of the man she’d come to know well in the last few days.

“I know it seems hard right now, but I would ask you to lend me your trust just a little bit longer. I vow to you I will never hurt you or allow you to come into harm’s way. Your wellbeing is more important to me than you’ll ever know.”

“Okay. But this preamble isn’t actually making me any less tense, by the way.”

Her semi-approval seemed to settle him. “Where in the world would you chose to be, should you have the ability to—I don’t know—teleport?”

Eden didn’t have to think twice. “Eiffel Tower.”

“Romantic. I like it.” Nero extended his hand out to her, palm up. “May I?”

Eyeing him as though he was a snake about to strike, Eden hesitated, weighing his merit. The cool metal in her hand didn’t ease her fear, and she soundlessly put the butterknife back into the sink behind her. Swallowing the bile that threatened to come up, she decided to take one last leap of faith.

Nero waited patiently.

If he had wanted to harm her, he could’ve done so at any point in time. She’d fallen asleep in his arms several times, and he’d shown her care and tenderness without a hint of reservation. More importantly, he’d saved her life, and even if it made her the most naïve woman alive, she believed his vows.

Eden’s fingers slid over his palm in the next second, determined to see this through. “Alright, Nero. I’ll trust you. Show me.”

“Eyes open, Eden.”

Weightlessness. In the next moment, her entire being seemed to float through space, dissolving into nothingness in a single second. Oddly disorienting, she’d would’ve gasped if she had control of her vocal cords.

Her feet touched solid ground before panic had time to set in. Eden’s vision cleared while she gulped air. She registered that her hand was still locked in Nero’s, and it was only when his arm came around her back that she sagged against him, knees trembling.

“What was that?”

“That, my darling Eden, was your first teleport. It lasted less than a second. Take your time, though. It affects people differently.”

Her eyes shot open, jerking away from the heavenly warmth of Nero’s chest. When she finally registered where they were—in an alleyway near the Eiffel Tower—her mouth fell open. Though they were still a good distance away, far enough that she didn’t have to crane her neck up to see the top, it was clearly Paris.

Her mind spun. Only moments ago, she’d been in Nero’s home. Now—impossibly—she was halfway across the world. This was too real to be a dream, but anything else seemed implausible. Eden had studied the paranormal for decades, but this was simply too much.

“What.” Her eyes were open so wide she must’ve looked half a step away from losing her marbles. “How. How are we here?”

“A teleport. It’s a simple method of transportation for—”

“Did you spike my French toast?” Accusatorily glaring at him, Eden stepped back and held her hands up defensively. “There is no way this is real!”

“It’s very real, Eden.” He gestured toward the brick wall next to them. “Touch. Feel. Go talk to someone if you want.”

“What, and look like a crazy person? I can’t just go around asking people if this is real life! I don’t even know French.”

“I do,” Nero’s eyes aligned with a man walking on the sidewalk just several paces away. “Pourriez-vous me dire l'heure, s'il vous plaît?”

“Va chier,” came the response, the stranger keeping to his brisk pace.

Eden sputtered, clearly off kilter after the abrupt change of location and the proof that it wasn’t all a psychedelic hallucination.

“What did you ask him?”

“The time. He told me to buzz off. That’s how you really know it’s Paris.” At her shiver, Nero lost his joking tone. “Should we try somewhere warmer?”

“Fine, Nero.” Eden decided to play his game. “Taj Mahal.”

“As you wish.”

One dizzying teleport later, she was standing in front of the Taj Mahal, the breathtaking building barely on the cusp of being exposed to the dawn. It unveiled its minarets for them in the soft morning rays, and her heart soared as Nero coiled an arm around her waist. Given the early hour, they were the only people on the terrace overlooking the pool before it.

“Eden.”

At the somber note in his tone, she turned to look at the man she was fast falling in love with. She had a feeling that what he said next would come to define her life—or what was left of it.

“I’m not human.”


Chapter Thirteen


Revealing his truth to Eden was incredibly freeing. No longer a slave to the secret, Nero felt his panther begin purring in his chest—and the weight of his deception slough off his shoulders. Across from him, Eden was positively vibrating with energy. It infiltrated his senses as he rode out the wake of her sudden enthusiasm.

“I knew it! I knew it couldn’t all just be make-believe!”

She did a happy little dance, pumping her feet and twirling around until her arms cinched over his neck a second later.

“What are you? Vampire? Werewolf? Sasquatch? Basilisk? Should I never make eye contact again?”

Having teleported back to his kitchen, he cradled her against his chest, savoring each second with his mate. Her happiness was like a potent drug. Even before it was over, he knew he would relish this moment for the rest of his life.

“I’m a Raeth.”

“A wraith?” Her nose squished. “Like from Lord of the Rings?”

Grinning, he shook his head no. “No, a Raeth. R-a-e-t-h. We’re an immortal breed with the ability to teleport, use telepathy, and transfiguration. It’s all very Gothic chic.”

“Wait, Nero.” Her palm very deliberately pressed into his breastbone. “Can you read my mind?”

“That breaches boundaries we don’t cross, Eden,” he promised, “and I’d never break your trust in that regard. You do, however … broadcast your emotions quite loudly, so I’ve picked up the odd reaction. I would love to teach you how to shield that, if you would let me.”

Eden’s smile was back. “I have so many questions. How many of you are there? Do you live forever? What are your weaknesses? Are you, or have you ever been, at war with the other races? Do any humans know you exist? How do you keep us from finding out and then exposing your secret? Do you kill people who know? Do you have to kill me now?”

The flow of expressions running across her face had Nero watching with rapt fascination, shaking his head yes or no to the easy questions, and waiting for her to take a breath to answer the harder ones. This enthusiasm from her hadn’t been what he’d expected, but he’d be lying to himself if he said he didn’t love it.

“No, you’ll never pay with your life, Eden, but we do keep it a secret from humanity in general.” His lips formed a tight white line. “Some humans are friends of our kind; they know of our existence and keep the secret all their lives. But the group that you met with—Citizens—they want to eradicate us.”

Eden gasped. “So they were right?”

Sharp, bitter fear spiked through his skull, and he instantly reassured her, “They were right about our existence—not that we mean humanity harm. They believe we’re a threat to mankind, but we’ve lived among humanity for thousands upon thousands of years, never once waging war on them.”

“But when I met with them, they said vampires could force humans to do any number of things.” Eden took a step back. “Is that true, Nero?”

“Vampires outlawed the use of suggestion years ago. Now, it’s only lawful use is when their lives are in danger, or if our secret is about to be exposed.”

Eden caught his eye. “Okay—so, you said thousands of years …”

He nodded. “Yes. We live without the threat of natural death, but we can succumb to death through a variety of means.”

“How many of you are there?”

Jerking his chin toward the couches in the sunroom, Nero answered, “Raeths? Probably fifteen thousand of us or so—most likely more after recent events. Vampires have more than we do.”

“What other breeds of immortals are there?”

“There are four: Raeths, vampires, werewolves, and Elementals. We’ve come together in the past few years for a defense treaty of sorts. After several terrorist attacks, kidnappings and tortures, the races decided we need to push against the organization that means us harm.”

Nero sat down on the loveseat, and Eden gamely followed him. He’d prepared for her horror, fear, or anger, but this kind of excitement had been relatively low on his list of anticipated outcomes. In hindsight, it seemed obvious. As a professor who’d focused on the paranormal for more than a decade, she was understandably fascinated with his culture.

“So, all of the people here—all of the people I’ve met so far—are they Raeths?”

“Most of them are: Key, Zia, Luna, everyone you’ve passed on clan lands since coming here,” Nero grunted. “All of them except Jeremiah. He’s an Elemental.”

“What does an Elemental do?”

“Jeremiah, specifically, is a wind Elemental. He has the ability to control the air, fly, stop bullets, and become invisible. Honestly, he’s a one-man army.” The newest member of Nero’s clan had proven his worth innumerable times since he’d arrived, and Nero was grateful for it. “He’s a good man, and we’re happy he’s with Zia.”

“I can tell you like him.”

“I do. But then again, I’m predisposed to liking everyone in my clan.”

Glass-green eyes narrowed suspiciously. “There’s that word again. What’s a clan, Nero?”

“Raeths form groups—clans—united under one leader. A sovereign,” he explained, taking Eden’s hand and gently massaging her palm. “In our world, a sovereign is connected to every member of that clan by telepathic link. They protect and shield against any outside attacks or corruption. A sovereign is the foundation the clan is built on.”

He continued at Eden’s prompting. “Raeth culture isn’t set up like the vampires, where a council leads, or like the werewolves, where all the den alphas respond to the original alpha of the species. Our clans are separate entities that self-govern and don’t roll up beneath another layer of leadership. Sovereigns of each clan are the final word when it comes to Raeth culture, and there are several hundred worldwide.”

“This is fascinating.” Eden hung on to his every word. “Man, I wish I could document this.”

“Well, perhaps you can.” Nero grinned. “We happen to be in need of a historian.”

Hesitation, tinged with the bitter taste of regret, bled from Eden’s emotional state. “Oh, ah, maybe.” She shook her head as if to clear the air. “So, Immortal Coffee Shop Cutie, who leads your clan?”

“I do,” he said. “I’m sovereign of my clan. Have been for the better part of three centuries.”

Eden’s jaw dropped. “Wait. You’ve lived for three centuries?”

“No, Eden, I’m not three hundred years old.” Nero straightened to deliver the next important news. “I’ve been alive for twelve centuries.”

“Holy mother of pearl.”

“Of all the things I’ve said, is it my age that finally broke you?”

“I just can’t believe you’ve been alive for that long.” She shook her head. “To have been around when Genghis Khan was conquering the world, or when Chaucer wrote the Canterbury Tales, and Bell invented the first telephone. Heck, you were around when Shakespeare wrote Hamlet!” Her hand flew up to her throat. “I mean, Nero, did you see those torture devices I was babbling on about being used?”

He cringed. “I may have seen a few.”

“My word.” She collapsed backward into the loveseat. “I can’t believe I’ve kissed a man who’s literally older than dirt!”

“Hey now. I take offense to that! And I also happen to know a certain newly awakened Elemental you’ll get along with.”

At Nero’s long-suffering expression, Eden broke out in giggles. “Okay, then, I have to know: how does an immortal come into being?”

“Well, when two Raeths love each other—”

Eden snorted. “I guess I deserved that.”

Nero shook his head and laid the cards on the table. Eden had taken everything amazingly well so far, but the next part would decide everything. “Immortality doesn’t lend itself to exceptionally fertile creatures. If Raeths are blessed with children, it’s a rare occurrence. Perhaps one or two every decade in the greater population.

“The procreation of the other breeds is different. Vampires, as you might’ve guessed, sire fledglings with a blood exchange. Werewolves bite those they intend to change. And Elementals—they simply come into their abilities when exposed to their elements in extreme contexts.”

Dropping her eyes as her mind raced, Eden sighed. “This is incredible. I’ve never once imagined any of this was actually real. To find out now—” A rueful shake of her head. “It’s just wild.”

“Eden, there is a reason I’m telling you all of this now, so abruptly. I did intend to reveal the truth about my world, but I wanted us to build more trust, ease you in, let you enjoy your time here and … I’m so sorry.” At the somber note in his voice, Eden stiffened. “The wolf that bit you in Chicago was no ordinary wolf. You bear a werewolf’s mark.”


Chapter Fourteen


Eden struggled to remain calm. Her entire life had been researching and reading about supernatural creatures of myth and lore. Every article and peer-reviewed paper she’d written, her book, the lectures—they had been entirely dedicated to the world of paranormal fiction. The news that she’d been bitten by a supernatural immortal—not fictional at all—was almost too much.

“Am I going to become a werewolf?”

A darkness crossed Nero’s eyes for half a moment. “Yes. I’d reckon you’ve already experienced some of the changes.”

“Like smelling food or hearing things from a great distance?” Eden shivered. “Yes, that’s started. Does that mean I’m going to grow fur at the next full moon? Is that lore true?”

He nodded.

“That’s only a few days away!”

“I know this is a lot, Eden.” Empathy knitted his eyebrows together. “I know you didn’t ask for this, and it wasn’t part of your life plans. You need to know that I will always be by your side, whatever happens. And I had to make sure you knew what would become of you, because a surprise transformation would be traumatic.”

Eden startled. “Wait, is that why you brought me here? Our meeting, the date, our conversations … was it all because you knew I’d gotten bitten?”

“No, I actually didn’t know until you mentioned it earlier today,” he explained, his thumbs gently massaging her palm. “I was drawn to you and everything in the past few days has been genuine—except that I let you believe I was human. I needed to make sure you were ready to listen, and not take me for a fool telling you tall tales. And I do want to keep you safe.”

She tentatively closed her fingers around his. At the pressure, Nero stopped his ministrations and studied her intently. She cleared her throat.

“So, I’ll turn into a werewolf. What does that mean, exactly?”

Instantly, her mind was tabbing through everything she knew about werewolves. Shifter lore was as varied as the sources that were written about them. Personally, she’d always believed that werewolves had turned into something close to their wild counterparts. If they shifted into a nine-foot-tall monster, keeping their secret would’ve been much harder.

“When the full moon rises, you will shift into a wolf, one that is impossible to differentiate from the wild wolves. You will still be yourself, with your human capacity to reason, but also have a primal side that will operate on instincts and natural urges. Eventually, you will be able to control the shift and your inner she-wolf. It’s a lot to take in—trust me, I know—but I’ll ensure you have all the help available.”

She found herself snuggling into Nero’s warmth, soaking up the Hawaiian sunset. Despite the ache that’d begun between her temples, her mind was firing on all cylinders. Every myth and legend that had appeared in research hovered on her tongue, battling for the privilege of being her next question. Shapeshifting hadn’t been her forte or her main focus, but now, it was all she could think about.

“Are werewolves the only immortals that turn into something else?” she asked. “Do vampires turn into bats?”

“No, they don’t turn into bats, though I’d love to see you ask one of them that,” he chuckled, the vibration soothing. “The occasional Raeth does have the ability to turn into an animal, as well.”

“Like what?”

“Well, wolves, tigers, bears, panthers. Predators, mostly.”

“Do any of your, um, people have that ability?” Suddenly timid after all the excitement, she wrung her hands. “Is it like a werewolf turning? Would I be able to ask them what it’s going to be like for me?”

“It’s exactly like a werewolf.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “The abilities of the first alpha of the werewolves were derived from a Raeth with a wolf shape. Had the original been a panther, well, they’d all have been werepanthers, I suppose.”

“Do you happen to know, Nero—does it hurt?”

“Shifting?” Nero drew in a contemplative breath. “It’s both euphoric and excruciating. The first shift is inevitably the hardest: bones and muscle have to reform, ligaments and tendons have to stretch and recede. It’s difficult, even when it’s expected. Which is why the werewolves only turn those who are healthy.”

Eden’s blood ran cold. Nero must not have noticed.

“Werewolves transmit their immortality through the bite, and no alpha worth their salt would bite anyone without vetting them first. It’s imperative that recipient’s body is strong enough to endure the first shift.” Nero studied her as he spoke. “With you, that vetting process didn’t happen, because you were bitten by a werewolf who wasn’t in control anymore.”

The scenario played out in Eden’s mind as Nero continued to speak. If she wasn’t strong enough, she would die. She didn’t need him to spell it out, just like he didn’t need to hear about her reality and her fears now. She couldn’t let Nero see how scared she was.

“You didn’t answer my question, Coffee Shop. Come on, curious minds, can I pick the brain of a Raeth shifter in your clan?”

“Yes, several of my people have the ability to shift into animals.”

When excitement bloomed, it nearly overrode her anxiety. “Can I meet one of them? What do they turn into?”

“Esmerelda can shift into a lynx, and Geoffrey can shift into a bear.” He paused, then proudly added, “And I shift into a panther.”

“A panther?” Eden leapt to her feet. “Nero, will you show me? Please? You won’t hurt me, right?”

Slowly, Nero stood, his movements graceful and languid. “My panther has wanted to meet you since we met, and no, I’ll never hurt you. I’ll warn you, though, my cat is the reason I’m a snuggler.”

Eden eagerly followed him, her hand in his. Breathing in the salty air, jitters sparked within her. Though she’d already experienced teleportation several times, seeing him shift into a large predator would clear away any last traces of doubt. Rooting through her memories, she focused on what she knew about shapeshifters. In some cases, it was magic based, while in others, it was purely a physical change. On the heels of that thought came another.

“Do you have to … undress? Should I give you privacy?”

He gave a booming laugh. “No, professor. With our abilities, we can take clothing in and out of the shift. No disrobing necessary. When I call upon my cat, he’s happy to leap to the surface. I’m certain it’ll be the same for your wolf.”

Nero’s beast had indeed been keen to leap.

In a half-second shift, too swift for her eyes to process, the predator emerged. Before her stood an honest to goodness panther, black as night, with piercing emerald eyes locked on hers with the intelligence of the man.

Practically vibrating with the force of his purr, the animal’s soft black ears twitched as if uncertain. Slowly, one big paw moved forward, and the panther prowled closer. Half a step more, and he was suddenly an arm’s length away.

Worst case scenarios began to play out before her mind’s eye. Every primitive instinct within her was shouting that this predator would harm her—that those three-inch-long fangs could take her life without a second thought. But even as the thoughts entered her mind, they dissolved. This was Nero, and he would never harm her, no matter what form he wore.

Eden reached for him, and the panther rubbed his massive head into her open palm as if he’d never wanted anything more. Her delighted laugh made the panther chuff, the soft, soothing sound vibrating through to her soul as the cat gently pushed his head into her palm.

“You’re absolutely gorgeous, Nero.”

She meant every word. Running her hands through his dappled black fur was a dream become reality. As she murmured to him how beautiful and soft he was, she was struck by the fantastical nature of this situation. Days ago, petting a panther had been a logistical impossibility.

When a pair of women appeared on the lawn beside them, she realized she hadn’t noticed their approach.

“I take it he’s told you everything, then?”

Startled, Eden’s balance teetered sending her from a crouch to her butt. It forced a laugh out of her while Nero bared his fangs at the new arrivals.

“Either that, or Nero’s pet panther is one hundred percent tame,” came Luna’s voice, echoed by a laugh from Key who stood beside her.

“All of this—it’s just incredible!”

And yet, Eden couldn’t seem to stop combing through his midnight black coat. With the big cat patiently letting her caress him, she couldn’t fathom wanting to direct her attention anywhere else.

Luna came to sit beside her. “Nero’s cat has been a fixture on our island since we came here centuries ago. I’m glad you’re here, Eden. It’ll be nice to have someone who can convince him to take a few vacation days every once in a while.”

“Now that, I can definitely do,” she replied. “Especially given how handy teleportation is. What a phenomenal gift.”

“It truly is,” Key echoed. “How was Paris?”

“How did you know we were there?”

“I, too, have a gift,” she said with a wink.

A tingle of electricity skittered up Eden’s spine, and while she could brush away the sensation, the panther below her hands stiffened. Luna immediately retreated, and Eden, uncertain of what was happening, followed her lead.

Within seconds, Nero shifted, and his eyes met the trio of women. “The Citizens have released more wolves.”

“Where?”

“St. Louis this time.”

“Do you need to go, Nero?” Eden asked, worried for the humans who were in the path of the rabid animals. He’d been there for her when it’d happened in Chicago. Given his reaction, it was clear he’d done it more than once.

“There are others who can go in my place …”

The hesitation in his voice made her frown. “You saved my life, Nero. Don’t let me be the reason you don’t save someone else’s. Go. Be safe.”

“Forgive me. I’ll come back to you as soon as I can.”

And then he was gone.


Chapter Fifteen


Wolves ran wild in the streets. The Citizens had unleashed twenty-five infected beasts this time, and the group that’d been sent to round them up was struggling. Nero had called for backup several minutes ago, but reinforcements had yet to arrive.

Jeremiah, struggling with an air shield around the half mile radius, was also concentrating on maintaining the optical illusion that rendered them all invisible.

A savage snarl yanked Nero’s attention back to the current fight with a grey wolf, her jaws frothing with the incurable disease. Whispering an apology, he snapped her neck with his bare hands.

Another one down.

Just a few feet away, Zeke had one in a strangle hold, attempting to keep the wolf alive. A mere glance into the animal’s emotional state told Nero it would be impossible to save him.

“He’s gone, Zeke,” came the command. “End his misery.”

Anger tightened the other sovereign’s features, but he complied. A savage snap sounded moments later. The wolf slid to the ground, his pain finally over.

“We have to assist the others.” Nero jerked his chin toward the street. “Aidan is in pain, and Jeremiah is struggling to hold the optical illusion over such a broad area.”

They passed the corpses of three slain wolves, dead before Nero had even teleported in. Kane, Aidan, and Riaz, having more experience with rogue and rabid werewolves, were cornering a larger group, picking them off as they attempted to stray.

“Over there, Nero!”

Jeremiah’s voice caught the attention of two wolves that’d come out of another alleyway and had locked their sights on the Elemental. Paws sprinting over wet cement, the snarling animals bared razor-sharp teeth in preparation.

The teleport took seconds, placing Nero directly in front of Jeremiah.

One set of teeth connected with Nero’s defensive arm, and the other, with his shoulder. Grunting as fangs lodged in his flesh, he braced himself when agony burned down his arm and his knees met pavement.

The wolf hadn’t only sunk teeth into the meaty part of his shoulder, but was scouring deep gouges with its claws in his side. The muscle beneath the animal’s teeth shredded, his arm becoming near useless as a result of torn tendons and severed muscle.

Though Nero was nearly indestructible, the pressure from the vice-like jaws would be enough to break his bones if he didn’t resort to extreme measures.

He let loose his panther’s unholy roar, vocalized from a human throat. It temporarily made the wolves freeze, all he needed to gain the upper hand.

Though the beasts had taken him to his knees, it didn’t matter. Nero’s right fist pummeled into the wolf who’d locked onto his shoulder, one blow effectively shattering its cranial bones. His enemy collapsed, unmoving.

The second wolf grew wise.

Doubling down on the effort before Nero could react, the feral creature snapped the bones in his right forearm, and a wave of agony reverberated through him. It was trying to render Nero entirely defenseless. Blood gushed from his wounds, coating the wolf’s grey muzzle crimson red.

A shout registered, and then the pressure on Nero’s arm disappeared. He opened his eyes to confirm the wolf had been taken care of, belatedly registering that someone was gripping both of his shoulders.

Red hair. Jeremiah.

The Elemental was in front of him, his mouth moving, but no sound reached his ears. Dizziness swam through him, shifting his balance so that he teetered even though he was on his knees. He was losing too much blood in too little time, the consequences of the fight written in the rapidly growing pool below him.

Jeremiah was shouting now, and a blast of the Elemental’s panic tore into Nero’s psychic radar.

“I’m fine, Jer’miah,” Nero slurred, trying to raise his arm to grip his clan mate. He couldn’t drum up enough energy to be worried about it when he failed. “Just—just tired.”

Unconsciousness pulled him under, and Nero surrendered to it with one last word.

“Eden.”


Chapter Sixteen


The morbid thoughts about her impending death never left her. Despite how far she’d run, and how quickly her life circumstances had changed, the shadow of the grave continued to haunt her steps.

Now that she’d been marked by a werewolf, Eden’s life expectancy had gone from less than a year to less than a week.

Eden had made peace with her cancer. The daily regimen of pills had become routine, almost comforting. She’d chosen not to subject herself to radiation or chemotherapy, not wanting her last days to be filled with nausea and pain.

Becoming a werewolf would change everything. In a handful of days, she’d most likely met her end as a creature of myth and legend. Unfathomable.

It was fitting, in a way. Eden would attempt a shifting process she’d studied her entire life. What a horribly marvelous way to die.

Anxiety pooled in her gut from the moment Nero had teleported away a half hour ago. Luna and Key were joined by Zia, and the trio hovered around her as she stood at Nero’s kitchen island.

“Nero is involved in the group of immortals who combat the Citizens’ attacks,” Zia explained. “Right now, he’s working with my husband, Jeremiah, and several others to clear the scene and make sure no one is injured.”

“And ensure no humans discover us,” Key added.

“Who is he with?”

“Other sovereigns, a couple of werewolves, and a vampire or two.”

Eden’s head hurt. It had all been too much too soon. She didn’t blame Nero the way he blamed himself for not waiting until the perfect moment. Learning fiction and conspiracies had been reality all along was overwhelming, no matter the context.

Massaging her temples, she asked, “Is Nero going to be okay?”

“He’s done this plenty of times,” Zia said.

“The Citizens, the people behind this, who are they really? I’ve come across their materials during my research, but I thought they were an indoctrination cult that had lost contact with reality completely.”

Luna shifted uneasily in her chair. “They are a terrorist organization who think immortals are unnatural. Because of that, they believe we should be exterminated.”

“They tried to convince me to join them,” Eden admitted. “That’s what started this. Why I’ve been bitten. I guess if I wasn’t willing to be with them, they decided I was against them. Extremists indeed.”

“None of this was your fault, Eden.” Zia reached across the counter to squeeze her forearm. “They’re notoriously unpredictable, and these kinds of attacks have become more commonplace.”

At some point, Key had put a piece of blueberry pie in front of her. What she’d coveted earlier no longer appealed. Despite the sweetness of the flavors, it tasted like ash in her mouth.

“You’re important to Nero, Eden. I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense now, but it will.”

Key’s cryptic comment had her chuffing a laugh. He was important to Eden, too; she felt as though an invisible string tied them together. Leaving him—now or in the near future—would rip out a part of her soul.

She looked at the woman across from her. “Before Nero left, he was explaining the structure of his clan, and how you operated. All of you are Raeths?”

“We are.”

“He said that some of his clansmen could shift into animals, like the werewolves do. From what I’ve gathered, you’re also able to teleport and speak mind to mind via a form of telepathy. Is all of that correct?”

“It is,” Luna confirmed. “Each of us has different inborn gifts. Some of us, like me, are able to heal wounds. In Zia’s case, she can fly. And Key, well, she’s in a whole other ball game.”

The possibilities were endless. Having a healer capable of mending wounds and minds seemed like science fiction. While her mind whirled with questions about the possible implications and benefits of such a gift, she knew she had to play her cards right.

“Healing wounds,” Eden repeated. "How does that work?”

“I encourage the body to heal through a unique type of heat and pressure. It’s not as scientific as you think; it’s far more magical in nature.”

A spark of hope lit within her. “What are you able to heal?”

“Anything from broken bones to burns,” Luna replied. “Certain things take less time, like a broken bone, while others take longer—like fixing heart tissue or repairing something within the brain.”

Though Eden could scarcely breathe through her hope, she asked the next logical question. “You can heal anything?”

“Most things, given enough time. While it’s rare among immortals, sometimes it takes weeks or months to cure an illness or injury that affected someone deeply.”

“Like cancer?”

Luna nodded solemnly. And just like that, Eden’s hopes were dashed. Battling against the bitter disappointment that swelled within her, she turned to the woman beside her. “And you, Zia, you can fly?”

“I have wings.”

Eyes narrowing, Eden shifted to peer around Zia’s back. “Invisible wings?”

“They can appear and disappear on command. It’s—”

“Magic,” Eden filled in the blank. “I’m beginning to see that.”

“As time goes on, you’ll see and hear about more abilities of our kind. The vampires are swift healers and can survive nearly any wound,” Luna explained. “Werewolves are strong, and able to use the wolf’s senses. And Elemental abilities influence nature: earth, wind, water, and fire.”

“It’s absolutely fascinating. I can’t wait to learn more and document what I can.” Eden’s attention shifted to Key. “Dare I ask what your abilities are?”

“That may be a conversation for another time,” Zia interjected. “Perhaps a conversation to be had with Nero when he returns.”

“Have you heard from him? Did he send you telepathic messages about when he will be back?”

“Soon, probably.” Offering her a warm smile, Luna patted the stool beside her. “I’m sure they’re just taking care of cleanup now.”

“Can you check on him? I just—I have a bad feeling.”

“I’ll ask.”

That now familiar thread of electricity stiffened Eden’s spine intensified when Luna’s eyes widened in shock. “Nero is unconscious.”

And then hell landed in the living room.

Four men suddenly teleported into the open space. All of them were worse for wear, but none of that mattered when Eden saw the person covered in blood on the floor.

“Nero!”

Not caring about anything else, Eden elbowed her way through them to kneel beside the Raeth who’d stolen her heart. His torso, now bare to the waist, was a mess of blood and gore. One shoulder was ravaged, and the flesh below it looked like it’d been scored by more than one set of claws. Or fangs. The other arm was arguably worse.

One bone was clearly broken, and the muscle was shredded to within an inch of the limb being severed.

“Luna, he’s had significant blood loss,” a deep voice explained. “I had to take Kane back to his House first—he was bleeding out from an open femoral artery and nearly exsanguinated.”

“Move.”

Luna’s command had the men scattering at her approach, then teleporting out with a clipped apology. Within seconds, her hands were hovering above the garish wounds on Nero’s shoulder, the ones that continued to pulse crimson on the carpeting from gaping holes.

The scene before her grew blurry, and Eden absently wiped at the tears streaking down her cheeks.

A force dragged over her skin, pressing against her. Pressure built, almost crushing her backwards, while Luna was assessing Nero’s catastrophic wounds.

“Did you contain the incident?”

“We killed the twenty-five that were released, but it was a near thing.” An apologetic grimace accompanied the redhead’s words, while Zia wrapped her arms around his midsection. “Our sovereign took on two of them at once to defend me. That’s why he looks like he’s been through a woodchipper.”

Zia glowered at Jeremiah. “Neither of you should’ve been in the line of fire, but I’m not about to reprimand Nero for saving my mate.”

Luna was all business. “When did he go under, Jeremiah?”

“About ten minutes ago.”

Nero’s immobile features made her miss his easy casual grin, and the dimple that begged for a kiss every time she saw it.

Glancing up, Eden found that Luna’s hands were flush with Nero’s skin now instead of hovering above. As she watched, Nero’s flesh knit back together as if by magic.

Because it is magic, Eden had to remind herself. Even though she’d accepted the truth of what Nero and the other Raeths had revealed, seeing it still required mental adjustments.

The long gashes and broken bones began to heal at the same time, with Luna’s eyes shifted back and forth between them, a study in concentration.

“He’s lost a lot of blood.” Almost a whisper, Luna’s voice was tight. “He’s going to need to take it easy for a while and eat something of substance.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Eden said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Zia gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “We appreciate that. Besides, he could use a little rest and relaxation in general. Fate knows he’s doing too much lately.”

It seemed to Eden that the man had consistently overburdened himself. Today was just one example. If he’d lived his life jumping from one responsibility to another, it was no wonder he had insomnia and described the mental equivalent of suffocation.

Across from her, Luna’s focus was entirely on Nero’s severely damaged right arm. It was a cold realization for Eden that even magical doctors had limits. The injuries made it clear that he’d used the arm to block an attack, and that the wolf who had clamped down on it had had every intention of taking it as a trophy.

Luna’s hand had cupped the bloodied limb, and transferred pulse after pulse into it, clearly struggling to maintain a level of progress that would allow Nero’s body to take over. As if sensing Eden’s distress, Nero’s warm brown eyes flashed open. They shifted to emerald an instant later, and Eden knew the exact moment the pain awoke in him. He sucked in a breath and winced, moving his head as if in a panic until he found her.

“Are you okay?”

A halfway hysterical laugh bubbled out of her. “That’s a strange question coming from a man who just got used as a chew toy for the second time this week.”

“It looks worse than it is.” The man had all the audacity.

“No, sovereign, it’s worse than it looks,” was Luna’s dry remark. “Your shoulder barely had any healthy flesh remaining, and your ulna shattered into a million shards. If your rabid friend had gotten the other bone, I would have said we just sheer it off and start over.”

“Good thing I still have one working bone, then.” He winked at Eden, far too happy with himself.


Chapter Seventeen


No one laughed at his joke. “Tough crowd.”

Pain radiated from multiple places on his body, and it made his mind fuzzy. Fortunately, his competent healer ensured the agony he’d awoken to was slowly abating, and easy enough to hide behind a smile. For the moment, he was content to simply rest here on the floor and let her do what she did best.

“Maybe once you stop bleeding all over the place, we’ll be more in the mood to smile,” Key replied.

Eden was frowning at him. “Jeremiah said you saved him. Is that true?”

“I become a touch territorial when my clansmen are threatened. All part of the Best Sovereign Ever package.” None of his clan members held in their groans. Traitors.

“You’re all making me look bad in front of my lady. My apologies if I worried you, Eden.”

“Worried me?” she scoffed. “You came back bloody, broken, and unconscious. That’s a bit more than worrisome.”

“I’ve gotta hand it to you, though, Nero,” Jeremiah interjected. “Seeing you take down so many wolves without breaking a sweat was pretty amazing. And I’m fairly certain you could’ve taken down those two who went for me had you not teleported directly in front of me.”

“Once again, your room reading abilities astound me, Jeremiah. Thanks for that.”

Nero tried to get up and console his mate, but he earned himself a pinch on his good shoulder from Luna. The healer rolled her eyes.

“Enough of that, sovereign. There’ll be no getting up and banishing Jeremiah until you’ve stopped bleeding. Fates, those wolves tore you to shreds.” She paused. “Can you move your fingers yet?”

Nero fought through the pain, gingerly making a fist, then spirit fingers in spite of Luna’s scoff of protest.

“Affirmative.”

“Lovely.” With one last pulse of heat to his wounds, the healer’s potent ability seared through the arm to finish knitting together damaged nerves. “Now, I’ve already told Eden you have to take it easy, so no excuses. Doctor’s orders: listen to her.”

“Always happy to take that prescription.”

Luna ambled to her feet, tilting to one side as she stood. On instinct, Nero shot up steady her, ignoring the wave of dizziness that drowned his vision.

“Physician, heal thyself. Looks like we both need to take it easy. Key, Zia, Jeremiah, please make sure Luna gets home and rests. She overexerted herself.”

As soon as they left, one glance at Eden told him everything he needed to know. His gifts were already screaming at him that her worry and concern had escalated every second he’d been gone.

“I’m so sorry, Eden.”

Without reservation, she walked into his waiting arms. “When I saw you on the floor, I’ve never been that scared.”

Beneath his skin, his panther began vibrating with the need to comfort his mate, the beast purring and pacing. Eden noticed the change, looking up in confusion.

“My panther hates that you’re sad. We’ll start a vicious circle if we don’t manage to change that.”

In response, she gently rubbed his breastbone, the action soft and incredibly tender. “There there, Coffee Shop. No need to chase your own tail.”

“I’ve lost the Cutie now, have I?”

“Bitter?”

“A bit.”

“Good. I’m a bit bitter about you almost losing your arm. Now come on, I’m making you pancakes.”

Nero followed as she led him into the kitchen, sensing she needed to distance herself from the bloodstains on the floor. It would probably take a bit of convincing before his determined human admitted he was better.

“Pancakes, huh? It’s not the morning.”

She sent him a withering look. “Breakfast doesn’t have boundaries, Nero, and Luna told me you’d need to eat something. Besides, it’s that or eggs in a nest.”

“What’s eggs in a nest?”

“My momma just turned over in her grave.” Eden grabbed a pan, then the bread from the counter. “I guess we’re doing eggs in a nest, then.”

When he went to grab the eggs, she snarled fiercely at him. It was so adorable he struggled against the need to get on one knee and propose to her right then and there.

“Sit! Just—just don’t move. I hate that you’re in pain.” Then, more quietly, “I know what pain is, Nero, and I’d never wish it on anyone.”

A sudden chill made him forget about everything. “What do you mean, Eden?”

“Everyone knows what pain is. It’s one of the single uniting factors of the human experience—well, human or immortal, I suppose. There isn’t a person alive who hasn’t been injured at some point in their lives. Varying degrees of pain, sure, but no one has ever gotten through life without being hurt.”

He nodded, but couldn’t help thinking the universal pain experience hadn’t been what she was referring to.

“Anyway, I’m just saying I’m glad you’re going to be alright. Why don’t you change out of those bloody clothes? I can barely concentrate with the reminder of how badly you were injured.”

Nero nodded a wordless reply, too perplexed by her actions to make sense of them. Seconds later, he teleported a new shirt and trousers on his body, but Eden didn’t notice.

“I’ve broken more bones than I can count,” he started, “had more flesh wounds and snapped tendons and bloodied noses than is worth remembering. When you’ve walked the planet as long as I have, pain stops being a surprise. The older I get, the easier I can deal with it. It doesn’t mean I like it, but I’ve found it’s easier to compartmentalize and move past it when it’s expected.”

As she cut a hole in the bread, loaded it with butter, and then broke an egg into the gap, she said, “I’m not sure that’s healthy, Nero.”

“Probably not,” he paused, “but going to bed and expecting two hours of sleep and getting five makes me outrageously happy.”

She studied him for a moment. “I can’t tell if that makes you a pessimist, an optimist, or a realist.”

“You should do a lecture on it!” He grinned. “Study the patterns of Fighters, Flighters, and Freezers, and see if there’s a correlation. I bet you most Fighters are optimists. They think they can win.”

“And the Flighters think they’ll lose.”

“I’m not sure what that says about the people who Freeze.”

“They know they’re probably dead either way,” Eden chuckled. “They’re realists.”

The sizzle of the stove was the only noise for the next few minutes. She’d directed her attention solely to the frying pan, avoiding him. He could feel her fear, how much she struggled to repress her emotions, and how incredibly conflicted they were.

Even if Nero had lacked the ability to read emotions, he would’ve known. He could read it all over her face.

A tight smile flitted over her lips as she expertly flipped the food. “These are a heart attack and a half, but they’re amazing.”

“Who taught you how to make them?”

“My grandpa.” Affection pulsed from Eden as she continued her work on the griddle. “Here, they’re ready.”

Flipping off the griddle, she plated both slices. Sunny side up eggs were nestled inside the wheat toast with a layer of butter.

Eager to sample the dish, Nero reached for the plate, grunting a bit when a searing pain burned along his shoulder. Though his fingers connected, they twitched perilously, and Eden immediately withdrew.

“Nero.”

“I’m fine, truly.”

Without looking, he knew he’d reopened one of the gashes, the familiar dampness of blood spreading over the cotton shirt. Eden’s attention flicked up to the top of his shoulder, and he caught the spreading red out of the corner of his eye. When he looked back at her, terror and anger dueled on her face. Sliding to his feet, he enveloped her in his arms.

“Do we need to get Luna? I won’t have you bleeding out on my watch.”

“Eden, I’m okay. I’m magical, remember? An all-powerful immortal, who’s super handsome, charming, and incredibly modest, too.” The way she clutched at told him she wasn’t ready to take the situation lightly. “There’s just a superficial wound left. My body is actively healing it. I’m right here, and I always will be, I swear.”

Gingerly, he tilted up her chin and caught those stunning green eyes.

“May I kiss you, Eden?”

A soft smile and a nod gave him permission. He claimed her mouth with as much tenderness as he could muster. His entire world narrowed to the feeling of her lips on his, the sweet scent of peony enveloping his senses. Her slight frame rested against the broad panes of his, fitting perfectly together.

Everything he was and everything he would be existed purely for her: his mate. His hands tenderly brought her closer, cinching around her frame as she dissolved against him. That was when they both felt the pulse in their souls, the burgeoning link of the mating bond.

Nero could barely contain his boundless joy. After eleven hundred years, the bond he’d spent his entire life longing for finally arrived.

Bewildered, Eden retreated from his kiss, her wide eyes blinking up at him. Her hand rested on her breastbone.

“What—what is that?”

Hesitating, he searched her gaze as he fumbled for the right words. “Eden, do you remember when I said I was drawn to you, and that I wanted to keep you safe?”

“Yes, but what does that have to do with what I feel right now?”

“In your research, did you ever run across the concept of mated pairs?”

“Mated pairs?” Eden’s eyes went wide. “Nero, are you alluding to fated mates? Two people who are destined to be together … soulmates?”

He nodded.

Her face crumpled. “But that’s impossible!”

“I assure you, it’s very possible, Eden.” He took a tentative step forward, reaching for her. “This link between us, this connection: it’s a mating bond.”

“A bond?” A palpable desperation filled her voice, the heavy punch of regret hitting him in the gut. “Nero, you can’t be tied to me!”

He stopped moving toward her, struggling to sift through the emotions that were barreling at him through both their nascent mating bond and his ability. He took a gasping breath to keep from suffocating under the barrage of negativity.

“You—you don’t want this?”

“Nero, I can’t be what you want me to be,” she breathed. “This—us—we could never work.”

“I would never expect anything of you,” he promised. “If it goes no further, if all you ever wanted to be was friends, or social acquaintances, or even pen pals, Eden, I’d love every second of the time you gifted me. And if you wanted to leave …”

Nero’s voice broke, but he forced himself to finish. “If you wanted to leave, I’d take you anywhere you wanted to go. I just want you to be safe. To be happy.”

Tears pooled in Eden’s eyes as she made a sound of apology and agony. “This is just too much, Nero. I can’t deal with it right now. I need time to think about all of this.”

He forced himself to nod.

“I can’t go back to my apartment, can I?”

Despair knifed into Nero like a red-hot dagger—Eden’s despair. His attention was on her in an instant. “I meant it when I said this house is yours, Eden. You can stay here; I’ll leave. That way, you’ll be safe, and you can have time to think. Alone, no one would interrupt you.”

Eden didn’t speak.

“Tell me what you need at your apartment—or anywhere—and I’ll get it for you.”

She nodded.

The sudden and inexplicable change in their relationship had left him reeling. To know that her feelings were awash of negativity made his panther confused. Eden’s emotions, now funneling through the ghosting mating bond between them, were breaking his heart.

“I’m sorry,” he swallowed against a throat thick with emotion. “About all of this. If there had been another way, I would have taken it.”

Nero opened a drawer and pulled out a pen and a notepad. He scribbled down the names and numbers of the people Eden had met while she’d been here.

“If you need anything, anything at all, call someone on this list. It doesn’t have to be me.” He offered her a sad smile.

As he turned and walked out of the house, he didn’t look back. Eden needed time, and he’d give it to her. If she needed space, he’d run to the opposite side of the world. It didn’t matter that his soul was shattering into a thousand pieces.

Hers was far more important.


Chapter Eighteen


The front door closed on quiet hinges. Eden had watched Nero leave and hadn’t said a single word. She couldn’t. Now she stood alone in a house that wasn’t hers, on the cusp of living a life that could never happen.

It was so quiet she could hear her heartbeat. The silence left her alone with her thoughts, and even though she’d told him she’d needed time to think, she couldn’t bear to.

A mating bond. With Nero.

Everything she’d ever dared to dream was suddenly a possibility, but her circumstances hadn’t changed. Her death was still marching toward her. Regardless of the werewolf blood running through her veins, the ticking time bomb in her brain would never heal. Not even Luna could help her.

It wouldn’t matter if she was on two legs or four paws: Eden wouldn’t live to see Christmas.

She stared at the list of phone numbers Nero had scribbled just before he’d left. Luna was the first, followed by Key, Zia and Jeremiah. The last phone number on the page was Nero’s, smaller than the others, written like a footnote.

She picked up her phone and thumbed out a text.

<Hi Luna, it’s Eden. A question for you: if Nero and I were to fulfill the mating bond, and I died during the first shift, what would happen to him?>

It took only moments for the three dots to blink and a reply to be sent.

<Hello Eden. Typically, when one part of the mated pair dies, the second half of the mated pair follows them into the Light.>

There were no apologies, no half-truths. Luna had given her the answer she’d needed, even if it meant her hopes were dashed. Eden’s fingers trembled slightly as she typed out the next text.

<Has there ever been any exception to that? What about if the bond isn’t fulfilled?>

There was a minute between texts, as if Luna was doing her own research. <I’m unsure what the results on an unfulfilled bond would be, and I’m unaware of any exceptions to the rule.> A pause. <I’m sorry, Eden. I wish it were better news.>

<Thank you, Luna.>

Eden’s hand trembled slightly as she clicked off the phone. Banishing the thoughts until she could properly dwell on them, she walked over to the living room where she collapsed on the couch. Tugging a pillow into her chest, she let her emotions run over.

How had everything gone so wrong? What had started out as temporarily going into hiding to escape potential stalkers had ended in a life-or-death mating bond with a man who wasn’t even human. The happiness of the past few days had dissolved into stark emptiness.

She’d been an avid learner all her life. She had attended a respected university, studied for her Ph.D., and dedicated her life to enlightening others. Every book was an opportunity, and everyone she met had something to teach her. Despite all this, she still hadn’t learned how to save herself. Now, Nero’s life was on the line.

He was the forbidden fruit. No matter how sweet it tasted, its aftertaste was bitter. A bond that was meant to be beautiful would instead become Nero’s death sentence. Eden’s only hope now was to resist it in every way possible—if only to give him a fighting chance after she passed.

Her soul twisted in pain. The bond that pulsed weakly was the purest thing she’d ever experienced in her life. Being intrinsically tied to Nero showed her just how very much he cared for her.

A hollow noise behind her caught her attention. Jumping to her feet, she was startled to see something familiar on the counter.

Her favorite mug, the gourmet hot chocolate from her apartment, and the book that’d been on her nightstand appeared on the kitchen island. Nero had remembered what she’d said in one of their earliest conversations about finding peace—and he’d retrieved her creature comforts from her apartment.

She turned her back to the kitchen, unable to look at them any longer. Even when he wasn’t here, Nero’s only thought was to her wellbeing.

Hugging the pillow to her chest, she let the tears stream down her cheeks. Marianne, who’d been hiding since day one in Oahu, had sensed something was wrong. The feline uncharacteristically jumped into her lap, settling into a tight ball almost instantly.

“Hey baby,” Eden sniffed.

The vibration of her purr unexpectedly reminded Eden of Nero’s panther, even if Marianne’s long coat was a poor substitute for the big cat.

Alone save for the housecat on her lap, Eden used the time to recenter herself. She could lock away the thoughts troubling her and fall back into the routine that’d kept her focusing and thriving even after her diagnosis.

Ten minutes later, she retrieved a blanket, a cup of hot chocolate, and a purring cat. She inhaled the rich fragrance of cocoa, but it did nothing to alter her mood. The peace she sought proven elusive—on multiple fronts.

A knock at the door made her startle.

Torn between answering it or simply pretending she didn’t hear it, Eden was surprised when a woman with white-blonde hair and eerie pale amber eyes let herself in a moment later.

“Key. I wasn’t expecting to see you.”

“Hello, Eden.”

The woman took a moment to scratch Marianne beneath her chin before seating herself on the opposite couch. With a smile, Key grabbed another blanket and pointed at Eden’s book.

“Any good?”

Eden looked at the cover and shrugged. “It’s your standard variety villain meets girl, falls in love, they live happily ever after. Nothing to write home about.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Frowning at her, Eden asked, “Not that I don’t appreciate you stopping by to check on me, but may I ask why you’re here?”

Key was growing more serious by the moment. “You seem to be … struggling.”

Perhaps the combo of tear-stained face, gigantic cup of hot chocolate, and steamy romance novel gave it away.

“A lot has happened in the last week,” she admitted.

“There’s truth in that,” Key said. “But I think a lot of it was something you wished for—even if you didn’t quite realize it.”

“You think I wanted to be bitten by a rabid werewolf?”

“No, I think you wanted to be swept off your feet. I think you wanted to feel loved, to be cherished. To know kindness and passion and desire. And you have wanted magic to be real your entire life.”

A part of Eden resented that. “Everyone does.”

“Of course they do,” Key amiably agreed. “Are you resentful that Nero brought you into this life?”

“No—no.” The more Eden thought about it, the more solidified the opinion became. “He brought me here to protect me. Why would I ever resent that?”

“You realize that Nero adores you. Sometimes, those protective instincts get the better of him. But trust me, everything he does, he does with your wellbeing in mind.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“Nero doesn’t know I’m here. As we speak, he’s arranging for you to see a werewolf alpha. You need to go with him—he’ll offer to have someone else take you, but you must go with him.”

“How do you know all of this, Key?” Eden’s hands fisted in her blanket. “Luna is a healer. Zia can fly. Nero can shift. What are your abilities?”

A sly smile was her only answer. There was something in Key’s words that had sparked suspicion in her.

“Go with Nero, Eden.”

And then the Raeth walked out.

***

Nero’s home was lifeless without him. Eden had thought it so vibrant and colorful before, now everything seemed woefully dull. Sitting in the dark kitchen the next morning, she couldn’t help but shiver.

She spent half the night tossing and turning in Nero’s bed, and the other half worrying feverishly about the full moon ahead. Key’s words continued to echo in her mind.

Eden had blueberry pie for breakfast. The sugar seemed to help with her anxiety. Or perhaps it was the fact that Nero had made it that comforted her. The second slice seemed to solidify it.

When she pulled out her phone, her thumb hovered over Nero’s number for far too long. Taking Key’s advice could result in one of two outcomes. Either the Raeth’s intentions were self-serving, and she’d told Eden to see him again to benefit her sovereign, or there was something deeper at work.

Either way, if Nero was making an alpha meeting possible for her, Eden couldn’t miss the opportunity. The werewolf blood in her veins wouldn’t stop the transition purely because now was an inconvenient time.

Picking up her phone, she texted the person she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since yesterday.

<Key said you were arranging for me to meet a werewolf.>

She didn’t wait long for a response.

<I am. There’s no pressure either way, I just thought I’d set it up in case you wanted to speak with someone who can give you guidance.>

Eden stared at the words, trying to figure out how to respond.

Then, he typed another text. <I’m sorry about Key. I had no idea she approached you. I know you wanted time to think, and I apologize she broke your boundaries. I know it’s not a relief in any way, but she does that to everyone.>

<Thank you, I appreciate that.> She hesitated. <What time?>

<Any time you’re available.>

Eden didn’t have to think too hard about timing. <Now?>

<Of course. I’ll have Zia come over and take you.>

Something twisted within her. In light of what had happened yesterday, part of her wanted to hide from Nero. It would be easier than explaining why she’d suddenly had a change of heart. But Key’s words, and the building otherness within her was overjoyed at the prospect of seeing him again.

<Can you take me?>

<Absolutely. I’ll be over in five minutes.>

Eden paced the length of the house for the entirety of those five minutes. The nervous energy drumming within her made her antsy, and wouldn’t let her sit down.

Before the knock ever sounded, her treacherous heart thumped, and that alien sensation in her chest thrummed with a happy purr.

Nero was here.

The smile he gave her when she opened the door was forced; it was impossible to cover the pain that pinged through their ghosting mating bond.

“Good morning, Eden. I brought you a cappuccino.”

He held it out to her, those searing dark eyes searching hers. While she tried to formulate a polite response, she drew a blank. When she didn’t speak, Nero’s smile fell. Eden glanced at the weighty bag in his left hand, the paper handles precariously dangling from his grip.

“And a bagel. I didn’t know which one you liked, so I got you one of each.”

“That entire bag is for me?”

“Yeah.” A humorless laugh. “I think there’s a dozen or so in there. Overboard, I know. Maybe you can give the rest of them to your cat.”

His shoulders were filled with tension. Eden almost hated saying, “I already ate this morning.”

“Oh.”

The sense of abject failure that drummed through their link was impossible to miss, and Nero’s shoulders slumped. In the next second, the bag in his hand was gone, and his fingers tightened into a fist.

“Where did they go?”

“The canteen of the nearby homeless shelter.” His features pinched. “I meant what I said, Eden—if you’d prefer Zia or Key to take you, I completely understand.”

“I don’t want to go with anyone else, Nero,” came the honest truth. “Tell me who we’re meeting.”

The barest spark of hope flickered behind his eyes. “Aidan, the werewolf alpha. I wanted to give you the option of meeting one of your kind. The full moon is only days away, and he could tell you things I can’t.”

“Where would we meet him?”

“Aidan lives in Iowa.”

“Same as Jeremiah?”

Nero nodded, rubbing the back of his neck in a move that had the thick muscle in his bicep taunting her. “Yes, they live in the same city: Paracel. It’s the home base of the Elementals.”

“And a werewolf lives there?”

She felt like she was behind the eight ball. She shifted uneasily on her feet, once more moving Marianne away from the doorway to ensure she didn’t escape. Everything about this conversation was awkward and stilted. After what’d happened between them, it made her feel off-kilter.

“Yes. Aidan’s mate, Lucy, is an Elemental,” he explained. “They met a few years ago after she became immortal.”

“So they didn’t mate while she was human. I’m beginning to think our situation is extremely rare.”

“Aidan rescued her from the Citizens.” Nero frowned as he explained. “I believe they finalized their bond after her Elemental abilities awakened, but I don’t know the exact details.”

As the wheels in her mind turned, Eden breathed, “Nothing about this makes sense. From the moment we met, my life has done a complete one-eighty. I’m struggling to figure out how everyone else has mated with another immortal, but you’ve developed a bond with me, a mortal.” A spark of anger surfaced, not at him, but at herself. “Seriously, how could this have happened?”

The man simply stood there in silent shock, still holding the cappuccino she hadn’t yet taken it from him. She hadn’t meant it as an accusation, but it certainly had come across as one.

Nero looked away, but he wasn’t able to hide the churning emotions through their mating bond. Despondent and hurt, he managed to say, “I’m sorry, Eden. It was never my intention to hurt you. If you’d prefer, I can teleport you to meet with Aidan and leave.”

A stab of hurt echoed through their bond.

The otherness Eden had sensed earlier was suddenly snarling. Where it had been mostly docile before, the thought of Nero in pain had awakened her. It was so sudden and all-consuming that Eden jolted half out of her skin.

Something wanted out.


Chapter Nineteen


Her words had absolutely gutted him. He pivoted away, partially to avoid her gaze and partially to hide his hurt. A part of him had shattered. The hope for the future he’d give up.

Eden had been right: since the moment he’d stepped into her life, it’d been one attack after the next. If it wasn’t a rabid wolf, it was a future she’d been blindsided by, and a mate she hadn’t seen coming. She didn’t deserve any of the pressure he’d introduced in her life.

“Nero.”

Her soft voice stopped him.

“It sounded like I was blaming you for all of this, that I’m angry at you. But I’m not. I just don’t want to hurt you.”

“I know. You didn’t ask for this. I understand.”

“Nero.” The urgency of her tone had him frowning. “You don’t understand. I discovered that the beings I’ve studied my entire life are real yesterday. I found out that I have a fated mate only a few hours after that. I’m not asking you to give me your house and deliver me to the wolves, while you make yourself scarce. That isn’t at all what I was implying. I just needed time to process the turn my life has taken.”

He couldn’t say anything.

“I’m glad you came here this morning, and I’d love to go to Iowa together.” Reaching for him, she took the cappuccino. “And thank you. I appreciate you reaching out to this Aidan and setting up a meeting. Why don’t you come in while I get ready?”

She opened the door wider in welcome. His feet had already taken a step before he resisted further movement. It felt odd to stand outside his own home, but he wouldn’t intrude on her when she needed time and space.

“I can wait out here, Eden.”

She sent him a bland look. “Now who’s being reluctant? Get in here before Marianne escapes.”

When the woman turned her back on him, bumping the door open with her hip, Nero quietly followed. The cat attempted to dart out underfoot, but fortunately his reflexes were far too quick to allow it.

The door shut behind him and the car purred in his arms. Eden had already disappeared up the stairs, and that left him alone with the smaller feline. Nero gently set her down, then allowed his panther to come forward.

By the time Eden finished getting ready, Marianne was napping between his massive front paws, her chin resting on his leg. His mate cackled at the odd picture, and he cocked his head playfully.

“You’re too cute in this form, Nero.” A smirk. “And it looks like Marianne agrees.”

One hand gently traced the curve of his ear, the smirk softening to a smile before she caressed lower along his downy-soft coat. “It’s a good thing I’m not in my apartment. I don’t think my landlord would let me keep two cats. Besides, one of you is a bit bigger than the weight limit.”

Huffing at the insinuation, the panther nosed further into her hands, coveting the sensation of her hands running along his body. The vibration of his purr rumbled loudly. He closed his eyes to savor the feeling.

“Come on, Coffee Shop, don’t we have places to be?”

Nero bared his teeth and stuck out his tongue, eliciting a delighted laugh from the woman across from him.

“Shift back, otherwise I’ll have to get the squirt gun.”

He shifted back within seconds, while her back was turned.

“And what, exactly, would a squirt gun do?” he taunted, knowing she’d jump at the unexpected sound of his voice.

She swung around in one smooth motion, miming a squirt gun held with the confidence of a professional sniper. She pretended to spray him right in the face.

“Bad. Kitty.”

Nero’s laughter mirrored hers. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

“Are we ready to go?”

She held her hand out to him and offered him a smile that seemed like a truce. He hesitated on taking it only momentarily, but then slid his fingers through hers.

“Hold on tight, professor.”

A moment later, they solidified in the great hall in Paracel. Several people were nearby, and it didn’t take long before Jeremiah and Zia appeared arm in arm.

“Sovereign! Eden! Over here!”

“This teleportation thing is super handy,” she said. “Go anywhere you want, at any time? Think of all the things you could do and everything you could see.”

A flare of melancholy coursed through Eden, potent enough that Nero turned to look at her. The emotion banked against his psychic senses and mirrored through their mating bond, but vanished as unexpectedly as it had appeared.

“Whatever Nero told you, I’m sure I can explain it better,” Jeremiah boasted, unaware as usual of the undercurrents. “Elementals are the best at fielding questions from newbies. All of our people were raised mortal and found themselves becoming immortal in their twenties or early thirties. Unlike all these guys who were boringly born as immortals.”

Eden cleared her throat, still clutching Nero’s hand. “Nero explained it pretty well.”

“Probably better coming from a werewolf, though.”

Nero didn’t have to turn to confirm who the new arrival was. Aidan’s psychic signature was familiar, since they’d spent time together drafting the Accords, then plotting the downfall of the Citizens.

The alpha offered Nero a handshake before turning to Eden.

“Welcome to Paracel, Eden. My name is Aidan, and I am the original werewolf. Nero has shared that you’ve been bitten in traumatic circumstances. I regret we weren’t there to protect you and give you the proper initiation into becoming one of us. I hope we’ll be able to do justice by you from now on, and in time, you’ll come to embrace your new nature.”

Nero re-evaluated Aidan. Built like a tank, the other man was as tall as he was, and was the definition of a dominant male. The wolf that hid beneath Aidan’s skin was by far the most alpha animal he’d ever met, and there was no camouflaging the authority he wore like a second skin.

His words were determined, and he held Eden’s gaze. He was creating the safe space she’d need if there was going to be any assistance during the transformation. He was also assessing her for weakness.

The intense urge to shield Eden from Aidan’s scrutiny was suddenly all consuming. Without a single hiss of warning, his panther assumed control. The animal leapt to the forefront but didn’t simply stop at yanking his higher reasoning backward or commanding his movements. It forced a shift, landing on four paws with razor-sharp claws.

The panther’s three-inch long fangs were bared in primal threat, and the hiss the tore out of his throat was an absolute warning to stay away. No one could’ve foreseen the change, and the entire great hall instantly stopped moving.

Aidan stilled, his eyes on the panther.

“Nero …”

Zia’s voice was a warning, but the cat didn’t care. Head lowering in a clear threat, the snarling panther took a step forward, his emerald eyes locked on the wolf before him. Aidan didn’t cede the ground.

“Well, this is devolving quickly,” came Zia’s comment. “Eden, I know you’re new to this, but Nero is protecting you the way his panther sees fit. Can you reach out and touch him? He won’t hurt you—he never will—but we need to stop this before it escalates, and blood is drawn.”

The delicate touch of her hand on his spine was like a curtain lifting on his unhinged urges. “Nero? Can you come back to me?””

His higher reasoning returned to him in a flash, and instantly, he felt ashamed of his reaction. Nero had never lost control of his cat like that before, nor had he reacted so aggressively to a look. He yanked back the animal and shifted.

“I’m so sorry, Eden,” came his shame-filled rasp of regret. “I can’t believe my panther did that.”

“Don’t apologize,” she whispered, pulling him into a hug. “I know your cat meant well.”

“Mahalo, Eden. I suppose I’ll have to face the firing squad now.”

Her soft chuckle made his tenseness disappear. “I think they’ll forgive you. No harm done.”

“Except give me a heart attack,” Jeremiah quipped. “I thought I’d be on blood-mopping duty, and look at the size of this floor.”

Zia linked her arm with his. “Don’t borrow trouble, Jer. Nero’s doing enough of that for all of us.”

“Apologies, Aidan. My panther was … well, hell. I don’t know.”

“If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times: a mating Raeth is a dangerous Raeth.” Grunting a laugh, Aidan shook Nero’s extended hand in a peace offering as Lucy walked in. “Listen to Eden: no harm done.”

There was a smile on the werewolf’s face. “It seems you’re destined for crash courses today, Eden. This is my mate.”

The woman beside him beamed. “I’m Lucy, and I’m sure you have a ton of questions. We can help you out, if you’d like.”

Zia and Jeremiah walked up, and Nero found their presence soothing. With so many predators around, his panther could use the reassurance of his clan.

An unclaimed mate was proving his panther’s weakness.


Chapter Twenty


Though Aidan’s wolf was magnificent, to Eden, nothing compared to Nero’s panther. Despite the fact that—if she lived—she would become one of Aidan’s pack members, she found herself drawn indelibly to the cat that vibrated with tension beside her.

After Aidan had become his beast to explore the process with her, Nero was controlling his impulse to shift, but just barely. The Raeth was protective to a fault, and she couldn’t help but adore him for it.

The wolf disappeared, and Aidan took his place only moments later.

“Werewolves live primarily in packs, and each den is led by an alpha and their team of betas. All of them fall under my leadership and have for centuries.

“After a werewolf shifts the first time, we become immortal,” he continued. “No aging, no sickness. Things like getting a cold or developing cancer become irrelevant. We maintain the height of physical fitness without logging hours at the gym or worrying about our diets.”

“It sounds too good to be true,” Eden confessed. “I’ll admit, I’m curious: how are new werewolves typically added to the pack? I know my case is the exception to the rule.”

“Our new packmates are typically those who’ve been born to werewolf parents, or those that have grown close with a pack member,” Aidan explained. “Unlike the vampires, we can still bear children after immortality. Often, those children want to join the pack as wolves.”

“Those who’ve grown close to the pack—like a mate?”

Aidan nodded, his fingers affectionately trailing up and down Lucy’s arm beside him. “Yes. We occasionally find mates in the human community—or in one of the other immortal races.”

Eden’s heart flipped within her chest. “What about offering immortality to those who’ve been diagnosed with terminal conditions? Those who you could save from certain death?”

Through their mating bond, Eden experienced second hand the sudden disquiet in her mate. Beside her, he stiffened. Likewise, Aidan’s gaze grew shadowed.

“We do not, and that’s a difficult question to explain. We vet potential candidates—thoroughly—because if a bitten human isn’t strong enough, it could … end poorly.”

Something volatile and sickly rooted itself in Eden’s gut.

“When we shift to wolves for the first time, the process is grueling. It requires our bodies to be reborn, in a way,” he explained. “Though there is magic in the shift, it’s primarily driven from the physical change in our bodies. Kind of like a caterpillar cocooning itself, then emerging as the butterfly. Without a certain amount of energy and endurance, the change stalls. If it lasts longer than a few hours, or if the human rejects the wolf, then the shift isn’t completed. Without it, they won’t survive.”

Eden couldn’t stem the growing horror in the back of her mind. Aidan had been nothing but straightforward and transparent, but the reality of her situation was far more complex than he realized. Drawing on what she knew about the immortal community at large, she asked the next logical question.

“Have there ever been other accidental bites? Would healers like Luna be able to help someone along if their transition stalls?”

“In the beginning of our breed, there were more accidents than we would’ve liked. Wolves that went rogue and attacked unsuspecting humans. One of our alphas, Riaz, was bitten that way,” Aidan said. “For those who were unwell when they were bitten, we’ve attempted to intercede with healers supporting a transition, but often, it doesn’t help the way we want it to. So much is driven by the individual going through the change, and if they lack physical endurance and energy to sustain themselves through that first shift, it’ll end in a grave.”

Unable to look Aidan in the eye, Eden studied the way her knuckles had bleached white in her lap. Despite every question she’d asked and every loophole she’d attempted to exploit, she still saw no way out.

“I know that you didn’t choose this, but it would be better to know now how to start preparing to help you.” Aidan searched her eyes. “Eden, do you have any health issues you’re aware of that may impede your ability to shift?”

“If I did,” she started, the words tasting bitter, “what difference would it make?”

Everyone around her froze. Beside her, Nero went predator still, slowly pivoting his head to stare at her. She couldn’t meet his gaze. Instead, Eden remained locked in Aidan’s sights, the predator behind his eyes laser focused on her.

“Aidan, would I be able to speak with you,” she hesitated, “alone?”

As the werewolf alpha slowly climbed to his feet, Eden gave Nero’s hand a squeeze before getting up. Though he flinched as though he wanted to follow, he remained seated.

“Be back in a minute.”

The smile she gave to Nero had never felt so forced. Aidan tipped his head toward a hallway. Both were silent until they came upon a small sitting area and collapsed in the chairs.

“No one else will hear us here,” he said quietly.

Eden fiddled with the hem of her shirt. “Aidan, I want you to promise me that what we say here stays between us.”

Though he studied her intensely for more than a few moments, assessing her for what she’d reveal, in the end, Aidan agreed. “Of course.”

The truth was like poison on her tongue, and if she didn’t spit it out, it’d rot her from within. Stiffening her spine, she disclosed what damned her. “I’m sick. Four months ago, I was diagnosed with a terminal condition.”

The green in his eyes was swallowed by tangerine. His wolf, she thought. It was a startling shift, and despite the circumstances, seeing the magic of it made her inner scholar giddy.

In the next moment, his expression broke with grief, and she could see the devastation he was unable to hide.

“What are your symptoms?”

“Headaches and fatigue, mostly. Blurred vision, balance changes, and a heightened risk of aneurysms. The reason I wanted to speak with you alone, Aidan, is because I don’t know what to do.”

“About what?”

“About Nero.”

The werewolf cursed under his breath, realizing the full repercussions of her diagnosis on the mating bond and the risk to his friend’s life.

“Our mating bond was triggered yesterday,” Eden continued. “When I spoke with Nero’s healer, she said that when one mate dies, the other follows. She couldn’t tell me what would happen if our bond never solidified. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been pushing Nero away and why his panther is panicking.”

Every ounce of fatigue and strain lined Aidan’s face. “Eden, I can’t lie to you—what Nero’s healer said is true. It won’t matter if the bond is finalized or not.”

The silence that followed felt like it hollowed out her soul.

“I’m so sorry, Eden,” he breathed. “I’m sorry that you were bitten and we didn’t get to you in time.”

His hurt was so palpable that Eden couldn’t help herself other than to reach across and grasp his hand. She gave it a squeeze and held onto him, as if knowing he needed her. The wolf behind Aidan’s eyes studied her, and it was the best insight into the dual nature currently rising in her. He covered her hand with his own, and the otherness—Eden’s she-wolf—responded.

Though she’d only met Aidan today, he’d taken responsibility for her without question. It opened her eyes. Her failure to shift would affect more than just her and Nero. If she didn’t make it through, her death would have massive implications.

“I don’t know how to tell Nero.”

“I can’t tell you that, but do know this: he’ll never abandon you. Nero is a good man.”

“I know he is.”

Aidan cleared his throat. “You bound me to secrecy, Eden, and I’ll keep my word. But if you give me permission, I will have every healer I know waiting on standby to help you through your shift.”

Fighting back the tears that threatened, she nodded. “Once I tell Nero.”

“There … might be hope,” he broached after a moment. “Sometimes, in rare cases, the strength of your inner wolf is enough to power through—even if the human was ill before the shift. I can tell you’re strong, Eden. If your wolf has that same tenacity, that same drive, she might be able to pull you through.”

It was a spark of hope amid deep shadows.

They were quiet, each processing the information they’d shared. Eden found it a relief to know that Aidan was aware of her situation, even if he didn’t have an easy fix for it.

The moment they walked back into the hall, Nero shot to his feet and met them halfway. “Everything okay?”

Eden folded her fingers through his. “We can chat later, okay?”

“Whatever you need.”

She collapsed in her chair, with her mate by her side. The Raeth wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and she snuggled against him. If this truly was the end, she wanted to savor every moment. A wave of melancholy shot through her, fighting off the ache that was building between her temples.

“If you would’ve told me last week that I’d be sitting in a supernatural community today, surrounded by immortals, I would’ve thought you were crazy,” Eden admitted. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever expected.”

“What, you didn’t foresee being bitten by a rabid werewolf in the middle of Chicago, being rescued by your mate, and discovering you’re going to live forever amongst the mythological beings you’ve been fascinated by since childhood?” Lucy laughed. “Can’t imagine why.”

“Well, when you put like that …”

Nero chuckled softly beside her, and it only made her even more anxious for the conversation they needed to have. He’d been nothing but attentive this afternoon, never questioning her need for clarification or further discussion. To know that he was at risk as much as she was made any humor she’d felt with Lucy’s comment dry up.

“Ah, the vampire rises,” Jeremiah quipped. “Just when I thought I’d have to throw some blood bags down there to prompt your return from the dead.”

Eden paled, suddenly fixated on the stranger who was casting a narrow-eyed look at the setting sun and then toward Jeremiah. “Busy couple of nights.”

Undoubtedly, the new arrival was surrounded by an aura of strength. Though he didn’t hold a candle to Nero’s magnificence, the man was exceptionally handsome. He seemed to hold a world of knowledge behind his eyes, a piercing brown gaze that held her in its thrall.

“Hey, Drake.” Nero was clearly well acquainted with him, judging by the familiar tone. “How’s Kane recovering?”

“Swimmingly. Nova’s fussing over him, as per usual. Are you all healed?”

“Good as new.”

The vampire—Drake, apparently—nodded, then focused on Eden. “Can I presume this lovely lady is your mate?”

Nero seemed to take great pride in saying, “Yes, this is Eden.”

Battling through her shock at meeting the creature that’d inspired her career and life-long fascination, she grinned.

“You’re a vampire?”

Drake chuckled just as a strawberry blonde joined him and slid a hand around his waist. “I am indeed. My name is Drake, and this gorgeous woman is Toni, my wife. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”

She could barely contain her glee. “I have so many questions! My dissertation was on Gothic fiction: Frankenstein and Dracula and everything in between and beyond. Meeting you is like meeting Edgar Allan Poe, or Bram Stoker, or Mary Shelley.”

“Bram Stoker was a true savant.” Drake and Toni took a seat around the conference table. “Wasted on mortality, if you ask me.”

Eden’s mouth opened and closed several times before Nero intervened. “You’ve broken my mate.”

“You missed it this morning, Drake,” came Jeremiah’s offhanded comment. “Nero went full panther on Aidan. Quite the sight.”

“Truly? Can’t believe I missed it,” Drake sighed. “I’ve never seen Nero lose his cool. Well, except for the Heat.”

“And we best be going!” Nero’s sudden exclamation shocked her into motion. “Aidan, appreciate all the info.” He turned to her expectantly. “Shall we?”

Eden had barely nodded before the teleport overtook them, too concerned with Nero’s reaction to concentrate on the rapid change of scenery. Landing in Oahu once more and promptly scaring her cat, she frowned at him.

“Why did we leave so quickly?”

She had a sinking feeling it was because of Drake’s comment: something to do with whatever the Heat had meant to him. Nero couldn’t hide the unease that transferred through their mating bond.

“What was the Heat, Nero?”

Reluctance wove around him. “Can we sit?”

As they took a seat on the couch, Marianne promptly plopped herself on his lap. Nero scratched under her chin while he gathered his thoughts.

“Every one to two thousand years, the Raeth race goes into a Heat cycle,” he explained, his words cautious, but his eyes clear and focused. “It’s how we reproduce. Without the Heat, births are exceptionally rare, and our population sees gradual decline.

“Almost a year and a half ago, we went through such a Heat cycle. It’s why my clan grew so swiftly and why there are infants out with their parents everywhere.”

Eden was almost afraid to ask. “What happens during the Heat cycle, Nero?”

“Mated Raeths pairs almost always conceive children during this period,” he smiled, the expression fond. “We’ve seen almost a hundred births in my clan, and additional mated couples joined after the Heat to seek clan security. It’s a blessing.”

“But? That’s not a reason to want me out of there as soon as the Heat was mentioned.”

“But the Heat cycle doesn’t only affect mated Raeths. It affected those of us who were unmated, as well.”

“How so?”

“Unmated Raeths find themselves drawn to one another during that time, riding out the impulses of the Heat.”

Eden bit her lip, then asked the question that suddenly overwhelmed her reason. “You were drawn to another woman?”

Why did that hurt so much? The thought of Nero being intimate with another woman before they’d met burned like acid. Even more unnerving was the extra feeling inside her, the possessive beastly snarl of her wolf.

“I was.”

“Who was she?”

Nero dragged his hand down his face before responding. “Luna.”

Eden’s eyes teared. Knowing that he’d been intimate with the clan’s healer explained the uncanny familiarity between them. Part of her was horrified at the revelation, while the logical part of her brain tried to accept it as he’d explained it. Rationally, she knew that it was in the past, but it would take time to convince her that there was nothing between them.

Between them, their ghosting mating bond twisted, strung out on both ends as they fought guilt and hurt.

Attempting to remain calm, she asked, “Do you have feelings for her?”

Nero shook his head vehemently. “Luna is a friend, and what happened between us during the Heat was a biological necessity, not a fling.” He tentatively reached out to link his fingers with hers. “I only had eyes for you, Eden. One day, I’ll prove it to you.”


Chapter Twenty-One


Guilt was an ache he’d never heal. Though he’d wanted to be true to Eden since the moment he’d seen her in that first vision, the Heat had compromised his plans. Seeing her hurt by what he’d done only made the ache sharpen.

Nero needed to reassure her that he’d always belonged to her—even before they’d met. At some point soon, he’d show her his studio. While he knew it might be overwhelming, it might help heal what he’d unintentionally done.

“I’m sorry, Eden,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

Her fingers tightened where she’d reached over to grab his. The steady contact helped to calm the storm within him, and he recentered himself on the subtle pulse he could feel through her skin.

A tragic chuckle. “It was before we met, Nero. You are allowed to have a life before me.”

Her reassurance didn’t do much to heal the hurt that lingered between them. When her fingers gently caressed the lines of his jaw, his panther yowled in need. Gaze growing heated, he watched as Eden’s lips parted, tilting toward his in open invitation.

Nero’s growl echoed the ache in his heart. He was like an addict, drunk on the feeling of her lips, needing it to survive just one more day. And Eden needed him just as much.

Her hands wove behind his neck, applying a pressure that could only mean one thing. Complying instantly, he embraced her as she locked her legs around his waist. He backed her against a wall, only separating his mouth from hers to kiss along the slender column of her neck.

Her breathy moan only spurred him on, and everything within him was like a live wire. Where her skin touched his, sparks erupted. As his instincts took over, the panther surfaced—and was in a mood to mark her as his.

“Naughty kitty.”

This time, Nero’s growl was a heady mixture of aggressiveness and arousal. “Looks like you forgot your squirt gun. What are you going to do now?”

“Oh, I can think of a few ways to make you behave.”

Her fingers sifted through his thick hair. When she unexpectedly fisted a hand in them and yanked backward, it bared his neck to her. The submissive position was unfamiliar, and the dominant animal that shared his soul didn’t know what to make of it. As he struggled to form a response, she hummed in triumph.

Nero shuddered, having to consciously remind himself to keep hold of the passionate woman in his arms. He remained at her mercy by his own will.

“For a naughty cat, Nero, you’re mighty ease to discipline.”

“I aim to please.”

Before she could respond, Eden’s stomach growled loudly, and he chastised himself for not seeing to her needs. He was failing as her mate—in multiple areas—and they’d known each other less than a week.

“Guess I’m hungry.”

Nero set her down gently, after claiming her lips in one final, lingering kiss. “What shall I make you?”

“How about I make you something?” She fired back. “I’m not a chef by any means, but I could probably show you that grilled cheese I told you about, the one my grandfather used to make for me.”

Making herself at home in the kitchen, she grabbed bread and cheese. Fortunately, those were two things he always kept in stock in his kitchen. Working diligently, she explained, “The trick is to melt the butter first. Then you paint it on the bread like it’s going out of style.”

Ten minutes later, Nero’s panther was purring at the smell. His mate had used both a slice of cheese and shredded cheese, making sure that every flavorful bit of her creation was covered in something rich and delicious. She sauntered over when it was done, plate in hand.

“Open up, you.”

She held a perfectly crispy triangle out to him. Nero did as she asked, memorizing everything about this moment.

Because this moment was the one he’d yearned for. It was the one he’d replayed a thousand times. This moment was one of the few Key had foreseen and shared with him, and it was undoubtedly his favorite.

The moment the sandwich touched his lips, he was in heaven. Nero let her feed him a single bite, then watched as she raised her eyebrows.

“You like it?”

“I love it.” Just like he loved her, his mind finished.

His mate giggled. “While I’d never want to be too cheesy, it appears I’ve buttered you up, Nero.”

Gently dabbing at the corner of his mouth with her thumb, those glass-green eyes fixated on his mouth. Slowly, her eyes became hooded.

She tilted forward, angling her head so that when her lips touched him, they rested on the corner of his mouth, in the same spot as she’d only recently touched. He remained still, letting her lead, as she pressed kiss after kiss on his jawline.

A shudder, barely restrained, started in Nero’s core. He’d never experienced such tenderness. He couldn’t resist linking his arms around her tiny waist. Gentle, sweet, and delicate, the fleeting kiss was one he’d never forget.

Eden retreated and took the stool next to him.

“Eat, Coffee Shop. Wouldn’t want dinner to get cold.”

“My compliments to your grandfather. It totally makes sense it was your childhood favorite, this is definitely the most delicious grilled cheese I’ve ever had.”

“My dad always makes them so much better than I can. Never figured out how, though, even though he explained it to me a million times.” Gaze growing fuzzy with fondness, she smiled softly.

“He seems like a good man,” Nero commented, swallowing another bite. “When was the last time you saw him?”

Her expression tightened. “It’s been ages, honestly. I’ve either been too busy or didn’t have enough money to buy the tickets.”

“Why don’t we visit him now?”

“Oh my word! Why didn’t I think of that?! And I asked for Paris first!”

“It’s okay, professor, you have your own personal Raeth taxi service now. There’s no limit to what your dutiful mate can provide. I can take you anywhere you want to go, as many times as you want to visit.” He popped the last bite into his mouth. “The world is too big to stay in one place, Eden. Sometimes, the beautiful things can’t be discovered without getting lost.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


For the fifth time, Eden smoothed out the blazer she’d put on, ensuring no wrinkles remained in the grey material. Her weight loss was strategically camouflaged by the structured fabric, and she hoped her dad wouldn’t notice it and start to worry.

The thought of seeing her dad tonight was exciting and nerve racking at the same time. Too many times she’d planned to go visit, only to be foiled by a last-minute speaking engagement or funds running too tight. After her symptoms started, she hadn’t dared to face the man who would be more crushed by her life-altering diagnosis than anyone else in the world.

Nero had taken her back to her apartment to let her change into appropriate clothing, and was currently taking out her trash while she wore a hole in her floor. As soon as he reappeared, she ambushed him.

“Can we go now?”

The devil smirked. “Yes, your alphaness, we can go.”

Two minutes later, they were striding up to the front doors of her father’s residence in his assisted living community. The rows of townhouses were well-kept but frustratingly similar, with only a stray pink flamingo or some such lawn ornament separating one from the other. She instantly recognized her father’s favorite weathered rocking chair, sat on the left end of his porch, a host of reading material in a plastic box next to it.

With a single steadying breath, she knocked on the door.

“Coming!”

Her heart thumped in her chest at the sound of her father’s voice, practically bouncing up and down as the door finally opened and she saw his face. “Sugar plum!”

“Daddy!”

Her tears came quickly. It’d been far too long, and the days too hard, since she’d seen her father. He wrapped her in his hug, not a bit weaker than he’d been when she was growing up. Whenever she’d needed him, he was always there: fixing a tire, hauling around furniture, or taking her out for ice cream when the world got to be too much. Her dad was more than just a father—he’d been her best friend growing up.

“Baby, I didn’t know you were coming!” He held her out at arm’s length to get a good look while she gave him a watery smile. “You’ve lost weight.”

“And I wasn’t even trying,” came her flippant answer, hidden beneath a grin. “Daddy, this is Nero.”

Her father’s expression turned from ecstatic to scrutinizing in the span of a second. Those emerald eyes, bracketed by laugh lines, narrowed as he took in the man behind her and weighed him for all he was worth.

Nero extended a hand in greeting. “Eden’s told me so much about you. Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“Sir, huh?” he chuckled. “I like this one already.”

Her dad returned the handshake. A gleam of approval registered in his aged features before he looked over his shoulder. With a tilt of his head, he urged them inside.

“Still getting those headaches, sugar plum?”

Eden scrambled to cover for the reveal, before Nero took interest. “Nope, daddy, I’m all good.”

But her smile felt forced, and it was only moments later that she realized Nero’s stare had hardened. Concern siphoned along their mating bond, and that was when she finally understood the source of his discontent. He’d sensed she’d been deceitful.

Nero didn’t mention it, seamlessly transitioning into the most helpful man she’d ever known. Her father had been cleaning up after dinner. Nero eagerly jumped in to put away the food, clean up the table, and wash dishes so she could spend as much time with her dad as she wanted.

She’d never appreciated him as much as she did in that moment.

For the next three hours, they played card game after card game, ranging the gamut from euchre to gin rummy and blackjack. Nero was shamelessly proficient in all three of them, wiping the table with their fake chips and penny purses.

Her father grilled Nero about every aspect of his life and ensured that he was treating Eden right. A happy smile seemed to keep finding its way to his face, and she knew that Nero had passed all of the tests her father had sent his way.

By the time he started to yawn, Eden was more than ready to sleep herself. She made every promise to return swiftly, peddling the story that Nero travelled for business often and could take her along. They left her father’s home arm in arm.

The chill of the night had her tightening her blazer. Then her eyes found the nearly full moon, and it no longer seemed to matter.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” She barely recognized the breathy voice as her own.

“Gorgeous. And in a few nights, you’ll be running beneath it as your wolf.”

Heavy emotion made her shiver. Knowing that werewolves were real was mind-blowing enough, but facing her death—being almost assured of it—was something entirely different. After speaking with Aidan, she knew that time was short. Telling Nero had to be her priority. Tomorrow morning, she would tell him the truth, and bank of a good night’s sleep helping her find the right words.

“And you’ll be with me?”

“Every step of the way, Eden.” His arm closed around her shoulders, offering her the support and warmth she needed. “And after your wolf is steady on her paws, we’ll run together beneath the moonlight.”

A part of her couldn’t wait.

Nero shifted beside her. “I did a poor job of giving you time alone to think, Eden. I’m sorry for that.”

“I’m not. You gave me the opportunity to speak to Aidan and Lucy about werewolves, and then you brought me to see my dad.” She turned to him. “Thank you.”

“Always.”

“I’m not sure I need any more time to think,” she admitted.

“No?”

“No. But I am tired.”

He nodded. “I’ll see you back to Oahu.”

“Good. Then we can both get some rest. Your bed is comfortable.”

Chuckling, he planted a kiss on her temple. “I know.”

“I’m looking forward to snuggling again.”

“How forward of you, Miss Hawthorne.” Mock admonishment curled Nero’s lips.

“If you prefer, I’ll go snuggle with the werewolves instead and have a ‘Wolves Rule, Panthers Drool’ T-shirt made for the full moon. Wouldn’t want that now, would we?”

Two minutes later, they were back in Nero’s bedroom. Eyelids heavy, she went through the machinations of getting ready for bed on autopilot, and barely crawled into bed beside him before collapsing from exhaustion.

His silk sheets wrapped her in a soft cocoon, and the warmth radiating from Nero only enhanced her comfort. The massive Raeth male was gently massaging circles into her outstretched palm.

She murmured a sleepy, “I think I love you, Nero.”

“I think I love you, too.”

***

Restful sleep made the night pass blissfully as she lay curled in his arms. Eden smiled as she woke to the blissful white room, blinking the sleep from her eyes.

It was almost unfathomable how much her life had changed within the last week. She’d been attacked by a magical animal, met her mate, took the leap of faith to join him in Hawaii, and found out all the fantasy elements in her books were real. If she hadn’t already been used to life-altering events, it would’ve thrown her for a loop.

Telling Nero the truth of her situation consumed her thoughts. It was essential that he be informed of what she’d spoken to Aidan about—and prepare himself for the potential fallout. Based on her conversation with the werewolf, she knew that if she died, it’d affect more than just them. The waves it’d make in the immortal communities seemed boundless.

She stretched and sat up in bed, reaching over to press the button on the remote to open the shades and let in the brilliant Hawaiian sunlight.

Her Raeth wasn’t anywhere in sight. She spotted her pants and jerked them on before changing out of her sleep shirt. Then she padded downstairs, ready to declare open season on the mate hunt.

“Good morning, professor.”

The heavy weight of her secret settled firmly in her stomach. Banishing her angst with a smile she didn’t feel, Eden waltzed over to the man at the table. “Morning, Coffee Shop. What are you doing?”

A hint of embarrassment colored his cheeks. “Sketching.”

“You sketch?”

“That’s actually what I meant to show you yesterday,” he replied. “But meeting your father and giving you time with him turned out to be a far better plan. This isn’t half as exciting.”

Suddenly, seeing what was on his drawing pad became her main focus.

Her image stared up at her, a perfect recreation. He’d captured each line of her features, the shading reflecting the truth of her bone structure. Her eyes were nearly finished, piercing with expressivity, and the abstract curls surrounding her face only blocked in. His talent was phenomenal.

Battling against a tongue tied into knots, she asked, “Did you do this just this morning?”

“I had a few minutes.”

“A few minutes? Nero, this looks like a masterpiece they’d hang in the Louvre. Gracious, what could you do with an hour?”

“How about I show you what I can do with a few centuries, instead? You remember when you asked if I ever had any feelings for someone else?”

Eden crossed her arms defensively, shrugging. “Yeah.”

“Can I prove that I’ve never yearned for anyone but you?”

“Prove it to me how?”

Nero extended his hand toward her, waiting patiently. As her fingers gently brushed over his palm, feeling the warmth and steadiness he radiated, the Raeth dragged in a steadying breath. Moments later, a wave of dizziness washed over her.

She was immediately impressed. Modern lines, floor to ceiling windows, a spacious, open concept: the house was an architect and artist’s dream. Nero had teleported them into a kitchen, and while it was smaller than the Oahu gallery, it was a comparable design. This home’s style and concept were strikingly similar, but more intimate.

“Where are we now?”

“Indiana. I have a home here for when I need a break.”

“From five hundred immortal clansmen? I can’t imagine why.”

The immediate pulse of guilt that siphoned through their mating bond was a kick in the gut. Though her comment had been meant in good humor, it was apparently a sore subject for him. Cringing, she closed the distance between them and linked her fingers with his.

“I’ve always felt guilty about leaving clan lands, even if it’s only for an hour.” He shrugged. “Makes me feel like I’m failing them somehow.”

“Hey, I’m glad you have this. You need to be able to get away sometimes. From what I’ve seen, you give too much of yourself.”

Almost bashful, he brushed his lips against her forehead. “Come on, I have something to show you. It’s a refuge of sorts.”

Eden let him lead her down a long hallway. Art was strung up on the walls, beautiful works in varying styles. At the end of the hall was an open doorway.

A hint of nervousness pulsed through their bond, disclosing what the man beside her was truly feeling.

“This entire house was built around one concept.” As they reached the door, Nero opened it wide, then flicked on the lights to illuminate the breathtaking space. “My studio.”

Eden audibly gasped. Walls, painted a soft green, were covered with Nero’s artwork. Every surface was lined with paintings and pencil drawings. Canvases, half-painted or finished, were hung on easels that were positioned in the best-lit areas of the gigantic room.

She was in awe of the collection, when she noticed one common thread: Eden herself was its subject.

Her likeness, whether it was painted, penciled, or sculpted, was the focus of his artwork. Laughing, smiling, cooking; none of the images could be confused with anyone else. The sheer number of artworks was proof of how many years he’d spent in the studio, with Eden as his muse.

Equal parts flattered and disturbed, she warred with her instinctual response. Though her heartbeat soared, her breath stalled in her lungs. A faint tremor began to ripple through her limbs.

“Nero, you met me three days ago.” Her voice was hollow. “How is this possible?”

“Remember when I explained about the various powers Raeths can exhibit? Key has the ability to see the future.” A gentle squeeze as he took her hand. “She foresaw you coming into my life, and I’ve been waiting for you ever since.”

Shock suffocated her. Eden moved away from him, closing herself off. “How long has it been, Nero? How long have you known about me?”

“I’ve known about you for eleven hundred years, Eden. That’s when Key shared her first vision of you with me.”

“The first vision?”

The shock seamlessly shifted to horror. Her eyes darted from sketch to sketch, as she tensely waited for his answer. When he took a step toward her, she cringed, and he immediately stilled.

Nero’s voice was pinched with regret. “Yes. Key’s seen several visions of you over the years. She’s the most powerful precognitive in modern history.”

Eden gripped the counter behind her, desperate for something tangible as she unraveled. This simply wasn’t possible—what he was saying didn’t make any sense. A pinprick of pain pulsed behind her temples, but it barely registered in her panic.

“Eden, I’ve been waiting for you because I’ve loved you for centuries. Ever since I first saw your face, knew you were meant to be mine, I’ve longed for you.” He paused. “I love you.”

Eden couldn’t help the terror that beat in her veins. By keeping the truth about her health situation from him, she’d unwillingly strung him along. Nero had been waiting centuries for her, yearning for their relationship, only to lose her within a week.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Eden’s hoarse cry ripped out his heart. His panther yowled at her pain, and Nero was confused by it. Before he could reach her, she lurched away from him.

Desperation fueled her voice. “I can’t be that person for you!”

Wide green eyes connected with his for a fraction of a second before Eden sprinted past him. A chaotic rhythm, each footfall was slightly offbeat, as if she were favoring one leg. The predator in him immediately noticed it. Feared it. While Nero was devastated by her rejection, he was even more concerned about her state.

“Eden!”

A myriad of emotions breached his heart: fear, devastation, pain, and above all, panic. None of her feelings were positive.

“Eden, please!”

When he rounded the corner she’d disappeared behind, he found her plastered against the wall, her head in her hands.

“I apologize. I’ll burn my studio to the ground if it distresses you and never pick up a pencil again. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Nero’s heart caught in his throat. “Forgive me.”

“No, Nero, they’re—they’re amazing. And I can’t believe you’re so talented—”

A sob cut off her speech, leaving Nero even more bewildered at her behavior. Tentatively reaching for her arm he gently supported her.

“Why are you crying? Please tell me how I’ve hurt you?”

“No, Nero. You haven’t hurt me, I’ve hurt you.”

One corner of her mouth pitched down in a frown, and her arm gripped him weakly, confusion seeming to grow across her features.

“Nero?”

“What, baby?”

“I—I haven’t taken my medication.” The words were almost slurred, as if her lips wouldn’t make the right sounds. “I need it.”

“What medication? Where is it? I’ll go find it.”

Eden’s body jerked, collapsing without notice. Catching her at the last second, Nero’s strong arms swathed her in a protective shield while the seizure trembled through her. Eden’s side of the mating bond wavered. That alone was a testament to how close he was to losing her.

Nero had never known fear such as he did in that moment.

The psychic shout to his healer reverberated through their neural bond, his immense power flooding through the connection.

Luna teleported to his side and immediately placed her hands on Eden’s temples. Nero’s heart dropped further when his healer didn’t manage to stop his mate’s spasms after a few seconds.

“What’s happening to her, Luna?”

Luna didn’t answer, all of her concentration funneling into helping the woman who lay in his arms. Abrasive, the heat of her powerful gift sizzled over his skin, telling him exactly how much energy Eden’s condition was requiring.

He fought back the tears that threatened to fall on Eden’s now unconscious form. Utterly still, Nero tried to remain calm as Luna continued to pump healing waves into his mate’s mind.

Luna was swaying with lethargy by the time her hands retreated from Eden’s temples. He steadied her with his free hand and funneled his energy into her out of habit.

“What happened to my mate?”

Pity filled the healer’s summer-blue gaze. “She had a hemorrhagic stroke. She’s stable for now, but Nero… I’m so sorry. Eden is dying. I have little experience with cancerous growths, but—”

“Cancer?” The word was a curse on his lips. “Eden has cancer?”

“Yes, sovereign.” Luna’s expression tightened. “If I hadn’t been on hand to help her, her time would’ve run out. The cancer is invasive. I’ve healed the tumors that were already there, but I’m afraid more will appear. It’s progressive. Fatal.”

Nero couldn’t breathe.

His mate had been battling terminal cancer—alone. Despite the centuries of preparing for her arrival in his life, he had left her without support while she faced her own mortality. Eden was dying. And now, after she’d been bitten by a rabid werewolf because of his failure, her already short life had become even shorter.

Everything he’d planned for them, everything he’d hoped and waited for, seemed to be disappearing before his very eyes.

His life was nothing without Eden. Her reactions and hesitations made sense now—all of it had been to cover up what’d been in the background since the very beginning. Her life’s motto, carpe diem, wasn’t born only of a willingness to experience life, but as a prelude to death.

Feeling devoid of hope, he simply gave her a single nod. “Mahalo, Luna. Will she be comfortable, now, or does she need further aid?”

“No, sovereign, she’ll be comfortable now. Do you need anything? Can I make your burden lighter?”

“Nothing can, friend.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


Sunlight danced across her eyelids. The warm kiss of the Hawaiian rays heated her skin, and the sensation of the cool sheets around her legs and torso made her smile.

Eden couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this good. There was no trace of the pressure inside her skull, and the usual, low-key headache that accompanied her every waking moment was nearly absent.

Her eyes flew open in the shock of memory as she jerked upright. A man sat in the corner of the room, his head in his hands.

Light beamed in from the window beside him, casting him in a peaceful nimbus. It contrasted with the dread barreling through their ghostly mating bond.

There was no doubt in her mind that he knew. Despite her best intentions, her condition had exposed her before she could reveal the truth. Eden had waited too long, and now, it was too late.

“Nero?”

Looking up, the Raeth made no move to close the distance between them. “You’re awake.”

His tone was devoid of joy. Those eyes, once filled with laughter and mirth, were dull and stamped with distress. Eden knew that the man opposite her had somehow discovered her curse.

“I’m not in a hospital?”

“No. When you collapsed, I called a healer. Your symptoms have been healed, but not the underlying issue. Given that you were resting comfortably, I decided to keep you here instead of taking you somewhere else.”

Her chest tightened, the overwhelming feeling of guilt stabbing at her. It spurred her into action.

“I need you to know I never intended to drag you into this mess that’s my life. You just appeared, when I least expected it. You were kind and generous. Funny. Too good to be true even before the supernatural revelations. Honestly, who takes a girl they just met to Hawaii and showers her with everything she’s ever wanted?”

A flare of exasperation sparked in Nero. “You’re my mate, Eden. I’d give you the world if you asked.”

“I know you would. After speaking with Aidan yesterday, I’d planned to tell you this morning. Life just … caught up with me. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize the enormity of everything until I saw your studio.”

Eden hated that she’d hurt him. Her life had simply been one heartbreaking decision to the next. At the echo of defeat and sorrow in their bond, Eden made her choice. Withholding information now wouldn’t help anymore.

“Nero, I was diagnosed with glioblastoma. They’re malignant brain tumors that are fast growing and malicious. Inoperable, for the most part. Meds occasionally help with symptoms, but not always.”

“And the treatment? Shouldn’t you be doing radiation or chemotherapy?”

“No.” She pinched the comforter beneath her hands. “There is no chance of a cure. I didn’t want to spend the time I had left being miserable and puking. I decided to fill it with worthwhile things instead.” A ghost of a smile curved her lips. “When they told me, I’d just found out I was getting published. Same day. I didn’t know whether to be happy or sad, so I ended up just sitting in silence for hours.”

“How long, Eden?” he asked. “How long did they give you?”

“Four months ago, they estimated I had about nine months.”

Under his breath, Nero cursed on a strangled sob. He began to pace the floor, tension rolling through his muscular frame.

“Nero, you’re the best thing that’s happened to me since I was diagnosed. It all seemed like a drug-induced dream, and I didn’t want to shake myself awake. The selfish part of me wanted to ignore my condition, and enjoy the time that we had together. But I knew it wouldn’t last. That this—what we had—was rapidly coming to an end.”

A withering sob escaped from the man at the foot of the bed. Eden had visited the stages of grief so often herself that she recognized exactly what he was going through.

“Nero, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I should have—no matter the consequences.”

He seemed to weigh her words, his eyes speaking volumes about his devastation.

“I can tell you, it hasn’t all been bad. I’ve lived every day like it might be my last. And you know what? It was so freeing. I’ve learned to cherish every moment, and not take the little things for granted. To enjoy the smell of both burnt toast and brownies, savor the mornings when I can sleep in and when I have to wake up at five a.m. I’ve learned to cherish a frothy cappuccino from Starbucks or a plain mug of black coffee so cold it’s almost bitter. And I’ve rolled the dice and decided to trust a handsome man who keeps saving me.”

Reaching out, she traced the tattoos on his perfectly sculpted arm, stopping when he opened his fingers and threaded them through hers.

“Even though I’m dying, I haven’t withdrawn. Instead of planning for an unknown future, I’ve set boundaries and goals for things that are attainable. In a sense, I’ve discovered strength I didn’t realize I had.”

Nero’s fingers squeezed hers. “But Eden, you’ve barely lived your life.”

Taking comfort in the warmth of his skin, she sighed and spoke the truth she’d come to understand four months ago: “Not all of us get our happy endings, Nero.”

“What about your dad? When we visited him, he didn’t act as if he was aware of your diagnosis.”

Her tone became even more bittersweet. “He’s enjoying life where he is, and I didn’t want to burden him. If he wasn’t living with dementia, maybe, but now? Thanks to you, I got to see him and make a happy last memory for both of us. His caretakers know, and they’ll make sure he thinks I’m okay until he passes. Worrying isn’t good for his health.”

“And what about your health?”

“I’ve made my peace with it.”

Now that her secret had been revealed, it amounted to what she’d feared: his pity, reticence and disillusionment. She’d never wanted those things between them. They were even harder to navigate with Nero, because he had come to mean so much to her.

“Will you kiss me, Nero?”

Gently pulling his hand toward her, she saw reluctance shadow his features.

“Eden, you collapsed this morning. You had a seizure in my arms, and I thought you were going to die.”

“So kiss me, Nero! Kiss me like it might be my last night on earth. And then, we’ll eat fatty foods, and candy, and popcorn, and watch a Hallmark movie on the couch and pretend like nothing’s wrong. That’s what I want, Coffee Shop. What do you want?”

“For so long, all I ever wanted was you. I wanted you beside me. I wanted to know you, to walk into eternity together. But now that you’re here, it’s so much more than that.

“What I want is for you to be happy, Eden. I want you to be safe. I don’t care what it takes for that to happen; that is my only goal. My one desire. It doesn’t matter if I’m there to see it or not: I want you to live the life that you dreamed of living.”

And then he kissed her.

When their lips crushed together, their connection pulsed with a vibrancy neither of them expected. All their fears, hopes and passion combined in a fervent need that drove them into each other’s arms.

Nero snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her into him, demanding she yield everything to him. Cradled against him, the spark that lit between them burned brightly. Every kiss seared against her skin, and the desire that drove her into his arms was a drumbeat within her soul. Nero was flame she had no hope of extinguishing—an eternal fire that’d never stop blazing.

A growl tumbled from this throat. “Mine.”

“Yours.”

Out of breath, she let him maneuver her on the bed and drop her against silk sheets. His lips were on her skin the next instant, kissing a trail along the slender column of her neck. The simple act of intimacy made her shiver, her hands going up to stroke the perfectly sculpted abs below his cotton T-shirt.

“Take this off,” she demanded, needing his skin.

The cotton landed in a disheveled heap on the floor. As if starved for her, his mouth reclaimed hers. She surrendered to the sweetness of his claim.

Eden arched up into him, her hands tracing along his body, exploring, begging him to continue his ministrations. Lost in the sensation and the man above her, she whispered, “I love you, Nero.”

Such intensity filled his gaze it made Eden shudder.

“I’ve always loved you, Eden.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


After doing exactly what she’d planned—fatty foods, candy, and a gigantic bucket of popcorn accompanied by a romantic movie—Eden had leaned into him and promptly fallen asleep.

Nero hadn’t wanted to move. Everything about this night had been perfect, and he hadn’t wanted it to end. The reality that faced him at dawn was disastrous.

He’d continuously warded off repeated requests from his lieutenants. Each of them had sent him telepathic pings seeking his presence. They’d all experienced his despair when Luna had informed him of Eden’s diagnosis, and, to his own discredit, he hadn’t shielded them from it.

It’d been a mistake that he’d have to see to now.

After ensuring his mate was comfortable, he’d placed a faint trace on her mind. It would alert him if she woke up or was in distress.

While Eden had made her peace with her inevitable death, Nero had not. He wasn’t willing to take any chances. He had waited eleven centuries for her, yearning with every cell of his being for her presence. The years after Key’s first vision of Eden had been long and arduous. The only thought that brought him comfort was that once they’d met, they would share an eternity of happiness. Instead, he was already losing her. Instead of centuries, they would have days.

His only priority now was identifying how to keep Eden alive.

Casting one more pining glance at the woman who was his entire world, he teleported to Zia’s home. He knew all of his lieutenants would be there, waiting to assist him. Luna wouldn’t have kept Eden’s condition a secret.

As soon as his feet hit solid ground, the group of Raeths were on their feet, their anxiety and grief a barrage against his gifts. No one spoke, but the intensity of their stares was as sharp as a blade.

Zia remained still as she observed him, poised to jump into action at the smallest sign. Luna held court with Nolan and Zayn, all three of them struggling to maintain their composure. Only Key was set apart, her face a mask of sorrow.

“Key.”

The single word was enough to make her eyes mist, her petite frame shrinking as though he’d struck her. “Sovereign.”

“Tell me what you’ve seen.”

Key’s tension rolled off her in waves. “Sovereign, I’ve never seen other visions of Eden except the four I’ve shared with you.”

His chest tightened, realizing what it meant: there had never been confirmation of a future extending beyond their first couple of days together.

“I’ve experienced all of them, Key.” Though his tone sounded calm, Nero was anything but. “Is there no hope?”

“I don’t know. I can’t tell—” She dragged in a ragged gasp, blinking rapidly as jagged peaks of white lightning flared in her eyes. “I’ve tried to see other futures involving her, sovereign.”

“And?”

“Nothing!” Key fisted a hand in her sleek white-blonde hair. “I can’t see anything relating to Eden after tomorrow!”

“Try harder.”

Zia’s surprised breath didn’t matter to Nero, even with his friend’s disquiet beating through his gift. He knew he was being unreasonable. He didn’t care.

Luna stepped forward. “Sovereign, we both know that isn’t fair. Key’s visions don’t work like that; you know this.”

Nero’s panther looked through his eyes. “I never asked if it was fair, Luna. I asked her to try harder.”

“But, sovereign, Key—”

“Is the most gifted oracle in recorded history!” Nero hissed, his anger warping his words. “Telling me that Key can’t foresee whether my mate lives or dies is a farce!”

His rage swung back on Key. “For eleven centuries, you’ve had visions of my mate. Shared them with me. Now you’re unsure if she’ll live out the week?!”

The deep, feral growl of his panther rolled in his throat.

Key’s face was wet with tears, her poised façade long vanished. “Sovereign, I’ve never wished you anything but happiness with Eden.”

“But?”

Squaring her shoulders, she locked gazes with him. “Eden’s transition is blocked from me. I can’t see its outcome or consequences, no matter how much power I force into scrying.”

Every instinct within him roared, the despair that mounted quickly swarming any sense of reason or composure. His sanity hung by a thin thread.

Key’s excuses meant little to his panther. The beast curled his lip, hissing a wild warning as he stalked the foreseer through Nero’s eyes. The primal side of his spirit longed for vengeance against the fates that’d cursed his mate.

Nero recognized the spiral of wrath for what it was. Closing his eyes, he let loose the breath that soured in his lungs. Then, he sought out the single light in his life that could bring him back from the darkness: Eden.

She slept, blissfully unaware of his turmoil behind his shield. The instant his soul brushed against hers, it calmed him. His eyes opened to find all five of his lieutenants watchful but wary.

“Am I to believe she’ll succumb to her death when her wolf attempts to break free?”

“Nothing is certain,” Key whispered, “but one thing will always remain true, whether I see it or not. If she dies, she’ll drag you to the grave along with her.”

***

Raeths, by merit of their immortal nature, rarely needed more than four hours of sleep on any given night. Nero typically slept for two hours, and tonight, his insomnia had returned. As his anxiety mounted, he sifted through thousands of possibilities, weighing the merit of each while he paced in the darkness of his own home.

Resolved to one course of action, he reached out telepathically to Nina to ask for a face-to-face meeting. The woman responded almost instantly, and Aidan, by his request, was already there.

He manifested into the warmth of Nina’s den. The werewolf alpha was chatting absently with Zeke, Nina’s mate and co-sovereign.

“Nina will be here shortly. She’s putting the twins to bed.” Zeke frowned. “Nero, are you alright?”

Nero gave a single, tragic laugh. “No. The last few days have been simultaneously the best and the worst of my life. I’m here to ask for a favor.”

“Anything, Nero,” Aidan said. “We’ll wait for Nina, and then we can talk about what you need.”

Agitated, Nero shifted on his feet, loathing that he was away from his mate while she slept. If there were only days left of their lives, he wanted to spend every waking minute by her side. He had to ensure he’d done all he could first, that he’d fought for any possible solution.

Nina entered several minutes later. Her concerned smile had his chest tightening. “Nero, what’s wrong?”

“Eden collapsed this morning,” came the emotionless statement that had Aidan leaping to his feet. “Hemorrhagic stroke. She concealed a cancer diagnosis from me.”

Aidan cursed vehemently, his eyes transforming to a tangerine yellow. Guilt and sorrow from the other man sharpened against Nero’s abilities, making it clear that the alpha had already known about Eden’s terminal condition. Fisting his hands in his hair, Aidan bowed his head.

He continued as if there had been no interruptions, and his friends weren’t staring at him in shock. “Glioblastoma. Malignant brain tumors. Even if she hadn’t been bitten, she’d have less than five months to live.”

Warm fingers found his across the chaise, Nina’s hand giving a gentle squeeze to ensure he knew he wasn’t alone.

“What if we brought all of our senior healers together to try to heal her?”

“It wouldn’t be enough.” Nero had already contemplated the possibility. “With less than a week between being bitten and the full moon, even if we had completely cured her as soon as I found her, there’s no way she’d be strong enough.”

“The bitten need internal fortitude. Tenacity, yes, but they need an underlying strength in their physical bodies,” Aidan concurred, devastated. “At this late stage, cancer has already taken away the necessary energy stores and depleted her reserves.”

“Where is Eden now?”

“In my home,” Nero replied. “Asleep.”

Aidan strode over to where Nero and Nina sat. “Kane healed one of Nova’s packmates from pancreatic cancer when he turned her. What of your blood, Nina? You could cure her.”

Nina frowned. “Eden’s already started the transition to werewolf.”

“But she’s yet to shift,” Aidan argued. “No matter the strength of her wolf, attempting the change already compromised won’t have a happy ending.”

Despair and hope warred within Nero. Eden’s survival was growing slimer with every passing second: what Aidan had suggest might be her only chance. If he had to fight for her, he would—nothing would stand in his way.

“Think about what we’re risking, Nina,” the werewolf warned. “This isn’t just Eden’s life we’re talking about.”

It called to light what was at stake. Though Eden had always been Nero’s priority, her death would have deep and far-reaching consequences. If he followed her to the grave, it would destabilize his clan—and potentially lead to the dissolution of the treaty that peaceably linked the five most powerful Raeth sovereigns.

With the increase in the Citizens’ attacks and the resulting werewolf deaths, Aidan had been profoundly affected. The pulse of his negative emotions beat against Nero’s shields: the alpha was close to spiraling into depression. If Aidan lost his rationality, and those pack bonds were jaded as a result, it would impact his entire nation.

The immortal world hung on the balance of one human’s life—or death.

Solemn, Nina shifted uneasily across from Nero. “We’ve never attempted to thwart a wolf transition before immortality has taken root—replace those immortal cells with ones of another breed.” She paused. “Nero, she could die.”

“She is already dying!” A flare of agitation roughened Nero’s words. “Whether it’s tomorrow morning or after the moon rises in two days is inconsequential, Nina. The risk is all we have.”

And still, his friend was reluctant. “We have no way of knowing the outcome of our tampering. We all know that once the process is complete, there’s no way to change our chemistry. A vampire is a vampire; a wolf is a wolf. A bite post transition doesn’t change that.”

Zeke came to stand silently behind his mate, his jade eyes locked on Nero. A silent threat, a reminder that he would have Nina’s back regardless of the outcome. If this had been any other scenario, he would’ve appreciated it for what it was.

But this was about Nero’s mate. He would push as hard as needed to get the only outcome acceptable to him. His chin rose in subtle challenge, but his words were for Nina alone.

“Nina, I’m begging you to try. You agreed before. While circumstances have changed, the ask has not.”

“Before, Eden’s health would not have mattered; a vampire transitions regardless of the health of their body. But she’s been bitten, and by a rabid wolf, no less.”

His eyes shifted to the emerald of his panther. “It doesn’t matter! If she becomes a werewolf, she’ll die!”

“What if I try and she dies during the process? What if by biting her, I subject her to unendurable pain? Could any of us live with ourselves if our choices bring about that end?” Nina studied him. “Is she choosing this risk for herself, or is it your grief at the reins?”

“Try! Please, just try, Nina!” Nero roared. “You owe me this much.”

“My mate owes you nothing.”

A pulse of Zeke’s power rammed against Nero’s skin. Abrasive, it sizzled against his psychic defenses.

Reluctant to heed Zeke’s threat, and desperate for Nina’s aid, Nero resorted to supplication. “Eden will die—and I’ll have to watch it happen. Nina, you know better than anyone what being apart from your mate is like—how hard the years are.” Dark emotion made his throat thick and his words strangled. “Eden and I have had days together. Days. I owe it to her to explore every option available—even if it means I’m indebted to you for the rest of my immortal life.”

On his knees before her now, Nero gripped her hand. “Please. I’m begging you, Nina. Just try.”

She squeezed his hand. “Have you asked Eden what she wants? What risks are acceptable to her? If she’s willing to undergo experimental and desperate interventions, and if she trusts us with whatever we try?”

“I didn’t want to give her false hope,” he whispered. “If it was your mate—if it was Zeke—would you hold out an offer you hadn’t confirmed was a possibility?”

Giving Eden hope, and then taking it away, would have been cruel. Before he went to his mate, he wanted to know every avenue that was available to her. He’d put all of his resources to use if she wanted to pursue this. This was Eden’s life, and her choice. It didn’t matter what his priorities were. He would follow her down any path she chose—even death.

When Nina’s fingers gently curled around his shoulder, slowly bringing him back, she gave him a soft smile. “Ask her. Let me know what she says. If she agrees to it, I’m happy to attempt. But she must understand the stakes. If we try and succeed, it’ll change a death sentence to immortality, cancer to eternal health.

“If we fail, it could mean agony, and a very brutal death in a matter of hours.”

***

Shadow. Light. Shadow. Light.

The brilliant yellow beacon slowly rotated behind him, while across the waves, darkness called, the deep midnight of the ocean both comforting and disconcerting.

The lighthouse had stood the test of time, bearing the burden of both fair weather and hurricanes, invasions and peace. Everything had changed since they’d erected it a hundred years ago. Except Nero.

He’d remained the same, always waiting. Since the day he’d seen Eden’s face eleven centuries ago, Nero had become stagnant, yearning for their relationship before starting his life.

Now everything he’d craved was on the edge of the abyss.

Eden was the only thing that mattered. The happy portrait of a matehood Nero had envisioned for centuries was no longer the pinnacle of his future goals. His sole remaining purpose was to ensure her survival—if she wanted it.

If she didn’t …

The thought of her death stabbed through Nero’s chest, burning his soul from the inside out. Everything would be meaningless without her by his side.

If Eden refused to take Nina up on her offer, he’d do everything in his power to help her shift. If she decided to end her life before the pain could steal her sanity, he’d jump into the fires alongside her.

It was Zia’s psychic signature, tinged with potent veins of trepidation, which gave away her approach. Her steps had been completely silent.

“Sovereign?”

He didn’t turn to look at her. “Zia. Did you volunteer for babysitting duty, or did you draw the short straw?”

“Who wouldn’t want to comfort our sovereign during his time of need?”

“Any of my lieutenants.”

“That’s hardly fair, Nero.” There was a slight admonishment in her tone.

“And what questions are you here to ask, healer?” Nero braced himself for the inevitable. “Will you inquire as to my health, or the health of my mate? Or will you bypass the topic entirely and ask who will lead my clan when I meet the Light?”

“Your mate will soon lose what mortal life she has left, sovereign—whether to immortality or to the grave.” Zia gracefully strode forward, trailing her fingertips along the fogged glass. “The lifespan of a human may be seconds compared to ours, but their lives are dazzling, when compared to those who live forever.”

She continued, as if lost in thought. “While many immortalkind pity them, I cannot help but admire humans. Their existence blooms so magnificently, precisely because they are aware of its limits. We will never know the like.”

Her wisdom drove him to explain his decisions. “I won’t force her to accept immortality, whether wolf or vampire. I couldn’t. If Eden wants to try to overcome this challenge, I’ll do everything in my power to help her. And if she chooses that this is the time to let go, I’ll support her. But I won’t live another day without her. Eden is everything I’ve been missing, and now that I’ve met her, nothing will ever be the same again. If she goes, I’ll go with her.”

“Nero, you’ve lived your entire life without her,” Zia urged. “Why would a week with her so drastically change your point of view, mate or not?”

A flare of anger made his panther hiss. “Because she’s shown me that there’s so much more to life than how I’ve been living! If I’ve only been given a week with my mate, then when it’s over, so am I.”

Zia’s despair followed him as he descended the circular staircase that led out of the lighthouse. The brittle creaking of the aged metal was the only punctuation to her sadness.

Nero ignored it all.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Eden’s tea had gone cold. Fussing with it was just a way to bide her time before she answered Nero. He’d laid it all on the line, patiently explaining every option available and giving her the choice.

An unforeseeable future. A very certain human death. An opportunity for life.

“And that intent would be to change me from wolf to vampire?” She swallowed another mouthful of cold tea. “Do you think it would succeed?”

The Raeth nodded warily. “If Nina’s blood is powerful enough, you’d rise as a vampire instead of wolf. But we’ve never attempted to forestall a werewolf transition before, and we have no idea if it would be painful.” He grimaced. “Or successful.”

“I need time, Nero.” Though she knew she had little. “I can’t just make a quick decision on this.”

“I know.”

Eden gave pause at the sorrow in his voice, the tragic way he regarded her. Everything about this was eating away at him. His hands gripped the counter, knuckles bleached to white. The bond between them pulsed with potent remorse.

If anyone was at fault, it was her. She’d deliberately taken advantage of his goodwill, hiding the truth from him. If she had, they might’ve avoided this last-minute rush to save her life.

“Don’t.”

Her eyes snapped to his. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t feel guilty.” Nero stepped around the counter and gently trailed the backs of his fingers across her cheek. “You did nothing wrong. This isn’t your fault; it never was.”

“And if I had told you I was sick earlier?” she argued. “If I had revealed the nature of my illness, we could’ve avoided this altogether.”

Nero gently enfolded her in his arms, his sea salt aroma making her breathe deeply as the other presence within her preened. The wolf she hadn’t yet connected with had no idea her hours were numbered, one way or the other.

“But we’d still be facing the same problem, Eden. Nothing could have changed it.”

Huffing, she dragged in another lungful of his scent. “You smell delicious.”

A surprised chuckle escaped him. “Do I?”

“The she-wolf under my skin is most pleased.” Rearing back to eye him, Eden’s lips curved. “I believe she is desperate for another taste.”

“Is she? Perhaps I should give her what she wants.”

“Perhaps.” Then, morbidly, she added, “Seeing as how we’ll be killing her and all.”

The Raeth’s arms locked around her, forming a solid cocoon of support. Eden’s wolf, barely formed, was like a second beating heart within her—a separate presence, but still part of her. She knew instinctively that Nero and his panther understood her grief.

“Eden.” The word was a prayer on his lips. “I’d never thought of it that way. Please forgive me; I should’ve been more forthcoming. Should have thought about how it’d affect you.” Her mate let go of her and began pacing, his long strides eating up the kitchen floor. “I can’t even imagine losing my panther. Your wolf—”

A sound of utter dread rumbled in his throat, and Eden leapt off her chair to intercept him. “None of that, Nero.”

Circling her hands around him, she halted his movement and felt him relax as she held him.

In a voice so soft she struggled to hear, he whispered, “I’ll do anything I can to help you and make you comfortable. If you desire to do nothing, I’ll support you. If you want to try to become vampire, I’ll do everything in my power to aid you. And if you want to try fighting for your wolf, I’ll be howling beside you.”

“I know, Nero.” And she did, truly. “You’re my dream boat, Coffee Shop. My tall, dark, and handsome. The Ken to my Barbie.”

“Let’s not go that far, professor,” he warned. “I’m no Ken. Maybe Dashing Bad Boy Darian or Handsome Next-Door Neighbor Nate.”

“Or Coffee Shop Cutie.”

“Yes, exactly.”

The familiar chuckle stopped abruptly. Within seconds, the familiar tingle of electricity raced up her spine, making the wolf within her bristle.

“My wards have been breached. There’s a Raeth on the outskirts of clan lands—one I don’t know,” Nero hissed as Zia teleported beside them. “Zia, don’t leave her side.”

Zia nodded.

Nero pressed a chaste kiss into Eden’s temple. “Stay with Zia.”

“Go,” Eden said. “Be safe.”

Her mate teleported away. With his absence, she suddenly felt exhausted, like the weight on her shoulders had seeped her of all strength.

She couldn’t even muster a reassuring smile for the Raeth lieutenant. Though Zia’s attention seemed split with keeping tabs on Nero, Eden didn’t doubt her safety for a moment.

Now, in the silence of his home, she would make the decision that would define the rest of her life—whether that was a mere forty-eight hours … or forever.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Nero’s panther wanted blood. Surprised on his own turf, the beast within him was spitting mad—and the Raeth who’d entered his territory with the intent to do harm was courting death.

The intruder was wearing a Shield, rendering the sovereign incapable of latching onto his psychic signature. But Nero trusted his wards and teleported to the breach.

When he manifested behind the clanless Raeth along his border, his blade was already in play. It sung through the air, but his enemy had split-second reflexes.

Dodging the blow, the man spun. Shock laced the air. It bled into Nero’s gifts, potent and alien. Their blades met in a volley of steel and sparks. As they fought, Nero catalogued everything about his opponent. Black hair. Light blue eyes. Young. Clanless. Born of destruction. Based on description alone, this was the Raeth who was working for the Citizens.

And he was here for Eden.

Nero, motivated by protecting his turf and mate, easily gained the upper hand. His blade met flesh over and over and came away red, as his enemy grew desperate.

Nero recognized the bundling of energy for what it was: preparation to teleport. At the last moment, he lunged forward, wrapping his hand around the intruder’s neck as the teleport took him.

There would be no escape.

A split-second of weightlessness was followed by a jarring landing. The man Nero had fought with was clearly unaccustomed to a passenger, and the pair of them landed hard on a concrete floor, several feet apart.

It only took a second to gain his bearings, but in that moment, the other Raeth teleported again. This time, Nero had no hope of following. Without being able to acquire his psychic signature, the sovereign couldn’t pinpoint the other man.

He’d lost him.

Cursing violently under his breath, he finally took stock of where he’d landed. Nero’s eyes adjusted to the low light instantly, and what he saw sickened him. As he sucked in a breath, pungent odors assaulted him. His horror was instantaneous.

Tens of wolves were crammed in cages less than five by five feet. They each wore a silver muzzle device, and their coats were mangy and matted. No food was visible in their cages, though scraps of meat had been left just out of reach outside of the silver bars. Soiled beyond comprehension, the cement floor was gouged by claw marks, testament to the wolves’ struggle and failed attempts to escape.

Everywhere he looked, Nero saw evidence of torture. Cattle prods, batons, and long silver knives lined the gore-stained tables shoved against the walls.

Nero’s psychic gifts exploded out of him, cataloging every nook and cranny, along with any living being inside. The bitter fear and overwhelming anger of those kept caged churned his stomach more than the putrid smells.

Given the situation, he didn’t pause to send the polite telepathic ping before he spoke into Zeke and Nina’s minds.

The Citizens Raeth intruded on my clan lands. He teleported, I latched onto him—and we landed in a kennel. There are tens of tortured and dying werewolves here, in really bad condition. I need backup immediately. Teleport to my signature.

Without waiting for a response, he switched the psychic channel to connect with his lieutenants. The Citizens’ Raeth was the intruder. He may be coming back—be on guard; protect Eden at all costs.

If the Citizens’ Raeth went back to his clan lands, Nero would know. For the moment, he needed to remain here as a beacon for the others. They couldn’t allow this hellhole prison to continue.

Zeke, Aidan, Kaien, and Nova were the first to arrive. Only moments later, Remmus and Ava appeared. All of them stopped short. Aidan and Ava’s sounds of absolute horror fisted a hand around Nero’s heart and yanked. They immediately moved toward the wolves that still showed signs of life.

During the previous Citizens attacks, Nero had discovered that rabid wolves would not be swayed by his psychic influence. The affliction had taken any measure of emotional intelligence and abolished it beneath a swell of rising bloodlust. Regardless, he could still confirm to Aidan whether there was any shred of the person remaining behind.

Aidan went cage by cage. With every single one, Nero confirmed the wolf in captivity had been forever lost to them.

Jason. Tabitha. Manoj. Sai. Aidan knew all of their names and stories. The alpha did his duty to each of them, offering them his strength and mercy, holding their gaze while the light left their eyes. It tore Aidan’s heart each time, and Nero felt him slip further and further into despair.

Then there was one Aidan couldn’t identify.

“I don’t know who this is. This wolf isn’t linked to any pack, nor any alpha I’m aware of. She’s young. Maybe a month old, if that.”

Zeke was the one to speak the bitter truth into being. “They’re creating rabid wolves. The Citizens are turning humans.”

Devastated, Aidan caught himself against the cage. “Just one bite from a captured werewolf would be enough to transmit it to a human. Now that they’ve figured that out, it’d be easy to create new wolves.”

Despite the affect it was having on him, no amount of torment could make him turn against his responsibility; the wolves deserved an honorable death, no matter how they’d been created.

A single Citizen bullet filled with liquid sunlight could potentially condemn a wolf to rabidity. Even though they had developed a vaccine, it wasn’t as effective as the werewolves had hoped—and the rates of inoculation were not rising fast enough.

The more newly turned wolves they found, the more Nero worried for Aidan. The alpha was gradually slipping into a place beyond pain. His mind sought Nina’s, sending her a telepathic ping that was immediately returned.

Nero, what do you need?

Aidan is close to the edge, he replied. We’ve destroyed nearly thirty wolves, and there are more still to come. Please warn his mate—he will need her when he returns.

Thank you, Nero, I appreciate the forewarning. A hesitation, then: Has Eden decided?

Bristling inside, Nero almost missed the wolf that lashed out at him. He barely sidestepped the claws aimed from his torso. Aidan, as if on autopilot, accounted for the movement and gave the wolf a swift ending.

No. She’s yet to make her choice. We’ll let you know.

By the time they’d cleared every cage, Nero’s hands and clothing were soaked in blood, painting a macabre picture that marred his soul.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Eden hated silence. Having spent the last several decades in Chicago, the continuous hum of the city had become a lullaby. Nero’s home was hushed without him, and even Zia’s presence couldn’t combat the quiet.

She’d been stewing on every option available to her. Admittedly, there were few, but that hadn’t stopped her from evaluating the angles of each possibility. Earlier, she’d forgotten to speak with Nero about what would happen to him should she perish. Even though Luna had claimed it would end poorly, nothing was certain.

Across the island from her, Zia murmured, “Hey baby. What’s up?”

Startled, Eden glanced up from where she’d been pushing stray blueberries around her pie. Before her stood quite possibly the cutest child she’d ever seen. Violet eyes, a true violet, stared up at her. Slightly curling hair tumbled over the young boy’s forehead, his features foreshadowing the handsome man he’d become. He stood beside Zia, and Eden could instantly see the resemblance.

“Hi. I’m Eden. Who are you?”

“I’m Myko.” His lips stretched into a flat smile. “Key told me I had to come over here.”

Zia sighed and asked, “Did Key say what for? Do you need Nero?”

“Um, no?”

Brushing her thumb across his cheek, Zia shrugged and looked at Eden. “Myko is my son. We live not far from here, but Key must’ve asked him to teleport over. You don’t mind if he hangs out here, do you?”

“Not at all.” Eden smiled at Myko. “Do you want a piece of pie?”

Myko wrung his hands in front of him. This kid was too adorable for words. “No, I’m okay. I guess I’m just ‘sposed to wait?”

“Well, we could play a board game while we wait? I don’t think I’ve seen any video games while I’ve been here.”

Excitement sparked in Myko’s eyes, and he dragged her to a pile of games stacked high in the entryway hall closet. After intense discussion, they settled on Connect Four. Zia, happily reading a book on the couches across from them, smiled but didn’t interfere.

Four rounds into the game, Eden realized she’d been swindled by one of the greats. She gave him a mock glare. “You’re way too good at this, Myko. How did you manage that one?”

“You’ve gotta set a trap. If you spread them out, like this,” he pointed to the base rows, the plastic chips making a hollow sound as he tapped them, “then I can get you every time if you don’t know my strategy.”

“These ones?” Reaching out for the bottom edge of the board, she accidentally brushed his fingers on the other side.

Instantly, Eden’s focus turned inward, swallowed by a vision. Blinking her eyes through the oppressive darkness, her sight cleared to reveal Nero, hunched over her unnaturally still body while he wept. Gut-wrenching, his agonized sobs twisted something within her, as though the grief was her own.

Gasping, she stumbled backwards, catching sight of Nero’s hand reaching toward an inky black dagger, with violet accents where the light shined off its edges. He breathed in, readied the blade’s tip against his heart, and—

Suddenly, Eden was yanked from the vision.

Distantly, she was aware that tears wet her face, and her limbs trembled violently. Eden’s hands flew up to cover her mouth, trying to regulate her heart from seizing with shock. Myko’s hands were held up before him as if apologizing, his face twisted in sorrow.

“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

“It’s okay, Myko, I’m alright,” she breathed. “You don’t have to apologize.”

“I was doing so well, but it’s—it’s harder to control when Nero’s sad.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she asked, “Control what, Myko?”

“My—my power.” He sniffed, wiping his nose. “Nero turns into a panther and controls emotions, and I make people see their worst fear. I didn’t do it on purpose! I’ve been learning and trying to control it with ‘Zaya and he’s been so good to me, and I’ve done so much better and I’m so sorry I did it to you!”

Eden’s features softened though her gut was still twisted in knots. “Myko, it’s okay. I’m okay. You didn’t mean to. I’m fine.”

Myko burst into tears. Zia was by his side in seconds, wrapping her arms around him. Kissing his mop of near black hair, she frowned apologetically at Eden. “I’m sorry. He can’t always control it. He’s just a boy.”

Eden’s heart broke at the realization that Zia felt the need to defend him. There was so much to supernatural life that wasn’t as easy as human stories portrayed it.

“I would never blame him. I’m sure it takes time to perfect control of something like that. I’m not even sure what it was, Zia?”

She would never be the same after seeing a glimpse of Nero turning that vicious blade on himself. Everything hinged on whether Myko’s ability was a premonition of the future, or something contrived from fiction.

“Myko’s ability isn’t to show the future or the past, though if it’s already happened, it can be replayed.” Zia’s fingers tenderly combed through Myko’s hair. “His touch shows the recipient what their worst fear is.”

“So, my worst fear is Nero dying?”

“That’s often the case with mates, Eden.” Gently pulling Myko along with her onto the sofa opposite, Zia held him protectively. “My worst fear is losing Jeremiah and Myko: my mate and my son. Jeremiah’s, originally, was seeing his best friend die. Now, after all this time, it’s a mirror image of mine.”

“So, it’s not set in stone?” Eden’s throat was dry as she spoke the worst, her tongue sticking to the roof of her mouth. “Nero won’t resort to that if I were to pass tomorrow?”

Suddenly, emotion leeched from Zia’s face. The turmoil that’d been there only moments before vanished, as though she were intent on hiding something.

“I couldn’t say for certain.”

Suspicion flared within Eden. “What are you not telling me?”

“We mate once in our lives,” Zia whispered. “Matehood supersedes every other bond and relationship. Everything else takes second place.”

“He just met me!” The mist of frustrated tears blurred her vision. “We’ve known each other for less than a week, and he’s built his entire life here without me. Why should he need me to be happy?”

“Because he’s been waiting for you,” Myko said in a timid voice from Zia’s arms. “He was happy because he knew you were coming. But he won’t be after you leave.”

A strangled sob choked from Eden’s throat, barely registering the look of devastation that morphed Zia’s features. Nero’s happiness—past and present—had rested on a vision of Eden.

***

Oahu was beautiful. The sun’s heated rays kissed her skin as she tilted her head toward the sky, eyes closed. Sea salt, the scent now forever linked with Nero in her soul, tinged the air.

His arms, gentle but possessive, cinched around her waist from behind. They stood there together, on the steep rocks that framed his house, enjoying the crash of the waves.

“I missed you.”

Though Eden had spoken the words, she could feel the same yearning within him, echoing along their unfinalized mating bond.

It was odd, the connection. After so many years of loneliness, being so intimately linked to another had shifted the ground under her feet.

After the diagnosis, she’d felt more abandoned than ever. Her acquaintances and her friends had simply chosen to sever the bonds between them. Though Eden understood the reasoning behind it, it’d left her disappointed and isolated.

Inhaling deeply, as if scenting her, Nero kissed her neck and let his teeth teasingly nip the sensitive flesh.

“Not any more than I did. I’m sorry I left, Eden. When the enemy’s Raeth attempted to enter my territory, something in me snapped.”

“But you’re okay? You weren’t injured?”

“Nothing physical, he didn’t land a finger on me. But when I followed his teleport, we landed in a werewolf torture kennel. One that belonged to the Citizens. All the wolves were rabid.” Nero leaned his head against hers. “Aidan took it hard.”

“It must’ve been awful for him. For all of you.”

Delicately tracing her fingers on the tattooed designs on his forearm, Eden stalled. If she broached the topic, Nero might not be open about the choices he’d make if her wolf carried her to the next life. She didn’t want lies between them, but she understood his reservations. Faced with his suicide, her decision would be heavily influenced one way.

“If I die tomorrow, Nero, what happens to you?”

He stiffened, his arms holding her closer. “Why do you ask?”

“I met Myko today.”

A sharp intake of breath from the man behind her. “He’s a brilliant kid. I’ve known him since he was born.”

“We played Connect Four. He stomped me every game.”

Nero’s tension loosened with a chuckle. “He and Jeremiah come over to play that all the time. I’m not sure why they won’t just buy it themselves. It’s not like they don’t have the money.”

“Perhaps because they get to be at your house, and both of them happen to like you.”

“Huh.” Nero breathed in the scent of her hair again. “Never thought about that. I have a very insightful mate.”

“If I had to guess, I’d say most people in your clan enjoy being in your presence. You’re agreeable and happy most of the time. A sovereign who genuinely cares about his people generally puts them at ease.”

“Oh, shucks, Eden. I’m already yours, you don’t have to pull out the big guns.”

Turning in his arms, Eden frowned at him. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you didn’t answer my question. What happens to you if I die tomorrow during the change?”

“I can’t tell you that, Eden.” A disturbing thread of anger seeded his voice. “I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I refuse to interfere with your decision. My actions are mine. Whatever you chose, you bear no responsibility for how I react to it.”

“Influence my decision? And how would you do that? Nero, please answer me truthfully: what would happen to you?”

“What did Myko show you?”

Nero had guessed, then. He knew Myko’s ability enough to ask her what’d happened during their encounter. For some reason, that made her even more angry.

“He showed me your death, Nero! I had to watch as you put a black dagger to your heart, weeping over my dead body.”

Nero became completely still, as if shock had cast him in stone.

His eyes, wide and unblinking, locked on hers. For a moment, the block between them opened, and she was assaulted with a feeling of betrayal before the wave of horror hit. Jerking away from her as though she’d slapped him, Nero glowered at the ground, the muscles in his forearms cording.

“Mates typically have the same reaction to Myko’s gift. It’s not uncommon.”

“So what you’re saying is that you wouldn’t harm yourself if I died?”

“I—it—” Growling in a sound closer to panther than human, Nero closed the distance between them but didn’t touch her. “Of course not.”

“Liar.”

It was as clear a day. His fingers were caressing her cheek before she even knew he’d moved, the soft touch making her lean into him.

“Life shouldn’t end for you even if I die, Nero.”

Instant, searing pain flooded his features, a desolation she could both see and feel. That was an answer in and of itself. Cured of her anger, Eden wrapped her arms around him. Panicked breaths had constricted his chest, and for the first time, she sensed his vulnerability.

“Nero. Hey, it’s okay. I’m here.”

But for how long?

In just a few days, Nero had become her entire world. She had gone from a solitary life to one where she was cherished. Loved. Here, on this beautiful island, she’d fallen in love with a man worth her tears. With kindness and chivalry, the immortal had swept into her life like a hero of legend, and she had no regrets. Her cruel destiny had at least chosen well: Nero was the love of her life.

And suddenly, Eden knew she had to try. Whether or not the vampire blood would work, she owed it to herself, and to Nero, to explore the only option that gave their love a chance.

“I want to try, Nero.”

The whispered words against his chest were muffled, but he’d heard her. A swell of pride washed through their bond, tempered by reluctance.

“I don’t want you to do this for me. This is your life, Eden, and what you want matters. What happens to me afterward—that’s of no consequence.”

“No consequence?” Pushing off his chest, Eden glowered up at him. “Nero, you’ve given me the world these last few days, shown me what it’s like to not be alone. Surrounded me with love. You took me to the Taj Mahal and to see my dad. You cared for me, Nero. And now, I’m going to care for you. I want to do this. For both of us.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine


An hour later, Nina and Aidan arrived. Though neither allowed themselves to look distraught, Nero could sense the heaviness of their psyches. A bitter sadness had infiltrated their minds after the tragedy they had discovered just hours earlier.

“We can’t thank you both enough for being here,” he began.

The footsteps that shadowed him into the foyer announced the arrival of his mate. Immediately pulling her close to his body, Nero introduced them. “Eden, this is Nina. You already know Aidan.”

“Hi Aidan,” she greeted. “Nina, it’s wonderful to meet you.”

Nina held out her hand in greeting. “Pleasure to meet you, Eden. Nero’s told us so much about you, and I’m eager to get to know you better.”

“You as well.” She dipped her chin. “Nero said that you’re a vampire?”

Nina nodded. “Yes, the vampire breed started with my blood. I was born a Raeth.”

“That’s fascinating,” Eden breathed. “I’d love to know more about how that works—about how you can belong to two immortal races.”

Aidan shifted uneasily at Nina’s side, but said nothing while his sister explained, “It’s a long story, but I’d be happy to tell you. For now, can we come in and discuss the plan?”

“Of course.”

Sweeping an arm out, Nero closed the door behind them when Eden’s beat of distress registered to his senses.

“Aidan, are you okay?” Her voice was filled with concern. “I heard about what happened.”

Aidan’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “I’ll be fine. The Citizens have done some terrible things, but I have no doubt we’ll soon put an end to it.”

“I’m sorry.” Eden gingerly squeezed Aidan’s arm. “I want you to know, I would have been proud to have you as my alpha. You’ve treated me with nothing but consideration and support, despite the circumstances the Citizens put us all in.”

Forgiveness and deep emotion flooded the alpha’s features. “It was understandable; I don’t blame you. I’m hopeful that this will work—even if that means I don’t get to claim you as one of my own.”

“Thank you for being here.”

Eden and Aidan gave each other a nod, unspoken understanding and respect passing between them. Then she clasped Nero’s hand and walked everyone back toward the living room.

The carpet was still sporting the blood spots from where he had arrived unconscious. Cleaning was at the very bottom of his priority list. To his frayed nerves, it still appeared as an omen.

Everyone took their seats and turned expectantly to Nina. “Eden, I want to make sure you know the extent of what we’re about to attempt today. How much do you know about vampires?”

“Only what folklore and paranormal literature have detailed, which I gather is fairly inaccurate.”

“More or less,” Nina responded. “If … when we succeed, you will be a juvenile. As soon as the sun crosses the horizon, you’ll literally fall asleep where you stand. There is no resistance against that at first, and you will be vulnerable to the sun’s rays. You will need to be aware of that at all times and seek shelter before sunrise. Juveniles always think they’re the exception.”

“Experience with that, have you?” Nero asked, his tone bearing a hint of amusement.

“Let’s just say that Blair learned that the hard way,” Nina chuckled. “Over time, you’ll be able to walk in the sunlight and remain awake for longer stretches of time.

“Fledglings are blood progeny of their sires, and that’s what you’ll be to me. As the source of all vampires, my blood and my direct offspring are more powerful than most. That doesn’t mean invincible. Like everyone you’ve met recently, you’ll be immortal. But you’ll require blood to survive.”

Straightening in her seat, she continued, solemnly. “It is the immutable reality of becoming a vampire. When you’re young, you’ll require it often, but as the years progress, the need reduces.”

“And what happens if I don’t get blood when I need it?”

“Without it, it’ll become a point of fixation. A vampire starved of blood will crave little else,” Nina warned. “Fortunately, vampires seldom get to that point. Several years ago, the vampire council passed a law banning us from using suggestion on humans to feed. These days, our race uses bagged blood as primary source of food.”

Eden swallowed, hesitating on her next question. Through their bond, Nero could feel her uncertainty, but before she could put words to it, Nina spoke once more.

“Of course, in a relationship with two willing partners, the law doesn’t apply,” Nina explained after reading the room. “Raeth and werewolf blood doesn’t have an adverse effect on vampires. Elementals, on the other hand, are a bit of a different story. If a vampire were to take blood from an Elemental, they’d receive their abilities in turn. Done maliciously, it could warrant a death penalty.”

Eden sat back. “I could understand how that could be a problem.”

“Let’s just say there’s precedent there, too.” Nina gave her a tight smile. “Do you have any questions so far?”

“It’s hard to say—my interest before this was academic, and now, my entire outlook has changed,” she said. “It’s difficult to separate my study from reality, and to realize that what I read in books may or may not be accurate. Before this, my life was measured in decades, and now, it might be centuries. It’s difficult to wrap my head around.”

“Time passes differently for us,” Aidan said. “It’s the same thing that happens to humans as they age. As a child, summer is endless, and it feels like the days go on and on. As an adult, they pass more quickly, and you realize just how finite time can be.”

Aidan’s soft voice was tinged with memory, and Nero couldn’t help but feel the weariness of the other man’s soul. The wolves in the Citizens’ holding cells had come close to breaking his friend.

“Do you understand the ramifications of the decision you’re consenting to, Eden?”

Nero’s stomach leapt into his throat.

His mate didn’t waste time. “Yes. I want to move forward with it. That is, if you’ll have me.”

“Nero wasn’t the only one who’s been anticipating your arrival, Eden.” Nina’s kind words made his chest constrict with affection for the woman who’d been his friend for centuries. “I’m happy to attempt your change. I have to remind you that we’ve never tried this before and we don’t know how the process will affect you. You will be the first person bitten by wolf and then changed into a vampire.”

Nina grimaced with regret. “Your departing wolf might take a part of you with her. That’s why Aidan is here, to guide her through as peacefully as we can manage. Nero and Aidan have asked Luna for her presence to spare you as much pain as possible.”

A loaded look passed between the two women before Eden said, “You’re unsure how successful this undertaking can be. And can’t ensure it won’t be agonizing for me, even if it works.”

Nina nodded.

“There is one more thing,” Nina said. “Vampires are barren. Once bitten, a fledgling cannot have children. It’s an important difference that I needed to make sure you knew. There are Raeths with a fertility gift, but being given that option is rare.”

As Eden digested the information, so did Nero. He’d been preparing himself for the eventuality, as Raeth fertility was notoriously low. Knowing his mate now—and how it might affect her—was an entirely different realization. The bond between them tightened, and he glanced over at his mate.

Her smile was sad, but there was no hesitation. He knew she had already resigned herself to never having children once she’d received the terminal cancer diagnosis. He gave her a supportive nod.

When she turned back to Nina, determination filled her eyes. “I’m ready.”

“The process is rather simple,” the other woman began. “There is an exchange of blood. First, I’ll take yours. Immediately following, you’ll receive mine. From there, the transition will begin in your blood.

“It’s normally painless, but the effects take varying forms,” Nina continued. “Some fall asleep, some exist temporarily in an altered state of consciousness, and others find themselves speaking coherently throughout. Regardless of the direction your siring takes, the transition process itself takes around three hours if successful. Don’t worry if your case takes slightly longer.

“Your inner strength and calm will be a deciding factor, so try to take all of this as a guide, but do not be alarmed if things proceed in different ways. It’s not necessarily a bad thing. Whatever happens, at the end of it, you’ll sleep until the next rising. Don’t try to fight it.”

A fleeting glimmer of nervousness threaded through their bond, and Nero tightened his hand around Eden’s. Though he rarely had occasion for deep, soul-crushing fear, he felt it whisper within him.

“And you’ll be here with me?” Eden asked. “You and Nero and Aidan?”

“We won’t leave you, Eden,” Nero promised, pressing a kiss into her knuckles. “We’ll stay right by your side through it all.”

The others nodded and formed an unbroken circle of support around his mate. At his call, Luna appeared beside them and dipped her chin in greeting.

“Now or never, right?” Then, a bit more quietly, Eden added, “If something we fear happens, Nina, can you please look after Nero? I’m worried he’ll hurt himself.”

Nero was aghast at the insinuation, but knew her fear held merit.

“You have my word, Eden.”

Nina’s attention was focused on him. Staunch determination flooded the air between them. The other Raeth sovereign had a tenacity unseen in the modern world, and he knew without a doubt that she’d fight for him to stay among the living to the bitter end.

It was a battle his oldest friend would lose. Without Eden, Nero would not continue breathing.

“Are you ready?”

A nervous chuckle escaped his mate. “How painful is it when you bite me?”

“There will be no pain, I promise.” Nina grinned. “Fortunately, I can control the pain or pleasure associated with my bite. Our saliva also has healing properties, which makes for very reliable plausible deniability, and ensures the bite mark disappears almost instantly.”

Nina hummed with affection. “We’ll have to compare notes on Gothic fiction once you’re out of the woods, Eden. It’s a favorite pastime of mine to see what the human literature got right and what fantasies they indulged in.”

“Absolutely,” Eden gushed, looking at them with gratitude. “Thank you all for doing this for me—I can’t express how much I appreciate all of you.”

“Whatever happens, Eden,” Nero promised, “I’m with you.”

“I’m ready.”

Unlike in the stories Eden loved, Nina didn’t bite her neck. When she asked, his mate extended her wrist and Nina’s barely visible fangs gently pierced her flesh.

His panther suddenly surfaced, outraged at the sight. Nero hissed his displeasure, earning him a startled look from Eden.

Calm yourself, Nero. I’m not hurting her.

Nina telepathic message cut through the sudden red haze in Nero’s vision. The woman was unflappable, even in the face of his panther’s hysterics. Swallowing the unexpected reaction, he pushed his cat back from the surface.

Soon, his friend was retreating from Eden’s wrist, gently folding her tongue across the two pinpricks of blood left behind. As soon as she sat back, there was no trace of the bite, and his panther was instantly relieved.

Nina manifested a dagger into her right hand and split the flesh of her left, blood welling rapidly in the wound.

“Drink, Eden.”

Hesitant at first, his mate leaned forward, gently lapping at the dark puddle. The tentative lick soon became a zealous pull, a sign that Eden was giving herself over to the process. The change had been triggered in her blood.

Nina had moved to position herself by Eden’s side. The vampire supported the feeding with her free hand, eyes intently focused on the human attached to her vein.

“Open yourself to the transition, Eden. Don’t fight any of the sensations, no matter how alien. Feel it take shape in your blood. Being calm and centered is your best ally.”

Gently, Nina pulled Eden’s curtain of hair backward and studied her features. Nero’s senses sharpened, trying to discover what Nina had felt.

Soon, the signs became obvious to all. Eden’s heart rate had accelerated, drumming as though she’d just finished a marathon. A sheen of perspiration glistened over her skin and her breathing became increasingly erratic.

The dual natures present inside her were competing for dominance. It was a fight that no one had undertaken before, and Eden was breaking under its strain.

“What’s happening to her?”

“Her body is rejecting the change to vampirism because she’s already primed for the wolf.” A dogged shake of her head. “Luna?”

Within moments, the healer was crouched next to Eden. Concentrating, a pulse of power abraded the air around them.

“A war within her cells.” The healer’s eyes were closed, and she spoke in a bare whisper. “The wolf’s resisting the transition, sovereign, and her body is paying the price.”

Aidan moved forward, gently placing a hand on Eden’s shoulder. An alpha werewolf looked out of his eyes, attempting to guide Eden’s she-wolf peacefully to the light—even when he had very little light left himself.

It was plain to see that the turmoil within Aidan was immense. After what had happened earlier in the kennels, his soul was drained and bleak. Being here cost him a part of himself he could barely spare. The alpha had been forced into delivering death onto the rabid wolves, and now, he had to coax another of his people to the same fate.

Beside them, Nina asked, “Can you assume control of the change, Luna? Can you usher her toward the blood?”

“I am attempting it.”

Nero was unable to sit still. He paced the length of the living room as they worked, closing down his bonds to his clansmen when he felt terror take him under.

His mate was still bent over Nina’s wrist as the vampire grew more and more pale. Neither Nina nor Luna moved away from her side.

Luna’s pulse of power prickled through their clan bonds, and Nero forcibly heaved more psychic energy through to the healer as she continued her efforts on his mate.

It was twenty minutes later that Nina spoke, her voice so lethargic, it was softer than a whisper, “Can you still feel her wolf, Aidan?”

For a long moment, Aidan didn’t respond. When he finally looked up from where he’d been focused on Eden, his cheeks were wet, defeat and despondency heavy on his features. He’d come undone.

The depth of Aidan’s despair hit Nero hard. He flinched from the onslaught of the alpha’s emotion through his abilities, and reeled from his friend’s pain.

“No, her wolf has faded from the surface—but I can’t be certain she’s entirely gone. Her wolf was already quiet to begin with. An omega.”

“What does that mean?”

“A wolf who is generally submissive,” Aidan explained, “but contrary to popular thought, one of the few who could’ve fully resisted an alpha if need be. They’re rare. Generally less prone to violent outbursts or dominance battles, and capable of calming even the most violent or troubled of our kind. Her gift would have mirrored yours in many ways, Nero.”

No one spoke as Aidan closed his eyes and retreated back into himself. Nina pulled her brother into a one-armed hug, giving him the closeness he needed as he struggled with the loss of yet another wolf.

As that part of his mate slipped away, Nero’s panther roamed closer to the surface, desperate to ease Eden’s burden. Cognizant of Aidan’s battle, but needing an update, he dared to breach the silence “Is the vampire rising?”

Luna met his gaze. “The war within her has concluded; we’ve coaxed her cells to accept the blood and they’ve begun transitioning properly.”

“Time will tell,” Nina said softly, “but I can feel the siring bond fitting into place now. We need to continue to watch her closely.”

Once convinced Eden had taken enough blood to sustain herself, Nina gently coaxed her off the vein and into Nero’s waiting arms. Like so many of her kin, she’d given herself over to sleep.

“We shouldn’t rouse her,” came Luna’s warning. “I didn’t interfere with any of the pain associated with the transformation, in case I dulled nerve pathways she needed for the process. I’d prefer she stay asleep through as much of it as possible.”

So they waited. For hours, they lent her their strength, and ensured that Nero’s mate survived the transition to immortality.

They kept vigil as her heart ceased its frenzied attempts to resist, and her body caught up to the changes taking place within her.

Then, with very little fanfare, Eden’s signature shifted from registering as human, to that of an immortal.

Vampire.


Chapter Thirty


It was as if a switch had flipped. One moment, Eden was lost, dissolving into nothingness. The next, she was completely awake, surrounded by the lush warmth of down comforters and the fragrance of sea salt, and more aware than she’d ever been before.

There was no trace of light coming through the windows. A deep, midnight blue faded across the seascape.

Eden lay perfectly still as she took stock of her body. There was no pain. The dull headache she’d been fighting for months had disappeared, leaving her clear-minded for the first time in what felt like ages.

The mating bond to Nero, unequivocal and bright, remained at the root of her being, becoming a deeper connection.

Deep in her psyche, she could feel the adamantine connection that linked her to another presence: Nina. It was a warm, reassuring aura that Eden immediately took comfort in.

Her sire.

Sitting bolt upright in bed with the memory, Eden cataloged every detail of the room with her new vampiric eyes. Three beating hearts sounded in her sensitized hearing, and the smell of blood lingered, almost cloying, in the air.

Sucking in a breath to locate the sweet fragrance, Eden’s eyes became riveted to a glass across the room, stained with dried flecks. Distantly, the sound of a pencil dropping and a notebook being shut snapped her out of her morbid fixation.

“Eden?”

Nero’s voice made her whimper with relief. As she spoke, his name was a plea on her lips, “Nero.”

He appeared by her side, gently enfolding her in his arms as if to verify she was flesh and blood. “I’m here.”

Nothing had prepared her for the relief she felt at his proximity. He was solid next to her, like a rock when she’d been thrown into treacherous waters. Curling into his warmth, Eden gripped at the white dress shirt he wore.

For a moment, that was all she could do. Though it hadn’t been traumatic, she simultaneously felt as though she’d just run a marathon and could lift a bus without breaking a sweat. Multiple conflicting emotions popped into her brain, only to be soothed by the man at her side.

“Did it work?”

“Yes, it worked.” Nina’s calm voice came from where she was confidently striding toward the bed. “You’re a vampire now, Eden.”

Relief made her collapse against Nero before she scented the blood running through his veins. She stilled, inhaling deeply as she struggled against the urge to sample it.

“You smell delicious,” she murmured.

“You need to drink, Eden,” Nina stated. “I can help with that.”

Perching on the end of the bed now, Eden’s sire extended her hand. She didn’t need to offer twice.

In half a second, she’d leapt toward the older vampire who welcomed her with open arms and an upturned wrist. Eden’s heart thrummed belligerently as the predator within her pricked its ears and her senses sharpened.

Before Eden could strike, Nina gave her a knowing look. “Do you feel the tingle of your canines? The urge to extend them?”

Eden nodded but frowned at the concept. “How do I make teeth extend? Sorry, I’ve just never had to think much about them as a human.”

“Mind over matter. They are simply an extension of yourself. Think of it as if you were flexing and opening your hands. They will respond to your command.” A gentle smile. “Try.”

Focusing hard on her task, she ran her tongue over the tips of her canines, willing them to extend. The result was instantaneous, the sharp teeth lengthening in her mouth.

“Good. That’s good,” Nina said. “Here, take what I freely offer.”

Without a trace of elegance, Eden’s fangs sunk into her sire’s flesh. She coveted the nourishment below the surface so much it hurt. Hot, rich, and salty, it satisfied the burning need for sustenance in her gut.

In the past four months, she’d subsisted on pill after pill, and an exhausting supplement regimen. Every morning, her first thought had been to locate the twelve tablets that fended off the worst of her illness. Waking up to the taste of Nina’s blood instead of the bitter aftertaste of cancer drugs was bliss.

After what seemed like hours, Nina’s gentle hand settled on her shoulder. “Enough for now, Eden.”

Though her gluttony would’ve seen her snarl and bite deeper, her higher reasoning won out. She retracted her fangs from Nina’s wrist. Then, hesitantly, the world’s newest vampire brushed her tongue over the beading puncture wounds. They disappeared as though they were never there. Magic.

“How are you feeling?”

“Amazing. Healthy. I—it’s hard to describe. When I first woke up, it felt as though I could’ve lifted a bus and had just been run over by one. Absolutely wild.”

“I know the feeling. You were hungry when you first woke; now, you’re not.”

Nina offered her a quick hug and then looked to the man hovering behind her with expectation in her gaze. “Shall we take a walk, Nero?”

Eden beamed. “Can we? Please?”

“I am neither your keeper, nor your warden.” Mock admonishment narrowed his eyes. “You lead the charge here, professor.”

Bounding out of bed, Eden was surprised to find her legs steady and her balance absolutely spot on. She blinked stupidly at her own feet for half a moment before pivoting her head to stare at her sire.

“You’ll find many things an improvement, Eden.”

“Except your diet,” Aidan said, leaning against the far wall. “No chocolate, I’m afraid.”

Scrunching up her nose and sticking out her tongue in childish disgust, Eden answered playfully, “Chocolate sounds gross. Come to think of it, even my grandpa’s grilled cheese sounds distasteful. “

“That’s a tragedy.” Nero made a sound of mourning before looping an arm around her waist and pressing a kiss to her cheek. “I’m going to miss those.”

“I can still cook, I think.” Eden turned to Nina. “Can’t I?”

“Of course,” A curt nod. “But you’ll have no desire to lick the bowl, I’m afraid.”

Nero winked. “Come on, let’s go meet your adoring fans.”

“Fans?”

As soon as they made it to the bottom of the stairs, Eden realized what he meant. Multiple pairs of eyes rose to hers as she followed Nero, clinging to his hand like a lifeline.

Zia, Jeremiah, Luna, and Key were all gathered in Nero’s living room, along with several others she’d only met in passing. All of them beamed at her, as though her arrival had made everything right in the world.

To her utmost surprise, Marianne was sitting in Zia’s lap. The cat was purring loudly and didn’t even glance up at Eden’s arrival. It was comforting to have some things remain the same after all the changes. One could always count on cats.

She couldn’t contain her curiosity much longer. “Why are you all here? Not that you’re not welcome, of course.”

“They’re here for you,” came Nero’s happy comment. “They wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Much as our sovereign has been waiting for you, so have we.” Luna smiled, the act full of welcome. “You belong to the clan now, and we’ll happily claim you as one of ours.”

“And we take care of our own,” Key said. “Get used to it, baby vampire.”

Jeremiah’s smirk heralded his teasing mood. “I have a feeling a certain vampire is going to take a keen interest in gnawing on our veins.”

“You’d probably taste like cotton candy.” Eden shook her head. “No thanks.”

“Hey, I take offense to that! I’m basically the crème brûlée of Elementals: sweet and powerful.”

“Crème brûlée was never my favorite even when I was human,” Eden retorted, oblivious to Nero’s chuckling beside her. “Definitely not as sweet as you think, and certainly not hard to crack.”

Flustered, Jeremiah rolled his eyes but looked to his mate who’d pressed her lips together in an attempt not to laugh. “Z, you’ve gotta talk some sense into this woman.”

“Are you aiming to have her fangs in your neck, Jeremiah?” Zia’s eyebrows rose, daring him to speak. “Because that isn’t gonna end well for anybody.”

“The only one who gets fangs in their neck is Nero.”

Key’s idle comment had everyone turning snide grins to their sovereign, and Eden blushed furiously. Zia stood and gave her Marianne. She was rewarded with another throaty set of purrs, and Eden squeezed her—lightly—before the cat scrambled to be set down once more.

“Thank you all so much for being here,” Eden said. “I know I was asleep most of the time, but thank you for supporting Nero and I.”

Turning her attention toward the darkness outside of the sliding glass doors, she filled her lungs with courage and turned to Nero. He was already two steps ahead of her.

“Shall we, Eden? Nina?”


Chapter Thirty-One


An itch was scrubbing against Nero’s psychic senses. Pinpricks of sensation swelled along his clan’s borders, tripping his internal alarms and alerting him to the presence of something skirting his sight. Despite teleporting to the spots of interest multiple times—and having his lieutenants do the same—nothing appeared to be out of the ordinary.

It was the only outlier to the serenity he’d found tonight. Nero realized he’d never been quite this happy before. His mate had woken up after battling for her life—and she’d be well. She’d lived through her transition and now, they would be together without the threat of a mortal death.

He finally had his blissful happiness. And it would be shared with Eden.

From the moment she’d risen, Nina, Eden, and Nero had walked the paths of his sanctuary, discussing what her new immortal life would bring. Eden’s inner scholar had taken the driver’s seat, revealing how much she truly knew about lore and mythology. Though Nero had thought himself something of an academic himself, his mate put him to shame.

As dawn slowly rose on the horizon, they made their way back home.

Sensing their need to be alone, Nina wandered over to perch quietly on the couch in the living room. Nero knew that she would remain close as Eden walked into the first season of her immortal life. The sire-fledgling relationship was complicated, as he had learned, and the juvenile would depend upon their sire for years before truly feeling confident in their own immortal skin.

The sky had begun to lighten, and Nero could sense Eden’s pull toward slumber as dawn rose.

“Will you be here waiting for me when I wake up?”

Eden nuzzled into his shoulder as he ascended the stairs with her in his arms, happy to play caretaker. “Every single night. I’m never going to leave you.”

“You drew me again,” Eden said, her words muffled against his shirt.

He nodded. “It’s my favorite pastime. At first, it was because I yearned for you with everything I was. Now, it’s because I can’t get enough of you, Eden. Every time I see you, the artistic urge takes over. I want to capture you—exactly as you are—and I don’t see that ever changing.”

Eden’s eyelids were already shutting as Nero gently laid her on top of the sheets and pulled the covers over her body. Hesitantly, he grabbed the sketch from the pad in the corner of the room, placing it in her outstretched hand while she studied it, smiling through her tiredness.

It depicted her sleeping soundly while she made the transition from mortal to immortal. It was nearly finished; Nero had had multiple hours to work on it while his mind fretted and his anxious energy needed an output.

“Do you ever sketch because you’re bored or anxious?” Tucking her head into the pillow, Eden yawned, and he placed the sketch on the nightstand.

He considered her words. “Both, perhaps: an idle way to spend time, or a retreat. It’s always been my reprieve from the world, and if I don’t have a pencil in my hand, then I’m imagining the strokes, planning the shading.” He smiled then, the expression full of affection. “I enjoy it. Come on, let’s tuck you in, Sleeping Beauty.”

“I’m Belle tonight.”

And then she was asleep.

The press of a button blacked out the windows and any sunlight that might disturb her sleep. Nero pressed another kiss into Eden’s cheek, savoring the closeness and the sweet smell of peony that still clung to her skin.

Over the course of the last twenty-four hours, he’d gone through turmoil he hadn’t been prepared for. Eden’s life had hung in the balance while a battle was fought within her body, one with which he couldn’t aid her.

Everything about her transition had been out of his hands. It’d reminded him of how little he’d been able to assist, and how much his friends and clansmen had shouldered the burden that’d been meant to be his alone.

Nina had given them both a gift Nero couldn’t ever repay: the life of his mate.

As he strode downstairs, pondering how he could begin to express his gratitude, his friend looked up at him.

“You’ve done well, Nero.”

An almost scathing laugh rumbled from his throat. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

Settling onto the recliner across from Nina, he relaxed into the familiarity of their relationship. They’d been companions for centuries—and seen each other through awful trials. Nothing would ever change their friendship, but he knew he had something to apologize for.

“I’m sorry I was short with you, Nina,” he admitted. “Before. When I said you owed me.”

She frowned. “There’s nothing to apologize for.”

“That’s not true. Zeke was right. You don’t owe me anything, my friend.” Nero shook his head, angry at himself. “I asked something of you that was unfair, put you on the spot, and when you told me you weren’t certain of the outcome, I didn’t listen. I was upset, and I let my feelings get the better of me.” He looked her in the eye. “I’m sorry. Truly.”

“I know, Nero. All is forgiven.”

“I owe you my mate’s life.”

“There has never been a score to settle between us,” she reminded him. “That doesn’t start today.”

Raw emotion thickened Nero’s throat as he bowed his head and forced the tears from his eyes. He followed her gaze to the piano that lingered in the front room.

“You’ve yet to play, Nina.”

“I’ve been rather preoccupied with my youngest fledgling.” The sound of her chuckle seemed far wearier than what he’d expected, even after the effort of siring a new vampire.

Nero felt it then, the thin thread of despair and anguish coursing beneath the weariness in Nina’s emotional psyche. With a start, he dug deeper, allowing free rein to the emotional barometer within him. His gift locked onto the thread, pulling on the string until it revealed the vast swell of darkness that seemed to constrict around her.

“Why are you despairing? Nina, what’s wrong?”

Connected as he was to her emotional signature, he experienced firsthand the flicker of fear that jolted through her. Though it was banished immediately by a smirk, Nina couldn’t hide from him. Not now that he’d already discovered the truth.

Her blatant attempt at covering her darkness was preposterous. She was putting on a front for him.

“Everything will come out with time, Nero. Don’t worry about it.”

What did that mean? “That’s a ridiculous answer and you know it. We’ve never lied to each other,” he reminded her of her earlier words, “please don’t start now. Tell me what’s wrong.”

When Nina met his gaze, he realized then how much something weighed on her. Before, he’d been focused solely on Eden, and hadn’t noticed when his oldest friend was struggling.

“I can’t, Nero,” she whispered. “It’s my burden, not yours.”

He stared at her, trying to decide whether to push her on the subject or not, when she launched into another discussion about keeping bagged blood on hand, and how best to keep Eden safe while she slept. Not even five minutes later, she teleported away.

He didn’t have a moment to contemplate the oddness of their conversation. As if she’d known the exact moment Nina would leave, Key appeared on the couch across from him.

“Key.”

“Sovereign.”

“To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Though Key had done nothing truly wrong, his animosity piqued as his panther prowled behind his eyes.

And she knew it. “Sovereign, I’m sorry. I had no way of knowing that Eden would be in danger when you found her, and those initial visions covered all the time she’d have left. It was never my intent to harm you, and if my gifts had cooperated, I would’ve told you.”

“You keep secrets, Key. Deliberately. How can I know if you’re willfully withholding information or are genuinely unaware?”

Her tears resurfaced. “Sovereign, there were only ever four visions, and I shared each of them with you. Please—please—you have to believe me.”

Though he wanted to trust her, he’d been burned in the past. Nero stilled, reading her emotional signature for the truth. Sharp despair, bitter unhappiness, and an overwhelming tide of guilt but no deceit or duplicity.

That assessment alone could’ve cleared her name, and the fact that she was sitting on his couch bawling was another good indicator of her innocence. Nero was still reluctant.

“Did you send Myko over?”

“Yes.” Sincerity rang true. “I couldn’t tell why he needed to go, just that he did.” The foreseer sucked in a breath, almost backpedaling. “But that’s all I’ve gotten for Eden; I’ve not seen anything else with relation to her future. The rest remains a mystery.”

Nero examined the Raeth before him. For the foreseer to be confused was a testament to just how twisted and convoluted the path here had been.

“Did you take all of my sheets, too?”

It served to snap her out of her despair. “Yes, I did. Are you complaining?”

Nero shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

“Good.” Then, she muttered mournfully, “At least I did one thing right.”

Regret hit him square in the face. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Key.”

“My visions almost cost both of your lives,” she countered.

His heart twisted, and his shoulders sagged at her increasingly fractured psyche. “Key, I have my mate because of you. While I may have been blinded to the truth for a moment and took it out on you, I’ve never stopped trusting you. I know you’d never intentionally cause my mate’s death, nor mine.”

He looped an arm around her shoulders and pressed a kiss into the silver-blonde braid. “We saved her, Key. Tomorrow night is the full moon, and we’d have certainly lost her if she’d turned wolf. But she’s here. She’s alive and that’s how she’ll stay.”

“I don’t like that it’s shaken your trust in me, sovereign.”

Hurt rammed through his gifts. “Key, my wrath shames me. And I pressed you—impossibly—into seeking visions you were blind to. Forgive me. It was never your burden to bear.”

The power of her foresight pressed abrasively against his skin in that moment, gravity shifting as the force of it slammed into him. “Soon, we’ll all bear one another’s burdens, sovereign. And it will be our allies who determine whether we live or die.”

At the whispered words of prophecy, Nero bristled. “Our allies? Who are you referring to?”

Her eyes were frosted white, the color indicating the phenomenal use of psychic strength. “Our world is threatened, and soon, you and every other immortal must prepare for the end.”

“Key, what does that mean?”

Before she could answer, the foreseer was collapsing against him, the energy drought following the expenditure too much for her to bear. Shifting to take her weight and gently lay her down on the couch, he manifested a blanket and covered her shivering form.

Key’s foresight was both a gift and a curse, as Nero knew firsthand.


Chapter Thirty-Two


Eden woke promptly at sunset the following evening. Even without Nero’s harried look, the anxiety that coursed through their unfinalized mating bond told her it wouldn’t be the night of bliss they’d promised themselves.

“What’s wrong?”

“The Citizens released rabid wolves on Oahu. My clansmen have gathered in the shelter for the time being, but I have to go help the others.”

Only then did Eden realize she was in an unusual bedroom, smaller, and completely windowless. White wood walls, shiplap perhaps, rose from floor to ceiling, and the small twin bed she’d been laid on was covered in a motherly blue and white quilt.

She vaulted off the bed. “What can I do to help?”

Pride colored his expression as he led her down the hallway and into a larger gathering area in the dome that already held twenty or so Raeths. All of them turned to look at the couple. Or Nero, more precisely. Seamlessly shifting to the authority figure they all expected him to be, he addressed them.

“Nolan, Key, and Geoffrey, take your teams to the north streets and see if you can coax the wolves toward Zeke and Riaz. Key and Zayn, your teams are on the south side with Aidan and Ava. Luna, you’ll stay here and cover the shelter downstairs. Jeremiah and Zia are already containing the disturbances with the humans. Go now—and be careful!”

As the clansmen around them dispersed on his order, Eden eyed him warily. “Are you playing defense?”

“No, I’m going to try to find the ones responsible for this mess. The Citizens’ Raeth is close by; I can sense him.” He looked at her. “If you want to stay and protect the shelter with Luna, she’d be appreciative, but if you want to come with me, I could use the backup.”

Ready to aid in any way possible, Eden suddenly froze when he pulled back the curtain to reveal the night beyond. The full moon mirrored itself in the black ocean.

Eden stared at it, blinking as her world shifted around her. A burning sensation smoldered through her veins, a pit hollowing out in her gut. Her limbs began to tremble slightly as the flame rose and the feeling in her stomach intensified.

Claws raked down her insides, shredding at her skin from within, making her hands fist and her nails dig into her palms. Instead of curling in on herself, her spine stiffened as she threw her head backward and shrieked.

Something within her wanted out.

Nero’s arms were instantly around her, supporting her trembling frame, as his worried voice sounded in her ear. “What’s wrong, Eden? Where are you hurt?”

Even his whisper made her ears burn, the sound too loud.

Groaning, Eden shoved out of his grip, dropping to the floor. The contact with the wood sizzled against her skin. Her nerve endings were on fire, escalating from pins and needles to something akin to shards of glass forcing themselves into every cell. Pressure began pushing impossibly outward, and the resulting sensation nearly ripped her apart.

A scream sounded—her own—but Eden couldn’t concentrate on anything outside of the pain. The sound reverberated in her skill, making her moan in agony. Attempting to center herself, she pressed her hand against the floor, digging her fingers in. The wood splintered.

Her eyes snapped open. Inch long claws protruded from her nailbeds, the stark realization of the situation hitting both her and Nero at the same time.

Eden was turning into her wolf.


Chapter Thirty-Three


Nina, Eden’s attempting the shift! We need Aidan !

Nero’s telepathic shout would have reached Eden’s sire even if she’d been a world away. Fortunately, she was already close by. With the Citizens releasing nearly one hundred rabid werewolves on the streets of Oahu, they had needed the kind of backup only a Reaper’s gift could bring.

Nina appeared beside him instantly, her ice blue eyes widening. “She’s too far into the process. You have to help her through.”

“Get Aidan!” Nero demanded, baring his teeth with a flare of temper.

Warning flashed in those cool blue eyes as she turned on him. “Nero, get ahold of yourself! We’re one step away from immortals being exposed. Aidan stays where he is, protecting our people. You will need to help Eden through her change.”

“I’ve never shifted into a wolf!”

“You’ve shifted into your panther,” she growled back, already refocusing on teleporting back to the front line. “Call on your animal if you can’t do it.”

As Nina vanished, Nero jumped into action.

Getting onto his knees, he found his mate’s eyes closed as she struggled against the pain of the transition. The sound of her bones breaking, reforming, and realigning made him cringe, but he pressed onward.

“Eden, submit to the change,” Nero commanded, his every drop of focus on the woman before him. “Allow the wolf to morph your body as she needs. The less you resist, the less it will hurt. You have to surrender, Eden. Trust your wolf.”

Her whimper, more animal than human, scored his heart. In his mind, a proximity alarm bell rang, but he banished the urge to attend to the territory when his mate needed him.

Nero reached outward with his gift, soothing the fear inside her, and encouraging calmness into her psyche. Through their bond, he could feel the agony she was in, the paralyzing pressure that continued mounting while the other presence surfaced.

"That’s it, Eden, let your wolf guide you.”

As he spoke the words, her nose elongated, and her legs and arms began to shift. Halfway changed from human to wolf, a pulse of pride barreled through their mating bond, enveloping her in his confidence that she could do this.

A psychic alarm blared as his borders were breached. Immediately, his gifts speared toward the intrusion, cataloging how many minds had run through his wards. There was at least a dozen, if not more. Immortals—but not sane.

The howls from beyond the windows caused a chill to race up his spine. Rabid werewolves were coming for them, and Eden was vulnerable.

Nero snarled. Loathing the fact that his attention was being pulled away from his mate, he telepathically reached out to his lieutenants. None of them could be spared, but he was here—and he’d never leave her.

His panther surfaced, roaring through his human throat. Though the cat didn’t want to leave his mate any more than the man did, both Eden and the Raeths in the shelter below the dome would die if he allowed those wolves to enter the building.

Many argued that fear, guilt, or anger were the strongest emotions, the ones who could drive people to do unspeakable things. Nero knew the emotion that eclipsed all others was the primordial urge to protect.

A mother bear guarding her cubs, an alpha wolf defending his pack, a Raeth shielding his mate. It was the driving force the compelled Nero to keep Eden safe.

A glimmer of movement was visible through the dome’s windows. Using his elbow to break a pane of glass, he manifested the compound bow he kept in his arsenal. The long-range weapon would be the best defense until they drew closer. If he could pick them off before they arrived, there would be no reason for him to leave Eden.

“I’m here, mate—I’m not leaving,” he reiterated. “Your wolf is rising—let her. You need to become one. Make space for her, let her know she can have control.”

Arrows began whistling through the air only seconds later. His bow seldom saw use, but his aim was true. Four more times, the arrows found their target. With the commotion, the rabid werewolves made Nero’s position. The pack altered course, heading directly for them.

It was an impossible situation. As he turned back to his mate, he hesitated. Touching Eden might only heighten her pain.

Nero whispered, “I love you, Eden Hawthorne. Have faith in your wolf as I have faith in you, mate. You will claim victory here; you’ve more tenacity and determination than anyone I’ve ever had the privilege of knowing. But I must protect my clan, as I must protect you.”

With one last forlorn look at his mate, Nero charged into battle to defend her.

The sound of a snarl had his panther shrieking back as he burst through the door and cut down the first wolf without breaking stride. The blood sprayed on the grass outside the dome, as Nero was quickly surrounded.

There were at least a dozen wolves, snarling at each other before targeting Nero with their glassy eyes. As if drawn by the smell of a shifting wolf—or perhaps the blood already coating the ground—the beasts leapt into the fray, their teeth aimed for his jugular.

Fortunately, Nero had never been a lightweight.

Seamlessly dispatching two wolves, the sovereign Raeth snarled at the mousy-grey wolf that launched herself into the air to dodge his axe. Her teeth tore a hole through his shoulder, but swiftly met his second blade only seconds later.

The blood he was losing only made the wolves more frenzied. Reinvigorated, they converged on him, intent on an overwhelming attack as the Raeth fought them off. With every slash of his weapon, more wolves seemed to appear.

There were too many of them.

Nero couldn’t fall back—if he retreated the wolves would make it inside. Both Eden and his people would be in the line of fire. There was no back up here; every single one of his lieutenants and allies were fighting their own way through the Citizens’ attack.

The structure behind him would only hold so long against a pack of rabid werewolves. Many Raeths and their young children had taken refuge in the underground shelter beneath the dome, but some were still barricaded in their homes, unable to escape before the battle hit.

His panther writhed in his chest at his despair, snarling for a chance to do damage to the rabid invaders on his lands. Shifting was the only option now. Blades only went so far against tooth and claw.

He allowed the shift to take over him.

Euphoric agony speared through his limbs before his center of balance shifted and dropped. In the next moment, the panther’s fangs were ripping through throats and flesh as the taste of blood coated his tongue.

Snarling at the frenzied wolves, his claws met blood and gore. He was eager to put an end to the threat that was too close to his vulnerable mate. Though injuries began to leach blood from his body, Nero was undaunted: Eden needed to be protected.

Just as fatigue began to weigh down his limbs, the tide of wolves thinned. Relief rocked through him, but the celebration came too soon. A brown wolf collided with him, throwing them both to the ground.

The remaining beasts converged on him with savage intent. Several sets of teeth connected with his flesh, puncturing deeply as he tried to scramble away. When he couldn’t right himself, he latched onto the closest wolf, throwing it across the clearing. Another swiftly took its place.

Pain rioted across his body, his panther steadily bleeding out his strength from multiple lacerations. Using telekinesis, he threw the opponent closest to his throat into the wall, shattering the wolf’s spine.

Three left.

Panting, Nero attempted to rise to his paws, but the grass was slick with his own blood. He staggered, and the enemies instantly took advantage. One dove toward the unprotected flesh of his belly, sinking fangs deep into the sensitive skin. Another bit down on the bones of his foreleg, crushing them as though they were nothing but brittle sticks.

He only had one thought left, repeated as a litany through the violent mauling. He couldn’t teleport away without endangering Eden and leaving her in harm’s way. Savaged, the panther’s claws lashed at the closest wolf, scoring a hit against his body, but not deep enough to do true harm.

The truth was unavoidable: they were going to rip him apart.


Chapter Thirty-Four


Nero was in trouble.

His agony funneled down the mating bond between them. Knowing he was in pain and being unable to do anything about it was Eden’s turning point. With a surge of protective wrath, the wolf beneath her skin burst forth, overwhelming her senses, and swiftly taking control.

The shift completed within seconds.

Before Eden could catch up with what was happening, the she-wolf hurtled toward the door. A vicious sounding snarl heralded her exit to the patio outside, the sharper vision of the animal instantly assessing the situation.

Nero’s panther was pinned beneath three wolves, each of them tearing into his flesh as the cat struggled for purchase and lost strength.

Her paws pounded against the blood-soaked ground, launching her newly shifted body into the beast aiming for Nero’s throat.

In a fit of savagery, Eden’s razor-sharp teeth snapped the rabid wolf’s spine before she turned on the others. Weakly, Nero’s claws connected with an opponent’s belly, mauling it before Eden sunk her teeth into its esophagus. The last one was dead by her teeth only seconds later.

There was no time for victory: her attention was on Nero.

He’d yet to move from where he lay on the grass, panting. The gaping hole in his abdomen worried Eden the most, and blood darkened his ebony coat in too many places.

Seconds later, Luna manifested and crouched by Nero’s side. “Shift back, Nero. I can’t get a good read on where your injuries are through your coat.”

Seconds later, his familiar face was grimacing below her, his eyes squeezed tightly shut. A wave of healing power sizzled across Eden’s fur, ruffling it in an odd sensation she’d never experienced before. Instead of lying there and simply letting the healer care for him, Nero tentatively lifted a battered hand toward her.

“You’re beautiful, Eden.” He managed a tight smile. “I knew you could do it.”

Whimpering, her wolf nosed under his hand, coveting the sensation of his touch. Crouching down on her belly, she crawled closer toward him and gently rested her muzzle on the sole unbroken patch of skin: his clan mark.

Nero was right—she had done it.

Eden had become vampire—and werewolf—when it’d been doubtful she could do either. Everything she’d ever been had changed.

She couldn’t wait to explore the world with Nero at her side. The man who’d saved her, cared for her, and trusted in her. Eden loved him unconditionally, and always would.

The mating bond between them flared to life in vibrant color. What was once as impermanent as smoke now solidified, becoming a steel cable that connected them on a fundamental level. Eden gasped at the sensation of their connection intertwining their souls in a dazzling display of intimacy.

Gravity shifted, her spirit coalescing around loving and cherishing him. The life that had been black and white, now burst into dazzling color.

Nero was her world.

A painless shift carried her back into her human form, and Nero’s arms immediately went around her to protect her from the violence around them.

“My mate. My love.”

The deep rumble of his voice was a purr in her ears, and she nestled into him with a contented sigh of her own. “I love you, Nero.”

“Sit still, sovereign. You’re bleeding,” came Luna’s indelicate comment. And then, “Maybe get Eden a blanket.”

With a jolt, Eden realized she was naked as the day she’d been born. Nero swiftly manifested a cozy fleece and swaddled her in it.

“We’ll work on shifting with clothes.”

The next twenty minutes were the longest of her life.

With half of his lieutenants out ensuring immortal secrets weren’t exposed to humanity and Nero still wounded, Eden’s stress levels skyrocketed. She felt the wolf within her anxiously pacing beneath her skin, ready to leap forward at a moment’s notice should her mate or new pack come to harm.

“You’re a beautiful wolf, Eden.”

She frowned, suddenly self-conscious. “I am?”

He nodded. “I’m never seen a more marvelous creature. Your coat is a lovely reddish brown, and your eyes turn stark blue.” An appreciative shake of his head. “Lovely.”

Certain her cheeks were on fire, Eden dipped her head and nestled it into his shoulder. “Plenty of time to inspect afterwards. Maybe focus on getting better?”

“He’ll be good as new in the morning,” came Luna’s response.

Then, he stiffened. “They’re on their way back. Aidan and Key are injured.”

In a single, mass teleport, a dozen immortals landed on the patio. Multiple, competing voices rose over the escalating sound, but Nero was already on his feet and moving toward the two more gravely injured parties.

Key, nursing a vicious looking laceration down her back, merely shook her head when Luna went to go to her first, motioning toward Aidan instead.

The wolf was pale, having lost a lot of blood from several areas of torn flesh along his legs. Wordlessly, Zia joined the healer a second later, aiding the attempts to put him right.

“Did you strap bacon to your legs and whistle?”

The alpha glowered darkly at Nero. “I was trying to lead them away from your defenseless Elemental. You’re welcome.”

“Jeremiah!”

Eden fought the urge to laugh as the redhaired Elemental turned an even brighter shade of crimson colored, half-hiding behind his busy mate.

“Yes, sovereign?”

“You’re more trouble than you’re worth.” Nero was smiling, linking his fingers through Eden’s and giving them a squeeze.

“I lost my concentration because of the way your matehood changed the psychic web. Thanks for that—and also, congrats.”

A round of hearty congratulations split the air, and Eden found herself pressing into her mate’s side in delight. It was Nero that finally spoke, his gaze finding Nina’s through the crowd.

“Well, we’ve just created the second immortal born of two breeds. You’re no longer unique, Nina.”

Rampant shock rammed against Nero’s psychic abilities. He grunted with the effect, turning to look at the man who’d experienced them first: Aidan.

The werewolf stared at Eden as though he’d seen a ghost. “Eden—you’re—”

“I shifted,” she said. “My wolf rose again, Aidan. She didn’t fade, she waited.”

Despite the healer’s calls for him to stop, the alpha was striding across the lawn to embrace the newest member of his pack.

As emotions spiraled from them both, Nero realized that Eden’s rebirth hadn’t only cured her, but it had shifted the darkness in Aidan as well. Her wolf’s survival had been essential for the alpha who found himself on the edge. Before today, Nero hadn’t noticed the one emotion that’d been missing from Aidan’s emotional panel: hope.

***

Her paws were the color of perfectly toasted marshmallows. Nero had started her off in this streak of self-admiration, and now she preened whenever she noticed another beautiful detail about her wolf. She ran across the landscape, slightly unsteady, as she attempted to match the feline grace of her mate.

Nero put her to shame, bounding over foliage and downed tree limbs. Rocks didn’t slow his panther down, and sand didn’t eat into his grueling pace. With every stride, she worked for her run, focusing on where her paws went during each phase of the gait.

A subtle, cat-like yowl was Nero’s way of teasing her. Then, his telepathic voice sounded in her psychic ear. You’re thinking too hard, professor.

Perhaps she was.

Shaking her scruff indignantly, she allowed the wolf that was the second part of her soul to move forward and assume control of her limbs.

Immediately, the stumbling and unsteadiness ceased. Now she was easily keeping pace with the panther in front of her. Donning a wolfish grin, she urged the primal side of her faster, digging claws into the earth and flattening her ears. When it wasn’t enough, she called on her vampiric speed to aid her, as she sprinted to overtake the cat.

Those emerald panther eyes widened marginally, then dug into his reserves for additional speed. Lost to the chase, Eden’s happy yip had Nero’s panther responding with a spirited yowl. As she came up alongside him, he held his head high—and pride funneled through their mating bond.

The link between them had solidified the night of the attack, but Eden had since learned that for a werewolf, the bond was secured with a bite. Given her biology and the duress of the attack, none of them were surprised that it hadn’t been necessary.

Regardless, her wolf had demanded the bite be completed. Eden had said as much to Nero, and he’d been ecstatic. The Raeth couldn’t wait to wear her mark. Running along the trails, the beast in her couldn’t stand another moment.

Lunging toward the panther, she nipped at his neck. It was a love bite, but one that found its mark. A bead of blood dotted the dappled black coat, and her wolf howled in success. Through their bond, a pulse of satisfaction and pure, incandescent joy brushed along her own happiness.

When they neared the small clearing the cat had claimed as his own, the pair slowed. Shifting in a flash of euphoric ecstasy, Eden straightened her shirt and pants and leapt. She combed her fingers through his thick fur, lips curving into a smile.

“For a big, fluffy kitty, you’ve certainly got some speed.”

The panther sent her a withering look, and then it was the handsome Raeth she’d fallen in love with was standing beside her. Together, they looked out upon darkened horizon, and Eden felt small compared to the vastness of the ocean before them.

When Nero’s fingers linked through hers, she belatedly registered the compounding sense of guilt that washed through their mating bond. Eden hesitated to broach the topic, waiting for him to speak instead.

His thumb gently massaged her palm. “Eden, I know this isn’t the life you chose. After the wolf bit you in Chicago, we’ve thrown one thing after another at you. You’ve been bitten, stalked, and threatened, and when that wasn’t enough, you had a hemorrhagic stroke and shifted into a werewolf a few days later.

“I’ve known about you for eleven hundred years,” he continued, “and even I didn’t have time enough to prepare for what happened. Every step you took into the immortal world was riddled with violence, and I wouldn’t blame you if it’s left a sour taste in your mouth.”

Nero’s fingers tightened around hers. “What I’m saying, Eden, is that if you want to step away—if you want to live in Chicago and travel for your books and teach and spoil your cat rotten, I will support you. I meant what I said: mates, lovers, friends, or pen pals. If you want me there or even if you don’t, all of it is your choice.”

Eden was quiet for a moment as she thought through his words. In the end, she knew she had to be honest. “You’re right, Nero.”

He stilled.

“My life became a battleground the moment I met you. Every step here was traumatic. I fought a battle for my mind, in my body, and inside my soul. The last two weeks have been the hardest of my life, but Nero,” she paused, “I wouldn’t change anything because it gave me you.

“When I met you, I was a dying human who’d already given up on life. I’d let myself accept an early grave simply because I didn’t have any other choice. Now, I’m an immortal, the very thing I studied and loved since I was a child. I’m a fledgling of the original vampire, and my wolf—” she swallowed the thickness in her throat, “my wolf is a fighter, Nero. When you were being attacked, she didn’t freeze. She fought. For you—and for our pack.”

He kissed her knuckles. “A wolf only brings out what we already were, Eden. That was always inside you. You were always a fighter.”

Fighting through tears, she promised, “The point is, mate, that I choose you, and I’ll keep choosing you. Every heartbeat, every breath. The good days and the bad. I will always want you, Nero.”

“I’d follow you to the ends of the earth, Eden Hawthorne.” He tenderly cupped her cheek. “My life here means nothing without you.”

Her lips found his cheek, lingering long enough to breathe in the sea salt and rum scent that clung to his skin and enjoy the handsome cut of his features. Then, he was turning his head to possessively capture her lips with his.

A soft, delicate kiss spoke of his tenderness towards her. Every brush of his lips and every wordless smile: they all meant the same thing. Nero was hopelessly in love with her, and she with him.

Nero was her Prince Charming, her Count Dracula, her vampire in a Volvo.

Minus the sparkles.


Chapter Thirty-Five


A howl echoed in the streets of Atlanta. Nero’s panther raged inside of him, hissing at the sound. The Citizens had released only a handful this time, but had done so in full view of civilians.

Remmus, the technopath who’d discovered it, had barely had enough time to gather a team. Nero and Eden, along with Jeremiah and Zia, had arrived on scene surrounded by a mixed team of immortals. The vampires were the most necessary piece of the puzzle: no human could remember what happened here.

Rabid wolves leapt from the truck only moments after they arrived. Rukia’s gifts fogged the air within seconds, rendering low visibility that had humans scattering—unless that was the effect of an imminent wolf attack.

With Eden by his side, Nero’s blade sung through the first of a pair of wolves headed toward a building. Behind him, his mate wielded a long katana given to her by her sire, protecting his back.

By her own request, Eden had entered intensive combat training, and nearly every immortal nation was contributing to her education. Nina was personally invested in seeing her newest fledgling learn the ropes, and Aidan was equally as immersed. The original werewolf had claimed her for his own personal pack.

Another howl refocused Nero.

The second predator launched into the air before Nero could extract his blade from the dying werewolf at his feet. Eden caught the wolf in a headlock, pausing only a moment for Nero to confirm its mind was gone.

With her vampiric speed and werewolf’s strength, she was an unstoppable force … and his greatest ally. Eden was a natural fighter. For a woman who’d studied fiction and fantasy her entire life, she took to the battlefield as though she’d been born for it.

It didn’t take long before the immortal team cleared the field. The fog remained to cover any trace of their temporary victory.

They couldn’t rest on their laurels. The Citizens no longer cared about keeping their secrets. Their intent was to devastate immortalkind, and with it, turn them from myths into monsters. Nero would do everything in his power to keep it from happening.

In a voice filled with sorrow over the senseless loss, Zeke said, “I’ll teleport them back to our clan lands for a pyre.”

Aidan nodded.

The despair that once burned so deeply in the alpha had cooled slightly. Though tonight had taken its toll on him—as did every night where he was forced to hunt his own kind—Eden’s presence had been helping.

As if knowing she was needed, Nero’s mate closed the distance between her and the original werewolf. She encircled Aidan in her arms, and he immediately embraced her back.

There was a peace that only she could comfort him with—an omega’s peace. Nero hadn’t believed it until he’d witnessed her in action. The stress that Aidan had been holding in a roiling pit of despair, soothed and dripped away as he took solace in Eden’s presence.

Is it helping?

Eden’s telepathic voice whispered into Nero’s mind. It’d been two weeks since she’d developed the ability to speak with him telepathically.

Nina, and others of Nero’s clan, had guessed it had to do with the fact that Eden was a hybrid, the combination of both werewolf and vampire immortal cells. She’d been created out of adversity, healed by necessity, and had flourished in diversity.

One of a kind.

It figured that she’d develop abilities only the oldest werewolves and vampires had shown. Nero had taken pride when he’d made the discovery, and Eden had instantly set about researching everything on the topic she could find in the one place that held many answers: their archive room.

Yes, professor, he replied. Thank you. But now we should hurry, we can’t very well be late for our own mating ceremony.

As the remainder of the deployment team vanished, so did Eden and Nero. The moment they materialized in their bedroom, Eden’s mouth was on his.

It was passionate, possessive, and far too pleasurable. His panther purred as he devoured his mate, and Nero found himself nearly calling off the ceremony to enjoy an afternoon alone with her.

She reared back mid-kiss, adopting an admonishing look when he whimpered. “Bad kitty. We have places to be, Nero, things to do.”

“Can’t we just stay here and—”

“Nope.” She grinned. “It’s funny. When we met, all you ever did was go from task to task, and now you’re the one hoping to cancel. My, how Coffee Shop has changed.”

“Like you’re one to talk. The only time you weren’t alone was when you were teaching, and now you’re constantly surrounded by immortals of all kinds.”

She stood on her toes to place a chaste kiss on his lips. “We’re good for each other, I think.”

It was the truth. Before they’d met, Nero had been suffocated by responsibility. His mind had never rested, and it had led to insomnia and the constant urge to keep moving. Eden had taught him how to center himself—to set and protect boundaries instead of always keeping them open. While he encouraged her to seek new horizons, she would always center him: she was his home.

“It’s bad luck to see the bride on her wedding day,” she taunted. “See you at the altar, Coffee Shop.”

She was gone before he could pull her back in for another kiss. Panther prowling under his skin, Nero readied himself before their guests started arriving. It was two hours later that he stood alongside the other members of the Peace Accords, waiting for his bride.

Zeke, who was typically the quietest member of any gathering, offered him a genial smile. “Ready for this?”

“Eleven centuries ready.”

They moved collectively toward the outdoor area that’d been decorated with rustic accents. It was nearly ten at night, and the moon had just begun rising. Sobering, he clapped Zeke on the shoulder and held tight.

“Nina has my deepest gratitude for what she did for Eden.”

“It wasn’t just for Eden, Nero. It was for you, too.” Zeke’s tone conveyed the depth of his sincerity. “You’ve been confidants for centuries, and friends for the better portion of your lives. There’s little she wouldn’t do for you, and I’ve a feeling the sentiment is mutual.”

Swallowing against the thick emotion that suddenly seemed to choke him, Nero nodded and squeezed Zeke’s shoulder again before releasing him. Nothing else needed to be said.

By the time he’d stood at the altar, he’d regained some semblance of control over his burgeoning emotions.

When Eden appeared at the end of the aisleway, his every thought fled. Fighting leathers, a deep, robust shade of emerald that complemented her vibrant red hair, clung to her curvy frame in a way that instantly made his blood heat.

Hope, adoration, and confidence infused her smile, as though she could barely contain her happiness. Glass-green eyes shimmered, illuminated by the firelit torches that bracketed the aisle. Everything about her was marvelous. And she was his.


Epilogue


Eden’s father had beamed all the way through their father-daughter dance. He’d been teleported from the West Coast the day before after they explained to him that she had joined the immortal world. He hadn’t batted an eye. His one concern was her happiness, and he’d simply replied, ‘That’s good enough for me.’

Eden had never felt more loved than she did today.

The moment she’d left Nero, she’d walked straight into the arms of her bridesmaids. Though she didn’t know any of them exceptionally well, they were the most supportive women she’d met in ages—and she knew their relationships would grow with time.

Zia, Key, and Nina had worked together to help her prepare for the ceremony. When she looked in the mirror, she almost hadn’t recognized herself. In a month’s time, she’d become a healthier, happier version of herself. The cancer had vanished, and her family had grown by hundreds.

It was a life she’d never thought to imagine.

All evening, Nero had introduced her to fascinating immortals. Their bond flared with how proud he was to show off his mate to delegates from the Peace Accords, and the other nations. The Elementals appeared the most human-like, but they wore their unmistakable power like an almost palpable cloak of ability that Eden could’ve sensed a mile away.

The werewolves welcomed her with open arms, and the vampires were a force onto themselves.

Eden had met Nina’s mate, Zeke, and several of Nina’s fledglings—her brothers and sisters now, for all intents and purposes. All of them had congratulated her on the transition to immortality and promising years of sibling mischief to come.

Drake and Kane continued to bicker with Aidan all night, each of them trying to claim her as their protégé. Flattered but needing a moment alone with Nero, Eden was grateful for the private moment they were able to take to themselves in the relative quiet of their home.

“I have something to show you.”

“You’ve already given me the world, Nero.”

“Then consider this the moon,” he snickered.

Nero gently pressed a hand into her lower back. When he opened a door she’d never noticed before, her new sharp senses picked up the musky vanilla scent of old books floating up the staircase he had revealed.

The fully finished basement contained the obligatory big screen television, a huge sectional that appeared to have enough seating capacity for a small nation, and a popcorn machine tucked away in one corner. To the other side of the stairwell, a small studio and slanted tables held the promise of a second drawing space, though this one didn’t contain any artwork on the walls.

He opened the door off to their right and the scent of paper and leather blasted out from beyond the threshold.

Eden’s breath caught in her throat as he flipped on the lights. Rows upon rows of shelving were set against walls and ran down the length of the gigantic room. Piles of paper, both bound and unbound, were stacked against walls and overflowing in bins.

“Since we turned the basement of the dome into a shelter, all of the archives shifted to my home. I would’ve showed you it sooner, but it’s kind of a mess down here, to be honest.”

After sucking in a breath to clear her sudden lightheadedness, she babbled, “This—this is where you keep all of your immortal history documented?”

He nodded. “Some of these are thousands of years old, written by immortals who’ve long since passed or sought the light. Though every clan has archives, mine are renown for being some of the most complete.”

It was a scholar’s dream. Eden didn’t know where to look first. Her feet started moving without her conscious decision. Bins and totes were filled to the brim with ancient-looking paper, and binders with moth-eaten edges peeked out from every corner.

Scouring the shelves, she saw texts written in a variety of languages, some that she recognized, and some that she didn’t. Frowning, she tried to find the end of the room—and couldn’t.

“How on earth is this room so large? It’s in your basement!”

“Magical Raeth powers, professor,” a grinning Nero responded.

“I feel like Belle, being shown the library.”

“That makes me the beast,” came his laughing reply. “I’m oddly okay with that.”

As she strolled down one of the aisles, her fingers delicately running along the spines as she walked. Beside her, Nero gently adjusted tomes that were uneven on the shelf.

“With the Heat and the recent move, the archives have been mostly abandoned,” he ruefully explained. “I’ve always loved taking care of the texts, but it’s hard to get a moment away anymore.”

Taking her hand, he brushed his thumb across her knuckles. “If you’re up for it, Eden, we could use an archivist. Someone who knows the value of our history and would take care of our past.”

For Eden, this was heaven. Being able to view scripts and scrolls never before seen by human eyes—well, newly vampire eyes—was an opportunity her inner scholar had never dreamed of. There was no question in her mind.

“Nero—this is beyond what I could’ve ever dreamed,” she whispered. “In what world would I ever say no?”

A strong sense of pride and joy washed through their mating bond, and Nero wrapped her up in his arms. She clutched at him, needing his tangibility as happiness threatened to make her float away. When they retreated, she rested her palms against his cheeks and claimed his mouth.

The kiss, pure and sweet and filled with gratitude, would be something she’d remember to the end of her days.

A thread of excitement wove behind Nero’s eyes. “There’s another reason why I brought you down here. I have something else for you.”

She glared mockingly at him. “Now you’re just making me look bad.”

Almost nervous, he strode away from her to the table set up near the front of the room. “For our mating day, professor.”

Eden slowly unwrapped the gift, carefully taking time to unfold rather than rip. She wanted this moment when he belonged solely to her to last. What she found beneath the wrapping stole her breath.

It was a watercolor painting of her wolf, in perfect shades of rust and toasted marshmallow. Nero had painted a beautiful head study, icily focused on something in the distance. Her eyes blurred as she devoured every line. Instead of the life-like quality of his other works, this one was primal and surreal, capturing the spirit of her beast.

“Nero, this is beautiful.”

Slowly, he wrapped his arms around her and settled his chin on her shoulder. “You’re beautiful, no matter what form you wear.”

She gently set down the frame and spun in his embrace. “This one is different, isn’t it?”

“It’s how my panther sees you, Eden.” The rumbling purr beneath his chest warmed her inside and out. “It was drawn from his perspective, not mine. It’s the only one like it. I’d never painted a wolf before.”

“You’ve never had a wolf claim you as hers before, either.”

Three hours later, Nero and Eden had returned to their guests and the celebration had slowed down. The members of the Peace Accords and their mates, plus a handful of others, had elected to stay behind to consult on the latest installment of the danger that the Citizens posed.

Nero noticed the presence at the same time she did, turning towards the sound of his clanswoman’s steps.

“Key. Everything alright?”

The conversation around them stopped as soon as everyone noticed Key’s eyes: they looked like molten light, her iris nearly translucent.

“Sovereign.”

The foreseer’s voice held a peculiar, almost mechanical note.

Halting just inside the entryway to the lounge, Key slowly took stock of the room. Nothing in her expression changed. She was simply confirming those in attendance rather than reading the atmosphere, as though she’d seen this moment before.

“Key.”

Nero’s admonishing comment served to bring her back from the precipice, and her eyes flared amber once more. Then, she spoke the words that would go on to change everything.

“I bear news of an upcoming shift in our war. The choice is yours to make, as it always has been. Should you decide to do nothing and leave here today without a plan, every immortal on the planet will be dead within the decade.”


Ready For More?


If you enjoyed reading Nero and Eden’s story, the final installment of the Immortal Accords series, Between Imminent Fates, will be released soon! For centuries, the foreseer Key has been behind the scenes of the supernatural world, ensuring their survival. If the pieces don’t fall perfectly into place, every immortal will be dead within a decade. 

Between Imminent Fates is now available for pre-order!

Join the party on my Readers Group on Facebook or visit author_anna_hawke on Instagram for the latest news, deleted scenes, book release info, and giveaways! 

My newsletter goes out monthly with tons of extra content and news from my desk. You can grab a free book (Amid Crimson Ashes) by subscribing! 
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