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      I lifted my nose into the wind, unable to believe what—no, who—I was smelling. I closed my eyes and held her scent in my lungs, afraid I would lose it, that this was some sort of mirage that had taken hold of my olfactory senses. Funny to think that everyone had their own smell, their own unique tag that made them who they were, and the girl I’d been trying to find for the last three years was no different.

      I didn’t even dare think her name. Because for the last three years, the hope that I’d find her in this broken world had faded with each day.

      A bump in my side turned my head to the wolf next to me. Jasmine had been with me for the last few months after she escaped a particularly nasty pack. She lifted her eyebrows. “It’s a caravan up ahead, I think.” The tips of her ears twitched as she zeroed in on the noises ahead of us.

      I nodded. That was my thought too. I drew another deep breath and picked up the other smells that lingered on the slowly moving wind. Men and women, humans, oil and some sort of fuel for vehicles, charred food, and stranger than all that, shifters. Shifters and humans didn’t generally mix. In my wolf form as I was, the smells were sharper, clearer, and there was no doubt that the two species were together.

      “We should go around them.” Jasmine snorted and shook her head.

      “No,” I said, thinking about just how I was going to handle this. Jasmine was … difficult, to say the least. Not a bad person, just a bit of a fool when it came to making decisions. My lips twitched but I clamped back the smile that wanted to emerge.

      “The last group tried to kill us,” she snapped, her teeth clicking. “How can you forget that?”

      The third part of our tiny pack came up on my right, quiet. She was the youngest by far, only thirteen or fourteen, even she wasn’t sure. She’d been nine or ten when the world had been broken and she’d been taken right away by a wolf pack. Her eyes were wide and full of curiosity. Her fur was a deep brown, rich with auburn undertones. Smaller than both me and Jasmine whether on two legs or four as she was now, she was strong beyond her years.

      “Whatever you think is best, Alex,” she said. “You’ve been a good leader.”

      I bobbed the top of her head with my chin. Like a little sister, Marley had bonded to me and vice versa. Jasmine gave a low growl.

      “You can’t just trust him.”

      “Then go your own way, Jay,” I said. “I’m not keeping you here.” I mean, I knew she wanted to stay, and I knew what she wanted from me, but … my heart was somewhere else.

      She shook her head once violently to the side and stalked away, her fur rippling in the wind that coursed toward us. We were upwind of the caravan and the smells were stronger with that last gust.

      “You think your friend might be there this time?” Marley asked.

      I nodded. “I know she is.” And that really was all I needed to make my decision. But I was no fool. Just because I believed Pamela was with the caravan ahead of us didn’t mean she was leading it. “Stay here with Jasmine. I’ll come back if it’s safe.”

      Marley sat, her dark brown bushy tail wagging across the dirt, her long tongue lolling out of her mouth. “Yuppy doody, boss.”

      I cringed. “I should never have told you that.”

      She giggled. “I love it.”

      “I’d never have guessed.” She’d asked for the story of my life and I’d given her the highlights. Being turned. Not being an Alpha. Being stuck between wolf and man for years before Pamela had helped me finish my shifting. About the lingo I’d used when I was stuck. Marley had loved every minute of the story. And had taken to using “yuppy doody” every damn place she could. I think she liked to see me cringe as much as she liked the way it rolled off her tongue.

      Mind you, I hadn’t told her about dying, then coming back to life. Or that I was the lynchpin that had been holding the world together, tearing the Veil between life and death as I’d come back. I sighed. No, that story was best not repeated. Bad enough we were being hunted by raiders. We didn’t need to add the “Alex broke the world, let’s string him up and skin him” mantra.

      And yes, I’d made that mistake once, early on.

      “I hope she remembers you,” Jasmine threw the words at me as I trotted away. “I hope she isn’t fucking someone else. But then again, she’s a witch, so we both know what that means.”

      I came to a dead stop, my hackles climbing up my back as I slowly turned to face a smirking Jasmine. I didn’t hate Jasmine, and I knew that she was threatened by how I felt about my Pam. “Are you calling Pamela a whore?”

      “If the broom fits, as the saying goes.” She sat and rolled her eyes like I was the fool. “All witches are whores, Alex. I’ve met enough to know just how that works.” She shrugged one shoulder. “You’re deluding yourself if you think she’s ‘saved’ herself for you.”

      I bared my teeth, a low growl snaking out through them. It took everything I had not to launch myself at her, to pin her to the ground and demand not only an apology but submission. But I wasn’t that kind of Alpha. I refused to be that kind of Alpha.

      “I’d suggest you keep your thoughts to yourself,” I said.

      “Or what?” She locked eyes with me. “You finally going to make me submit?” There was a whisper in her voice that had been there more than once. She wanted me to put her in her place, but she wanted it because she wanted me to make her my mate. And she had some weird ideas about mates and sex.

      I made myself smile. “No. But Pamela is the strongest witch this world has seen, so I suggest you not piss her off. She’s not nice when she’s angry.”

      If wolves could pale, Jasmine did. “You would let her hurt me?”

      I turned my back on her. “Depends.”

      The wind washed over me again and I breathed it in. There it was, that hint of Pamela that I’d been chasing for weeks. Months. Years.

      She smelled of springtime, icy waters, and meadow flowers, all the things I couldn’t put my paw on but knew she was all the same. My heart picked up speed even though I was not moving that fast.

      What if this was another false end? The last time I’d picked up on Pamela so strongly was near a river with the biting fish. That had been nearly three years ago. I’d found her scent and then she was gone, washed away in the rain and the river waters.

      Since then, there had been hints here and there as I’d widened my search, sweeping in ever-widening circles.

      The pad of paws on the hard-packed dirt made me flick an ear back. “Marley, I told you to wait.”

      “I just want to see. I’ll stay on my belly, nice and flat when we get close.” She caught up to me, pressing her side to mine, then tucking her nose under my chin. Totally submissive, yet still able to shift all the way from wolf to human and back again. Tearing the Veil, the world coming to an end the way it had, changed the rules all over the place.

      I sighed. “Fine. But flat on your belly.”

      She wiggled, a pup still in mind and body. I’d done my best to protect her the last three years, to keep the horrors from her wherever possible. But this world … I glanced to my left, seeing the footprints of an oversized troll. Faded, old, but still there.

      I swallowed the tightness in my throat at the thought of the last trolls we’d faced. For some reason, they were the supernatural that had spawned effectively in this new world. Which meant the big stinking buggers were everywhere.

      “Like rats,” Marley muttered, her teeth chattering as she picked up on the smell of the trolls.

      “Worse,” I grumbled. “Rats taste better.”

      She laughed and bumped her head into my shoulder. A particularly strong gust of wind whipped past us and I drew it in, tasting it.

      Pamela was written all over the wind. Ahead of me was a small rise. “Marley, down,” I said. “You can peek over the top of that rise, but no more.”

      She gave me a quick nod and dropped to her belly, crawling up the slight incline as I trotted up the same slope.

      Pammy’s name thrummed through my head over and over. Would she look different? Taller, slimmer, would her hair still be that long platinum blond I remembered? More than how she looked, I worried about her heart. Pamela had always walked a fine line between light and dark … would she still be the Pamela I loved or some twisted witch who had learned to survive by doing … I shook my head.

      “Stop fussing, idiot,” I whispered to myself. “Rylee would kick you in the ass for that. She’d tell you just to get to Pamela, worry about what you have to worry about later.” I bobbed my head to myself. Yes, Rylee was my … well, sister maybe was the best word for her. I loved her fiercely and would give my life for her as I knew she would for me. Mentor, friend, family, protector. She’d been all of those to both Pamela and me.

      Her last words to me resonated through my mind.

      “Find her, Alex. Find her and bring her home.” Her words sent needed strength through me and I let out a long, low howl.

      I topped the rise, panting as if I’d been running. Spread out on the road below me was a caravan, but everything in it blurred as I saw her. Taller, she was taller and her hair was darker, a deeper gold than before, a dark green cloak swirling in the wind around her, wrists circled in glittering bracelets, a small orange cat beside her and a tall man to her other side. But it was Pamela. I couldn’t look away from her blue, blue eyes … and the tears in them.

      I breathed her name as my heart about burst with emotions.

      “Pammy.”
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      A long, low howl gave me a shiver I knew wasn’t from the chill in the air. I rubbed my arms. “It’s too early in the summer for it to be this cold,” I said more to myself than to Oka.

      The tiny orange cat lifted her nose to the air and sniffed.

      “A wolf pack?” Mac, my newest familiar, asked. He stood next to me, his body a solid wall of protection whenever I needed it. His blue eyes narrowed as he put both hands on his hips.

      But that sound of the howl echoed in my mind, making me shiver again. I knew it wasn’t a pack. That was one wolf, one lone wolf.

      “Impossible,” I whispered as if saying it out loud would make it true. Three years of surviving without him. Three years of wondering if he’d survived what I’d helped do to the world. Three years of asking why he hadn’t come for me, assuming it was because he was dead.

      I looked at Mac, my feelings for him new and complicated and completely tangled around my heart.

      I swallowed the uncomfortable lump forming in my throat. It couldn’t be him.

      Unease rippled through the caravan. They’d fought werewolves before. And lost lives to the big beasts.

      “Pamela?” Richard, the caravan’s leader, said my name as he walked up from behind me as a large, black, lone wolf crested the slight hill behind us.

      He stood watching us, golden eyes wide, body solid, strong. Not twisted like I’d last seen his wolf form.

      It just couldn’t be him; he looked all wrong. But that howl was embedded in my bones, and I knew it as I knew my own voice.

      We both stood frozen, staring at each other. He, no longer broken, a fully formed, huge wolf. Everything I’d always seen inside him was now outside for the whole world to see. What happened to him? How had he gone from twisted wolf form, to whole and unbroken?

      As I watched him, I wondered what he saw when he looked at me, at the cloak I’d made under my father’s tutoring billowing around me, my little orange cat on my shoulder, Mac at my side, and a caravan of humans and shifters at my back. Survival had made me hard around the edges, but I’d found my place among these humans … well, with most of them. Richard’s … companion didn’t think much of me, but that was another story. Frankly, she wasn’t really fond of Richard at the moment. He was definitely “Dick” to her right now.

      My thoughts jumped and scrambled around each other going in different directions because I just couldn’t believe what was in front of me. Maybe even part of me thought I was hallucinating.

      “Who is that?” Oka asked. “You stare at that wolf like you know him.”

      The memories tied to him swirled in my mind. Seeing him trapped in the Veil. The confusion on his face as I tried to bring him back to life. The things we’d been through. Battles we’d fought together at Rylee’s side. The moments of laughter we’d shared. The tears I’d cried into his thick fur coat. At times, I’d felt like he was my only friend in the world, the only friend who would love me no matter what I did or who I became.

      “Alex,” I breathed his name. It was all I could manage.

      The air around me whispered and beckoned, the very wind seeming to tug me forward, pulling me toward him.

      Oka leapt down from my shoulder. “It’s him?”

      “Who?” Mac asked. But my eyes and heart were all on the wolf. Alex’s body tensed as if he too wasn’t sure. Maybe he wondered if I’d changed too much.

      And then the tension snapped with a rumble of distant thunder.

      He broke the spell first and took off down the hill like a shot out of a gun. My first thought was that he was faster than before, now that his body wasn’t broken.

      For sure, I wouldn’t be winning any races against him any time soon.

      Behind me, a woman in the caravan let out a shriek, but I ignored her. I knew how it must have looked to the humans.

      A lone wolf running at them full speed, tongue hanging out. They didn’t see the grin on his face. Only the large white teeth.

      “Alex,” I said his name and then I was running toward him with every bit of myself I had. My cloak swirled out around me, and Oka yelled at me not to be a fool, but she didn’t understand. She would, I was sure of it, when she met him.

      More than that, the darkness of my mother’s blood and magic that had helped me survive, that had threatened to overtake me, was banished at the sight of him. There was nothing but love. Nothing but hope. Goddess knew it wouldn’t last, but for now, I would take it.

      The distance between us, even though we were both running, took far too long, and not nearly enough time to close. Enough time for the doubts to hit me square in the chest.

      After all this time, was I ready for this? What would I say to him? Where the hell had he been? What did he expect? Goddess, he looked good. Strong. Healthy. Whole.

      He slowed to a stop first, and my own legs followed his lead which left about three feet between us. My whole body shook, and it wasn’t just adrenaline. I wanted to hug him. I wanted him to hug me. But we just stood there and stared at each other.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” I said. “I’d given up on you. On you being alive.”

      This moment was one I thought would never come. So much so, I’d opened my heart to Mac. I’d let the polar bear shifter, my new familiar, take hold in my heart. And now here was Alex, holding the other side of my heart.

      And I knew better than anyone I couldn’t have them both.

      Well, this was a giant pile of archie shit if I’d ever seen it.

      “Pammy?” Alex asked, tipping his head to one side and squinting an eye. “I’m not sure it’s you.”

      “What?” I whispered. “What do you mean? How can you not know it’s me?”

      “Ahhh,” he nodded. “A pair of questions. That’s the Pammy I know.”

      I clamped a hand over my mouth to keep the snort in, mostly because I was afraid it would turn into a sob. He was still Alex. Still teasing me even though we’d been apart for three years.

      I never really answered him or managed another question. I didn’t get the chance before a wall of white fur slid between us.

      Mac in polar bear form shoved me back. I couldn’t see over him; he completely wiped out my view of Alex. I put a hand on his back and tried to get around him, but he moved with each step of mine to keep me safe. I could feel his fear running along my own veins, feel it as if it were my own.

      He snarled at Alex and swiped at the dirt with a massive paw. Though I couldn’t see him, Alex returned the sentiment, a rippling snarl followed by the clack of his teeth snapping.

      “Mac, simmer down,” I said. “He’s a friend of mine. A very old friend. From before.”

      Mac wasn’t having any of it. His thoughts came through to me, crystal clear. You don’t know who he is now. The Rending changed us all, forced us all to survive in ways we might never have considered before. He could be looking to add to the numbers of his pack. Alphas always are. What if he wants to take you as his beta? You don’t know.

      Mac’s suggestion made me laugh out loud. Alex, an Alpha? I finally got around to Mac’s side. He let me, though the tension in him didn’t ease, not even a single hair.

      I made myself look at Alex as though I didn’t know him, as though I hadn’t seen him eat ice cream at the farmhouse table so fast he got brain freeze, as though I hadn’t seen every goofy, silly thing he’d ever done.

      I looked, truly looked at him. The lines of his body, the bulk of muscle, the confidence in his eyes, and knew that Mac’s assessment was true, as sure as I was standing there. Alex was so different from when I’d last seen him. A full-fledged, huge wolf. I wouldn’t want to face him in a fight. I wouldn’t want any of my friends to face him in a fight. Even if I’d still had all my magic at my disposal—which I most certainly did not. I rubbed at the bracelets.

      The damned things had been slapped on me by rather spiteful elementals right after the world broke. And they kept me from my full power as any manacles kept a prisoner from freedom. They clanged as I held up my hands, a bit of a peace gesture. “Boys, please. Let’s chat, shall we?” The problem was my voice was drowned out by their growling and snarling.

      “Let’s chat?” Oka trotted up to my other side. There was a mixture of amusement and irritation coming off her bond. I’d told her all about Alex, so she knew my feelings for him. But she knew my feelings for Mac too. They’d both saved me, in different ways. She sat at my side, her ears and tail twitching. “You want to offer them tea and biscuits while they tear each other’s throats out?”

      I looked behind us. The caravan was a good distance away, and I was glad for it. Richard wasn’t going to come closer until I gave him the okay, and that would give us at least a few minutes to work out our apparent differences. If Richard was smart, he’d keep everyone away until I knew what kind of new twist had just been thrown into my life. Not that I minded, not really. But I couldn’t have the two boys fighting.

      They circled each other, sizing up the threat, and I pinched my mouth shut and put my hands on my hips.

      “This is ridiculous!” I snapped, thinking that would be enough to bring them back to their senses. But they were so focused on each other, they didn’t so much as flinch at my voice.

      “Look at those two idiots. What is it with testosterone? Does it naturally kill brain cells or something? Do they not realize that fighting over you is truly useless since we all know you’ll do whatever you want?” Oka snorted and shook her head. “Really, it’s dumb.”

      “Oka, they are not fighting over me. And they could really hurt each other.” I started toward them, determined to get between them. Because they didn’t need to fight over me. I was with Mac. I loved Alex … but like a brother. Or a cousin. My best friend. Nothing more.

      Liar, liar.

      I buried that voice deep.

      I’d only taken two steps when Mac launched himself at Alex, a roar booming out of him. Alex snarled and dodged the bigger animal’s paws, but just barely. They danced around each other, fairly well matched despite the size difference. Where Mac’s power would have taken Alex down, Alex’s speed kept him out of range.

      “Stop it, both of you!” I yelled, but like the two idiots they were, they ignored me. What I would have given for my connection to the air element, so I could blow them apart. And maybe bump them into a tree to knock some sense into them while I was at it.

      Sure, I had the tiniest bit of spirit at my disposal because of a crack in that bracelet. But that wouldn’t help me here, and using it didn’t come without a rather painful cost, and a massive drain on my energy.

      “Let me handle these two,” Oka said as she launched herself into the air, landing on Mac’s back. “Knock it off, you,” she said as she dug her claws into his back. He roared and twisted around but he couldn’t reach her. She’d landed in that sweet spot where he couldn’t so much as bump her with his nose.

      “Damn it, Oka!” he snarled.

      I put a hand on Mac’s hip and Oka released her hold on him. I thought that would have it done, that the fight was over.

      Nope.

      My once-submissive best friend took the opening Oka had unintentionally given him, and slammed into Mac hard, knocking him clean onto his side, which in turn sent Oka flying through the air. True to Oka, she landed on all fours and puffed up, hissing.

      I darted between the two huge men, even though they were currently acting like the animals they embodied, and looked at Alex, his breathing heavy from the fight. “Enough. Both of you, enough.”

      Mac stood behind me, anger rippling off him so hard, I would’ve felt it even if he wasn’t my familiar. I turned to look at his clear blue eyes, eyes that had saved me when the darkness threatened to claim my existence.

      “Mac, it’s okay, honestly. Please trust me,” I breathed the words, trying to soothe him as he’d once soothed me. To pull him back from the edge of things he would regret. But the anger rolled off him in waves, fierce and hot and full of emotions I was scared to even try to identify. Because they felt like more than I was ready to admit, even to myself. I touched a hand to his cheek, running my fingers through the thick fur. His jaw didn’t relax, though, and I frowned. “Trust me, Mac. He’s one of the good ones.”

      There was a surge of emotions and then suddenly, they were gone. For the first time, he shut me out, just like that. No longer could I hear him or feel him. I mean, I knew he was there, in front of me, I could still feel our bond. But nothing else. And it hurt more than his anger. Like he didn’t trust me enough to handle his wild feelings.

      Oka leapt up to my shoulder, still puffed up. “Let it go. Boys don’t know how to be around each other sometimes. They’re being a couple of prancing peacocks with their feathers all up and their knickers in knots so tight, they should be singing soprano. I’m sick of the display.”

      “Hey,” Alex said as if he was hurt. But how could that be? He couldn’t hear Oka. Could he? “I resent that, cat. I’m a wolf, not a peacock.”

      I stood corrected.

      “How … ?” I shook my head. “You can’t possibly hear her.”

      Alex backed up a few steps, giving us room. His eyes suddenly looked as tired as I felt, the burnished gold orbs losing some of their spark. “I’ve come back from the dead, Pammy. I can hear all kinds of things. There’s a lot for us to catch up on.”

      I shook my head. This was all too much to take in. “All right, fair enough.” I looked at Mac and then back to Alex. “Both of you, in your human forms. Now.” I made my voice as stern as I could, leaving no room for ifs, ands, or buts, and snapped my fingers on one hand for good measure.

      Alex shifted first, and I’d forgotten the number one thing about most shifters—stupid of me, but I’d gotten used to Mac.

      Alex stood there, a lopsided grin on his face, and nothing else on him. Like nothing. Not a stitch of clothes. I kept my eyes up and on his face, but not before I got a glimpse of … well, everything else. Abs, lean muscles, darkly tanned skin.

      I spun around and found myself facing Mac, sure that I’d turned about eighteen shades of red. Although Mac had blocked me from picking up on his emotions, I thought I detected just a hint of jealousy from the way he watched my reaction. The flare of nostrils, the tightening of the lines of his mouth.

      This could not be happening. I was not going to deal with jealousy from Mac. Not with Alex. Alex was my friend. That was it.

      “Alex, tell me you have clothes,” I said. I was not turning around until he at least had some pants on.

      Oka snorted behind me. “Your legs are seriously hairy.”

      “I’m a wolf.” Alex laughed. “And I didn’t have a chance to drop by the spa before I got here.”

      She snorted again, but I heard the laughter in it. I bit back the smile. It wouldn’t take Alex much to win her over. I looked up under my lashes at Mac. My bear might take a little longer. I reached out and brushed my hand against his. No words, just a touch to let him know I was still here with him.

      “Clothes, Alex?” I repeated.

      “Yes, they’re with my pack, if you can call it that.” He let out a whistle, and maybe thirty seconds later came the sound of wolf pads on the hard ground, galloping toward us. The urge to whip around and stare down the new wolves was strong. I was the caravan’s protector, and these new wolves had to be checked out. The question was who was he traveling with, and would they mesh well with the humans and shifters already in our group?

      “A pack, Alex? Are they nice? The others in the caravan …” I trailed off, and he picked up on my train of thought.

      “No, not a pack like that, Pammy. There are only three of us.” Zippers and more shuffling told me he’d gotten his things, at least. But was he dressed? I bit my bottom lip as I endured the passing moments, shifting from side to side. I felt like a kid on Christmas morning, waiting to open presents.

      “Goddess, keep your panties on, Pam, they’re getting dressed as fast as they can,” Oka scolded. Mac glared down at her, and I’m sure I turned an even deeper shade of red. Did she have to use that phrase?

      The thing was I couldn’t get the image of Alex standing there naked and grinning, golden eyes flashing and messy brown hair falling over the edges of his face, out of my head.

      Only days ago, I was fighting for my life, fighting with my magic, and now, I stood with a piece of my heart, finally come home. And damned, if he didn’t look good naked.

      Bad, bad. Don’t go there.

      “He’s decent,” Mac said, or rather growled. I watched him and felt like apologizing to him, even though I didn’t know what for. He was an outsider to my life as it had been before, just as I was to his. How would I feel if some lover from before crossed his path? Except Alex and I weren’t lovers. We were friends. Good friends.

      “Pammy?” Alex asked, forcing me to turn around before I was ready. Or maybe, I was more ready for that moment than I had been for anything else in my entire life. Oka hopped down from my shoulder.

      Her thought to me was pure and simple. He’s your friend. You have every right to be happy he’s here. Ignore Mac. He’s just … well, he’s just being protective.

      I let out a breath as I turned. Oka was right. This moment had been a long time coming.

      Alex had put on a shirt and pants, but no shoes. The clothes weren’t really what I cared about anyway. His eyes were as soft and kind as they’d always been, if a bit fatigued around the edges. He smiled, half his mouth turning up. I didn’t know if I should laugh or cry, smile or break down.

      There were no words to encompass the emotions running through me.

      He nodded. “I know.” Then he reached out and tugged me toward him, wrapping me up in his arms and holding me tightly. He rested his chin on the top of my head and I closed my eyes, breathing him in.

      Death had taken him away. And I’d fought to bring him back.

      Distantly, I heard Oka speak. “Simmer down, Mac. No one can take a familiar’s place.”

      But in that moment, there was only Alex and me. There was no broken world. No caravan. No Immune children. No dangers. Just my best friend and his strong arms engulfing my body, keeping me safe.

      I drew in breath after breath. “You took long enough to find me.”

      Alex laughed, his chest rumbling under my cheek. “I took a few detours. Went to the beach, made a sandcastle.”

      I pulled back enough to give him a smack on the chest. He laughed and put a hand over mine, his eyes intense suddenly, the edge of his jaw flicking as a muscle jumped.

      Yeah. The last three years had changed him, made him stronger, more confident, more … just more.

      Jealousy hit me like a bolt of lightning out of the sky and I gasped as it burned away any other emotions I had rumbling through me. I pulled away from Alex with a sharp jerk, completely killing the moment.

      RIP reunion with long-lost bestie. Welcome back to the reality of the world we were in.

      Mac cleared his throat, and I knew where the jealousy had come from. The question was had it been on purpose to break up the hug, or because he couldn’t hold it back?

      “Sorry,” he said softly.

      I sighed. Option number two: he couldn’t hold it back. Damn it. The thing was, if a woman from Mac’s past had shown up, I’d have been as protective.

      And just as jealous.

      “It’s okay,” I said.

      Alex rubbed a hand through his hair. “Here, let me introduce you to the others.”

      He turned slightly and made a motion with one hand to beckon them forward. The first woman was nearly as tall as me, dark, and slender on the point of being underfed and … goddess, her boobs had to be fake. They were huge on her frame, totally unbalanced with the rest of her.

      Oka snickered. “I agree, Pam, those babies have to be fake.”

      Alex stiffened, his shoulders trembled, and Mac choked on a laugh, covering it with one hand. Of course, the woman didn’t hear the conversation, only saw us reacting to her as she drew close. Which left her thinking we were laughing at her. To be fair, we kind of were.

      Her eyes narrowed farther, and her lips tightened as if she’d smelled something bad. And she was looking at me. Her dark eyes were mere slits as she lifted one corner of her mouth in a silent snarl. Message received loud and clear. Stay away. Had Alex taken a mate? The thought made me take another step back. Mac was right. I didn’t know anything about what Alex had been doing the last three years. He could have a mate. He could have had several.

      “Pammy, this is Jasmine,” he pointed to the woman on his right that was giving me the stink eye, “and this little pup is Marley.”

      Marley … the name rang a bell and it took me a moment to remember why. Macey’s little sister had the same name. Macey’s little sister had been taken by wolves. But that had been three years ago, right at the beginning.

      “Impossible.” I stared at a smaller girl who stood behind his other shoulder, large brown eyes watching me carefully. Impossible and yet there she stood, the spitting image of her older sister, down to the small frame and the long brown braid slung over one shoulder. She lifted her chin, just a little, and that defiant look was all Macey.

      My first thought was I hoped she wasn’t as reckless as her sister, but then maybe she didn’t have to be. She had Alex to protect her. And he’d done a better job with her than I’d done for Macey.

      And just like that, within just a few heartbeats, two wolves had come back from the dead.
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      The braid over the young girl’s shoulder was clutched in her hand, and all I could see was Macey, defiant and angry. But this girl, she was not defiant, or particularly Alpha by the looks of her standing partially behind Alex.

      “Marley? As in Macey’s sister?” I asked the question because I had to be absolutely certain.

      “Macey? You know my sister? Is she here?” The young girl peered around Alex, which was no small feat. He was a bigger man than I’d known. Almost as big as Mac.

      I glanced over my shoulder, grateful Richard had kept the caravan at a safe distance where nothing could be overheard. There was too much shit here to wade through to have the others involved in it. At least not until I absolutely had to.

      “I knew her, yes …” I trailed off. How could I tell her what happened to her sister? I changed the direction of the conversation a little, in the hopes I could lead up to the truth gently. “She never stopped looking for you, Marley. She told me about you, and that she always hoped she would find you.” Macey had been one of my few friends in the caravan when I’d first joined them. And I hadn’t been able to save her because my magic was stripped from me.

      Not all of it. The darkness whispered up through me and I breathed through the tingle. No, not all of it. But the magic that was black as death was … unpredictable, to say the least.

      I carried the guilt of Macey’s death around like a battle wound I couldn’t heal, and now, seeing her sister standing in front of me was nearly more than I could bear and still stay on my own two feet. Marley’s trusting brown eyes made me want to go to my knees and apologize to her, to beg forgiveness for letting her sister die. Another friend lost to the monsters, to the world that we lived in now. But I didn’t do any of those things. I stood tall and shifted my weight a bit. I looked at Oka who shook her head.

      “I think you just tell her, Pam,” my small familiar said. “She’s young but not that young.”

      Oka was right. I drew a slow breath in and blew it out as I slowly shook my head, searching for the right words. I lifted my eyes to see Marley watching me, her eyes filling with tears. She knew. But I still had to tell her.

      I’d rather clean the shit pits than do this.

      Marley’s face crumpled in slow motion and with it a tear fell. “What happened?” she asked in a whisper as her eyes went to the caravan behind me, as if she already knew.

      “She isn’t here …” What could I tell her? Marley couldn’t have been more than thirteen. She didn’t deserve to know all the horrors that had befallen her sister. I swallowed and she stepped away from Alex so I could really get a look at her.

      Though her eyes were tearing up, her jaw was firm and her shoulders were not stooped as though she was hiding. Yes, she was behind Alex, but I wondered how much of that was habit. The more I looked at her, the more I saw the woman inside the child.

      “She’s like you, Pam,” Oka said. “Young, but fierce.”

      Even as Oka spoke I could see that in Marley. Different coloring, same heart and body that had been forged in the fires of adversity. She looked young, but there was strength in her eyes like a fire flashing as she dragged them away from the caravan and settled them on me once more. A challenge to give her the truth.

      “I can handle it,” she said. “No matter how bad it is. I just need to know the truth.”

      I dared a look at Alex. He gave me the subtlest of nods.

      They were sure, but I wasn’t. Not even a little bit. So young, and suddenly, I understood a little better why my own mentor had tried to shield me from the fights, from the monsters. Because even though I thought I could handle it, the nightmares came to me now, reminding me of all I’d done.

      But my life, my choices didn’t matter here. Macey had fought hard for her sister, fought to stay alive in the hopes that one day they’d be reunited. She’d lost, but she’d still fought. And Marley deserved to know that truth above anything else.

      “A few weeks back, we had a different witch leading the caravan. She didn’t notice the signs, and we wandered into a zombie nest. Macey fought hard, she always did. But it wasn’t enough that time and she fell to them.” My own emotions swelled, and I bit the inside of my cheek to hold them in check. “I’m sorry, Marley. I truly am.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes and slipped silently down her face. “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

      I sucked in a breath, the sight of her tears threatening my own resolve. The whole ugly memory played out in my mind like a horror movie while I watched Marley cry.

      The zombie tearing into Macey’s flesh, my fight to kill it afterward, and my fight to save Macey, my failure to even do that. My complete and utter failure, which left me with only one option if I was the friend to her that I thought I was. Kill the one human friend I had in our broken world. I had been through a lot in my short life. Killing Macey was second on the list of the worst shit I’d been forced to do. A very close second.

      And now, I had to explain to her little sister how it had all gone down. Goddess save me from the twisted world we lived in and the horrors it pressed on the innocent.

      Alex put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and tugged her into a single-armed hug. “I’m sorry, Marley.”

      Marley hugged Alex and then turned to me. “Wait, is she still out there …” She trailed off, but I didn’t let her hang there for long.

      I held up both hands, palms facing her, and shook my head. “No. She isn’t a zombie. I made sure of that.” I pushed the images of trying to save Macey, and what I’d had to do when I couldn’t, out of my head. I was done reliving it. I had to be. This world didn’t leave time for grieving. Because while you were moping, there was some other creature waiting to take your bloody head off.

      Pushing the grief and memories aside felt like an injustice to Macey, and all the others I’d lost for that matter. But standing there in front of her baby sister, something like closure settled in on me. It was an odd sensation I hadn’t felt for a long time. Marley being here was a second chance. Or third or fourth, depending how you were counting.

      Maybe this time I could keep her alive, make up for losing her sister.

      “Thank you,” Marley said. “For not letting her wander around, dead like that. She would have hated it. Always hated those zombie movies and shows from before, you know?”

      I nodded but said nothing. To be honest, it was the weirdest thing I’d ever been thanked for. Killing someone’s family member. But I knew what she meant and was glad for the fact that she had enough sense in her head to realize I’d done the best I could. I’d saved Macey from that life of wandering death, if you could call it a life. I’d searched for Macey’s soul before I’d ended her and found nothing. So she wasn’t even in there when I killed her, was she? But I supposed that wasn’t the argument.

      It was that I’d saved her from killing other innocents. From becoming a monster herself. From finally losing her humanity to the broken world we lived in.

      “She was a good friend, and I’m so sorry I couldn’t do more,” I said.

      “I get it, I do,” Marley said. “I knew it was a long shot that she was alive, if she wasn’t turned like me, that is.”

      Richard gave a whistle from behind and I held up a hand with two fingers. A few more minutes and I’d bring him in.

      Only weeks had passed since Macey’s death, and a part of me mourned that if she’d just hung on a little longer, if she’d contained some of that rage and been a little more careful, she could’ve seen Marley. She could’ve maybe found some peace and happiness herself. The thought made me sad, and I swallowed hard looking at how well her sister looked. Better than Macey ever did. She wasn’t on the edge of survival, on the edge of being starved to death, fearful that a man would try to rape her.

      Alex had taken good care of Marley, saving her from the harassment so many women in our world endured, from scrambling for the next meal, from wondering what was going to come for them in the darkest corner of the night.

      All because Marley had found Alex.

      And Macey had found me.

      As if reading my mind, Alex mussed her hair. “I found this little straggler by the side of the road. All wet and shivering in the rain. So pitiful, I couldn’t leave her behind.”

      “Al-lex,” Marley protested and brushed his hand off her head, though she did smile a little. “No, he did not. He saved me is what he did.” More than a little adoration went into those words. Even with her grief fresh, she still held it together. Yeah, she had some steel spine in there.

      I nodded. “That sounds like Alex.” Because it did. Of course he’d saved her. It’s what he did. Save terrified young girls—it’s what he’d done for me.

      Surprisingly, Mac kept his distance during the whole exchange. I knew he was there. His presence was unmistakable. But he didn’t lay a possessive arm around me. Maybe Oka’s peacock comment had sunk in. He stayed close but kept quiet. I almost wished he wouldn’t. I wished he would say something.

      But that woman—Jasmine—had no such reservations. She draped a too-thin arm over Alex’s shoulder, and a sly smile grabbed at one corner of her mouth. The sharp angles of her chiseled face accentuated the expression. As if she’d been carved out of stone or a petrified cow chip.

      Which did nothing to ease my dislike of her. She just rubbed me the wrong fucking way. And it had nothing to do with her arm around Alex. Not a thing.

      Really.

      Alex ignored Jasmine, but he didn’t knock her arm off him either. “I’m not sure I’d call it saving. What could I do? Leave you there?” He turned to me, his golden eyes full of excitement to tell me the story. Just like old times, save for the gorgeous woman draped over him.

      “I saw her get dragged away by the pack, shortly after the breaking settled. Her sister fought for her, but they beat her to within an inch of her life. Frankly, I thought she was a lost cause which is why I didn’t stop for her too,” he said, but Marley shook her head. “Anyway, I thought I’d stick with the little one. She was in a lot more danger. But I couldn’t get to her then. I was alone. And one wolf against an entire pack … well. Even I’m not that good.” He winked at Marley.

      “I’ve faced worse odds,” I said, but I didn’t know why. It wasn’t a contest, and I wasn’t judging him for not going in after her. I was, however, having trouble taking my eyes off his companion. Jasmine. Apparently.

      “I’m sure you have, Pammy. Alex has been regaling us with how amazing you are. I mean, you’d think you’d been pulled from an angel’s arms and placed on earth just to save us all.” Jasmine shifted her stance and tossed her hair over her shoulder. It was dark, with blond tips, and I wondered what she looked like as a wolf—I’d not seen her when Alex had called the two girls to him. Probably fucking perfect, and jealousy of my own reared its ugly green head.

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and forced my attention back to Alex. Wasn’t Jasmine’s fault Alex had talked me up.

      Alex looked from Jasmine to me and raised an eyebrow. “Anyway, eventually, I was able to separate her from the pack, and we’ve been together ever since. She’s not particularly good at cooking, but she’s wildly good at killing those damn archies.”

      “Oh, I like her.” Oka rubbed against my leg, trotted over and sat in front of Marley, all but begging to be picked up.

      “It was a bit more involved than that,” Marley said, adoration dripping from her eyes as she watched Alex. And why wouldn’t she adore him? He was perfect. Except for that showpiece he had hanging around his waist. When had she moved her arm down there? And why did I care? Didn’t. Didn’t care.

      Marley bent and scooped up Oka. “He came in one night about a week after they took me. He scared the bejeezus out of me. I thought he was one of the pack’s wolves.”

      She actually said bejeezus, and Alex laughed. She beamed at the sound, and I couldn’t help but smile right along with her.

      “He snuck into the camp all Mission Impossible style, and I almost ruined it when he surprised me. It was a miracle we made it out of there without waking one of the wolves. And you really outfoxed the sentinels, didn’t you?” She gave him a playful shove with one hand, which did absolutely nothing to move him, big as he was.

      “They weren’t that hard to outfox. Didn’t seem like they had much going on upstairs,” Alex said, pulling her in close again.

      “No, it was brilliant. He was throwing rocks and sticks to make them think we were somewhere else. While they were investigating, we slipped away. He never even had to fight someone. Although I know he would’ve won.”

      Alex shrugged, and Jasmine put a hand on his chest, as if she owned it. As if she owned him. I found myself backing up a step. As if I were intruding on something I didn’t really want to see.

      A slight scowl from Marley was there and then gone in a flash as she looked at Jasmine.

      Alex took Jasmine’s hand off his chest and she tangled her fingers with his. His face was a careful blank, not something I’d ever seen on him before. He cleared his throat. “Well, I for one am glad I got you out of there so easily. We made a good pair for a while.”

      “Until I made it three,” Jasmine said. Even her voice was gorgeous. Low and sultry. Bloody hell, I was like a forest troll next to her.

      Oka laughed. “You are not a forest troll, Pam! You’re filthy, dirty as they come, but—”

      “Quiet, cat, or I’ll stuff you down to the bottom of my sleeping bag tonight.” I spoke, forgetting that Marley and Jasmine couldn’t hear her.

      Two sets of eyebrows went up. “Is she crazy?” Marley asked. “Cats can’t talk.”

      I let out a breath and took another step back so that Mac was right there, a breath away from me. “I’m not crazy. Oka is my familiar, and she can talk, and I can hear her. And sometimes she’s a damn cheeky little shit.”

      Oka leapt out of Marley’s arms.

      “And I am her other familiar.” Mac’s rumbling voice helped to soothe all the weird anxious jealousy that rippled through me.

      I nodded. “This is Mac. He’s saved me a few times already.” I looked over my shoulder at the man who I was sure I was falling for. Those blue eyes were solid, and they held me a moment. Then he nodded with a quick wink.

      I turned back to face Alex and his two girls. Two. One was like a sister, I could see that. The other was … more. Definitely more.

      Jasmine smirked and put her other hand on top of her first that she clung to Alex with. Part of me wondered not so much how he could have taken a mate but why in all that was holy would he take such an obvious …

      “Don’t say it,” Mac said.

      I bit the inside of my lip. I would never have used that word. Even if I thought it.

      “Runt,” I said. “She’s very runty.”

      Jasmine frowned. “I’m runty?”

      “Tiny,” I said. “Thin. Underfed.” Except for those boobs which, the more I saw them, the more wildly out of control they seemed.

      I sucked in a breath and tried to sort through my emotions. The truth was, the Pamela Alex had left behind was hurt, the little girl that had thought he was her best friend, who’d waited so long for him. And he’d taken someone else in her place.

      Of course, you could say I’d done the same thing with Mac, but that was … I don’t know why, it just felt different. Mac was meant to be with me, not only as my familiar but something else. Jasmine just looked like she was thumbing for a free ride.

      My mind raced with the possibilities of the last three years, and doubt crept in on the edges. Had Alex really been trying to find me, or had this been some twist of fate that threw us together? And what was I supposed to do now? Just forget I’d seen him and move on? The thought threatened to crush me. I didn’t want to say goodbye to him, not again.

      I cleared my throat, pushing away the downward spiral. Things had changed. I had changed, and clearly so had he. But our friendship hadn’t. And neither had our past. Thinking about those truths loosened my tongue and questions poured out of me.

      I motioned at him with one hand. “Alex, how can you shift all the way, I mean, your wolf form isn’t broken? And how did you find me?” I drew a breath and the other questions I’d not even realized waited on the tip of my tongue flew. “Have you seen Rylee and the others? Do they …” Bloody hell, I couldn’t ask that one. Did they hate me.

      Alex laughed, softly, at me. And that pretty much dried up all my desire to speak. Behind me, I felt Mac tense, felt him prep to come to my defense. Alex smiled, the corner of his mouth quirking up. He wasn’t being mean. I knew him enough to know that this was just him not seeing me for who I was.

      He still thought I was just some dewy-eyed little girl, not the caravan witch who’d survived the last three years on her own.

      “Not quite on your own,” Oka mumbled.

      Alex reached out and tousled my hair. “Oh, Pammy.” He rubbed my head just like he had Marley. He saw me as a child, not as an adult woman. “Always full of questions, and no answer will ever really satisfy you.”

      Anger snapped through me and the darkness in my blood chased it, fed it.

      Before the magic reached him, I knocked his hand away.

      You should trust your own magic, Pammy. The dark magic chuckled at me. Laughing at my fear and discomfort.

      A wash of shock raced across Alex’s face, but he cleared it with a shake of his head.

      Of all the ways I imagined this reunion going down, not once did I picture it like this. No. I thought he’d hold me forever, tell me he’d never leave me again. We’d promise to keep each other safe. But the reality was … well, it was fucking complicated in ways our early friendship had never had been. And I didn’t like it one bit.

      He reached for me again, maybe going for my shoulder, I don’t know.

      I held up a hand, one finger pointing to the sky. “Do not touch me.”

      His hand froze in the air, as if he wasn’t sure what to do with it.

      The darkness rose in me, slowly, warming my insides. Oka leaned against my leg, as if trying to give me strength against it.

      You could teach him a lesson, the dark magic whispered. Show him what happens to those who betray you.

      Oka hopped up onto my shoulder and tensed, the darkness taking her too. This had happened before. My magic had drawn her in and used her rage to fuel her violence.

      Bloody fucking hell, I had to rein this in.

      Show him you’re all grown up now and shouldn’t be treated like a child.

      I swallowed and struggled to push the magic down. But I must’ve been doing a piss-poor job at it, because Alex’s whole expression changed as he stared at my face. He wasn’t laughing at me anymore.

      Concern etched his brows and mouth, and his golden eyes were full of worry.

      He stepped just a hair closer to me. “Pam, are you okay?” Too close. He was too close.

      The desire to lash out at him was overwhelming and it took all I had to hold it back, to keep from hurting my friend. Almost. The magic threatened, and the sweat beaded on my forehead with the effort.

      “Pammy?” He reached out as if he would touch my face, gently, softly. Not a tussle, but gesture of concern. If he’d touched me that way the first time, would this be happening? The thought only made me realize he didn’t think of me that way. And as stupid as it was, it hurt.

      I cared for Mac. I didn’t want Alex, not really. But I wanted him to want me. How messed up was that? Totally messed up, I know.

      Before his hand reached my face, Oka swiped at him, claws extended, and he jerked away, tiny lines of red showing on his skin. Her tail lashed against my back and a low growl rumbled through her. “I believe you were asked not to touch. So, keep your damned hands to yourself, wolf.”

      He took a step back, frowning deeply, both hands up in a gesture of peace as the one dripped blood.

      “Got it. I meant nothing by it. Just …” He seemed to be at a loss for words too.

      Yes, this shattered world and our time in it had changed us both. But only one of us was still broken. He stood tall, his body whole, stronger than ever before as he looked down at me. No doubt he wondered what I’d become, what kind of person I was now.

      Shame like I’d not known in a long time beat a drum inside my head. What did he think of me? What would our mentor have thought of the person I’d become? Would they pull back, reel away in horror?

      “Easy,” Oka whispered. And from behind me, Mac reached out and just put a hand to my lower back, supporting me. But it wasn’t enough, not for the demons I battled.

      The magic swirled in my head making it even harder to think. I beat it down, struggling to keep it from showing in my eyes, finally giving up and looking to the side, to the forest.

      My life was filled with blood and death, with danger, and Alex didn’t need that. Neither did little Marley.

      The magic in me finally subsided and I let out a sigh of relief.

      But what waited for me the next time it climbed through me, demanding its pound of flesh?

      Alex didn’t need that, especially when his life was so complete. He didn’t need me, even if I still needed him.

      Which made what I was about to say hurt all that much more.

      I looked Alex in the eye, knowing this was the right thing to do.

      “I think you should go.”
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      “Pamela?” Mac said quietly. “You sure about this?” His hand was still on my back, supporting me, without pushing me.

      I leaned into him a little.

      Alex shook his head, confusion written all over him. “You want … me to go?”

      I nodded and held my emotions in check, if barely. “It’s not very safe with a group this big. We’re an automatic target because of that. I can’t guarantee your safety, or Marley’s. We have shifters already, but they’ve fought for us and proven their worth. I don’t know that Richard—”

      Jasmine tossed her head, flipping her hair back. “Let’s go, Alex. She doesn’t want you here.” She leaned in close to him and whispered something that made Alex’s face go completely blank.

      He dropped her hand, flicking her fingers away from him. “Pamela, I’m sticking around to make sure everything is good. After three years of looking for you, it’s the least you can let me do.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. He might as well have slapped me with the implications.

      Mac stepped up beside me. “You keep your hands to yourself, wolf. She isn’t the child you left behind.”

      The two men locked eyes and I could swear there was a whole conversation between them.

      “I know,” Alex said finally. “I want to make sure she’s safe, then if she still wants me to go in a few days, I’ll go.”

      Well, if that wasn’t awkward enough, now came more introductions.

      “Fine,” I said. “Come meet the others so they know that you aren’t with the raiders.”

      Fuck, my entire life was in upheaval with the appearance of a single man.

      Oka butted her head against mine. “Testosterone is, I’m sure, the root of most problems in this world, and he is no different.”

      Mac snorted. “Easy to man bash, eh, cat?”

      I smiled and lifted a hand to her, just to brush my fingertips across her back.

      Her weight on my shoulder kept me grounded, and so I focused on her and Mac. He spread his hand wide, his fingers splayed across my back. Warmth pooled there and spread outward, easing some of the tension in my muscles.

      Goddess, what would I do without them both? I was a mess.

      “Marley, stick close to me,” Alex said. She set herself to his right and Jasmine moved to the left of him.

      I turned to lead them toward the caravan. The shifters had made their way to the front of the group, protectively. I nodded with approval. It’s exactly what they should’ve done. It was good to know they were thinking on their own, that they didn’t need me to remind them to look out for the whole group.

      None of us spoke as we walked down the hill to the bottom where the shifters waited for us. I caught the eyes of a few of our caravan’s shifters. Crimson, our cougar shifter, in particular, and the questions I saw there mirrored my own. Was this a good idea? Should we allow wolves into our ranks after they took so many of our own?

      Crimson met us at the bottom of the hill, her blond hair tied back in multiple braids that still held a few of the flowers the younger kids had stuffed into them. The rest of the shifters ranged out behind her. Crimson gave a nod indicating to Alex and the two females. “Alpha. Who is this?”

      I stopped and waved a hand back toward them.

      “This is Alex. A friend from before the Rending. Marley is a sister to Macey, a fallen member of our caravan.” Alex moved up beside me and stuck out a hand. Crimson lifted an eyebrow, but he didn’t waver. He just smiled at her.

      “I don’t bite.”

      Crimson’s mouth twitched. “I do.”

      He grinned wider. “I’ll be sure to watch out for you then.” The banter was careful, testing. He was not the full-on goof he’d once been. She tilted her head to the side and took his hand. I watched her arm as she squeezed down on his fingers, testing him a little.

      He winced a little but didn’t pull away.

      With a sharp nod, Crimson let Alex’s hand go. “I like him. He can stay.”

      She turned her attention next to Marley, who stood a bit behind Alex. She sniffed the air and then crooked a finger at the young girl. “Marley, come here.”

      Marley stepped out from behind Alex. He nudged her forward a bit, and she stumbled, righting herself quickly as she went.

      Crimson looked her over carefully. “For the future, you should know it won’t do to hide behind a man. No matter how big he is. What if he is struck down? You need to learn to defend yourself.”

      “Not Alex,” Marley said, lifting her chin in defiance.

      Crimson snorted. “I will teach you.” She said it like a statement, not a request. Alex’s eyebrows went up.

      “You think I haven’t taught her?”

      Crimson sighed. “Men teach women to fight like men. Women need to learn to fight like women.”

      From there, she turned her attention to Jasmine. “And you are?”

      Jasmine smiled, her eyes wide as she fluttered her eyelashes. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to impress Crimson or seduce her. “I’m Jasmine. Alex’s—”

      “Friend and newest pack member,” Alex interjected.

      “He sure cut that sentence off quickly,” Oka said, eyeing Alex. I’d noticed that too. But why?

      His eyes darted to mine as he grimaced, then flitted away so fast, I wasn’t sure it had even happened. Then again, he could hear Oka. Oka wiggled on my shoulder, and I almost told her not to say anything.

      Almost.

      “You not getting any of that tail, Alex?” Oka asked, and I choked on nothing but a lungful of air. I coughed and turned my head, but not before I saw Alex’s face light up like a fire engine. Mac cleared his throat and turned his head.

      But he didn’t say anything, and neither did I.

      “Well, Pamela’s vouched for you, so,” Crimson gave me a look like she was double checking and I nodded, “come meet the others.”

      She led them through the pack of shifters, making introductions on both sides. As my beta in the pack, this was good of her. Especially since I suddenly didn’t want to spend any more time with Alex than I had to—I just couldn’t. I watched as the shifters greeted the three visitors. Most warmed quickly to Alex and Marley, laughing and shaking hands. But not with Jasmine, and she seemed unbothered by it, hanging back.

      “Are you okay?” Mac asked quietly. I should’ve been asking him if he was okay. I should’ve assured him everything was fine. We were fine. But we weren’t. I wasn’t. Nothing was.

      “I’m … not sure. Maybe? This was just not how I saw today going.” I had no idea how to be clearer for him. Seeing Alex was like watching a piece of my past I’d thought dead, come back to life. I’d felt like I was finally getting my footing in this new role as caravan witch, and it was like he pulled the rug out from under me. Frankly, I wasn’t sure I was prepared to stand up again.

      “I can see that,” Mac said after waiting several beats for me to give him more. “It’ll be okay. I’m not going anywhere, Pam.”

      You say that now … I let the thought die where it was, knowing Mac could hear it.

      He took me by both hands and looked down at me, rubbing his thumbs over the tops of my hands. “I’m not going anywhere,” he repeated, and a wash of his emotions came back to me as he opened himself a bit.

      I believed him, but how many people had left me, or had I left, over my life? A lot more than I liked to think about.

      I sighed and then shook my head. “You’re my familiar. You couldn’t leave if you wanted to.”

      Mac turned to Oka, hands up in surrender. “Does she always think we’ll leave? Doesn’t she understand how familiars work? Didn’t you teach her anything, cat?”

      Oka shrugged, and her tail twitched from side to side. “I’ve told her what the deal is. That we’re here for good. But she keeps thinking I’m going to trade her in for a younger model.”

      I snorted. I knew she was talking about Frost, one of the toddlers in the caravan. I’d thought he was an Immune, but Raven, my father, said he wasn’t. But the other two kids here were. No word yet on the brand-new baby that was only a few days old. Frost and Oka had a tight bond, and I didn’t doubt that he meant a great deal to her.

      Chris, the baby’s mother, wouldn’t let me near. She didn’t care much for me, or the baby’s father, Richard. Not after she saw me use two of the kids to help save the caravan.

      Speak of the devil, the leader of our caravan walked up with a bit of a frown on his face. With the way his mouth turned down, and the crease in his brows, he looked a hell of a lot like Liam, my mentor’s mate. If I’d had any money, I would have bet on some sort of relation.

      “What’s wrong, Dick?” I asked.

      The nickname I’d given him only made him frown deeper. “Pamela. What’s going on? Who are these … people?” Ah, the hesitation said it all. He’d seen them as wolves.

      I reached out and put a hand on his arm. “Alex is a very old friend of mine. They will only be here a few days at best. He … wants to make sure I’m safe.”

      Richard’s eyebrows shot up and a grin followed. “Doesn’t know you that well, does he?”

      Now that made me smile. Richard’s faith in me was enough to lift some of the dark cloud. “It’s been years. He still thinks I’m a little girl,” I said, and saying those words out loud somehow made it better. Everyone else here knew I wasn’t a child.

      Richard eyed the wolves mingling among the shifters. The humans stood at a distance, arms folded over their chests, watching warily. I didn’t blame them after all they’d been through with other werewolves. “And you have vouched for them?”

      “Look, I trust Alex with my life. He saved Marley from the pack that snatched her away from Macey. He’s a good wolf, a good man.” I put my hands on my hips as he and I both looked at Jasmine, mingling, albeit not very well, with the shifters.

      “And that other one?” Richard nodded in her direction. “What about her?”

      Jasmine stood behind Alex while he sat at the shifters’ fire. She seemed agitated, mirroring the posture of the humans.

      I could have easily said I vouched for her too, and if she hadn’t been such a rotten twat to start with, I would have. “Her, I’m not sure about.”

      Richard startled. “I won’t endanger this caravan by bringing in a loose cannon, Pamela.”

      I slowly crossed my arms. “Agreed. For now, she’s not a loose cannon. She’s an unknown. I don’t think she’s a danger, though, just a bit of a—”

      “Runt,” Oka muttered. My lips wanted very badly to break into a grin, but I managed to keep it suppressed.

      “She’s got a bad attitude is all, I think. And like I said, they’ll be here a few days at best. I’ve already told them they aren’t staying,” I said instead of laughing.

      Yeah, Jasmine would be a thorn in my side if she was staying. I could see that now. But they weren’t. So I could put up with her for a few days. That was it.

      He frowned and opened his mouth as if he’d question me again. I changed the subject, taking him in a direction that even I didn’t want to discuss, not really. But better than talking about Alex and Jasmine.

      “How are things with Chris?”

      Richard flinched as if I’d hit him, then rubbed a hand over his jaw. “I still haven’t seen the baby. She won’t let me near her.”

      “It’s a girl?” I asked carefully. I still wasn’t sure what Chris and Richard were in terms of relationships. He’d been married before to the previous caravan witch, but he’d knocked up Chris. So maybe some effort to keep the genetic pool going? I wasn’t ballsy enough to ask that question.

      “I don’t know. I’m … assuming, I guess.” He seemed so lost. I felt like I should do something. Say something. But I wasn’t good at this. People. Give me a troll to disembowel. That I could handle. But other people’s emotions weren’t really my cup of tea.

      Luckily, Oka saved me. “Engines. I hear engines.”

      I snapped my mouth shut and listened, hoping she was wrong.

      The only other caravan I’d caught wind of near here was Stefan’s. The man who’d killed the first friends I’d had after the Rending. Since then, I’d not seen hide nor hair of the asshole and thought maybe he’d been killed.

      But since my fight with the witch Madeline, I’d been seeing markings I couldn’t ignore, tire tread marks mostly, and spent shell casings. Sure, it could have been anyone, I suppose. But our shifters had run across his group and knew their scent.

      Which was a big part of why we’d kept moving, even though we were low on food and desperately needing a break.

      Stefan and his gang of thugs were the last thing we needed. They were fast on bikes and trucks that seemed to have endless supplies of fuel and weapons. Pretty much, they had everything we didn’t.

      “Fuck,” I whispered. “Are you sure?”

      Oka nodded. “Positive.”

      The darkness in me let out a deep, hearty sigh. You could wipe him out easily, it cooed, in an attempt to seduce me. Just you and me, walk into the camp and level them as if they were saplings in a storm.

      I swallowed hard, the imagery in my head strong as I turned to Richard. “Get everyone moving. That gang has guns, and a thirst for blood and fucking.” Like ogres, only I think I’d prefer an ogre or two over Stefan.

      Richard nodded and immediately set to work. “Everyone, we need to move, and move now!” His voice boomed even without any amplification and the caravan reacted as if he’d cracked a whip through the air.

      I ran back to the shifters, Mac and Oka still with me.

      “Can we slow him down?” he asked.

      “Not if we don’t want an all-out bloodbath. We need to get moving. They haven’t found us yet and we’ve been covering our trail pretty well.” At least we were supposed to be. I looked around for the three men who were on trail duty.

      Neil, one of the bird shifters, caught my eye. “You want me to get a quick look?”

      I held up a hand. “Yes, but go high, don’t let them see you. I don’t want them to have any reason to keep coming this way.” I put a hand on my Mac’s bicep. “Help them pack, please.”

      His eyes searched mine for a quick second, then he bent and brushed his lips against mine as he whispered, “It’ll be okay, Pam.”

      I wished I could believe that as easily as him. He turned and ran to help. The shifters were faster than the humans at packing and that was exactly what we needed. Speed.

      Alex found his way to me, Jasmine hanging on his arm. He quirked up an eyebrow. “Why don’t you just blow them out of the water?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Jasmine said, “Alex has been telling us you’re the strongest witch ever. I’d love to see if that’s true.”

      I blinked at Alex and the darkness tried to surge up, but I caught it before it got too close to the surface. I put my hands on my hips and my cloak flared out around me, off to one side.

      “No, I don’t go around killing people just because I can, Alex. Don’t you think this world has seen enough death?”

      He had the smarts to look chagrined. Jasmine smirked, almost as if she knew I wasn’t the witch I’d once been. Which was ridiculous, there was no way she could know that.

      I sighed. In that moment, it hit me how different we were now. Gone were the people we’d been before the Rending, the two kids who depended on Rylee to save the day no matter how bad it got. That scrawny teenage boy and even scrawnier scared little witch girl were nothing but weak reflections of who we’d become.

      Not everything could be fixed with a powerhouse witch. I’d learned that the hardest way possible.

      “No time for moping, get moving,” Oka reminded me.

      Yes. Engines. Stefan. Blood lust. Got it.

      Mac jogged over. “Everyone’s ready.” He gave Alex a less than gentle shove in the arm, pushing him toward the caravan. “Get moving. Go hide with the others.”

      Alex, being Alex, didn’t put up a fight. He tugged Jasmine with him, her still-smirking face making me want to slap the numpty hard.

      “Numpty?” Oka tipped her head.

      “It’s a bad name for someone,” I muttered under my breath. Jasmine was a numpty. And humpty numpty needed to get bitch slapped to knock that look off her face.

      Oka snickered. “Yes, indeed.”

      I looked over the area the caravan had been occupying only a few minutes before. There were no tire tracks, no fires, nothing to show for having had nearly forty people set up in a camp.

      In record time, the entire caravan had disappeared from the path and into the edge of the forest.

      They really were getting better at working together to keep each other safe. I knew they hadn’t gone far. But if they stayed out of sight, Stefan wouldn’t even know what he’d missed.

      “How do you know he won’t find us?” Alex asked as we hurried toward the side of the path.

      “No shifters in his crew. Long as we keep the path clear and everyone quiet, they should just pass us by,” Mac said.

      “So, you’ve done this before.” Alex nodded as I shook my head.

      “No, we haven’t. We’ve faced everything head on and it ends up with our people dying.” I stepped into the shadows of the trees.

      Marley stood with one of the children—Ruby—on her hip. Ruby’s hands and fingers worked rapidly as she whispered something to Marley, no doubt telling her a story. I thought I heard the word dragon, and then Oka’s name came up.

      Alex put a hand on my shoulder, turning me. “They’ve got trackers, Pamela. I’ve seen them.”

      My eyes about bugged out. “They have a Tracker?”

      “Not like Rylee.” He dropped his hand. “But human trackers and they are good. They won’t miss you here. You have to do something more.”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Mac said. “And forcing her to kill people isn’t going to happen.”

      Alex’s frown deepened with Mac’s comment. It was clear he couldn’t get his mind around why I wouldn’t just save everyone with my enormous powers. It’s what I’d always done in the past with no thought to who it might affect as long as the end result was there.

      The first rumble of an engine snapped mouths shut and the people around us shuffled and scuffed their feet, anxiety flowing through them like the wind.

      “Can’t you distract them then?” Alex tried again.

      I closed my eyes before I spoke, unable to look at him. “I don’t have the strength I once did, Alex. I can’t.”

      A whoosh of air rushed out of him. “Well, shit.”

      I opened my eyes as he shared a look with Jasmine. She shook her head.

      “I’m not saving a stupid, useless witch,” she said. “You brought us here because she’s your friend, and strong enough to help keep us safe. I’m not putting my neck on the line for her.”

      Alex let out a low growl as he stripped out of his shirt and his hands went to his pants. I looked to Mac, keeping his face in my line of sight.

      “Shift, Jasmine. We’ve done it before, successfully. You’re afraid now?” Alex said.

      I wasn’t sure that he meant she was afraid of shifting. I glanced over to see the large black wolf with silver tips in his fur standing behind me.

      Jasmine growled, whipped off her clothes and shifted. She was a maddeningly beautiful wolf with blond tips on her dark fur, exotic. Really, they were a gorgeous couple, in both forms.

      Damn it.

      She followed him out from under the cover of the woods and they took off toward the hill. Toward the sounds of the engines and Stefan.

      “Bloody hell, what are you doing, wolf?” I snapped as I took off after them. “Oka, stay with the caravan!”

      Mac yelled after me, but I kept on running. I couldn’t lose Alex again. I couldn’t watch him die a second time. It didn’t matter that things between us were different. Or that we were different. In that instant, all I knew was that my best friend was running head first toward one of the most ruthless humans I’d ever known.

      My lungs burned as I drew close to the top of the hill. Every breath was hard won, and it reminded me I was not fully back to 100 percent either. My muscles screamed for me to stop, and my bones ached as if I’d been hammering on them.

      That was the price I paid for using my dark magic, for killing with it. My body hurt everywhere.

      “This is why I don’t like you,” I snarled, really to myself, but the magic responded as it so often did.

      Embrace me fully, and there would be no pain, only power.

      “Bullshit.”

      I flattened myself out on top of the hill and belly crawled the last few feet so I could see over without being a full-on target.

      My eyes roved as Stefan’s group crawled forward. His numbers had grown since I’d seen him three years ago, and I’d hoped that the early reports coming back from Neil had been off, but it looked like he had underestimated.

      “Sweet baby gorgon,” I muttered into the dirt. He had at least a hundred people to his name now if my quick count was even close.

      How had he found that many like-minded people left alive? Or were they just happy to not have to be alone?

      My tallying continued. They had ten vehicles, some trucks, cars, and a quad, and I’d bet my life every one of them had some kind of weapon.

      There was a thud behind me as Mac dropped to his belly and scooted up next to me.

      “Pamela, let’s go.”

      I pointed at the group below us. “Moving that many people isn’t fast. We have time.”

      “Who needs to be fast with that much firepower behind you?” Mac countered. “We need to go.”

      He had an arm across my waist, but he wasn’t dragging me away. We both knew he could if he’d wanted to. He could have slung me up and onto his shoulder like I was nothing.

      “Just wait.” My mind churned, working to solve this problem. If Stefan just walked past us, we’d be fine. But what were the odds of not a single one of the one hundred people he had with him not seeing someone in my caravan? And if he had trackers as Alex said he did … then we were good and royally fucked.

      “Oh, shit.” Mac pointed to the right and my stomach dropped right through the earth’s crust. Alex, with Jasmine in tow, charged down the hill, straight at Stefan’s crew.

      “No,” I breathed, and moved to stand up. Mac held me down, his arm firm against my back.

      You can save him. And end Stefan for good. He will never stop. He is nothing but cruelty and evil.

      “Oh, fuck off you,” I snarled. Mac startled and I shook my head. “Not you, Mac. Not you. The magic …”

      His arm felt as though it grew heavier as he held me in place. “I’ve got you, Pam.”

      He pointed toward Stefan’s caravan, and the chaos that unfolded slowly as Alex darted in and out of the people, staying just out of reach. Even at this distance, the sounds of screaming were impossible not to hear and it made my stomach twist.

      “Pamela, he’s giving us an out,” Mac said. “We need to take it.”

      “That won’t work forever. They have guns, they’ll shoot him,” I said. I wanted to stand up, to dare Stefan to look my way, dare him to come at me again. Because while I didn’t want to kill anyone, for Stefan I’d make an exception.

      I spotted him easily amongst the milling, screaming people. That kind of asshole was hard to miss. But he was shouting orders and taking his shotgun off his back.

      “No,” I said again, only half struggling against Mac. I felt like it was the only word I knew at the moment. As if saying it out loud would stop what was going to happen to Alex.

      “Pamela, let’s go. Don’t waste his efforts.” Mac pulled on me now, no longer just holding me but finally dragging me away, down the slope. Inch by inch, I lost sight of Stefan and his group, of Alex and even Jasmine.

      Oka bounded up to us. “Pamela, Mac is right,” Oka said.

      “I’m going to need that in writing, cat,” Mac shot at her.

      She took a swat at him but spoke to me. “We need to go. Alex will be fine. He’s survived this long. Stefan won’t even nick him.”

      I glared at them both. “Right. A hundred men, most with guns; that’s a walk in the fucking park.”

      Oka put her face so close, our noses nearly touched. “There are children here Stefan would shoot in the forehead without thinking twice, if he’s even half as bad as he was three years ago. Alex is doing what he can to help us.”

      I knew they were right, the logical part of my brain was on board with what they were saying. But my heart, oh heaven have mercy on my heart, had I not lost enough? Or would this be the final price I paid for helping to break the world, to see my best friend killed?

      I scrunched my eyes shut and shimmied back down the hill without another word, dust and dirt puffing up around us.

      Halfway down the hill, I stood and that’s when the gunfire started. The rapid-fire bursts brought me to a screeching halt, my heart in my throat. I turned and Mac caught me around the waist once more.

      “It’ll cover the sound of our own engines,” Mac said. “And Alex is fast, and strong, he’ll be fine.”

      I gritted my teeth and frowned at him. “In what world is gunfire aimed at Alex good or fine?”

      Oka leapt up onto my shoulder as I shook my head, frustrated and scared. Not for me, not even for my own caravan, and I should have been. Logical side of my brain said move your ass while you have cover. Get the caravan to safety.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said.

      Mac didn’t engage. He could’ve. He could’ve made me choose between him and Alex right then and there, but he didn’t. Instead, he tightened his hold around my waist and pulled me to his side. “He won’t. He’s smarter than that. Oka told me he broke the Veil. It sounds to me like you’re not giving him enough credit.”

      I glanced at him as we hurried toward the forest, and he raised his brows at me. “Or am I wrong? Is Alex just a submissive wolf waiting to be saved? You can’t have it both ways; either he’s an Alpha or he’s not.”

      Before I could answer, Richard materialized out of the woods like some kind of elemental. I just about crashed into him with my forward momentum.

      “Bloody hell, Dick. You scared me.” I took a breath and forced the words out of my mouth. I had to be the caravan’s witch now, and not Alex’s friend. “Get everyone moving. Now. Alex has given us a distraction. We need to get as much distance between us and Stefan as we can.”

      Richard nodded and took off, barking orders as he went. Within moments, the trucks were going. Some of the shifters were in their animal forms and they loped along, keeping up easily. Crimson was one of them, her cougar form lean and golden. She swept around to me once as I jogged behind one of the two trucks, Oka to one side and Crimson to the other of me.

      “Mac,” I said, “take your bike, check things out ahead.”

      “On it.” He hopped on one of the two bikes, motioning for one of the other shifters to take the other. They were gone in a matter of seconds.

      Gunfire still rattled off behind us and the nausea it produced in me made me want to vomit. Goddess, let Alex be okay.

      The truck in front of me held Marley amongst the others and the look in her eyes gutted me. Part fear, part condemnation. I turned from her to find the shifters I was looking for.

      “Neil, Fred, and Char, you three take the trail, wipe it as clean as you can.” I gave the orders quickly and they fell back to do as I’d asked. I grabbed the edge of the truck and pulled myself up, Oka leaping up beside me. I took her and pulled her into my lap.

      “Marley, he’ll be fine. They both will. I’m sure of it.” I couldn’t tell if I was saying it to her, or to myself. “He always comes back.”

      She folded her arms and looked at me. “He’d better.”

      I didn’t blame her, because she was right. Once again, the people I loved were in danger, and I could do nothing to save them. I held onto Oka tighter than she liked but she didn’t complain.

      The truck bumped along the rough beaten road, away from the gunfire, and the man who’d had my heart for so long.

      “It will be okay, Pam,” Oka whispered up at me.

      “You don’t know that,” I whispered back. No one knew what would happen, or who would survive, least of all, us.
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      We drove for close to nine hours, and I mixed the gasoline and magic twice to keep us going, despite the deep ache in my body that using my mother’s magic gave me. I couldn’t do a large amount, and it sucked, but it had to be done.

      You’d be far better off using the magic to kill than to make recipes.

      “Shut the fuck up.” Goddess, now it was being smart with me? Was it the magic or was it my own mind breaking down under the strain of the day, of my life? Oka stirred on my lap, restless in her sleep. I put a hand on her warm little body taking comfort from her presence.

      “Hundred miles,” Richard said as we neared hour nine, leaning out the driver’s window of the big truck and looking back to me. “That should be far enough, don’t you think?”

      Normally a hundred miles was huge, something we’d do in a week or more, so in nine hours it was good, amazing even. But for Alex to find us again, how long would it take him to cover that distance?

      “Yes, far enough.” I nodded and slid back down in the truck bed.

      Richard made the call and the caravan ground to a halt, bodies tumbling out of the trucks or shifting back to two legs as they set up camp. It wasn’t even full dark yet, and that seemed so strange, to have so much change in just a single day.

      An hour ticked by and the night fell. I set up a tent, Oka with me.

      “Aren’t you worried about Mac?” she asked. “He’s still not back yet.”

      I smiled at her and shook my head. “No, I’m not worried at all. He’s stronger than anyone I know.”

      “Even stronger than Alex?” Oka offered.

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. Alex was a submissive for so long, his body broken, and even though he’s survived the last three years, I worry that it’s been a fluke.” I cringed as I spoke, feeling disloyal to Alex. But that was the truth. As many times as Alex had emotionally been my rock, I’d saved him with my magic. “He just isn’t strong like Mac. It’s like I have to protect him. It’s my job to protect him. Just like it’s your job to look out for me.”

      Oka sighed.

      A low laugh turned me around to see that Mac stood behind me. “You want to protect that wolf?”

      I frowned. “He was my best friend, Mac. Of course I want to protect him. He’s like my …” Brother? That wasn’t quite right.

      Something akin to relief flowed over Mac’s face. “Like your brother? I’m sorry, I’ve been an ass.” And then he was next to me, pulling me into his arms. I buried my face against his chest as he rubbed my back. “He’s family to you, I get it now. I was just—”

      “Insanely jealous,” Oka offered.

      “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.” Mac laughed and I tightened my arms around him.

      We stood like that long enough that night fell completely around us. I made myself pull back from the warmth of his body.

      “I’m going to check on Marley. See if she’s okay,” I said.

      Mac let his hands slide down my arms to my fingers. He raised them to his mouth and kissed them gently. “Go, do your thing, my witch.”

      My witch. That was a first, but I kinda liked it coming from him. I turned, a smile ghosting across my lips as I walked away from Mac. Oka, of course, was with me.

      “I think Marley is with the littles,” she said. The littles being the three Immunes. Scratch that, two Immunes, Ruby and Lily. Frost—not an Immune, but something else.

      I wove my way through the camp. Everyone was settled and the breathing was deep and solid; everyone felt safe, apparently. A few guards had been posted and I double checked that the land we were on was not dead ground.

      The littles had been set up near the Humvee, sleeping in a tent with the flap open for fresh air. Marley slept on one side of them, Crimson on the other. Crimson’s eyes opened as I approached and then slid shut, her arm around Ruby.

      Marley was sound asleep already, snuggled in with the other kids for the night.

      “Well, she’s obviously not worried,” I said under my breath as I turned, working my way around the camp perimeter.

      Oka yawned. “She has the right idea. We need to sleep. You especially.”

      What was it like to live with that kind of certainty that all would be well because you trusted those around you? I remembered it, vaguely, when I was with Rylee. But even then, I’d always been on edge, wondering when the next bomb would drop. Certainty would be peaceful, at least, I imagined so.

      We make our own certainty, the darkness said. We make our own fate. Our own safety if you would let me out.

      “Shut the fuck up.” The anger burned through the worry which only sped up my feet, making my cloak snap out behind me.

      “Alex found you once. He’ll find you again,” Oka said. “He’s not going anywhere, despite you trying to make him leave.”

      “It took three years, Oka.” I settled down near the edge of the caravan, bringing up the rear, hoping beyond hope he would just show up on the horizon like he had before. I wasn’t sure what his top speed was with that new body of his, or how long it would take him to cover a hundred miles.

      Mac found us again after only a few minutes. I held up a hand before he could say anything.

      “Yes, I know I should sleep, but I can’t. I’m too worried.”

      He sat beside me and I leaned into him. Oka leapt up onto my lap and stretched out across us, her claws digging into Mac’s thigh. She all but grinned up at him as she flexed her tiny dagger-filled paws. That had to sting.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You checking out my muscles?”

      She let out a shocked hiss and pulled back to curl up on just my lap. I found myself laughing at them both. “What would I do without you two?”

      Oka yawned and wiggled herself around until her tail wrapped over her nose. “You’d probably die.”

      Mac barked a laugh. “I hate to say I agree with her but if the shoe fits …”

      I rolled my eyes and then closed them.

      In that half-aware state, my mind played tricks on me. Like waking nightmares that I couldn’t quite get away from.

      Alex lay dead, a shotgun wound to his head splintering his skull.

      Stefan standing over Ruby and Marley, the image flickering to my first caravan with Susy, the first Macy I met, and Susy’s baby.

      The image flickered and then it was Stefan skinning my best friend and wearing the hide as a cape, the blood coating his face as he laughed.

      I woke up with a start, rage boiling my blood, crying out for vengeance.

      You could do it. Wipe out that entire group in one fell swoop. We could go back, do it now while we still can. The darkness was relentless, and I listened far longer than I should have as the fear and anger still rolled through my veins.

      The image of walking through Stefan’s camp, of reaching out to people as liquid black poured from my hands and strangled them one by one was all too real and all too tempting. I sucked in a sharp, shuddering breath. Mac’s arm around me shifted and he placed his palm in the curve of my waist. “You okay?”

      “Dark thoughts,” was all I could give him.

      “Like dirty ones?” His voice snapped my head around so I faced him. His eyes were almost a midnight blue in this light and the curve of his mouth was so tempting.

      He smiled a little wider, likely picking up on my thoughts. “I agree, very tempting. Too tempting to resist.” He cupped my face with his hand and pressed his mouth to mine.

      I leaned into him, letting the moment wash away the darkness in my soul and replace it with something else. Love maybe. He groaned and the kiss deepened. I slid my hand across his chest to his far shoulder.

      “Really?” Oka grumped as she slid off my lap.

      I opened my eyes and pulled back a little from Mac, my breathing ragged, but in a good way. A very good way. He shifted on his seat.

      “Damn cat.”

      I covered my mouth as I laughed. They were holding me together, these two, in more ways than they even realized. They kept the darkness at bay within me with their love and laughter.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Mac said.

      I turned to face the direction he looked. Movement flickered in the distance, two animals moving at a good clip. Mac stood with me. “It’s him.” He reached behind our spot and pulled out a handful of clothes. “You should take these to them.”

      His fingers brushed mine and he gave me a wink. “I’m good, Pam. I get it now. I understand family.”

      I took the clothes, grateful that Mac did indeed understand. I hurried out from the shelter of the trees. The two wolves slowed as they caught sight of me.

      “Alex?” I asked even though I could see the color of his fur, the color of his eyes. Part of me was just surprised that he was alive. That he’d made it out unscathed.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” His voice was tired. I put the clothes on the ground near them, catching a whiff of gunpowder and blood.

      “Here, Mac got them for you.”

      “Nice of him,” Alex said. Gods, this was weird, so stiff and awkward.

      I turned my back and a moment later came the sound of rustling clothes, and then a hand on my shoulder. I turned and sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Oh my gods, are you okay?” Blood spread down Alex’s face in a steady stream.

      He waved me off. “I’m fine. Nicked me is all.”

      “Nearly killed him,” Jasmine said. “I saved him.” She wove her arms around one of his, tangling herself firmly to his side.

      Oka and Mac stayed back, giving us space. But Jasmine clung to her man like a piece of over-glued flypaper.

      “Jas, would you give us a sec?” Alex asked.

      “No, I don’t think I will.” She glared at me, her eyes shining in the darkness, and I sighed. I didn’t have time for this drama. I didn’t have to like her, and likely wouldn’t since she was so obviously not the right match for Alex, but I wanted him to be happy. Which meant swallowing some of my pride.

      “Look,” I held up both hands in a gesture of peace, “Jasmine, Alex is like a brother to me. And I’m with Mac who I care deeply for. So, this jealous act is totally unnecessary. I’m not going to be trying to take him from you. Okay? I just want to talk to him and catch up a little without everyone weighing what we say, or judging the things we’ve done. There’s literally nothing else going on here.” There. I said it all out loud. Without even stumbling over it. Never mind the fact that my heart was racing about a thousand miles an hour because these words were hard to say to this woman I didn’t like when I’d never even said them to Mac or Oka.

      Truths. Those were what I needed to hang onto. But Jasmine didn’t budge from her spot next to Alex.

      “I’m not going anywhere. I can smell the desire in the air and I am not about to be ousted by a dirty little witch.”

      I coughed. Desire? Sweet Jesus, Mac and I had been making out pretty heavy there, but I didn’t realize it would still be stuck to me. I could feel my face heat up as I looked over my shoulder to where Oka and Mac waited. And I could have sworn the big man winked at me. Cheeky git. Made me like him even more.

      But I sure as shit wasn’t about to tell Jasmine that’s what she was smelling.

      Alex jerked his arm away from her, rougher than I’d ever seen him be. She stumbled and barely caught her balance.

      “You see?” she snapped. “You see?”

      I wasn’t sure just what I was supposed to see, but maybe Alex did.

      He clenched his teeth and he let out a low growl, the muscles in his body tensing. “Time for you to go. I need to speak with Pam.” He took a step toward her, eyes narrowed and that low growl rumbling through him.

      Who was this man and what had he done with Alex? Alex was a submissive. He would never growl at someone that way. But there he was in front of me, standing his ground. Because of Jasmine, or did it have something to do with me? I wasn’t entirely sure.

      She shifted her weight, clearly considering her options. “You are not my—”

      “Now!” Alex snapped, adding another low rumble to punctuate the request.

      She growled right back at him, but with her head lowered and eyes downcast. Put in her place? She slowly backed off, her chest heaving and a glimmer of tears in her eyes.

      Damn it, I didn’t want to feel bad for her. But how would I feel if Alex treated me like that? Simple: it would crush me.

      “Don’t be mean to her, Alex. She’s obviously crazy about you,” I said. Jasmine’s back stiffened.

      “Don’t you fucking stick up for me, you dirty witch!”

      Alex stepped between us, blocking her view of me, but a second later she was stalking toward the main group, headed to the bulk of where the shifters slept.

      “Boy, she’s a real gem, Alex. Where’d you pick her up?” I asked, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I’d rather not get into it now,” he said. “Will you walk with me?”

      I glanced back at Oka and Mac. Mac made a shooing motion as he stood. “I’ll be in bed if you need me.”

      Something rippled through Alex and for just a moment I thought he would let out another growl, but he swallowed whatever it was.

      We turned and walked slowly away from camp. Alex held an arm out to me, bent at the elbow. I hesitated and as he lowered the arm, slid mine through, hooking it.

      “The Veil,” I said. “You know I couldn’t leave you there, not if I had a way to bring you back.” Alex was one of the only people I could really say this to, and we both knew it. How many people would say hey, no problem, we don’t mind that you totally destroyed the world.

      Not many. I didn’t know how to ask the next question without sounding like a bit of an ass.

      He smiled at me in the darkness, a tired smile, one that still had his humor but tinged with something else. “Coming through the Veil changed me, Pammy. There was so much to fight to make it out. So much darkness against the light. And I came through whole, like I’d never been broken.”

      “I don’t want you to end up hard, like me,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I don’t want you to lose that joy you had in life, in living.”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t. It’s just different now. More is expected of me. I still have to find my sister.”

      That shocked me. “Your sister?”

      He nodded. “On the other side, when I was dead, I found my father. He … was not a good guy, but that’s another story. He said she was still alive, out here somewhere. I’ve been searching for both of you the last three years. Nothing, not even a whisper from her.”

      I tugged him to the right. “Come on, let’s circle round to the front, and check out the road ahead while we talk.”

      Alex walked with me as we gave the caravan some space while we made our way to the front. The sound of the archies roosting in the bushes, the cool snap of the wind, it was all very peaceful. Hard to believe that the world was as big, bad, and ugly as it so often showed itself to be. “Maybe … you could stay a little longer. We could see if anyone has caught wind of your sister,” I offered. Now that the shock of him just showing up had faded, and the lines of our relationship had been redrawn, I didn’t want him to go.

      “Pammy—Pamela. That’s great, thanks.” Awkward, stilted. He sighed. “What happened to you?”

      And that was the question I’d been dreading. Much like him, I’d changed after the Rending of the world. But I hadn’t gotten stronger like he had. I’d gotten weaker, and I’d been battered down enough that I wasn’t always sure I could get back up. I held up my wrists and jangled the five bracelets, three on one wrist, two on the other. “A bunch of elemental assholes attacked me near the beginning. They slapped these on for good measure, draining me of my magic for their own use. Now I can’t reach my elemental magic.”

      I almost told him the rest. About the death magic that called to me. My mother’s magic that was so deep in my blood that it was like a separate entity. But I couldn’t bring myself to give it life that way. Bad enough that Oka and Mac knew.

      He waited for me to say more as if he knew I was holding back. When I didn’t, he asked, “Have you tried to get them off?”

      I laughed, but it was dry and without real humor. “No, Alex, I left them on just for shits and giggles.” I rubbed a hand over them. “Of course I have, multiple times.” I found my fingers tracing the crack in the bracelet that bound me away from spirit. So close, and yet so very far from that power I’d held so flippantly before, thinking I was strong enough to face anything. Even the end of the world.

      I sighed heavily. “Honestly, I don’t know if I’ll ever be free of them. I cracked one of them in a fight against a half-breed like me, but it isn’t much, or not enough anyway. It didn’t give me much more than a glimpse here and there of that power.”

      “I’m sorry, Pam,” he said. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Gods, he still was that sweet guy. I walked a little closer to him, so our arms touched. “No, nothing. But thanks for at least asking.”

      I turned my face into the breeze that blew around us, the smell of forest and dirt, of a coming season change hinted at here and there, and wiggled the fingers on my left hand as if it were me making the wind move. It seemed like forever since I’d been able to manipulate the wind. I missed it, as I missed being able to use all the elements.

      Alex bent and scooped up a stick from the ground, snapping it in half, and then in half again. “They call themselves the Breakers.”

      The subject change was unexpected and I put a hand on his arm, stopping him. “What are you talking about?”

      He snapped the twig again, and stuck one end of the shortest stick in the corner of his mouth. “That guy’s group back there. Stefan? Is that his name? I heard him yelling Breakers at them.”

      I frowned. “So they think they’re a club now? Like a biker gang? And breakers of what?” While the information was interesting, I wasn’t really sure that it was pertinent to anything we needed.

      He chewed on the end of his stick a moment before he spoke again. “I saw some pretty weird stuff when I was running around there. Even dodging bullets and idiots, it was hard to miss,” Alex said. But then he didn’t add anything. Like he was baiting me.

      So, I bit. “Like what kind of weird things? Supernaturals?”

      Goddess, that was the last thing we needed. More freak show supes that had no origin other than the breaking of the world. My mind raced to fill in the blanks of what he could have seen, so when he spoke, I couldn’t have been more shocked. And the bugger knew it if the twinkle in his golden eyes was any indication.

      “Spill it,” I said with a snap of my fingers.

      He spit out the stick. “Pineapples. Bananas. Oranges. I even think I spotted a pomegranate. That kind of weird.”

      My jaw dropped, and I had to work at my next words. “Wait. What? Where are they getting exotic fruits? How is that even possible?” We were well in front of the caravan now, and I didn’t bother to lower my voice.

      We hadn’t brought a torch with us, but the moon shed a fair bit of light, now that my eyes were well adjusted to the semi-darkness.

      “Who knows? I haven’t seen that kind of food since before the Rending,” he said. “But my nose knows what it smells, and my eyes what they saw.”

      I hadn’t seen anything even close to that in the last three years. A few berries here and there, and the occasional fruit tree that had somehow survived, but I could count those on one hand.

      “Me neither,” I mumbled, more to myself than to him. “But food like that … it would be good for the kids. The vitamin C alone could give them a good boost.”

      He nodded, bent and scooped up a few rocks from the path we were on, juggling them easily. “That wasn’t all they had. I nearly lost control when I smelled the beef, that’s when I got nicked. Real beef, Pammy—sorry, Pam. I never did get my eyes on it, but it was there.”

      Part of my brain couldn’t believe what I was hearing, the other part was trying to figure out how to get some of that for ourselves. Suddenly the number of people in Stefan’s group made sense. If he had food like that, the survivors would flock to him. “So you mean cattle? A herd?”

      Alex kept on juggling as we walked, his hands moving smoothly, his eyes on his tricks. “I think so. And nuts, and all kinds of other foods that I could see but not smell. Maybe rice if the bags were marked right.”

      We walked in silence for a few paces. Where would Stefan’s gang be getting such luxuries? There was no way they could be growing it if they were moving around like all the other caravans. Which left ransacking and theft. But who would they be stealing it from? I hadn’t seen anything like that growing around here in three years. Tropical fruits this far north? Literally impossible.

      Wasn’t it?

      My mind worked the problem, turning it over and over, wondering how we could get our hands on such a bounty when Alex cut my train of thought short.

      “I did see Rylee, by the way. Before I left to find you and my sister.”

      I stumbled, caught off guard once more by his change in direction. It took a conscious effort to get my feet moving again. He’d seen Rylee. My mentor, and his, too, really. She’d been the glue that held us all together.

      And we’d left her.

      I bit my lower lip before I spoke. “How is she? Are they all okay? How are the babies?” I had more questions but I held back. The scene on the road earlier was still too fresh: his mocking of me asking a flood of questions, and then him treating me like a child.

      He flicked one rock after the other into the bush as we spoke, sending a bevy of archies into the air, squawking. “She was fine when I left. I didn’t stay long with them, to be honest. Left to look for you right before the world broke.”

      My heart sank. “So you haven’t seen them since?”

      “No, I’m sorry.” He said it so quietly, as if he’d failed me in some way.

      I wanted to take his hand and squeeze it. That would’ve been so natural before. But now … there was Mac, and Jasmine. We’d both grown up.

      “I’m sure they’re fine. Rylee’s stronger than both of us. They’re fine.” I willed the statement to be true because I had no way of knowing one way or the other. I wasn’t sure I could handle losing Rylee, and Liam, and the babies.

      But what if they were already gone, and we just didn’t know? That was my voice, not the darkness. And the question made my stomach twist over on itself so hard, I struggled to swallow.

      Alex and I slowed our pace a little.

      “Pam. I’m sorry it took me so long to find you,” he said. “I’d get a whiff of what I thought was you and then it would be gone, and then,” he rubbed his face with his hands, “I didn’t know if I was chasing a ghost or a living person most days.”

      I stopped walking and looked him in the face. “But you did find me, Alex. That’s really all that matters, isn’t it?”

      “Is it? If I’d found you sooner, maybe …” he shook his head as if he couldn’t finish that line of thought.

      I tried to fill it in for him. “I mean, it would’ve been helpful to have you around when that last knobble-headed witch came after me and the caravan, but there was no way you could have known …” I trailed off, but he wasn’t catching my sarcasm at all.

      He looked down at his feet, his eyes closed. Maybe some of that submissive was still in there after all.

      “Hey.” I took both of his hands in mine. “It’s a damned miracle you found me at all. With all the weird creatures crawling around, and death and destruction at every corner. I’d say you found me pretty fucking quickly. Sure, sooner would have been great, but it’s now, we’re here. Both of us alive. That has to count for something, doesn’t it?”

      He looked up at me, our heights not that far off now. How long had I looked up at him? I guess part of me thought I always would. His golden eyes met mine for just an instant before he looked away to the side, then back to me.

      “I nearly gave up on you, Pam. There were days I thought for sure you were dead. That I’d be lucky to bring a body back to Rylee.” His voice cracked under the strain of those words.

      I didn’t look away. “I know the feeling. I always hoped you were out there alive. But there were days I just … I gave up.”

      Right around the time Mac showed up in my life. He’d been the direction I needed to take, to finally put some of my past behind me.

      I let go of his hands, and one of them came up, as if he might touch my face. Then he thought better of it and pulled back, dropping it to his side.

      I cringed. “I didn’t mean to snap at you earlier. It was just so overwhelming, and you … I’m not a child, Alex. I need you to see me as an adult.”

      I could just see his lips turn up in a sad smile in the dark. “My Pammy is all grown up. Pamela, or Pam, from here on out, right?” I didn’t miss the hint of sadness in his voice. I nodded but couldn’t speak. He sighed. “In some ways, I don’t even recognize you.”

      “I could say the same about you,” I whispered. “You aren’t the broken wolf, you aren’t the submissive I last saw.” Even in the dark, my face flared hot as I remembered all too vividly those muscles he had rippling across his chest and stomach. And that flash of bare ass …

      He leaned forward, and raised his hand again, but this time he didn’t put it down. Gently, he touched my cheek, his fingers tracing down my jawline to my chin.

      I couldn’t help but lean into him. Like a magnet he pulled on me.

      “I’m with Mac,” I whispered into the night. “I’m falling in love with the bear.” That second part was a little louder. Stronger.

      He nodded as he pulled me closer so slowly, I knew he was giving me time for an out. But did I want it?

      Alex wrapped his arms around me and held me to his chest. Different than before. I held him too, my hands splayed on his upper back as I breathed him in, like I’d been dreaming I would for the last three years.

      He kissed the side of my head and pressed his face against mine. “I know. I see it when you look at him. But I had your heart first.”
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      I should’ve pushed Alex away. Said no. Hell, I should have done something to uphold what I had with Mac. But I didn’t, a part of me refused to let go of the man in front of me.

      I could tell everyone else that he was like a brother to me, that he was family. But my heart knew differently. And apparently so did his.

      Those golden eyes snared me, and my heart raced as I stared up at him, no more words, no more denials. He understood me like no one else. He’d been with me through some of the worst parts of my life, and some of the best.

      He was my past, and I knew I should let him go. That the past should stay in the past. And I couldn’t turn away from him, not now, not in that moment. But could he be my future? His hands swept up to cup my face and my legs shook as his head tipped toward mine.

      A thunderous boom ripped through the air, spinning me around.

      The sound vibrated through my feet, and up into my body. I took a step back, but Alex held onto my hand.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      “Nothing good,” I said as I dropped his hand and took off running toward the caravan. Shit, shit, shit! This was what I got for letting my guard down, for letting myself be distracted.

      Alex caught up quickly, his long legs covering the distance between us in no time.

      “How far out did we walk?” he asked.

      “A mile, maybe a little more,” I said. Ahead of us, an unnatural orange glow lit up the darkness. And the first rattle of guns going off. I ran harder as I reached for my connection to Oka and Mac.

      They were fine, and relief flowed from me to them and back again.

      Stefan was the only word that came through from them.

      “Mother fucker,” I snarled as I ran head first into the thick of it.

      Bodies, screaming, fighting, the whole place was lit up like some kind of mental carnival.

      Stefan and his goons were like ants on the caravan, crawling everywhere, laughing as they broke things and took what they wanted. The shifters were doing what they could to keep them back, but the Breakers had guns. Guns that worked against supernaturals.

      “What can you do?” Alex asked as he slid to a stop beside me.

      “Not much,” I said. Did he really still expect me to save them all? Maybe he thought I was exaggerating the bracelets. I shook my head. I couldn’t think about it now. I needed to get the caravan moving.

      “Richard,” I shouted, searching for him among the screams and running bodies. Someone crashed into my shoulder, and I didn’t recognize them. One of Stefan’s goons.

      “Well, well. What have we here?” the man said as he rounded on me, licking his lips. Stringy blond hair fell across his face, pock-marked and scarred. “You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you? I think I’ll be taking you home with Calvin.”

      “Not on your life,” Mac said as he bounded out of nowhere in his polar bear form. The man screamed and tried to back up, but Mac was having none of it. He roared and reared up on his back feet, swung with a front paw and snapped the man’s neck with a single blow.

      He dropped to the ground and turned to me. “You okay?”

      I nodded as I put a hand on him, right behind his head. “We’ve got to get everyone out of here.”

      Oka ran up in her tiger form. “We’re losing. Bad. This is worse than the zombies. At least the zombies had to be close range. Stefan has men surrounding us, taking us down if we try to escape the circle.”

      “Fuck.” I twisted around, trying to get a feel for the fight. Circled, we had to punch our way through. Gods be damned, they had to have followed after Alex and Jasmine to have found us so fast.

      Oka was right, there were men in trees, and farther out just picking our people off if they ranged too close. Which meant they didn’t really want to kill us, just take us as … what, slaves?

      “Oka, Mac, round our people up to the center of the caravan, away from the edges.”

      Oka and Mac nodded and took off toward the worst of the fight. “Don’t die,” I yelled after them, but neither responded.

      I turned to Alex. “Go with them, please.”

      He nodded once, and took off, stripping his shirt and shifting in two strides. The large black wolf was gone in a flash, dodging around people to get close to Mac and Oka.

      The darkness curled through me, rubbing itself against my skin like an animal marking its territory. Now is the time. Your people are dying. We can save them. You can save them. Embrace me, and it’s done. Stefan is done, forever.

      “Quiet, you,” I said through clenched teeth. I didn’t trust the darkness and had a pretty good idea of what the consequences of using it were.

      And that was the rub. I might be able to do something, but after my fight with Madeline I was still recovering.

      Because you will not submit your will, child. Submit to me, embrace me and we could move mountains.

      I hesitated, considering it, wanting so badly to just rip off the bindings on my arms and let loose on Stefan and his group. But with so many lives surrounding us, how was I to know the black magic wouldn’t take one of our own just as easily as one of the enemies? The darkness was indiscriminate, and in the past, I’d been able to get my people clear first, keeping them safe as I’d battled for their lives. Which meant that was what I had to do.

      I set out, searching for Richard in the chaos. “Get to the center of the group!” I yelled at three shifters. “Get everyone there!” They nodded and ran to do as I asked.

      I finally found Richard trying to put out a fire on one of their biggest tents, a heavy wool blanket in his hand, beating at the still-flaming material. A for effort, F for futile.

      “Richard,” I grabbed his arm and pulled him back, “get everyone to the center of the group. I’m going to make an opening and you need to be ready to go. Now.”

      He hesitated and I squeezed his arm hard. “Go, or Stefan will take out every last one of those fighting, keep the women for himself, but not before he skins the kids alive. Got it?”

      Richard’s eyes turned hard. “I’ll kill him with my bare hands.”

      “Right-O.” I pushed him toward the center of the group. “Hold onto that anger. You’ll need it.”

      We nodded to each other, and he took off shouting orders, loading people into the trucks and pushing everyone to the center away from the snipers.

      The kids had been stuffed into the Humvee, three sets of wide eyes watching the fight, and a fourth that was Marley. As I ran by, Chris sat at the wheel, her eyes hard. At least, I knew she wouldn’t slow down once they were going.

      The rest of our people scrambled to safety at the center of the caravan.

      Or what I thought was safety.

      I found Crimson among those still fighting at the edges and pulled her back by the arm. She spun with a snarl until she saw it was me.

      “Pamela, how are we getting out of this? It’s bad.”

      “I know,” I said. “I want half the shifters with you, holding Stefan off once I make an opening. The other half with the rest of the caravan, keeping them safe.” She nodded once and shouted her own orders. Just for one moment, I thought we’d be okay. We had a plan. We could get out of this. Stefan would escape alive too, but it would have to be enough for today. We needed our lives more than we needed to end him.

      The caravan solidified in the center of our camp, everyone right where I’d put them. Like a batch of sitting ducks, ready to be roasted for dinner.

      A flash of new movement, like flames that moved on their own spun me to the side. A runner. Then another. And another. And another. I lost count of how many there were, but they all had bottles with flaming wicks sticking out the top. And they were all unified in their goal.

      They ran straight toward our supply truck.

      “Crimson, take them out!” I shouted as I loosed my curved blades and ran for the closest fire bug to me.

      He didn’t pay attention to me, clearly thinking he could outrun me. But I was on him fast, and snapped a foot under him, tripping him easily. The bottle went flying, and while I had my eyes on it, he grabbed hold of my cloak and dragged me down to the ground with him.

      “Fancy yourself a hero, eh?” he asked as he pulled me closer to him. Half his teeth were missing, and he smiled grotesquely at me while he yanked on my cloak, tangling my arms.

      “Off of me now, you frog-faced fuck-up. Couldn’t even light a fire, eh?” Perhaps mocking him wasn’t the best idea, but I couldn’t hold it in.

      His eyes narrowed. “Why, you salty bitch.” He spit on my face and then leaned in to lick it off. “Ah, yeah, I’m going to like the taste of you, I think.”

      The first lick had caught me off guard. He craned his neck and stuck out his tongue a second time.

      Idiot. My right hand came free as he leaned in and I snapped my blade up and slashed it across his throat, all the way to the spine. Blood gushed out all over my chest, and his tongue stayed out of his mouth. He blinked and then the weight of his unsupported head rolled it to the side.

      He gave me a wonderful opening to relieve him of his head in one clean sweep of my crescent-shaped blade. I turned my head to the side and pushed his now-lifeless body from me.

      I got to my feet. My efforts on the ground had given the other runners time. Crimson and another shifter were hot on the trail of two other bombers, but three more got through our people.

      “Get clear,” I yelled at those near the truck and the driver. They scrambled away as I ran toward the truck, trying to think of something I could do.

      In desperation, I reached out for my mother’s magic and it coursed through me, laughing.

      And gave me nothing. New rules, little girl. You do what I want, or I will not help you.

      “Fucking whore!” I screamed, and people turned to me. It all came down to one thing.

      The runners were too fast, and I was too slow in my decision.

      They launched their homemade bombs at the truck in tandem, as if they’d done it before. The flaming bottles tumbled end over end through the air, and all three of them landed on the bed of the truck, right on top of the tarp covering our supplies.

      “Shit. Put it out!” I yelled, but people were still scrambling to get away. What I wouldn’t give to have a connection to my water element right then. I balled my fists in anger, and the darkness cooed to me again.

      It won’t take much to end this and save your people. These humans are nothing but toys for you. Cast them aside like the playthings they are, and we will move on, stronger together. All you have to do is let me be a part of you.

      Well, that was new.

      I released an angry breath and ignored the seductive voice. All I could do was keep moving forward.

      But despite all our efforts, the truck was engulfed in flames before I got within twenty feet of it. Flames licked down the side, heading for the gas tank.

      Heat rolled off it.

      I turned to the front of the caravan. What if I could get to the snipers? What if I could use my little connection with spirit to put them to sleep?

      The flames let out some pops, and the smell of gasoline and magic filled the air. Shit, that whole thing was going to blow.

      “Get away,” I yelled at the people who’d come to try and help me put out the flames. “Get clear.”

      As if the fire took my warning as its cue, the truck exploded spectacularly, sending me ass over teakettle through the air a good ten feet.

      I landed flat on my back, the wind completely knocked out of me. I struggled to bring the world around me into focus, gasping for air, fighting to see where I’d landed. A huge furry white leg came into view and then the fur was gone and Mac was at my side on two legs, clothes on.

      Nice to have that perk, he never lost his clothes like Alex. Yes, I know I was dazed, to be focusing on that when I should have been prepping to fight again.

      “Pamela? Hey, stay with me. And yes, I’m more experienced than Alex, hence my clothes staying with me.” His voice was muffled and sounded far away, but I felt a hand on my shoulder, so I’d know he was right there. The concussion from the explosion had damaged my hearing.

      Pain rocked through my head as things became clearer. The noise of the chaos around me came back, crisp as ever, and I groaned.

      “Back in the battle, my witch,” Mac said, smiling at me.

      I nodded and stood, turning toward the ones with the guns, and homemade bombs.

      Mac was on one side, back to his polar bear form; Oka was on the other, looking at me with concern in her chartreuse tiger eyes. I shook my head at her and ran into the battle once more.

      The explosion seemed to have been the catalyst Stefan was waiting for.

      The whole attack was far more organized than I expected it to be, more than any attack we’d faced so far, and that was saying something. Stefan sent another wave of men loaded down with guns toward us. A big wave. If I thought we were surrounded before, it was nothing to what we were looking at now.

      Where in the seven hells did he get so many people? So many men willing to fight and die for him? Because while we were losing people, so was he.

      Bullets whizzed past my face as the three of us ran toward the battle. Alex joined our ranks and charged forward. I couldn’t help but notice Jasmine was nowhere to be found. Crimson, though, and a good number of shifters formed our own powerful wave against the humans. If we could manage to avoid being shot, we’d make short work of them.

      Thing was, it was kinda hard to avoid it when they kept firing at us. Where had all their ammo come from? It felt like they had an impossibly unfair advantage. Something niggled at me, like it wanted to click into place, but I couldn’t focus on it with the chaos around us.

      “East!” I yelled. That was our way out. We had to break the ranks there, or we were good and royally fucked.

      Once we reached the human wall of gunfire, we were able to tip the scale just a little bit. Hand to hand, we were stronger, faster, meaner. But the guns picked us off more often than not. Bodies lay on the ground everywhere I looked, but there was a pattern to it.

      The humans who’d been shot were all alive, non-life-threatening injuries. Nicked in the arms and legs mostly.

      The shifters who were down were dead. But fewer of them because they were faster, deadlier than any human.

      Stefan was killing our protectors, and injuring those he wanted to what … enslave?

      Not while I was here.

      I slipped through the ranks and rammed a blade into the belly of one of Stefan’s men. His eyes met mine an instant before Oka snagged him from the side, snapping his neck. Shocked, he’d been shocked.

      Did others not fight back? A question for another time.

      Around me, the shifters began to drop, some howling with pain, others silent in death. Panic clawed up my throat. We needed to end this.

      I needed to end this.

      You can. Give me what I want. Give me control.

      My resolve weakened. I couldn’t sacrifice any more of those I’d sworn to protect, just to protect myself from this magic, could I?

      Oka glanced at me, feeling my struggle. She shook her head, and I had my answer. No. Hang on a little longer. We’d do this. They were just humans. Keep them back long enough to let Richard and the others get away. To keep the kids safe. That’s all we had to do.

      But it wasn’t that easy. It never was. The shards of what was left of my world were crushed into sand in an instant.

      Pain that was not my own rocketed through my shoulder and stole my breath. Heat and blood, again not my own, but I felt it run down my right arm as if it were. Mac had been hit.

      “Mac,” I tried to scream his name, but nothing came out. I gasped for air, and Oka came to my side, standing over me, crouched and snarling.

      “He’s alive,” she said. “He’s not dead.”

      But it was enough for me. I’d had enough. I didn’t want to lose anyone else. The pain rippling through Mac was all I needed to let my guard down.

      “I give,” I whispered.

      The black magic in me delighted at its release, and poured out of me, dark fog seeping from my hands as I struggled to stand. An unnatural wind caught my cloak and blew it back behind me. I raised my hands and the fog spread thick and fast, chasing the gunmen as though it were a pack of hunting cats searching for prey.

      Stefan’s men scattered the second they saw the fog. They retreated, as if they knew what it was, as if they knew what my death magic meant for them. Even humans could recognize death when it had their name on it, apparently.

      “You’ll pay for this in blood, Stefan,” I whispered, and the voice that came out of me was not entirely my own. But I didn’t care. I was done with being weak, done with those I loved dying and hurting because I was afraid of the darkness.

      The Breakers were quick, running back the way they’d come, but not quick enough.

      I followed them, my hands out to the sides as I helped direct the magic. I snagged one of the men with a curl of the fog and laughed, delighted at my catch.

      “So easy,” I said. I kept Mac’s pain close, wanting this man to feel it too. They’d been the cause of this. It was their fault. They deserved to suffer for it.

      The blackness filled my mind as the mist poured into the man, like a kind of water torture, filling his mouth until he choked. I held him high above my head so the other men could see, so they could fear me. He couldn’t cry out, but tears poured from his eyes, and the darkness in me smiled. I smiled. His heart stopped, and I released him with a snap of my fingers. He dropped, face first to the ground, nothing more than a lifeless thud. A wheeze of a cry squeezed out of his dead lungs.

      The sounds snapped me out of the darkness, enough that I stumbled back, breathing hard as I struggled to pull the magic to me once more.

      What had I done? Had I really just enjoyed killing someone? I should’ve captured him. Interrogated him. Asked what Stefan’s game was. Now, as the mist cleared, and my magic receded, laughter rolled through me.

      His death was deserved. You should enjoy it.

      I stood there shaking like a leaf in a windstorm. The mist was gone and we were alone again. Stefan’s men had run from me, rightfully so, and I had nothing but a dead man to show for it. What had I done? The question repeated over and over in my mind.

      I knew I shouldn’t have given in. I was a monster, no better than the things that crawled out of the Veil. No better than Madeline and her thirst for blood. Maybe this was what elemental half-breeds were. Hungry for death, always fighting a magic that wanted their souls …

      You won. You saved everyone, my magic whispered. You are the hero now. They will love you even more.

      “Not at the expense of my humanity,” I whispered back as I wobbled my way to the man I’d killed. He’d deserved death for attacking us, but not torture. And that was what I’d done. I’d made his death horrific.

      Oka was at my side, once more in her smaller form. She leapt up to my shoulder and I lost my balance under even her tiny weight. The magic had again taken more of me with it, not just my sense of right and wrong while it rode me, but my energy too.

      I lifted a hand to her as I felt her turn to leap off. “No, stay, please.”

      She butted her head against mine and a flow of energy came from her, soothing some of the bruises on my body.

      Richard rounded everyone up and got them moving away from the site. I caught his eye and gave him a nod. They could go ahead. I knew it was clear; we’d catch up.

      Mac limped toward me, holding his right arm close. The bone of his upper arm was visible under his clutched hand. His pain reverberated through me still. “You need to get that looked at,” I said. I wanted to push him toward our nurse, Nathanda. She’d patch him up in no time. Assuming she’d not been killed in the fight. My gut clenched at the thought of those who’d died. Even as I thought it, bodies were lifted off to the back of the final truck beside the Humvee. Seven, eight, nine, ten. Ten deaths.

      I frowned. “They could have killed more.”

      “They weren’t only interested in our lives,” Oka said. “But what we have to offer.”

      Mac didn’t turn away. “Let’s see what we have here, then I’ll find Nathanda.”

      He tipped his head toward the man I’d killed.

      I bent down, thinking maybe we could use his weapons. Maybe he’d have a map on him? Something useful, anything useful. I lifted his arm away to get to his belt holster, and his sleeve slid up, showing his forearm. My mouth went dry. It was the same symbol as before. A symbol I’d thought would only be on Madeline’s supernaturals.

      A circle, a line, and an open circle with three dots on the outside. The same exact symbol I’d seen on Madeline and all the other bizarre creatures Oka and I had stumbled on in the past few months.

      Questions swirled in my mind, and the only certainty I felt was the cold chill that passed through me. This shit storm with Stefan and whoever he was obviously tied to … it was only just starting.
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      The weapons on the dead man were few, but I took them anyway. A handgun with an extra clip, two knives and a second handgun of a different size that was empty. I didn’t know enough about guns to know anything more than that one was black and compact, the other silver and not so compact.

      Mac slumped, and I dropped the weapons to grab him around the waist. We both wobbled, and I struggled to keep him on his feet. “We need to get him back to the caravan,” I said. “Oka, go get—” Help, I was going to ask for help, but Alex beat me to it.

      He stepped beside us and slid an arm around Mac’s waist, then took Mac’s good arm and slung it over his shoulder.

      “Easy, wolf,” Mac said through a grimace, his face paling rapidly.

      Alex half smiled, half grimaced. “No way to be gentle about this, bear. It’s going to hurt no matter how we move you.”

      I hurried to Mac’s other side. “I’m going to hold this arm up.” I put one arm around his back, pressing it against Alex’s, and used my other hand to pin his broken arm to his chest. He wobbled, and his head lolled forward.

      “He’s a big guy all passed out. You could cut the carbs, big man.” Alex grunted as we worked to hold up the swaying Mac. His hand wrapped around my forearm, and I did the same to him, holding my bear together. Barely.

      “Just start walking, smart ass,” I said. Alex grinned and laughed. He laughed after all that had just happened. But that was him. He could always find a reason to crack a joke, a reason to try to make someone smile.

      We started out after the caravan, half lifting, half dragging Mac. It didn’t take long for the sweat to roll off me in droplets, even with the cool of the night. Oka leapt off at some point and trotted ahead of us, her tail in the air as if she were leading a parade.

      “Where did you find her?” Alex nodded at the peachy orange cat.

      “In a lava field,” I said.

      “No shit?” He shook his head.

      “Hairless, and nearly burnt to a crisp, but she was mine right from the start,” I said. Oka turned and wrinkled her nose up at me, her version of an air kiss.

      “I’m glad you had her at least, that you weren’t alone,” he said.

      “No more talking,” I said. My legs and arms were burning from holding Mac up. He still was barely getting his feet under him.

      The caravan had put good distance between the fight and our people. While on one hand it was good, they reacted well when they had to haul ass, it was fucking frustrating that we had so far to go with one of our own injured.

      Crimson and what was left of the shifters brought up the rear. She saw us struggling and jogged back to help with Mac.

      She took over my side, and Alex’s hand slid from my arm.

      Crimson shook her head. “Does he have steel in his bones? Jesus, he’s heavy!”

      “Bear, I’m a bear,” Mac mumbled.

      With me holding his arm up, and Crimson and Alex mostly carrying him, we made our way to the caravan.

      “Four of our shifters fell, three injured, four if you include Mac,” Crimson said quietly. I looked at her. Her eyes met mine for a flash before they turned down. “I could not save them. And those injured, they are not healing as they should.” Like Mac wasn’t.

      I wanted to reach out for her, but it was all I could do to keep moving backward, Mac’s arm held tightly. Even so, he grimaced as I stumbled, and my hand holding his arm wiggled.

      “Why are they not healing?” I asked instead.

      “The guns,” Crimson said. “There is something in the bullets that is hurting us as if we were human.”

      I swallowed hard. Because we needed another obstacle added to our journey.

      “Crimson. We did our best. Our losses could have been heavier.” Eight, eight dead but I knew it could have been worse. Far worse.

      “They are heavy enough,” she said, her voice hard.

      She slid away from Mac and I scrambled to get back to him, holding him up with Alex once more. Crimson turned from me, her eyes sliding into feline territory. She spoke over her shoulder as she motioned to some of the other shifters. “We will bury our dead and catch up to you.” Just like that, four bodies were removed from the back of the truck and the shifters slid into the forest like ghosts.

      I thought I saw Jasmine go with them. Which was odd.

      “The shifters are like a family,” Alex grunted out as we walked. “Death of one of them hurts like losing a sibling.”

      “I know,” I said. “I feel it too.”

      Alex looked across at me. “I don’t think she believes it. Be careful, Pam.”

      “Noted,” I said, not entirely sure what I was supposed to do about it. Everyone handled their grief differently. When I thought I’d lost Oka, I could hardly breathe, let alone bury her and leave her behind. Never in my life could I have brought myself to do it. But that was different even than just losing Oka. I’d still had hope she was in the stone, that she could be brought back.

      On the other hand, Crimson’s pack members had been shot down in cold blood. She needed time to deal with the loss. That much I could give her. I didn’t think Stefan and his crew would be back that night.

      Alex was silent, and Mac still bobbled in and out of consciousness as we walked along, weaving our way through the caravan as we looked for the nurse.

      I kept glancing at the two men next to me, unable to help comparing them. I was struck by how very different they were. Alex was dark with long dark hair that brushed his shoulders, and golden eyes. He’d gotten bigger the last three years, muscles bulking up, but not big like Mac. And Alex … he was harder than he had been, but his goofy side came through here and there, like bursts of sun through the clouds.

      Mac was his polar opposite, no pun intended. Almost. Blond hair, blue eyes, and big like the bear he was, his strength was far more developed. And he was older, more mature than Alex, which helped me balance myself and the fears I had. He loved me deeply and wasn’t afraid to show it. He knew I wasn’t a child and respected me accordingly.

      My real problem was both were good men. Maybe the two best men I’d ever known. And the way Stefan’s Breakers had come at us, I knew just how hard that was to come by.

      Oka’s tail twitched ahead of me and she glanced back, little eyebrows raised. No doubt she was picking up on my thoughts. And the men they involved.

      Before I could get much farther with my list of comparisons, we spotted Nathanda near the front of the caravan.

      “Thank god,” Mac grumbled, “I’m sick of getting bumped around by you two.”

      “Walk yourself next time, bear,” Alex said, but he didn’t let go.

      I smiled up at Mac, nudging him a little, grateful his sense of humor was still intact. Even if his arm was a bloody mess.

      “Richard, stop!” I yelled. I couldn’t go any more carrying Mac. The leader of the caravan was up near the front, walking next to the Humvee. He twisted around, squinting into the darkness.

      “Hold!” he boomed, and the group stopped quickly, easily.

      “Medic!” Alex called out.

      That got everyone’s attention. In moments there were hands reaching out, helping us with Mac, getting him laid out on a fresh sheet. His face went from white to green and he was breathing like he was going to hurl. I crouched beside him.

      Carefully, I scooped up his uninjured arm and laced my fingers with his. Oka slipped up and settled herself on Mac’s chest. He opened one eye. “Get off me, cat.”

      “Make me,” she countered. “You need us right now.”

      Nathanda went to her knees beside his injured arm. “The bone is shattered. I can stitch him up, but if he doesn’t heal on his own, this will end up being bad.”

      “Tell us how you really feel,” Mac muttered.

      I ignored him for a moment. “Stitch him up, Oka and I will help him with the rest.”

      Nathanda nodded and quickly went to work, cleaning the wound first. “Some of their rounds exploded as they hit,” she said as she pulled the first stitch through. “They meant to maim as much as they could, I think.”

      “To put fear into us,” Alex said. “They want us scared. But why?”

      His question was a good one, and one that I had no answer for. At least not yet. Because while Stefan and his crew had backed off, I had no doubt they’d be back. Just like Madeline and her creatures.

      Nathanda worked fast under the light of the headlamp she wore, her hands moving with the ease of someone who knew what she was doing. Even so, the fatigue in her face was clear. “There,” she clipped off the last stitch and handed me a roll of gauze. “Wrap him up, I’ve got others I need to check on.”

      I took the wrap. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” She was gone before the last word left her mouth.

      I moved to Mac’s bad side and instead of the gauze I put my hands right over the freshly stitched wound.

      “You sure that’s a good idea? Touching what was an open wound only a moment ago?” Alex asked.

      “Hush,” I shot over my shoulder. I focused on giving Mac my energy and felt Oka do the same.

      My head slowly lowered until I pressed my forehead to his. The wound beneath my fingers tingled and the skin tightened. But I didn’t ease off on giving him my energy. It was the bone that had to heal. Mac groaned.

      “Enough, Pam.”

      “No, it has to heal.” I bit out the words and glanced to where Oka lay on his belly. Her tiny paws were flexed, the tips of her claws digging through his shirt. Her eyes were at half-mast.

      “Pamela is right,” she said. “You’re rarely any good to us when you aren’t injured; you’ll be completely useless as a cripple.”

      Alex barked out a laugh and a smile tripped across Mac’s face. “Sassy cat.”

      “Always.” She bobbed her head. “It’s my job to keep your ego in check.”

      The energy spiked between the three of us, and for just a moment, there was no one else. Just me, Oka, and Mac, and I knew that it was where I needed to be. Right here, with these two at my side. I slid my face down so that Mac and I were cheek to cheek, feeling his breath against my ear.

      “I’m glad you aren’t dead,” I whispered.

      “Me too,” he said with a soft chuckle. He raised his good hand and touched my face. “Me too.” It was much quieter this time, and I pulled back enough that I could see his face. His blue eyes bored into me, as if he could see my soul, and the darkness there, but didn’t so much as flinch. He loved me despite the ugly spots that were part of me.

      I touched his face, mimicking him, not caring that Alex was right there. What had almost happened before the attack, it was leftover emotions from before. A girlhood crush that was never meant to be. I kissed Mac.

      “I have to check on the others,” I said. “Oka can stay with you.”

      “Lawdy, Jaysus, no,” he muttered. And I laughed at his sudden Southern accent. “I’ll be fine. Now, anyway.” We both looked at his wounded arm at the same time. The scar looked to be about three weeks old and healing well, even though it had only been minutes.

      Oka sniffed, leapt off his chest and flounced away. “I’ll deal with you later, bear.”

      He winked up at me. “I’m hiding behind you.” He let go of me and gave me a gentle push. “Go. You know where I’ll be. Flat on my back, staring at the stars.”

      I kissed him lightly on the cheek before I stood, not really wanting to leave his side. He wouldn’t have left me if the situation had been reversed, I knew that without a doubt. But I was his charge. And this caravan was mine.

      He must’ve felt my reluctance as he waved his hands at me in a shooing motion. “Really, go. You’re smothering me.” He winked at me, and it was just enough encouragement for me to go.

      “I’m going to find Jasmine,” Alex said, his voice more monotone than I’d heard it since he’d found me. He turned and was gone, but I got a look at his face. He was hurt. Damn it. I didn’t want to hurt him, but Mac being wounded reminded me where my loyalties were. And where they would stay.

      The moments before Stefan’s timely interruption flooded back to me as I walked through the disorganized camp. Everyone was doing their best, but we were short on tents, equipment, and food.

      I took the time to stop and check on a few of the shifters who were injured. I wasn’t a healer anymore, but I could take a hand, and whisper words of encouragement.

      This was part of the gig of caravan witch. Not just to fight and protect, but to heal and soothe. No healing here … or was there?

      I’d not even thought to try to use my miniscule amount of a connection to spirit when Mac was downed. My reserves were low, but there would be no harm in trying to help. No one would know if nothing worked.

      I crouched next to a shifter. Lynx was his name. Yes, named after his animal.

      His hazel eyes were filled with pain as I sat next to him. “Give me your hand, Lynx.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re a battle witch.”

      That startled me. “Yes, true, but my job is to look after you all.”

      He frowned but gave me his hand. Callused fingers, broken and dirty nails, but I held to him and closed my eyes. My jaw ticked as I worked to pull that little bit of my connection to spirit to me, and thread it through him.

      The going was slow, and I was breathing hard only a few minutes into the process. In my mind’s eye, an image grew until I was staring at the elemental who’d bound spirit from me. He stood in front of a pool of water, a dead forest around him, the trees burnt and the ground chewed up as if by some dirt-eating monster. His clothes were clean, though, and surprise filtered across his face. At first.

      “You,” he snarled, his brows dipping low.

      I curled a lip at him, thinking about what Oka would say. “You.”

      He spit at me and I yanked on spirit as hard as I could, pulling it through the crack in the bracelet like a thin piece of yarn.

      “Oh, you devious little bitch, how did you—”

      I snapped open my eyes, and used the tiny thread of spirit, weaving it through Lynx’s body. I patched up the bruises and cuts that I could, helped along the healing of his bones and pushed the shrapnel of the bullet out of his hip. He groaned when I did that, and I held tightly to him, ignoring my own fatigue as it rose in a wave through me.

      “Hang on,” I whispered. How much time had passed? Healing had never taken me this long before or taken so much out of me. But this was worth it. This was something better than anything the darkness could give me.

      You can only heal that which is alive. I can keep them alive. The black magic spoke so clearly that I looked to my side, half expecting someone to be standing there.

      I pulled my hands from Lynx. He looked up at me, those hazel eyes wide as saucers. “Holy shit.”

      I wobbled where I was. “How long?”

      “Thirty minutes, give or take.” He scooted to sit up. “Thank you.”

      I bobbed my head. “Who is the worst?”

      “Neil got hit bad, both arms.” Lynx said. He held a hand out to me and helped me to stand. I let him lead me to Neil.

      Our scout was in trouble, if the blood pooling around him was any indication. I didn’t hesitate, just dropped to my knees and pulled spirit to me, slowly, carefully, gathering it in me until there was enough that I could send it into Neil to repair the damage. From there, I just kept pulling it through that crack in the bracelet, my only opening to my ability to heal. I wanted it so badly, I didn’t care that it was draining me.

      Healing Mac with my energy, then healing Lynx with spirit hadn’t left me much. But I wasn’t holding back. This, this was what I was meant to do. To heal.

      Not to kill.

      Neil gasped and his arms flung out wide as spirit poured through him, stitching, healing, mending breaks. His innards were full of scatter shot. And I realized he’d been hit when he was in his bird form. One by one, I pushed the shrapnel out of him. He gritted his teeth against the pain and I fought the nausea and fatigue as they threatened to crush me.

      “Almost there,” I whispered. There was a final plink of steel shot rolling out of him to the ground. I did a quick sweep of his body. “I’m leaving you with the bruises,” I said and slumped away from him. Lynx caught me. I let him hold me there as I sucked wind as if I’d been physically fighting or running for miles.

      Neil leaned over me. “You saved my life.”

      “That’s my job.” I smiled, but it wobbled. “I’d like to keep us from having to save one another. Maybe we could just exist for a while. No fighting.”

      Neil smiled, I think it was the first time I’d seen him do it. His rubbed at his hawk nose. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

      The two men helped me stand and I waved them off once I was on my feet. Not because I couldn’t use their help, but because I didn’t want them to know how fucking tired I was. “No one else is critical?” I asked as I turned to walk away.

      “No.” Lynx shook his head.

      “Find me if that changes,” I said, even though I knew it was a bad idea. I couldn’t draw from Mac, and Oka had already given a lot to him and me.

      I made myself take slow steps as I worked my way through the camp once more.

      I found Marley and the kids front and center. Frost had Oka around the middle and was squeezing her so hard, her eyes were bugging out a little bit. I snorted; that explained why she hadn’t come running when she felt my energy drop. Besides, she secretly liked it, although I’d probably hear complaints about being squeezed like a pincushion later. She loved those kids and wanted to protect them as much as I did. Particularly Frost. He was only three, born just after the breaking. He had no parents here, and I still didn’t know how Richard had come across him. There just hadn’t been a quiet moment to ask.

      Chris walked up with the new baby in her arms. She looked good for being about a week post-partum, and I would’ve told her as much if she hadn’t given me a look so cold, she’d have frozen me to my spot if she could’ve.

      I sighed as I turned to watch the kids fawn over Oka. All three of them had survived the attack apparently unscathed, along with Chris’s new baby. I should be thankful for small favors, but the losses crept into my mind. Ten deaths were a heavy toll, and we might lose more if I couldn’t pull my shit together and get spirit to work with me.

      On cue, Richard put a hand on my shoulder. “Walk with me,” he said.

      “Really? It’s like three in the morning. Just because that’s the witching hour does not mean this witch wants to still be awake.” I was toast after all that healing, and my body craved rest.

      “This is important,” he said, and the concern in his voice was what did it.

      I followed him until he slowed and let me catch up to his side. We were clear of the main part of the caravan, enough that we wouldn’t be overheard.

      He rubbed a hand over his face and lowered his voice. “We lost almost everything, Pamela.” His face was taut as if sheer worry had stretched it too tightly across his skull.

      “Tell me,” I said, steeling myself. “All of it.”

      “They hit the supply truck. Nearly all our food is gone. We might have a week left with what’s scattered about. To feed fifteen people and the shifters.”

      “We lost four to Stefan.”

      Crimson walked up. “Plus our four.”

      “What were their names?”

      Crimson rattled off her names first. “Sky, Brent, Devlin, and Greg.”

      I glanced at Richard and he added his to the list. “Hank, Kurt, Rick, Merk, Hannah, and Ashling were ours.”

      I recited their names over and over in my head. I didn’t want to forget those who’d sacrificed their lives so we could keep on living. These were the costs of this new world.

      Crimson nodded. “We took yours and buried them by the side of the road along with our own.”

      “Thank you for that,” Richard said.

      “Their sacrifice is not in vain, Crimson. I swear.” I looked at the kids as Chris worked to settle them down for the night. Even now, so close to a battle there was still innocence there, innocence and hope. I’d die keeping that promise if I had to.

      “Pamela. How will we survive now? The food …” Richard trailed off. “The kids need to eat.”

      “We all need to eat,” I said. My belly grumbled as if to remind me just how long it had been since I’d eaten, and that I’d expended huge amounts of energy. So I did the only thing I could. I lied through my teeth. “I’m not worried. We’re not that far from the river, and between our hunters and the shifters, we can bring down game for everyone. We’ll be fine. The tents and things like that will be missed more than the food, I think.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Richard said, skepticism heavy in his voice. “I’ll divide up what we have. Everyone will be on rations from here on out.”

      He left and Crimson raised a brow at me. “So, Alpha, what is the truth? Because you just fed that man a heap load of lies that I could smell three miles off.”

      Goddess save me from shifters.
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      I shot a look at Crimson that I’d seen Rylee use on me more than once. Basically, it was the “shut up, I’m dealing with it” look. Crimson shook her head. “For tonight, I will let the question lie. But as your second, your beta, it is my job to question when things do not add up. There are no guarantees in this world, and you know it.”

      I held up a hand to her, frustration flickering through me. “I do know it. But it’s the middle of the fucking night, and we are all exhausted. Tomorrow, or today, will be soon enough to figure it out.”

      I brushed past her, locking on the energy of Mac. I just wanted to curl up in his arms and sleep for days. The camp was quiet, and the few guards that were awake were hyper alert. Another time I would have taken my turn at watching over the camp but not tonight.

      Mac had set up not a tent but a blanket near the far side of the caravan and I made a stumbling beeline for it and him. He reached out to me with his uninjured arm and caught me as I slid to my knees.

      “Pamela?” The worry in his voice was evident but I had nothing left, not even for him.

      “I think she used spirit,” Oka said, and their voices faded a little as I lay on the hard ground, wrapping my cloak around me.

      “Damn it, does she never stop to look at what it takes from her?” Mac growled.

      Oka wasn’t the one to answer him. Alex was. “No, she won’t,” he said. “She never knew when to admit she’d done all she could.”

      Oka sniffed and I kept my eyes closed, feeling like I was listening in on conversation I wasn’t supposed to. “She’s sleeping now.”

      Mac grunted. “Right. Which means it’s time for you to go, wolf. Let her rest, you can see her in the morning.” There was a pause. “And thanks for the help.”

      Alex sighed. “Do me a favor?”

      “If I can,” Mac said.

      “Cut back on the Twinkies. Your ass is heavy.” There was a scuffle and I almost opened my eyes until I heard Alex laugh.

      Oka curled up against my chest, right under my chin, and a moment later, Mac settled in behind me, spooning me.

      “That wolf is a smart-ass.”

      I smiled but said nothing, mostly because there was no way I could defend Alex. Not on that.

      
        
        *_*_*_*

      

      

      

      The next morning came too early, but there was work to be done and food to be dealt with. I pushed away slowly from Oka and Mac, untangling my limbs from them. The three of us hadn’t moved so much as an inch through the hours we slept and my left hip and shoulder protested. I rubbed my shoulder as I stood. Mac rolled to his back and touched his injured arm.

      “How is it?” I asked.

      “Good enough.”

      I did a slow turn. There were a few people awake and moving about, but the majority were still sleeping.

      Richard, of course, was not. He stood at the back of the only supply truck we had other than the Humvee. His dark hair was mussed and he had heavy bags under his eyes, but he smiled at each person that he handed out small packs of food to. That was his job, to be the leader, the emotional gauge of the caravan. And he was good at it, for the most part. Far better than I would have been. He saw me coming and gave me a chin pop. “Pamela, good to see you up and moving. You looked to be half dead last night.”

      “You don’t look so good yourself, Dick,” I said. The person ahead of us laughed, shook their head and walked away, still smiling. Well, maybe I could bring a little to the group in terms of emotional wellness.

      Richard held a pack of food out to me and I shook my head. Mac held up his hands too.

      “Nah, I’m still queasy from the injury,” Mac said.

      I took note that the shifters that were up had no packs of food. Richard saw me looking.

      “Most of them passed on the food.” He smiled, but it was still tired. “You were right to bring them into the caravan, they are good people. We’re lucky to have them.”

      As we stood there, someone bumped into my shoulder from behind, a petite dark-haired woman who smelled like wolf.

      Jasmine held out her hand to Richard and had the nerve to snap her fingers when he hesitated. “I want my ration.”

      Richard shot a look at me and I reluctantly nodded.

      I bit my tongue as I watched her dig into the meager portion that could’ve gone to one of the kids.

      My stomach growled as we left Richard to hand out the rest of the day’s rations, but I ignored it. I’d gone hungry before, and I could do it again. We’d hunt later, and everything would be fine.

      Crimson’s question from before curled through me.

      I couldn’t put my finger on why, but that question heightened my already sky high anxiety. Because I needed that like I needed another hole in the head. It was as if a pool of anxiety sloshed around in my belly now instead of just a few manageable droplets. An ocean to a puddle.

      Alex found the three of us as we walked a circuit around the camp.

      He had a small pack of food, surprising me. He held it out to me as we drew close. “Richard said you didn’t take one.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      He shoved it at Mac. “You make her eat, then.”

      Mac laughed at him. “The two of us together couldn’t make her eat if she didn’t want to.”

      Alex frowned and then his lips curled up. “Wanna try? I could take her legs, you take her arms. The cat can pour the food in her mouth.”

      The men shared a look I didn’t like. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      The pair of them turned to me and the looks on their faces were nearly identical. Cheeky bastards were actually considering it. “Oka, if they try, you bite them right in their asses.”

      Oka snorted. “They wouldn’t dare.”

      They deflated, but I saw it in their faces. Some unspoken male bonding had just happened, and much as I was glad for that, it was strange to see.

      “Men are weird,” I muttered.

      “You just figuring that out?” Oka leapt up to my shoulder. “I thought you knew that by now.”

      I shrugged and she draped herself across my back like a shawl.

      “You really should eat,” Alex tried again. “I won’t force it. But I know how this works.”

      Irritation flickered again. “Alex, I’m fine. Let the others eat. They need it more.”

      “Sure, but you need something too. You need to build your strength if you expect to protect everyone.”

      “Lay off, wolf. She’ll eat when she’s ready,” Mac said.

      Alex shot a glare at him. “You lay off. Aren’t you supposed to be protecting her? Keeping her safe? How is letting her starve herself doing that?”

      So much for male bonding.

      Mac glared at Alex, and Alex glared right back. The testosterone floating in the air was almost enough to choke on.

      I smacked Mac on his good shoulder, and then smacked Alex too. “Enough, you two. I need you both here, but I swear to the Mother Goddess, the next one to pick a fight is out. Exiled. No questions asked.” I hoped the threat sounded less empty than it felt.

      I didn’t realize we had additional company until the feminine snort rolled from behind us. I turned to see Jasmine finishing her rations.

      I let my dislike of her slide over my face and the darkness in me tried to swell up with it. I held it back, but barely. “That includes you … runt.”

      Mac tipped his head and then his eyes widened. Alex didn’t pick up on anything. Not really.

      Jasmine rolled her shoulder back and her nostrils flared. Her eyes were cold and hard, and I had no doubt she’d gut me in an instant given the chance. But the truth was she was nothing but drama. If she’d been any kind of fighter she’d have been in the mix last night, helping.

      Even Alex had to see that.

      Didn’t he?

      “What did you say, you dirty little witch?” She spat the word little at me like it was shit in her mouth.

      “You heard me. Fighting amongst our people will get you booted.”

      Oka dropped from my shoulder to the ground and puffed up, her fur standing on end as a tiny growl rippled from her. Cute, if you didn’t know she could shift into a full-sized tiger.

      Jasmine closed the distance between us slowly, and I stood my ground. Mac made a motion and I shook my head.

      Alex reached for Jasmine and she shook him off. “This is between Pamela and me, love.”

      Love? Even I could see he didn’t love her. But his face closed down and I couldn’t see what he was thinking.

      She and I were similar in height, but she was more angular than I was, making her look stronger. Harder. But she didn’t have magic on her side, or the training of Rylee behind her.

      Teach her a lesson.

      The darkness didn’t even have to suggest it. The desire to take her down a peg was already burning through me. No, that wasn’t entirely true … I wanted her gone, not just humbled.

      Jasmine curled one side of her mouth in a snarl. “You are weak, Pamela. You have this whole caravan thinking otherwise, but I smell the truth on you. So does Crimson. She knows you’re full of shit.” She spoke louder than she needed to and I knew I could be in trouble. Not because of her, but because of what she might say, and how it would look to the caravan.

      Runt indeed.

      On cue, the humans that were awake gathered around, listening to what she was saying as she drew closer and closer to me.

      “Pamela isn’t weak,” said Clark, one of our men. He was a good shot, and almost always hit his mark. In fact, he took out a few trolls during our last battle. “She’s saved us from more dangers than I can count. Without her, we’d all be dead.”

      Jasmine looked at him and gave him a pout. “Or would you? Maybe she is attracting those dangers? Is she bringing them on, just to make you think she’s strong?” Jasmine turned and looked straight at me, as she spun her lie.

      “Jasmine, that’s—”

      She cut me off and turned back to the growing crowd. “There’s no food left. How will your little tutelary feed you?”

      I’d give her this, she was a good actress. Very good.

      It took all I had not to flip out and slam her into the ground. Magic or fists, I didn’t care which. I settled for calm.

      “Scare tactics aren’t the most effective thing in the world when survival is on all our minds, Jasmine,” I said. The darkness curled through me harder. Damn it, I was too tired to fight it and the magic seemed to know it. Just what I needed. I closed my eyes a moment and breathed through it. When I opened them, the crowd had grown.

      Chris, of all people, stepped up, with her new baby in her arms. “That new girl is right. Pamela is willing to sacrifice any one of us for her idea of the greater good. You’d just better hope you’re part of that picture.” She glared at me.

      My jaw dropped, I can admit it. I knew she didn’t like me, but I’d never have thought she’d throw me under the oncoming bus.

      “Chris, that’s not true,” I said, but Jasmine took another step toward me, forcing me to face her or give her my back.

      Oka let out a hiss and Jasmine barely looked at her, those eyes locked on mine.

      “And these shifters. She brought them to you, didn’t she? Put you all in danger. Your children in danger. You know most shifters feed on children? And she brought the wolves right to your door, let them in.”

      The crowd murmured and I took that last step between me and Jasmine so we were close enough that our clothes brushed against each other.

      “There is only one wolf that is causing a problem here, Jasmine. One wolf can easily be dealt with.” I said it so low, it came out as a growl, as if I’d become some kind of shifter animal myself.

      Mac stood firm at my side. “You need to step back, Jasmine.”

      Jasmine laughed in my face. “Oh right. I forgot, the teddy bear and the kitten will protect you.”

      “Call me a kitten again, you hairy bitch,” Oka said, her body tensing, the energy between us spiking. I held my hand out, stopping her from any sort of aggression. We would not throw the first punch here. If Jasmine wanted to start something, I’d finish it, but I refused to draw first blood.

      “I think that’s enough. Jasmine, you’ve made whatever point you were trying to make.” Alex walked up, pushing his way through the crowd. How had he gotten back so far? I glanced at him and saw Marley at his side.

      Jasmine leaned in close, and I tensed. Her breath was hot on my neck, making me want desperately to slap her away, but I didn’t dare move. I was not submissive to that dirty little runt. “You’re done here, little witch. Alex, and this caravan, are mine.”

      The movement from her was subtle, and I didn’t react to it, thinking it was nothing, but I felt it instantly. That daughter of a cockless troll stabbed me. Whatever it was, was a narrow blade, and it went in deep, taking my breath away in a gasp.

      Pain and shock fueled the already simmering anger.

      “That. Is. Enough.” I bit out each word, as the dark magic pooled in my eyes. I let it out in one short burst, slapping her across the face, which sent her flying back at least ten feet. Hilariously, the humans all stepped out of the way, and watched her go down. I could see the red welt on her face from where I stood.

      The darkness laughed. Kill her while she’s down or she’ll take you in your sleep. You know it.

      The humans shook their heads, and their eyes filled with uncertainty, and worse … fear.

      “Sage used to slap people like that,” Chris said. “And we know how that ended.”

      “Do you think she’s becoming like her?” I heard someone else ask Chris, and that woman whose life I’d saved nodded.

      “I’m not Sage,” I gritted the words out as I pressed my hand to my side, feeling for the entry wound. I knew I shouldn’t engage with them but I couldn’t help it.

      Alex was the only one who went to Jasmine’s side, helping her up. She had tears in her eyes and she sobbed.

      “She hit me, just because I disagreed with her.”

      Fuck my life, I could barely breathe, never mind speak.

      Alex shook his head. “Pam. What were you thinking?” he asked so quietly, disappointment heavy on the words.

      I struggled to stay standing up, but I refused to back down. With a wolf like Jasmine, it would be a sure sign of submission.

      “Pamela? Mac, she’s hurt!” Oka said, and then his arm was around me.

      “Don’t squeeze,” I whispered.

      Mac was careful as he held his arm lower more around my hips than my middle. I leaned into him, my hand over the spot she’d stabbed me. But there was no knife in her hand … was it still in me?

      “I’m going to kill her,” Mac growled.

      “No,” I said.

      I just needed them to get me to Nathanda.

      Oka led the way, racing ahead of us. “This way.”

      Mac helped me walk, which meant we had to go through the group.

      “Is she right about the food? Is everything gone?” one of them asked. My palm was coated in warm, wet blood as we moved away. But I couldn’t leave that question hanging there like a bomb.

      “Talk to Richard,” I managed to say. And then gasped for a breath. Those around us looked at each other and then to me.

      “Pam,” Clint asked. “You okay?”

      “Nope, and that does not go beyond you, not one word about this to a soul, or so help me …” I said, and then there was no room for any other words.

      “Get Nathanda,” Mac said, and Clint took off running.

      They led me to the edge of the caravan and settled me in on a grassy area.

      I didn’t know if I should even sit down for fear that the blade would do more damage. There was no one to heal me as I’d done for Lynx and Neil.

      I slowly peeled my shirt up. The wound was about two inches long and deep. The tang of the blade was there, just under the surface. I knew because I could see it whenever I breathed out. “She went for my lungs and no one even saw her do it.” I kept my breathing as shallow as I could.

      Mac leaned in close and unpinned my cloak from around my neck. It pooled on the grass behind me, and I looked into his clear blue eyes as he reached for the bottom of my shirt.

      “This may hurt a bit. But we need to get it all the way off.”

      Nathanda and Clint ran toward us.

      “What happened?” she asked, going into medic mode immediately.

      “Stabbed, knife still in,” Mac said.

      “Jesus, Pamela, who did this?”

      “That new wolf,” Clint said. “Wasn’t it? That’s why you slapped her?”

      I nodded, and his face hardened. “Keep this under your hat. The last thing I need right now is for anyone to think me wounded and weak.” I took a pain-filled breath. “Richard needs to remove Jasmine.”

      Except that would mean Alex and Marley would have to leave, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted that. Not yet.

      “Hold that thought,” I whispered.

      Oka paced at my feet.

      “Mac is right,” Nathanda said. “We need to get that shirt off. Clint. Off you go.”

      “Thank you,” I offered to Clint.

      He nodded. “I won’t say a word.” He turned and headed back to the main group.

      Mac made as if to pull my shirt over my head.

      “That’s a sure way to get the blade in deeper.” Nathanda put a hand over his. “I’ll cut it off.”

      “Damn, I liked this shirt,” I said to cover my nerves.

      She took out a pair of scissors and cut the shirt up the middle.

      Blood had soaked the spot on my side, and it peeled away from my skin, leaving it cold and painful.

      I sucked air in through my teeth as Nathanda helped me to lie on my back.

      And that was that. I was topless in front of Mac. I’d seen him topless a few times, and it was a beautiful sight to behold, but I was a mess. Bleeding, stabbed by a no-good twat. Needless to say, it wasn’t exactly how I’d pictured the moment.

      “This is going to hurt,” the nurse said as she inspected the wound. “There’s no way to do this but pull it back out, and hope we have the angle right so I don’t do more damage. Without surgery …”

      “I understand,” I whispered through clenched teeth. I closed my eyes. Mac took one hand, Oka lay on the other as I clutched at the grass.

      Nathanda pressed around the wound and I whimpered, tears leaking from my eyes. “There. I see the tang,” she said. “Like popping a very large, metallic pimple is all. I’m going to press down to either side of the blade so I can see the angle it’s on, then I will pull it out. You need to hold still, you can’t move an inch or it could go very wrong. Ready?”

      Ready, right, like anyone would ever be ready for something like this. “Do it,” I said.

      Her hands were gentle as they could be. She pressed down and I bit back the scream that bubbled up.

      “Hang on,” she said. “Almost …”

      My muscles tremored of their own accord, but other than that I kept still, whimpering through clenched teeth as the blade was pulled out of me.

      “Done,” Nathanda said, triumphant and leaving me to suck in my breath hard. While Jasmine had missed my lungs, I think it was only by a fraction of an inch or less.

      “Well, not really done,” she amended as she held up a needle and thread. I leaned back, Mac cupping my head as Nathanda stitched me up.

      “You’re getting faster, I think,” I said. I kept my eyes closed.

      “Wish I didn’t have so much practice.”

      A few minutes later, after the pinch, tug and pull on my skin, I was as stitched up as I was going to be. I grimaced. The wound was deep and I knew I was lucky no vitals had been hit.

      “Here. You wrap her.” Nathanda once more relegated duties to us. I smiled as Mac took the gauze from her, and she left.

      “Thank you,” I said. She waved backward.

      “Try to not get wounded again. Please.”

      Mac held the gauze up. “Turnabout is fair play, I guess.”

      Crazy how just a few hours could end up with me laid out, and Mac taking care of me after I’d done the same for him.

      His hands were gentle and swift, working to bandage the wound, and stop the last of the bleeding. It didn’t take long before he’d put the last piece of tape on my skin, and I cringed. That would hurt to pull off later.

      He smoothed his hand over the wound. “That could have gone worse.”

      “Really?” I arched an eyebrow. “You think it could have been worse than being stabbed with a knife,” I picked it up off the ground and showed him, “and having it left inside me?”

      He took the knife and laid it down. “I meant she could have hit something vital. You know, one of those things that keep you on this side of the dirt?”

      He looked up at my face, and his hand lingered near my side before he moved it up to my shoulder, sweeping some of my blonde hair away. “I would hate for you to leave me so soon after finding you.”

      “You’d have Oka.”

      He looked down at her, and for a moment, I thought he might poke her or something. But she was sleeping, or fake sleeping possibly. If it was fake, she was deeply committed to it, and I wasn’t sure she would even crack an eye if he did jab her.

      “I’d have Oka,” Mac finally said. “I wouldn’t abandon her. But you’re what holds the two of us together. So, I for one, am glad that bitch has terrible aim.”

      He leaned in close to me, and my mind cleared of everything but him, his face, his eyes, his lips. I licked my own as he tipped my chin up.

      His lips were soft on mine, and I leaned into him gladly, wanting more, maybe needing more after the close call. His kiss felt like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Warm and full of hope, it felt like … home. Different than Oka, he brought to me a different kind of peace.

      I grabbed at his shirt and pulled him closer, ignoring the twang of pain in my side. I wouldn’t let this moment go without a fight. Desperate for the comfort and belonging he offered, I grabbed at it, and him, with both hands.

      He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to him carefully. His hesitation was apparent with each twitch of his muscle. He didn’t want to hurt me.

      But all I wanted was him, to know that I was with him in this moment, fully.

      Oka meowed in her “sleep,” reminding us we weren’t alone, and the moment cooled before I was ready. We both pulled back, faces flushed and breathing a little harder than just sitting in the dirt normally caused.

      He pulled back with a satisfied half-smile on his face and brushed a stray hair from my eyes.

      “You know, Jasmine is just jealous of you,” he said.

      Her words about taking the caravan resurfaced. “Because I help run the caravan? She has no idea that it’s nothing to be jealous of.”

      He shook his head. “Because Alex loves you and not her.”

      That was not what I’d expected to come out of his mouth. I scrambled to find a retort, but hearing the words out loud stole my breath as if that damn knife was back in my belly. My face rapidly heated and I found myself grateful we weren’t very close to the rest of the caravan.

      “I don’t want that from him.” I looked away from Mac, into the trees and then back. “Maybe I did once, a long time ago. But now, things are different. I’m different. I’m not a kid anymore.”

      Mac smiled at me. “I’m so very glad you’re not. Or I’d be in serious trouble right now.” He ran a hand from my collarbone closest to him all the way down my arm to my fingertips, a blazing line of heat following his touch. Sure, I was still wearing a bra, but the way he looked at me made me feel naked.

      And I didn’t mind one bit.

      Oka yawned and stretched. “Let’s see what Richard is up to.”

      I blinked down at her. “What?”

      “Richard. Leader of the caravan. I know you’re injured and all,” she eyed my mostly naked torso, “but if Jasmine is causing grief with you, she’ll be causing it with him too.”

      Crap on soggy crackers, she was right. “I need a shirt. I can’t go—”

      “I’ll get one.” Mac was up and gone in a flash. He jogged away from me and I watched him go, a tremor of trepidation chasing through me. Of watching Mac leave.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle. No, he wouldn’t just leave. He wasn’t that way.

      I needed to clear my head. But was that even possible with Mac and Alex in the same caravan? Add in Jasmine pissing in the waters. It was too much.

      “I’d almost rather have some murderous witch chasing after us,” I muttered out loud.

      Oka snorted. “We did that already. I’d rather not repeat it.”

      “Yeah, but in some ways that was more straightforward than this shit.” I waved a hand as if that encompassed Mac, Alex, Jasmine, the caravan with no food, Stefan behind us and gods knew what in front.

      Mac reappeared, jogging back to me with a shirt in hand. Black, it was at least without holes.

      “Thanks,” I said as he helped me pull it on. I bit the insides of my cheeks as I lifted my arm on the side where I’d been stabbed. “Fucking runty bitch.”

      “You think she knows that runt doesn’t mean runt exactly?” Oka asked.

      “I hope she does. I just didn’t want to burn the ears of those a bit more conservative,” I said. Mac picked up my cloak and swept it back over my shoulders.

      “She might be a runty asshole, but she’s not stupid. She knows,” he said with a smile. I laughed and then grimaced.

      “No laughing.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Once more put back together, I walked toward the caravan. My words to Mac caught up to me.

      I’d given my heart to Mac. But I still loved Alex. So was I lying to Mac, or just myself?

      Alex had held my heart for so long, could I really give it to someone else? I knew the answer the second I looked at Mac.

      He raised a brow over those blue eyes and winked.

      “I think I’m falling in love with you.” The words slid out of me and I let them fall, despite the fear they produced that I’d lose him. That I somehow was making the wrong choice. His eyes widened and the look in them said it all. He already knew, the bugger. I held up a single finger. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Never. But I’ll be holding it over you for the rest of your life.” He reached over and swatted a hand against my ass. Not hard, but hard enough to make me jump and then wince.

      “Well done, you handsy bear,” Oka snapped. “Why don’t you just punch her in the belly while you’re at it?”

      I wrapped a hand around my middle. Mac grimaced. “I’m sorry, that was not thought through.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” Oka put herself between us. “Don’t make me return the gesture.”

      I doubted she meant in her smaller form. I could all too easily see her as a tiger swatting at Mac’s ass. The image made me smile.

      A few minutes later, we found Richard pacing near the trucks. Hands on his hips, he kept shaking his head.

      “Dick. What’s up?” I put a hand on his arm, slowing his pacing. He turned to me, face grim. Voice low.

      “There’s not enough food.”

      I nodded. “We’ll hunt this afternoon. It’ll be fine.”

      He shook his head. “There’s not enough, Pamela.” He was so quiet, as if he’d given up. “After all this time. Everything we worked for, all we’ve survived. We’re going to starve to death because we were hit not by a group of supernaturals, but by our own kind.” Anger flashed in his eyes, but it was quickly crushed by the weight of the situation.

      I looked past him into the truck, unable to see just how much there was, and not really needing too. We knew there wasn’t enough.

      “Richard. How are we going to find more food with so many injured?” I said. Not to mention the deaths of so many of the shifters. He met my eyes for the first time. Fear and complete surrender to the situation darkened his gaze.

      “I don’t know. Take a look, you tell me how long you think we will last,” He gestured toward the truck.

      Mac and Oka followed me as I walked to the freshly anointed supply truck, since the original had exploded when Stefan attacked us.

      I climbed into the back and lifted the tarp over the supplies. A few boxes, some opened and only partially full, but the entire amount didn’t even fill a quarter of the truck bed. This wouldn’t last us more than a week. And that was if it were rationed severely.

      “Jasmine wasn’t lying,” I said and my voice wanted to echo in the empty space our food should’ve occupied. I wanted to believe that she’d been lying. “There’s maybe enough food for a week. Maybe.”

      I lifted a box, thinking about all those who were injured. “We’ll have to hunt, those who aren’t badly injured. We’ll have to find a way to forage for food. Oka and I did it for years, we just have to do it again.”

      I looked down at Oka and she looked right back, her chartreuse eyes unblinking. Because while I was right that we had done that for years, the truth was we’d been at the end of our reserves when we’d stumbled onto Richard’s caravan.

      But there was hope. There was food out there just waiting to be plucked out of the wilds.

      At least, that’s what I thought.
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      “Plucked out of the wilds, huh?” Richard shot me a look on the third day that we’d had no luck on the river or from the scattered forest. This was beyond anything I’d ever seen.

      Oka spoke to me quietly as she leaned over the edge of the bank in her tiger form, unmoving, waiting for something to come by.

      “There aren’t even any minnows. No birds, mice, rats, nothing.”

      I made my way down to the river edge, checking on the different poles set up, checking with those manning them.

      “No bites,” was the refrain over and over.

      Richard walked with me. “We’ll have to move again is all,” I said. “A different part of the river has to have fish.”

      Just one of those huge fish with razor-sharp teeth would feed half the caravan for a day. And they weren’t that hard to catch. Yet, there was not a single one.

      The silence of the woods was almost deafening. Nothing stirred, not even the rustle of leaves as a bird took flight.

      I’d sent the shifters out in groups of twos and threes, searching for game. I had my fingers crossed that they would at least come back with a few archies. Not much, but those little feathery lizards had saved me and Oka more than once in the past.

      The day slid by and my hope went with it.

      Something was happening to send the game away, and I had a creeping feeling I knew who was doing it. Though how, I had no idea.

      Crimson came to me late in the day with a stony face. “Alpha. I’m afraid I have bad news.”

      I would’ve tried for a joke but I didn’t have the heart. “How bad?”

      “Worse than I could imagine.”

      My heart clenched. “Tell me.” I braced for the impact of her words, like a weapon coming to strike.

      She drew close, and lowered her voice, a waft of cougar musk rolling off her. “There is nothing. Not even small game like the archies. Everything is gone. We ranged as far as we could, like you said. I would not have believed it if I hadn’t seen it for myself.”

      I looked to Oka, who had pulled back from the riverbank to join our conversation. She nodded. “I haven’t seen an archie for days. Or smelled one for that matter.”

      “Damn it.” That was what I was afraid of. No one had an answer as to what was exactly going on. “This has to be Stefan,” I said.

      “How?” Crimson and Oka asked at the same time. “He has no magic, does he?” Crimson added.

      “I don’t know how. I just don’t … it’s a feeling, Crimson.” A gut feeling that the bastard had something to do with this. The timing of him destroying our food supplies was no small thing. Nothing in this world was a coincidence, I’d seen too much to believe that.

      Which meant I had to find out who he was working for or with. “That symbol on the Breaker I killed, did you see it, Crimson?”

      She blinked a few times. “The circle lines and dots? Yes, I saw it. Why?”

      I was grasping at straws; I knew I was. But what else was there to do? “Have you seen it anywhere else?”

      The cougar shifter frowned slowly. “There were marks in some of the trees, but I assumed they were remainders from the Rending.”

      “Show me.”

      She crooked a finger and started off at a good clip. She knew I’d been wounded and while I was healing, it was still tender and a run would do me no good. We walked down the length of the river for about half a mile and then she ducked into the trees. I followed her.

      “Crimson?” I pushed a tree branch out of my way. “You know I’m doing everything I can to protect everyone, don’t you?”

      She looked back to me. “You are my Alpha. I will go where you go. But … to answer you, yes, I believe you are doing what you can.” She stopped and pointed at a tree trunk. “Here.”

      I hurried the last few feet and stared up at the familiar brand burned into the trunk behind Crimson’s head.

      “I hate being right …” I ran my thumb over the two circles, connected by a line. One of the circles was open, and those three telling dots. It was just like the pattern on that Breaker’s arm, and on the creatures from before. Oka stood beside me, still in tiger form, and looked at it with me.

      “What do you make of it?” she asked.

      Crimson tapped it. “You think Stefan did this as a warning?”

      “One mark? Not much of a warning.” But I was wrong there, and I knew it before I even looked for more. It wasn’t just one mark. A little farther away, maybe ten feet, and another tree was marked with it.

      “Look.” I pointed and Crimson and Oka both turned. Oka sucked in a sharp breath.

      “This cannot be good.”

      In all directions, spaced evenly, almost pattern-like, tree after tree was marked with that same symbol.

      “Shit,” I said. I lifted my hand again and traced the pattern over and over. A low buzzing tingled under my fingertips, and the knowledge of what the symbol was there, just out of reach. I closed my eyes and leaned into it. A brand was made to mark ownership on animals … this was a brand we’d seen many times.

      Ownership.

      Possession.

      The land was possessed? My eyes flew open. “The land has been bound to someone or something. They are driving the animals away.”

      Footsteps turned my head, but neither Crimson nor Oka were surprised. Of course not, they’d heard Mac coming much farther off than me.

      He drew up next to me and looked at the symbol.

      “Is it even possible to bind the land?” He scrutinized one of the symbols, touching it carefully.

      “In the past, I would have said no,” I said. “But now? I don’t know. Anything is possible in this new world. The rules have changed, and we are all still playing catch-up.”

      Crimson shook her head. “Who could be doing this? You killed Madeline. Wasn’t she the one behind the markings?”

      I walked to another marked tree and touched it as if it would have more knowledge for me. “I thought so. But apparently I was wrong.” The thing was, if Madeline was not the big bad ugly, then someone else was. Someone Madeline had been attached to. Right before she’d died I’d asked her who owned her, and her neck had been snapped from within by some magic that was not mine.

      I had a feeling we were about to find out just who had been pulling Madeline’s strings.

      “What does this mean?” Crimson asked.

      I looked from Mac to her. “It means we’re in shit up to our shoulders, and pretty soon we’ll be over our heads if we don’t find a shovel to dig our way out.”

      “It means we need a solution,” Mac said. Much more helpful than my words. “I can go out and search. I’ll take Neil with me. I can cover ground faster with him directing above. I’ll go in one direction, a straight shot away southeast, toward the Haven, and see where the food starts. Whoever did this can’t bind the whole Earth. And maybe I’ll luck out and hit the Haven first.” That was beyond a long shot, we both knew that. But still, there was logic in it, to go the direction we needed to go anyway.

      I hesitated, not sure about sending him so far away. He leaned in close, picking up on my concerns, and touched my forehead with his. “I’ll be fine. And so will you. Oka will look after you. She was doing a fair job before I showed up.”

      “Watch it, bear. I was doing far more than a fair job.” She growled at him, showing her pearly white teeth.

      He nudged her with a closed fist on her shoulder and she took a mock swat at him.

      He kissed me, brief, hard, and full of possibilities. When he pulled back, he looked straight into my eyes. “Watch out for Jasmine. She’s up to something. I can feel it.” He looked at Oka and she nodded once as if they shared some silent communication only familiars understood.

      Crimson snorted. “Wolves are always the problem in the shifter world, Mac. You know that.”

      “I do,” he said, and then he and Crimson shared a quick look before his blue eyes came back to me.

      “Watch for the symbols,” I said. “If they start disappearing you should be hitting game. If I’m right about the land.” Gods above and below, let me be wrong. Let me be very wrong. Because if the land was bound against us, how the fuck were we going to survive?

      He nodded and planted one last kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      With no more words, he headed out of the woods, disappearing through the sparse trees. I heard the bike start, the engine a distant rumble already.

      Our bond stretched farther than I liked with each second that passed.

      I knew it was the smart move, but I still hated it.

      “Be safe,” I whispered to his back, before I turned away.

      “What would you have us do?” Crimson asked.

      “Tell everyone to stick close to camp. No point in expending more energy. We’ll stick to the river, so at least we’ll have water.”

      Crimson bobbed her head once and jogged away from me.

      I took my time walking back to the camp, feeling ridiculously lonely with Mac gone. Like a piece of me had wandered away.

      “Oh please, you still have me. Tuck in your bottom lip before you trip on it and make a fool of yourself,” Oka said as she trotted along beside me.

      I dropped a hand to her back. “Thanks for the, as always, wise words.”

      “That’s a cat’s job. To tell it how it is,” she said as she shifted back to her smaller form. She took less to keep alive that way. Maybe she’d find a bug or two.

      She shivered. “No. I’m not eating bugs again.”

      I smiled down at her and she gave me a kitty grin right back. We both knew she loved to chase spiders and other small bugs when she thought I wasn’t looking. The crunch of their shells had been heard more than once in the middle of the night.

      I’d barely taken two steps into the ring of the caravan where everyone had set up before the drama started again. A few shifters were there, but more than that, there was Jasmine. She saw me and her eyes lit up.

      She waved a hand above her head, a veritable Vanna White.

      “You’re all going to starve to death if you stay here. She isn’t even a shifter. Why be loyal to her as your Alpha?” Jasmine had her back to me as she spoke, throwing her arms in the air. The group of shifters eyed her, and I saw agreement in one or two of them.

      I didn’t have the time or energy for this. “Let me make this simple,” I said. They all turned to me, as did Jasmine. “If any of you don’t like the current situation and think you can do better on your own, you’re welcome to leave any time. You aren’t my slaves. I am not Madeline.”

      “We can’t leave. We’re bound to you as our Alpha,” Cale said, a falcon shifter. I wished Neil was still here, or Lynx. I knew they’d help quell the group after I’d saved their lives.

      I looked for Crimson, who was also missing. Damn it. “Fine. I’ll tell you what. Once we find food for everyone, any of you are welcome to challenge me for the spot, okay? Now that Madeline isn’t a threat, I don’t even need to be your Alpha.” I looked at their faces, one at a time, and not a single one of them could hold my gaze. Suddenly, they all found their feet very fascinating. “What I find disappointing is I thought we had a good mutual relationship going here. But if it’s become toxic in some way, you all know where the fucking door is.”

      Jasmine scoffed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “A mutual relationship. That’s funny. What do the weak as newborn kittens humans bring to the table, hmm? Nothing but trouble if you ask me. They draw predators, just like that Breaker group. And you’ve bound us to them as if they are worth protecting.”

      My spine tingled and if I’d had fur of my own I had no doubt it would be standing on end. “What’s this us bullshit, Jasmine? You are not part of this caravan. If you’re so unhappy, leave,” I challenged.

      She watched me, weighing her options, but I didn’t give her a chance to sort it out. I had bigger fish to fry than a dick-measuring contest with a damned she-wolf. “All of you have the same option. Leave if you want. That’s one less for us to feed when Mac brings back food.”

      A few of them slinked away. Jasmine stood her ground. Of course she did.

      As I stalked off, Oka right next to me, her posture matching my own, one of the shifters came in from the west. He hurried straight to me. “Alpha.”

      “Pamela,” I corrected as he slowed. “Just Pamela is fine.”

      “Pamela,” he repeated. He was a badger, and his black hair had a white streak down the center to match his animal form. “I’ve spotted the Breakers. Not two miles behind us.”

      “Well, shit.” With Mac gone … I knew he could find us if we had to move fast. Which we did now.

      “They’re tracking the caravan. Stalking it, and us,” Oka said. “It’s similar to Madeline’s tactics.”

      Yes and no. Madeline’s tactics had been about death and not much else. Stefan seemed to be strategizing.

      I looked down at her. “No, I think his plan is different.”

      The badger didn’t respond. The shifters knew she was my familiar, and that I could speak to her even if they couldn’t.

      “What should we do?” he pressed.

      “Get moving for one thing. Spread the word. I’ll get Richard and the others going.” He gave me a weird kind of half bow over clasped hands and took off to do as I asked.

      “I can smell Richard. He’s coming this way.” Oka bounded out ahead of me, her peach-orange coat standing out in the long grass. I followed as quickly as I could. Oka reached Richard first, of course, and leapt up to him, forcing him to catch her. He smiled at the cat.

      “Oka, feeling needy, are we?” He looked up and his smile fell as he saw my face.

      “We need to move. Stefan and his gang are only two miles behind us,” I said.

      He closed his eyes a moment and then nodded as he opened them. “You fueled the trucks up this morning?”

      I had and we both knew. “Yes. We’ve got enough to get a fair distance away.”

      He put Oka on the edge of the truck. “We keep running like this, they’ll find nothing but a bunch of starved to death bodies to poke at.”

      “Positive attitude, Dick. We’ll find our way out of this. We always do.” Although this time, I really wasn’t sure how or when. But there was no choice but to go.
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      Travel was slow with only two trucks, only one with an open bed. The Humvee held six, and had a few shifters perched on the roof. The other truck only had three seats up front and maybe fifteen people crammed into the bed. Even with both of them loaded there wasn’t enough room for everyone.

      Those walking were mostly shifters, though they took turns with a few of the human men. Everyone was exhausted and hungry, no one had the energy to move fast, even though the urgency was there. I told myself as long as we kept moving, we’d be fine. We just had to stay ahead of them. I even had some of the shifters go behind us and cover our tracks. Some of the more agreeable shifters, anyway. Jasmine was creating her own little revolution, it seemed, whenever Alex wasn’t looking.

      She was smart, I’d give her that. The woman was careful not to let anyone see her scheme. I only knew because Crimson kept close tabs on every shifter in the group. But, Jasmine would need more than herself and two others to really get any sort of coup going. So far, they were nothing more than a thorn in my side. Literally. Damned she-wolf and her poker. I put a hand to the wound. It ached off and on and was beginning to itch, a good sign.

      The whole day I’d barely seen Alex and I wondered if he was still out hunting. He’d taken Marley, said he’d wanted to teach her some hunting moves. They’d find us, I had no doubt about that. He had our scent now, and after three years of searching, I knew he wouldn’t let it go easily. Funny how I was less worried about him than Mac.

      I bumped into the person in front of me. Cale, the falcon shifter. He lifted his eyebrows at me and made a motion for me to pass him.

      “Better go see, Alpha.”

      I shot a look at him that made him quail. As well it should; the anger snapping through me woke the darkness.

      Burn the forest, Pamela. That will destroy the symbols, freeing the land.

      “No.”

      You embraced me and we defeated Madeline.

      “And I saw the cost. I won’t be that person,” I whispered the words. A few shifters still eyed me up.

      “What’s going on?” I asked in a louder voice as I pushed forward, but no one answered me. Everyone had their eyes fixed on whatever was up ahead. I slid through the bodies and they let me pass. Jasmine was off to one side and Alex and Marley stood close to her. Good, they’d made it back, at least.

      I found Richard at the head of the caravan, but I didn’t have to ask what he was looking at once I was there. A large wooden cross was jammed into the road, forcing every last one of us to go around it. To see it. Be completely and totally creeped out by it. Not because it was a cross, but because it had something written on it … in blood.

      “What does it say?” Richard asked.

      I looked at the letters but didn’t recognize them. They had the look of maybe a Middle Eastern language, but as much as I’d studied in the time before, I sure couldn’t place them.

      “I have no idea. I’ve not seen that language before. Maybe Russian?” I offered that last bit more, so I didn’t give him a big old goose egg.

      Richard looked at me as if he knew I was throwing out that last bit. I shrugged. “Could be. It could also be nothing,” I said. Though the blood was somewhat fresh, which couldn’t be good. I reached for my connection to Mac and felt him well to the south. Still ranging farther. At least it wasn’t his blood.

      “Pamela. It’s hard not to take something written in blood as a threat.” Richard said it so matter-of-factly, I really couldn’t argue with him.

      “That can’t be good,” Oka said as she sniffed at the letters. “Smells like deer, though. If someone wrote it recently then there could be game close by.”

      I nodded to her. That was a good point.

      “What do you think? Stefan’s gang?” Richard asked.

      “They’re behind us, as far as we know. Not ahead.” This new puzzle piece didn’t seem to fit anywhere in our current set of problems. And I sure as hell didn’t want to start working on a new puzzle at the moment.

      I shook my head, unable to make sense of it, but that feeling of dread built slowly in the pit of my stomach. Richard stepped back.

      “Everyone just be calm,” he called out. “Pamela is going to make sure it’s safe to proceed.”

      No pressure there at all.

      I lifted both hands and ran them over the cross. There was no magic in the wood, nothing of a trap that had been set up for us. That had to be good. Didn’t it?

      “Oka, what do you want to bet we won’t like the answer to this riddle when we find it?”

      “Shrimp. I’ll bet you shrimp,” Oka said as she backed away from the strange cross and blood-stained message.

      I wished Mac was there. He might know what it said. Or at least what it could mean. One of the perks to him having more time on this earth than me or Oka. The only thing I could discern from the setup was that it was likely some sort of threat, or warning.

      But what good was that if I didn’t know who the message was from or what they were warning of? Color me suspicious, but I didn’t think it was Stefan or any other human for that matter. Which left a world of supernaturals to pick from.

      “Maybe, if we’re lucky, whoever left this message will find Stefan’s gang first, and they’ll kill each other off,” I said.

      Oka snorted. “Oh, Pamela, you’re funny. You and I are never lucky.”

      “Truer words were never spoken,” I said as I turned to find Richard approaching me again. “Let’s just keep going. There isn’t much to make of it. But be on your guard. Don’t put your weapons away. At least not until we are sure we are past whatever this section is.” Richard nodded, and relayed the instructions to the back of the caravan.

      I stood by the cross while the humans, then the shifters filed past it. Murmurs spread throughout the caravan, rippling back, but no one asked me a single thing about it, and I was glad for that. Goddess knew I didn’t have any answers.

      But the answer I didn’t want came sooner, rather than later, and as per usual, only left us with a heap of trouble we surely didn’t need.

      Fuck my life and the sideways plot twists it liked to take.

      Richard’s whistle pierced the air, and the caravan stopped once again, less than a mile from that damn cross. I pushed my way through the caravan once more, trying to get up to him as the humans’ murmurs got louder, and laced with fear.

      What I found was not what I would call comforting. Richard had stopped the caravan, the Humvee at the front. The three little kids, Ruby, Lily, and Frost, were in the safety of the armored vehicle, but the glass wasn’t tinted enough. Their faces were pressed against it, seeing the massacre at our feet.

      “Get them back!” I snapped at Chris, not caring if I hurt her feelings. She hated me. I wasn’t going to make her hate me any more, and she should have known to not let the littles see what was on the ground.

      Massacre, there was no other word for it. A flat-out massacre. Bodies were strewn everywhere, face up, face down, on their sides. They’d been here awhile, though, already starting to decay, their faces getting more and more skeletal looking, bits of flesh were flayed, and the smell … I put a hand to my nose and gagged.

      Oka leapt up and onto my shoulder. “Try not to get it on your shoes, you’ll stink for weeks.”

      I walked deeper into the camp that had been set up. Some of the bodies were curled as if they’d died cowering. Some were splayed out as if smashed by a blow so hard, they’d been sent flying. What in the fucking hell had done this?

      Above it all was that there was nothing but bodies. Whoever had done this took everything from them. There wasn’t a single vehicle. No weapons. No supplies. Some of the bodies were even naked. I kept a hand in front of my mouth, holding my cloak there to filter some of the stink.

      Nasty. Death and shit and rotting meat was a combination that made me glad my stomach was empty.

      “A dead man doesn’t need his shoes anymore, right?” Oka asked.

      “No, I suppose he doesn’t.”

      “Dead land?” Richard asked quietly, as if talking loudly would disturb the zombies.

      I shook my head. “No. No sign of a nest. Or any supernaturals for that matter.”

      I searched the area, finding those brands on the trees, but nothing else was out of place. And those markers hadn’t killed us. Yet. So what had killed the people here? Answers. I needed them, and I needed them now.

      “Oka, stay with Richard.” He looked at me with a question on his face. “I’m going hunting. Stay here. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Back the caravan up a hundred yards, away from this,” I waved my hand at the bodies.

      Richard rubbed his arm, clearly uncomfortable staying in what was essentially a graveyard. “Are you sure this is a good idea? Maybe we should just hurry through.”

      “And run into who did this? No. I’ll go first. Oka will call me back if anything happens. I won’t go far. I just want to see if I can find any clues as to who, or what, did this.”

      He nodded, and Oka shook her head, her claws digging into my shoulder. “I’m not staying with the humans. I’m not leaving you alone.”

      “I’m taking the bike,” I said and looked to her. Her eyes closed, and she swallowed hard.

      “I’ll be sure to keep the children safe,” she amended.

      “You do that,” I said. I made my way to where Lynx was pushing the bike Mac had left behind.

      “Alpha,” he said quietly, his head partially bowed. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      I managed a smile for him. “Thanks, Lynx but—”

      “I’ll go with her,” Alex said.

      “No,” I shook my head. “I’m fine on my own.”

      He shrugged and took the bike from Lynx. “Mac would kill me if I let you go by yourself.”

      “Then I’m driving.” I climbed on first, swinging my leg over. We’d be able to cover a lot of ground with it and be back to the caravan before most of them even noticed I was gone. That’s what I kept my focus on, not the man who settled behind me.

      I fired up the bike and looked at Richard. “I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      He nodded at me, and his gaze shifted behind me as I started to take off. A warm body curled around me, tucking close so we both fit on the bike. We nearly tipped all the way over, as the bike popped a wheelie. But Alex reached around me and took control from behind, and gunned the throttle, launching us into the wilderness.

      My mind whirled, landing on a singular thought as the scenery whizzed past us on the bike.

      This is going to be interesting.
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      Where there was love, there was hope, and there was enough love in our crazy pack to fill this world with hope.

      The words came back to me, echoing in my mind in the years since I’d left Rylee that fateful day. So much had changed. Lark had broken the world, reshaped it into something new in order to save it. And Pammy, no, Pamela. She was like a different person with only glimpses of the girl I’d known. I mean, I’d known she would have grown up, but I’d still seen her as the young Pam I’d fallen in love with.

      And yet, as I sat on the back of that bike, her cloak billowing around me, I knew there wasn’t anywhere else I’d rather be but here with her in this moment. I remembered promising Rylee I’d bring her home. But Pam was right. She belonged here with these people. They needed her. And I knew better than to try to separate my girl from one of her missions when her heart was set on it.

      The feel of her body against mine reminded me, pleasantly, that she wasn’t a girl anymore. I couldn’t help but catch the smell of her hair as I leaned into her, steering the bike through the rough terrain. It smelled of lavender, even though she probably hadn’t washed it for weeks. It was her magic; it had a smell all its own, even if she didn’t have full use of it.

      Suddenly, I realized I felt something I hadn’t since Rylee crushed me in her arms so long ago. A feeling of home, a feeling of being where I was meant to be and on top of it all, I was happy.

      So why did it have to be that way? She had a guy? How could that be? She’d moved on. I’d taken too long to find her. I’d taken a year to search only for my sister and I knew that was the reason why I’d missed my window with Pam. She was right to have found someone. She deserved to be happy too.

      So I would just have to be happy for her. That’s what you did when you loved someone, right? You made sure they were happy, even if it gutted you.

      As we drove, I wondered if maybe I should just go back to Rylee. To my first pack with her and Liam. Surely my place was still with them. I clung a little harder to Pam, the mere thought of leaving her here in the wild was a pain I wasn’t sure I could survive.

      And how disappointed would Rylee be when I showed up without Pam? I shook my head. She would understand. Pamela had a responsibility here. And that responsibility wasn’t to me or Rylee.

      Maybe I’d brought this on myself. I did show up with Jasmine. Jasmine. I clenched my eyes shut. That was a mistake I should never have touched. A mistake that was literally biting me in the ass. At first, she’d seemed like she was sweet, and needed help.

      Falling into her arms hadn’t been something I’d thought about. But it hadn’t taken me long to realize she was not the sweet woman I’d thought.

      Slowly, we brought the bike to a stop. We’d gone about five miles from the caravan. Far enough to get some space, and look around, but not too far if something happened and we needed to get back fast.

      “Pam. Why’d you have to hit Jasmine?” I asked as I climbed off the bike. That way, she couldn’t look at me, and I didn’t have to look at her.

      “If your girlfriend doesn’t want to get bitch slapped, she shouldn’t go around stabbing people in the side, Alex.”

      It felt like she’d slapped me, not Jasmine. “What?”

      She climbed off the bike and faced me, fire in her eyes. But there was no lie there. The truth was so thick on her, I could smell it, something I had trouble discerning with Jasmine. She lifted the edge of her shirt, the bandage patched over the side of her belly tinged with a little pink. “She stuck me and left the knife in for good measure. She’s lucky I didn’t skin her alive.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me before this?” I asked. She’d been avoiding me, and I’d been doing the same. Mostly because it was hard to see the way she looked at Mac. She loved him, and he adored her, and it was like a kick to the balls. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Pam. I should’ve known better than to believe her. She … knows how to lie.”

      Pam snorted. “No shit.” She shook her head as she got off the bike. “Why do you stay with her then?” Her question wasn’t accusatory, though. It was quiet, almost like understanding.

      “Marley is why.”

      She shook her head. “That makes no sense.”

      I sighed. “Two of us watching out for a youngling is better than one. Better odds at keeping Marley alive. See?”

      Her face softened. “Of course. A sacrifice for the kid. That I understand.” She looked away, and I wondered if she was talking about those kids in the caravan, or someone else.

      “And Marley. She’s a good kid. She didn’t deserve what happened,” I added.

      She looked at me, blue eyes shadowed with old pain. God, I wished I could smooth it away from her. “Neither did you, Alex. The only one who deserves what they get is me. I caused this. I made it happen.”

      That startled me. “You think I don’t consider myself to blame?”

      She smiled, but it was tired and sad. “I called you through the Veil. That was the only way Lark could have broken the world.”

      “And I had a choice to come to you or not,” I said. “I will always choose you, Pam. Always.”

      Her back was to me and her shoulders hitched. Shit, was she crying?

      “Let’s check things out here.” Her voice was steady. “Hopefully, we can find something.”

      In other words, that line of discussion was over. My mouth quirked to one side. That much about her hadn’t changed.

      We explored the nearby woods in silence for a bit until Pam spoke up. “You know, I really thought Marley was dead based on what her sister had told me. I’m glad you helped her. Her sister would have been so happy to know she was alive. Maybe not a wolf, but alive.” Her dry tone was not lost on me.

      But it didn’t match the pain in her eyes which was plain as day. I didn’t like it. I wanted to do something to take it away, to make her smile again. I could be her friend if I couldn’t have her in my arms. “Well, I couldn’t leave her there. You would’ve done the same thing.”

      She didn’t say anything, so I pressed her a little more. “What happened to you, Pam? Really?”

      She let a bitter laugh out, a sound I didn’t even know she could make. “A lot of things happened, Alex. Losing my abilities was … I might as well have had all four limbs cut off. That’s what it feels like. Every day was—is—a new fight for survival. A new darkness I have to stand against. A new low in my heart. Then I found this caravan, and it was like, I found my purpose for still being alive. Whether I wanted it or not.” She chuckled a bit, and I knew there was more to the story than she was giving me.

      “And Mac?” I asked, knowing I was venturing into dangerous territory.

      “Alex …” There was that pain again in her voice. I’d caused it that time. Shitty, shitty, shit, shits. I was an idiot for bringing it up.

      “I’m sorry—”

      Before I could set it right, a huge creature exploded out of the bushes, snarling and moving so fast, its body was a blur at first.

      “Pam!” I yelled her name as I pulled my blades. I’d protect her the best I knew how. I’d gotten pretty good with them over the last three years. The creature slowed as it saw my blades and stance.

      And then I really got a look at what it was. Fuck me sideways.

      An ogre? I thought they were all dead and gone, minus the babies Rylee was raising. The big grumpy bastard was growling and roaring like he had some claim to the land. He had thick gray skin and two spiked clubs, one in each hand. He’d slowed, but then came at us again, madder than a hornet whose nest had been shaken repeatedly.

      And yes, I’d done that once as a boy. It hadn’t ended well for me.

      “We don’t want to hurt you …” Pam said. Was she was actually trying to talk to the ogre?

      Even I knew better than that.

      He growled at her and raised his clubs. Like he actually thought he’d get a hit on her. I would’ve laughed at him, but my anger made it come out like a growl instead.

      “You’re in my territory,” he snarled.

      “Territory? This land belongs to you? Are you the one chasing all the game off?” Pammy asked. I noticed that her hands were clenched tightly at her sides like she was holding back. But holding back what?

      I turned my attention fully to the ogre and watched him closely. He held the clubs up, like he might take a swing at us, but his grip was loose. His heart wasn’t in it. Or maybe he’d run out of food too and was weak.

      “Pam, come on. You can’t convince these big dumb bastards of anything,” I said, trying to get her to back off, give me some space so I could get rid of him.

      But she wouldn’t.

      He rolled his head from side to side. “Not me chasing game. I’m not in the habit of chasing things, see. I wait for them to come to me. Like you two. Ringing my dinner bell like you did.”

      In an instant, his stance changed, and he cocked both wrists, changing his hold on his weapons. This was going sideways like shit on ice. Slippery as hell, let me tell you.

      Pam had some tricks of her own up her sleeve, and whipped out two crescent-shaped blades as she took a defensive stance of her own. “Fine. Try it and see what happens, you dumb fuck.”

      Damn it, her language had gotten bad.

      But I kind of liked it. I couldn’t help grinning at the thought of her potty mouth. And kissing it hard.

      The ogre saw my grin and roared as he swung at me. “You laughing at me, puny?”

      His one big movement gave me plenty of time to duck out of the way. But the follow-through headed right for my girl.

      “Pam!”

      “On it,” she said as she ducked out of the way, then came through with a swing of her own blades. One weapon sliced the end of the club closest to her clean off. Those blades of hers were like mine then, edged with some sort of spell to cut like a mother fucker. Good for us, very bad for Mr. Ugly there.

      The spiked end fell to the ground between them and she eyed him. “You done being a jackass?”

      Nope, he wasn’t, and obviously didn’t realize just what he faced. Because instead of throwing up his hands and walking away like he should’ve, like I would’ve if I was up against her, he screamed low and loud, like some kind of ogre temper tantrum. I almost thought he’d stomp his feet for good measure.

      He swung his other club the opposite direction, bringing it around to Pam’s side first, and she ducked, easily missing it. “Alex, look alive,” she shouted. But I saw it coming.

      I ran at him, and tucked my blades away, knowing I wouldn’t need them for this fool. I ducked low, and hit him hard, square in the middle of his belly as his club sailed over my head. Some of the spikes grazed my back, stinging like a venomous cacti I’d encountered early on in our journey.

      That was going to leave marks.

      “Alex,” Pam screamed. She seemed worried, but I had this. I’d taken ogres down before with Rylee. You just had to get them around the neck, cut off the blood supply to their tiny brains and they went right down.

      He was solid though and didn’t waver as much as I thought he would when I body slammed him.

      I caught a glimpse of movement as Pam charged in while the ogre pinwheeled madly, arms swinging wide now that I had him around the middle. I just had to adjust my grip and drive a foot behind one of his tree trunk legs and he’d be on the ground.

      “Come on, you stinky fucker,” I growled as I wrestled to get my leg into position.

      Pam beat me to it. She slid into the ogre and kicked her foot around, sweeping his legs out from under him. That move I knew she’d learned straight from Rylee and it gave me just enough leverage to switch my grip as he fell, rolling him so I was on his back. I wrapped one arm around his neck and pulled with my other hand in a sleeper hold that should have him out in no time.

      That bastard was heavy, though. And squirmy. He wiggled and gasped as I bore down, putting everything I had into the hold.

      There was a split second where he went still. “Nighty night,” I said and then he slumped forward, putting his neck even harder into my arm. As he went limp, I let him drop the rest of the way. He hit the ground with a heavy thud.

      I was breathing hard and sweat slid down my face. I turned to look at Pam. She stared at me a moment and I looked down at my shirt. “What?”

      “Just … it’s strange to see you fight. Like that. On two legs, no stumbling, not afraid.” She shook her head.

      I wiped the front of my pants off, for lack of something to do with my hands. I didn’t know what to say to that. Did it bother her that I was no longer bound into a broken body?

      “Now what?” I asked her.

      She tucked her blades away and went back to the bike. She lifted the seat and took out a length of rope. Silently, she tossed me one end, her meaning clear.

      We made short work of tying him up even though I wasn’t sure it was the best idea.

      “We should let him go,” I suggested, not wanting any more to do with him. We’d already been away from the caravan longer than we meant to, and still hadn’t found the source of the massacre, though I had a dark suspicion we were looking at it. I wasn’t about to say that to Pam. “We need to get back.”

      Pam didn’t look at me when I spoke. Her eyes were trained on the ogre, and I saw something there, something that scared me. It was like a living mist billowing up from her soul, covering her in blackness that was not my girl.

      “We’re not letting him go.” I almost didn’t recognize her voice, for the darkness in it. My heart raced. This was what she meant when she talked about the darkness. That she faced it every day. Not the darkness of the world, but whatever lurked inside her, the same thing that had pushed her to do wild and dangerous things before was still there.

      And it was stronger, just as she was.

      I couldn’t go back to Rylee now. Pam was fighting something she couldn’t win on her own. She still needed me.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.
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      The fact that we’d taken down an ogre together should have made me proud, but I only really saw that the ogre could be useful. He knew the area, he could help us navigate it.

      “You can’t reason with ogres, you know that,” Alex said.

      “What about Dox? He was one of Rylee’s closest friends and allies. And he was an ogre.”

      “Yeah. Blue-skinned. Mild-tempered. Not gray. Gray is bad, if I recall.” He paced around. “Pam. Let’s just untie him and go. We can be gone before he comes around. He’s like a damn endangered species. I don’t think we should kill him.”

      The thing was, I wanted to kill the gray-skinned ogre. The urge to slice him open and make him beg for mercy because he’d attacked us was barely in check.

      I knew it was the magic in me, egging on that inclination to kill even when I didn’t need to. There was no reason for it, though, which is why I wanted to try to speak with him. I had to prove to myself that I could control the magic and the urges it produced in me.

      It didn’t take long for him to come around. His eyelids flickered and he yawned like he was waking from a nap. Slowly, with a groan he tried to stretch, and quickly realized he couldn’t. We’d done a rather good job tying his big hands behind his back, and to his feet for good measure.

      “What’s this?” he asked, his voice rather hoarse, the confusion on his face comical.

      “An intervention,” I said simply.

      You could kill him so fast, he wouldn’t even feel it. Take his strength and use it to heal that wound fully, I can show you how.

      I rolled my shoulders, to shake the dark thoughts away. Because the idea that I could siphon the ogre’s strength was a siren’s call. To be stronger, that had been my goal my whole life.

      I dropped to my knees next to him, and I felt Alex move uncomfortably behind me. He moved so he was near the ogre’s head, a blade drawn.

      I focused on the gray eyes of the ogre. Gray like a distant storm cloud. “I knew an ogre once. One of the bravest souls I ever met. When the darkness came for this world, he fought beside us against the demons. You could never match him, nor take his place. But I’d welcome you to try.” The challenge hung in the air as the ogre watched me with those cloudy gray eyes. He was considering my words, not outright denying me.

      That had to be a good sign.

      In the silence, my hope grew. Killing him would be unnecessary. He would be an ally. I could see it all play out. The humans would hate it, but we’d be safer having an ogre on our side and likely he knew the area. Where we could find food.

      The downside about hope was, once planted, it grew like a damned weed, spreading until you were filled with it. That was until someone ripped it out by the roots.

      And that’s exactly what that piece of gray shit did.

      He spit in my face. The saliva stank of garbage and it dripped from my nose as the rage rolled over me.

      “Dox,” the ogre said. “I knew him. He was a weak outcast and fool. And now he’s dead.”

      He is no loss. Take him, daughter. Take him and grow in strength.

      I let the smile on my face spread slowly, and his eyes widened as did my lips. “Well, say hello to him for me, then.”

      I pulled one of my blades and lifted it. My magic was unnecessary here despite its need to be free. The cost was too great. With him tied, my blades would do the trick. And the magic would still have its blood.

      And his strength.

      I snapped my arm forward, and the ogre jerked as if he’d twist away from me.

      A hand caught my arm, the fingers digging into my skin. I whipped my head to the side.

      “Alex, let me go.”

      “No.” His skin was hot against mine and I tried to jerk away from him, but he held fast. The funny thing was, the longer he held on, the more the darkness receded, writhing as if it wanted nothing to do with him. And the clearer my head was, the less I wanted to kill the piece of shit in front of me.

      Even if he had spit on me.

      Alex held me a moment longer and then he tipped his head, silently beckoning me to follow him. He didn’t let my arm go and I didn’t fight him as we walked toward the bike, and he lowered his voice. “Think we should butcher him here? Everyone back at the caravan is hungry. He’d feed us at least a week.”

      I nodded, surprised and even a little shocked at his practicality. This was not the direction I thought he’d take. And then he gave me a quick wink.

      It took me a moment to catch on. Of course, Alex wasn’t that cruel. But he was smart. “Good idea. We want the meat to be fresh. How will we get him back? Drag him behind the bike?” I raised my voice loud enough for the ogre to hear us.

      “If it’s fresh meat you’re after, I know where you can get some,” the ogre called.

      “Is that so? Wouldn’t happen to be a little caravan about five miles from here, would it?” I challenged, in no mood to play games with him.

      He licked his lips, and I wondered if he was responsible for the caravan massacre behind us. The thought lit my rage on fire once more, and I struggled to dampen the blaze. This anger had nothing to do with my magic and everything to do with justice.

      We weren’t finished getting information out of him.

      “No. Although that does sound like a treat.” He looked away from me, and I knew he was hiding something. Some important detail that would make me regret striking any kind of deal with him. But if he had food, he might be useful. For a length of time, anyway.

      “What of this meat then? Why don’t you get it?” Alex asked. “You’re weak, or we wouldn’t have beaten you so easily.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I said nothing.

      The ogre rolled his head from side to side. “I have enough of my own.”

      I hesitated at his comment. He had enough. I wanted badly to circle back to that. What exactly did he have in this barren land? It took all my willpower to move forward.

      “And you can vouch for the food you’re talking about?” I asked.

      “I can,” he answered. “I can show you the way. You’ll have to do the rest.”

      I hesitated and looked at Alex. “What do you think?”

      “Unless Mac finds something…” We’re screwed, those were the unspoken words. He turned his head back to the ogre. “What else is in this place?” Alex asked.

      “Fruit, grains, anything you could possibly need. Blinking scads of it. More than you puny twerps could ever eat.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Roe.”

      “Roe. I’m not sure if it’s nice to meet you quite yet,” I said.

      “Fair enough.” He didn’t struggle at his bonds while he watched me consider.

      “So, what exactly is your offer here? You take me to this magical storehouse of food, and in exchange …”

      “You let me go on my merry blooming way, maybe I’ll take a box or two of the goodies and such, but that’s it. If you know ogres, you know that once we’re beaten we don’t tend to fight back. I’m a veritable pussy cat now,” the ogre filled in and then smiled. Yeah, that look didn’t help me with the fangs on his upper teeth.

      “I doubt that,” I muttered.

      I looked at Alex again. Roe wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. His face remained frustratingly neutral. If he had an opinion on the matter, he was keeping it to himself, that was for sure. It was a horrible idea to bring Roe back to the caravan. No way should I consider it. But we needed food and he might be our only solid lead. Fuck, I hated adulting some days. There was no good choice here.

      “How do I know you aren’t lying? How do I know the second I take you back to my caravan, you won’t lead us into some kind of trap?” The possibilities were endless. He could take us to Stefan’s gang, or whoever had bound the land. Which was worse?

      Mischief danced in the ogre’s eyes. “I suppose you don’t, do you, young witch?”

      The emphasis he placed on that last word got my wheels turning. Could I bind him to me? I thought back on how Sage, the caravan’s previous witch, and I had combined our magic to protect the troop. Would this be a similar usage with a totally different outcome? Could I force him to do what I wanted?

      The thought gave me the shivers. You could do whatever you wanted with him, the magic whispered to me.

      “Oh, just fuck off,” I said to the magic.

      The ogre looked at me and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll do whatever you’re interested in, sweet cheeks. If you ask nice enough.”

      I glared at him and he winked at me. Goddess, the very thought made me want to vomit.

      “What are you thinking, Pam?” Alex asked.

      “I’m thinking I want to throw up,” I said with a grimace.

      “No, about the food.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek a moment, working it through in my mind before I spoke.

      “I might be able to bind him to me. Just as this land seems to be bound to someone. He’d be forced to do what I said then. We’d know if he was lying. Or if he was leading us into a trap.”

      “Well, why not do that?” Alex asked as if it was the simplest, most obvious solution in the world. Which was exactly why I was leery of it.

      But I couldn’t think of anything else, so I nodded. “Yes. I think I will. It’s the only choice we have.”

      Sweat started down my spine immediately. Because I would have to tap into the magic in my blood.

      I sat myself cross-legged in front of the ogre. “Piss off, witch! I didn’t agree to be bound to your scrawny ass!” He tried to scoot away from me, but he really couldn’t get very far. The more he struggled, the tighter his bonds got. Some knot Alex must have learned in his travels. I nodded approval at him while watching Roe struggle, and he beamed at me.

      I turned my face to Alex. “Grab me, if it gets too … dark.”

      “You got it.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on using spirit. The darkness in me hissed and danced away as I threaded spirit through the crack in the bracelet. Minutes ticked by before I felt like there was enough in my hands in order to begin the delving. Grey ogres were said to have some magic. All I had to do was find it, and grab hold of it, and I’d be able to bind him.

      “No. I didn’t agree to this,” Roe said, struggling harder against the ropes.

      I cracked open an eye. “What’s wrong, Roe? You can’t possibly be scared of a scrawny witch like me.”

      “Hell, yes, I’m scared. Ogres know better than to give their blinking flippity magic to a witch. Even one as little as you can be a compost heap load of trouble.”

      I snorted, his language making me think of other ogres I’d known and their penchant for creative cussing. “Roe. You have no idea how big a load of trouble I can be.”

      He fought harder, and whatever magic he had was either too small for him to use, or he hid it well. I was pretty sure it was the former. Any mage worth their salt would have had those ropes untied in seconds.

      Roe was fighting as hard as he could to keep me from getting to it.

      I took a deep breath and listened to the sound of the woods around me. Nothing moved except the wind in the leaves above us. No birds sang. No creatures stirred. I could feel Alex behind me, breathing slowly, watching me closely. I clung to his energy, knowing he would help me keep the darkness back while I worked.

      If you embrace it, claiming him would be easy.

      I shook my head and frowned. I would never embrace the magic. Not when it was so wild. It was more likely to kill the damned ogre than let him lead us to the food. Then we’d really be up shit creek without an oar in sight.

      Alex must’ve seen my struggle. He walked closer to me until his leg was right next to me, almost touching me on my left. His presence quieted the darkness and I kept spooling spirit through me. This would take more time, and energy, but it would be worth it in the end. I took another deep breath, and focused on Alex’s presence, letting him be a light to chase back the dark.

      I turned my attention to the ogre.

      “You know, it’s not a store room, or warehouse,” the ogre said, his voice higher than normal, and laced with panic.

      Again, I cracked an eye. “Oh no?” He was trying to distract me, but it didn’t matter. Either way, I would have the information I needed. If I didn’t have to peel it from his mind with spirit, all the better.

      He bobbled his head. “It’s a ginormous garden. Where things grow without any real work. Cattle roam shitting all over the damn place, free like, ripe for the taking. They even have pigs rooting around causing all sorts of fucking havoc.”

      “Pigs?” I quirked an eyebrow up. Pigs. When was the last time I had a slice of bacon? My mouth watered at the thought.

      I looked at Alex and he swallowed hard. Clearly his mind went to the same place. Bacon. Sizzling, hot, salty, smoky bacon with just a hint of sweet, maybe maple.

      “And how is it you know about this magical place?” I asked. It sounded too good to be true, which meant it probably was.

      He clammed up. But it didn’t matter. “Fine. I’ll find out about it eventually.”

      “I deal with many powerful people who wander into my territory. Maybe you are one of them. Maybe you aren’t. I make deals all the blinking buggering time.” His eyes were on mine. “Maybe I found out about it from one of them.”

      “Did this powerful person who told you about a magical garden happen to massacre a caravan about five miles back?” I figured I’d cover two questions at one time.

      He laughed. He actually laughed. “No, you little finking fool. That was me. They wandered onto my land. The price was paid. And that other crew was very grateful for the supplies I offered them. They compensated me quite nicely for the things I took from those squatters.”

      “You killed them?” The rage was on me in an instant. The darkness coursing through my veins, beating against my skin, demanding to get out.

      He looked at me with no remorse, not a single care in the world. “So? Some of them were a little tough, but there were some rather juicy morsels among them.”

      Kill him. Make him pay the price. You are death, you are justice. Let us have him, Pamela.

      I wanted to say yes. Every fiber of my being said yes. Do it. He deserves it. The only thing that stayed my hand was the small promise of food we so desperately needed. That my family needed.

      Roe squinted at me. “Didn’t you see my warning? I marked my territory pretty damned clearly.”

      Warning. The cross. Fuck, the language must’ve been ogre. “Unfortunately, no one except you reads ogre, you bloody fucking moron!”

      I took a deep breath, the death magic bubbling just below my fingertips. He must’ve seen it too, because he squirmed in front of me. “What are we up against here, Roe? I assume we can’t just walk into that garden and ask nicely for a portion of it?”

      “No, probably not. I just saw it from a distance.” He scooted back a few inches, tucking his legs away from me.

      I had to make an impression on him, had to. “Goddess, Roe. What the fuck do you know? Because at this rate, it’s not enough to bother keeping you alive. Is that clear enough for you?”

      He swallowed hard, his throat bobbing. “I know where it is. I know where there’s food that could feed you all for years. I can take you to the garden.”

      I stared hard at him, wondering if he was lying. I shot Alex a look and he gave me the subtlest of nods. Roe was telling the truth, or the truth as far as he knew it.

      And there was the rub. The risk-to-gain ratio was not in our favor unfortunately, but we didn’t have options at this point. We needed food.

      I sighed and closed my eyes again. It wasn’t the best way forward, and not a path I wanted to take, but it was the only way I could see. Maybe Mac would come back with good news, but I already knew he wouldn’t. Whoever had blocked the land had done it to wear us down.

      “Roe,” I said quietly. “If you help us, I will help you. I will let you go if you want, or I will do my best to keep you safe.”

      “I don’t need a witch to keep me safe. I’ve had quite enough of you loopy fucking witches.”

      His words made me think he’d had a run-in with Madeline. I stared hard at him.

      “Ah, let me be crystal fucking clear, ogre. If you don’t help us, I’ll slice you up and feed my caravan off you for weeks. Tit for tat, wouldn’t you agree, Roe?” I let the darkness reach my eyes, and he swallowed hard again, but had nothing else to say.

      He killed all those people. Showed them no mercy. Stole everything they had and sold it to a man who was trying to kill me and my caravan, better equipping him to do so. Roe deserved to die. The words tumbled over and over in my mind. But the promise of good food, not ogre meat, but fruit, vegetables, pigs; it was too much to pass up. The potential was too sweet.

      That’s why I kept him alive. That’s what I told myself. Not because I was fighting the urge to slice him open.

      And that’s all the motivation I needed to push my anger back as far as it would go. “I’m still binding you,” I said.

      “No!” He roared and fought but Alex’s knots held him tight.

      I went to work, searching for his magic, weaving my meager amount of spirit through him. His defenses were still high, but I managed to work what I had to my advantage.

      I found his magic there, deep inside him. I used his own magic against him and paired it with what little bit of spirit I had access to, grabbing a firm hold on him. Like a short leash on a very big, very ugly dog.

      When I opened my eyes, he was mine. It wasn’t quite control like I thought it would be, but I had the pulse of his magic as if it were under my fingers. He would never do anything to hurt me while I had that connection.

      I stood, and grimaced, my wound reminding me that I was not infallible. Roe glared at me. I arched an eyebrow. “Roe, you ready to go?”

      “You didn’t have to do that, you pimple popping prissy. I would’ve led you to the garden anyway.”

      I couldn’t help it, I laughed at him. “I doubt that very much. Personally, I think you’ll try to kill me and my entire caravan, just for the hell of it. So let’s just call this an insurance policy. You try anything, and I’ll drop you like a stone in the river.”

      He frowned at me as I bent and cut the rope. Roe flexed his hands and rubbed at his wrists. “I don’t like you.”

      “Feeling is mutual.” I tucked my blades back in their sheaths. “Get up, Roe. We have a ways to go.”

      Alex walked back to the bike and shook his head.

      “We’ll have to walk back,” Alex said. “Big ass over there would bust the springs if it was just him on the bike.”

      “Big ass would like to bust your skinny springs,” Roe muttered.

      I ignored them both. “Then we better get moving. Five miles will take us a couple hours if we’re quick about it.”

      I thought about sending Alex back on the bike ahead of me to get the caravan moving this way. But I dismissed it before it fully formed. There was no way he’d leave me alone with Roe.

      I reached out through my bond to Oka and called her to me.

      Bring the caravan this way, we have a direction.

      Her agreement was swift. We’d meet them partway, that would cut the travel time in half at least.

      As we started walking, a feeling of unease settled over me. We needed a solution to our caravan starving, and one had jumped out of the woods at me. Yes, it had tried to kill me, and it was fraught with potential pitfalls, but still … it all seemed too easy. That ease made my skin itch and left me with a sense of being stalked.

      Because easy was what got people killed.
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      An hour later, headed our way was a pert peachy orange cat, her eyes catching the dim light here and there and flashing bright green.

      “Imma eat that cat,” Roe said.

      “You will do no such thing,” I snapped. “She’s my familiar, you dumb fuck.”

      He grunted as I used our connection to push him back a few steps. Just to make sure he remembered who was running the show.

      Oka slowed as we approached her.

      “How far back are they?” I asked, wanting to know how much more time I had to prepare for the inquisition I’d face over the ogre in my charge. Rightfully so, too.

      She stared up at Roe and ignored my question. “What the hell is that? It looks like a zombie on steroids.”

      “His name is Roe,” I said. “And he knows where there’s a semi-magical garden filled with food.” There, that sounded better than he thinks there might be, maybe, a place with food of all sorts but he’s never actually been in the garden.

      She tilted her head and looked at him. I twisted around to do the same. Tattered clothes hung on his body, and his gray skin really did give him an undead appearance. She wasn’t far off the mark. Oka wrinkled up her nose. “Really? And you believed him?”

      “Nope. I bound him to me. So if he’s lying we’ll feed the caravan with him.” I smiled.

      She nodded in approval. “Oh. I like that idea. But he looks as though he’d taste like shit.”

      I was grateful Roe couldn’t hear her assessment. Alex snorted. “I’m with you on that, cat.”

      I didn’t bother to ask if Mac was back yet. His bond to me was stretching still farther as he covered more ground. Even though the caravan had moved, I knew he’d find me. We were never lost to each other, as long as one of us was alive, just as Oka could find me anywhere.

      “The humans won’t like this new addition,” Oka said.

      “No shit,” I said. “But I don’t see another choice right now.”

      Jasmine was already working to pit them against me and bringing an ogre in wouldn’t help my case. Never mind bringing the ogre who killed that last caravan into their midst. But they didn’t know he’d killed the others and for now, I wasn’t about to tell them.

      “You keep your mouth shut until I say.” I gave Roe a look. “Got that?”

      He gave me some sort of weird, sloppy salute where he wiggled his fingers at me. That would have to be good enough.

      Richard was the first of the caravan to reach us. Well, sort of reach us. He stopped about twenty feet away from me. His eyes widened when he saw the ogre. His jaw dropped, and Roe laughed under his breath.

      “Looks like he’s trying to shit an ostrich egg.”

      “I said be quiet,” I snapped.

      Richard shook his head, rubbed his eyes and looked again. When Roe didn’t disappear, he slowly approached.

      “Pamela. I’m sure there is … well, some kind of explanation for this. A good one. A very, very good one. So, let’s hear it.” He crossed his arms like a father about to chastise his teenage daughter.

      I waved a hand at Roe. “This is Roe. He’s an ogre. More importantly, he says he knows where there’s food.”

      “I see.” Reluctantly, Richard dragged his eyes to the ogre again, slowly. A mix of fear and distaste was plain on Richard’s face. Roe didn’t seem to think much of Richard either, though, his throat convulsing and jaw working.

      “Don’t you dare spit on him. He’s your one chance at living through this. He doesn’t let you in, I kill you on the spot,” I warned under my breath.

      Roe swallowed, exaggerating the movement as a large lump went down his throat. Disgusting.

      I shook my head and turned my attention back to Richard.

      “You believed him?” He lowered his voice. “Ogres are notorious liars, out for a screw and a good meal. He’s probably the one that killed that caravan back there, but not before raping all the women.” So much for slipping that by Richard.

      “Not all the women.” Roe scratched at his abs. “I got tired after a bit. Stamina isn’t what it was when I was a young thang.”

      Even though it was dark, I could still see Richard’s face turn eight shades of red.

      “Not helpful, ogre,” I warned through clenched teeth, stepping between them. “Richard, I’ve bound him to me. If he doesn’t help us, he will be our next meal. One way or another we will have food. Soon.”

      Richard’s eyes got big and I worried I’d gone too far. Humans didn’t like to eat things that talked. I knew that, but it was the only card I had left.

      But Richard surprised me. “He’s big. We could survive off him for days, maybe even another week if we prep it right.”

      I blinked a few times and then nodded. That is what hunger and surviving did to you. They turned you away from being picky, or squeamish, and before you knew it, you were salivating over something borderline human. Something that would beg you not to kill it while you held a knife to its throat.

      I spread my hands out, palms up. “Which is why I brought him here. He leads us to food, or we eat him. Simple as that. And he clearly understands the stakes, and how his behavior must be until then to survive.”

      Richard didn’t smile, but his face was no longer clouded with anger. “Well. I guess that’s all there is then.” He clapped me on the back. “We might survive this after all.”

      “You go ahead. I want to have a word with Roe first,” I said.

      Richard backed away before he turned and headed back to the main group.

      “He don’t want to turn his back on me,” Roe said.

      “Because he’s not a fool.” I twisted around to him and put a finger to his chest. “Not one word to anyone in the group. You keep your eyes down and if you so much as fart without asking permission, I’ll consider our contract null and void.”

      His chest heaved, and his eyes narrowed. “I’m going to—” He bit off whatever he was going to say. Maybe he was smarter than he looked. Though I doubted by much.

      “Stay close to me,” I said as I turned and walked toward the caravan. “Tomorrow you’ll be up to bat to lead us to the food.”

      “Yes, witch,” he murmured, all submissive-like. Oka snorted.

      “He’s going to try to play you.”

      “I know.” I breathed out those two words. Through it all, Alex paced the big ogre like a guard.

      We got more than a few gasps and wide eyes as we walked, and Chris glared at me from inside the Humvee when we went by, but she said nothing. She didn’t roll down the window. There was a time when she would’ve gotten out and appealed to Richard to “come to his senses” or something like that, but she wasn’t speaking to him either. Apparently, that had some advantages for me.

      The humans stayed away, far away, whispering among themselves as we passed through. I wasn’t parading him through the camp deliberately, though. I needed to find Crimson. I would need her help to keep an eye on Roe. There was no way I could be with him every second of the day.

      We reached the edge of the shifters’ group, and Roe perked up, waggling his eyebrows at a few of the women in the group. One or two of them actually giggled, and one even blew him a kiss.

      What was it with this ogre that he could have the ladies giggling? I glanced back at him. He was built, there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him, but he stunk. And he was a horrible excuse for a supernatural as far as I was concerned.

      I looked at Alex, and his mouth hung open at the exchange between Roe and the female shifters. I snorted and he looked at me. “Fucking and fighting,” I mouthed.

      He laughed and winked at me. “Truer words were never spoken.”

      A familiar hand dropped onto my shoulder. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Pamela. I leave you for ten minutes and you’ve got another pet. You could’ve picked something cuter, like Oka there.” Mac’s voice and presence were a welcome calm to the storm happening all around me, and I turned and threw myself into his arms.

      “Hey,” he said as he held me, his arms tightening around me, letting me know I was safe, that it would be okay. “You good?”

      “I am now,” I said as he let me down.

      “I’m no pet,” Roe said, clearly stewing about Mac’s comment.

      “You’re on my leash,” I said. “And if you betray me, you’re dinner, so there’s that.”

      “Right, forgot that bit with the lovely luscious ladies around me.” He straightened and flexed his pec muscles so they danced. One shifter woman gave him a wink.

      “Well, this is interesting,” Mac said.

      “Very interesting,” Oka agreed.

      “Come on, we need to find Crimson. Then we can chat,” I said as I pushed my way through the caravan. Finally, I found Crimson playing with Ruby and Lily. She saw us, saw Roe and immediately put herself between the kids and the ogre.

      “Take them, Marley,” she said. Marley scooped up the kids and headed the long way around, her brown eyes wide. Ruby waved at us. I waved back.

      Crimson shook her head as she approached. “What the fresh hell is this?”

      “Walk with me.” I led Richard, Alex, Mac, Oka, and Crimson off to the side, out of range of prying ears.

      I turned to the ogre. “All right, Roe. This is your time to shine. Where is the food?”

      Crimson perked up at the mention of food but said nothing.

      The ogre pursed his oversized lips and scratched at his chest. “Well, maybe I don’t remember. Maybe I’d like a little something to, well, jog my memory. I think that little sheila with the brown hair will do quite nicely,” Roe said, bold as he pleased.

      Crimson let out a growl and Richard spluttered. I didn’t need any words.

      Before his smile could slip, I pulled my blade and had it against his balls. “Do you recall how sharp this blade is, Roe? Sharp enough to cut through your club without any real effort on my part. Remember?” He squeaked, and I kept going. “This would be a terrible time for me to catch a cold, don’t you think, Mac?”

      Mac laughed. “Oh, fuck, just awful. You know how the pollen makes you sneeze in these parts.”

      “Mm. It really does.” I never took my eyes off Roe. “Perhaps some cold steel against your balls is just what you needed to jog your memory, then? Before I … slip?”

      He cleared his throat and words tumbled out, almost faster than I could process them. “There’s a wall to the north and east. The food’s behind it.”

      “So if the food is up there, what are you doing here?” I asked. Something didn’t add up, and I couldn’t put my finger on what.

      He didn’t answer, and I pushed a little harder with my blade, his pants splitting and the blade now against flesh.

      His hands were up and the panic in his eyes said it all. I’d finally gotten through to him. “I’m a wanderer. Last of my kind like you said. This is my new territory. I like it here. Might stay for a bit. Maybe get lucky and find a mate.” His voice was noticeably higher than it had been moments before. And he was sweating, the droplets sliding down his chest like tiny rivers. But there was a note of untruth in his words despite his reaction.

      Some of what he said was true, but some of it wasn’t. Question was, which part? I wanted to look to Alex, to see if he could tell with that nose of his, but the thing was he’d admitted to not being so good at telling when Jasmine was lying. Maybe Roe would be the same for him.

      I made myself smile up at him. The darkness surged in a tiny wave and I let it reach my eyes, let Roe see that part of me. “Let’s start with the food then. Where exactly is this wall and garden of Eden?”

      “Anyone got a paper and pen? I mean, I can write in blood if I need to, but it’s messy.” He grinned, but no one laughed with him, and the smile died on his lips.

      “Here,” Richard pulled something out of his pocket, and passed a scrap of paper with writing all over it, and a pencil shaved down to nothing more than a nub.

      Roe looked disapprovingly at the offering and opened his mouth to comment. I tssked at him.

      “No. No more commentary from the peanut gallery.” I wiggled my wrist ever so slightly. He slammed his mouth shut and looked around for a surface to write on.

      A fallen tree nearby seemed like a good spot, so I reluctantly pulled my blade away, but I kept it out, to remind him of what I could do with it.

      He cleared his throat as he eyed me, then bent over the fallen tree to draw a map. I watched him closely. He detailed the winding road we were on, the barren river it ran along, and then drew a wall where the road apparently ended rather abruptly.

      “There.” He drew an X at the wall. “That’s where all the food is. About fifty miles up the road.” He looked over his shoulder and nodded in the direction of the supposed wall.

      Richard was the first to speak. “What kind of food is there?”

      Crimson was next. “And how much of it?”

      “How heavily is it guarded?” Mac asked.

      “How did you come by this information?” Alex chimed in.

      Roe looked from one to the other, then shook his head. “Look, all the food is there. All of it. That’s what I know. And that’s all I’m saying.”

      We were out of options. “Up against the tree.” I pointed at him with the tip of my blade and he backed against the tree. “Do not move a fucking inch.”

      He sighed and leaned his head back. “Yes, witchy poo.”

      I backed away from him a short distance and the others followed without asking. Far enough away that Roe couldn’t overhear. Close enough to get to him if we had to.

      I looked to Richard first. “What do you think? Fifty miles is a long way.”

      He nodded. “It’ll take us five days at the speed we’re going to make that trip. And once we get there, there won’t be any food left if he’s wrong. We commit to this full bore. If he’s lying, and there’s nothing there, we die.”

      “Well, we’ll carve him up and eat him, then we’ll die,” I corrected. “At least until we find another ogre to eat.”

      Richard nodded. “So we take him with us?”

      “We’ll have to. Intend to keep my side of the bargain, Dick.”

      “Fine,” Richard agreed.

      “The risks,” Crimson said, but didn’t finish her thought.

      “There are plenty to go around. I can’t shake the feeling he’s leading us straight into a trap,” I admitted. “But I don’t know what else there is for us to do.”

      Alex nodded, and so did Mac. “It feels … too simple, too straightforward,” Alex said.

      “Mac,” I said, “what did you find?” Maybe he had another option. Maybe he’d seen signs of game.

      “I roamed a long way, Pam. And Neil searched ahead of me as far as he could. We were easily out seventy-five, maybe even a hundred miles. We swept back a different direction and I didn’t find anything but more marks on the trees and rocks. Whoever’s done this is nothing if not thorough.”

      A hundred miles of no food. No game. Nothing. I thought about sending Mac and Neil out again, this time in the direction Roe was taking us. But if it was a trap, I needed to be there with them. And part of me knew that we had no choice, we were going to have to take the caravan that direction now. It was our only hope. Hell, even sending Neil on his own could get him killed or captured. Fuck, I hated this. The whole situation stank of bullshit.

      It was as if the marks were … moving with us. The thought momentarily stunned me. Was that even possible?

      “You’ve thought of something,” Alex said. “I can see it in your face.”

      I rubbed my fingers into my forehead. “Just a hunch. I hope I’m wrong so let’s leave it for now.”

      They were quiet, waiting on me to make the final decision. Because as much as Richard led the group, so did I. And following the big-ass ogre was my idea, for good or for ill.

      “We’re in it now. There is no way we can make a hundred miles, even if there was food waiting on the other side of it,” I said. We all looked to the ogre who was once more making eyes at the shifter women.

      “Crimson, keep the women away from him,” I said, shaking my head. “We don’t need more drama in the camp.”

      “Agreed,” she said, watching with disapproval as Roe and one of the shifter woman winked back and forth.

      “So what do we do, fearless leader?” I asked Richard, handing the reins back to him.

      He drew himself up and for the first time in days I saw hope in him. “We go to this wall, we get the food. You’ve led us this far and somehow, I don’t believe you’ll lead us to our end. You’ll get those kids to the Haven. One way or another.”

      I nodded and thought of Frost and the other kids. They were our future. But they’d never make it if we starved to death. I was still the one who had to keep us all alive, and I would go down swinging if I was going down.

      “The wall it is. We’ll leave at first light,” I said, trying to swallow past the growing pit in my stomach, wondering just exactly what the dawn would bring.
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      The next morning, we packed everyone as tightly as we could and headed north. The going would continue to be slow and still not everyone fit in, but we worked out shifts for those who could take time walking. The one upside—if you could call it that—of less food was more space for people.

      The three littles were restless and tired of being stuck in the Humvee, so Crimson, Oka and Lynx carried them in their animal forms. We’d rigged up straps to hold the kids on and for the kids to hold onto.

      “Fetish wear, good use for it,” Roe bobbed his head in approval. I shot him a glare. “But those kids are sitting ducky ducks.” He made a flapping motion with his hands.

      “Shut your mouth,” I said. “Don’t you even look at those kids.”

      He shrugged and turned his attention to the shifter who’d made kissy faces at him. She was a wolverine shifter and had a bad attitude from what I knew of her. Maybe they’d be a match made in heaven.

      And maybe she’d rip off Roe’s balls just for shits and giggles.

      I looked back to the kids. They were squealing and laughing as they thumped the sides of their “ponies” with their heels hard enough to make them grimace. I knew Crimson would only let Ruby call her a pony, so naturally I made a mental note to tease her about it later.

      “Faster, faster!” Frost squealed at Oka who promptly slowed her steps.

      At least there was laughter. And the word had spread that Roe knew where there was food, so there was hope too.

      And that soothed a lot of the ruffled tempers because of empty bellies.

      “A few miles down the road, and we’ll have to turn north, and blaze our own trail to the wall,” Roe said.

      Alex held the compass. They did wonky things with me because of my magic. A compass and a sometimes-truthful ogre were our guiding lights.

      Not what I’d call a stellar lineup.

      And the idea that we’d be able to do it in five days … while I knew Richard was being conservative, I wondered even at that. Five days on a mostly flat road to cover that distance with no one walking was normal for us.

      We’d be lucky to get ten miles a day.

      “The second we hit rough terrain,” Mac said quietly to me, “this caravan is going to grind to a near halt.”

      “I know,” I said just as quietly.

      And we were right, and it came far sooner than I’d hoped. Unfortunately.

      We turned off the road when the trees parted enough to let us through and started to make our own trail northward. But there was no road now. Not even a hint of one.

      “Roe claimed the wall was so huge, all we had to do was go north and we’d hit it,” I said.

      “I find all of this very hard to believe,” Jasmine said out of nowhere, passing us by. “I don’t think you have any idea what you’ve gotten us into, you dirty little witch.”

      That last bit was just low enough that I heard her.

      I clenched a fist and worked to keep my hands from snapping out and wrapping around her neck.

      Oh, sweet daughter, what will it take for you to see that you are not what you believe? That elemental blood is not your calling. It is not what your heart wants. I see it in you. This voice was still the magic, but more too. This was some essence of my birth mother spilling into me, up through my mind.

      Cold sweat popped along the back of my neck as my stomach twisted into a spectacular knot.

      “Quiet,” I growled and Jasmine shot me a look that would have struck down a lesser person.

      No, I have given you your head. I have allowed you to try to find the balance. You are the pupil, and I the teacher now.

      I gritted my teeth and struggled to swallow over the sheer panic that rose in me.

      “You should be afraid of me,” Jasmine snarled.

      My hand shot out, fingers flexed and the magic that poured from them was thicker than ever before, like woven black ropes that wrapped around her arms, legs and mouth.

      And I didn’t do it. I mean, it wasn’t me controlling my body, not me lifting my fingers, crooking them, pulling her forward. Her eyes were wide as she fought and struggled and those around us backed up rapidly. I dragged her through the dirt, her toes digging in for purchase and gaining none.

      This one will die.

      My mouth opened.

      And a hand settled on my arms, warm and familiar. Wolf.

      Another hand on the other side, home, safety. Bear.

      I sucked in a breath and slumped into Mac, the magic releasing Jasmine. He caught me easily, holding my weight as if I were nothing as Jasmine struggled to get away at high speed. But Alex was there, and he caught her by the arm.

      “Jasmine,” Mac said quietly, “perhaps you shouldn’t piss off our caravan witch. Next time, we might not be here to stop her.”

      I struggled to see through the haze over my eyes, the anger of my mother’s magic rippling upward, trying to take control.

      Alex steered Jasmine away, but not before his eyes met mine, full of worry. And then they lifted to Mac, and the look changed to one I didn’t recognize at first. Then I got it. He and Mac were having a moment of complete understanding when it came to me. They were both worried.

      Oka was there in a flash, Frost on her back. Her green eyes were as worried as Alex’s golden ones. “Pam?”

      She would have felt the magic take me, as Mac had. “I’m okay.” I laced my fingers with Mac’s, terrified that if I let go, my mother would come through me again.

      I had to find a way to stop this, to actually keep her and the magic at bay.

      The caravan had barely slowed with the near fight, a blip on the radar of those around us.

      Oka settled in beside me and Frost chattered away.

      “There is going to be some legends along the way,” he said brightly. “I’m sure we can find them.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at him, even with the fear that still danced along my nerve endings.

      “Legends?”

      “Magic legends. Sometimes they are hidden under rocks. You have to dig them out, you know.” He bobbed his head in agreement with himself.

      Greenery surrounded us, and the sun streamed through here and there. The river ran southbound to our right, and we followed it as close as we could. If nothing else, we had water.

      But suddenly going hungry didn’t seem like such a bad thing compared to what had happened back there.

      Fifteen or twenty minutes slid by before Mac spoke to me. “What happened?”

      I tightened my hold on him. “My mother’s magic is dark, and it’s all I have right now.”

      “Right, we’ve gone over this. Use it only if you have to.”

      I nodded. “That wasn’t me back there. My … mother, or her spirit, or whatever is tied up in the magic and my blood took over. I couldn’t stop what was happening.”

      He was quiet a moment. “Maybe you didn’t want to? Maybe that’s why it could do that.”

      I wanted to be angry, but he had a point. I didn’t like Jasmine. If it had been Mac, or Oka or Alex, I would have fought with all I had.

      “I don’t know,” I said, much as those words wanted to stick in my throat. “I just don’t know. But … I think it’s been coming for weeks, trying to find a way to use me the way it wants.”

      “And because you don’t give into the darkness, it’s tired of waiting,” Mac said. As if he knew.

      I frowned up at him and he shook his head. “Just ignore me.”

      We slowed our steps until we were at the back of the caravan.

      Alex and Jasmine walked ahead with the other shifters, Jasmine shooting looks back to me that were sometimes fear, sometimes pure fury.

      What surprised me was Marley dropping back to walk next to me in her human form. Mac tried to let go but I hung onto him. He wasn’t going anywhere until I was sure I had control back. My muscles still quivered.

      I glanced at the young girl, seeing again my friend in her face and eyes, feeling that familiar pang of loss. “So, how do you like caravan life, Marley?”

      She smiled, bright and open. “I love it. I love the three kids. They’re a lot of fun. I always wanted a little brother or sister.”

      “I’m surprised you’re not carrying one of them, to be honest,” I said.

      There was a loud child’s laugh ahead of us and we both looked. Frost had one hand in the air and was swinging it around as Oka “bucked.” It looked like he was having the time of his life.

      Marley tugged on the end of her braid. “I wanted to walk with you. If that’s okay?”

      That surprised me. She always seemed more at home with Crimson or the kids.

      “Well, I’m glad for your company.” We walked quietly for a few beats and it struck me how different she was from her sister. Something terrible had happened to her, but she’d been given hope when Alex rescued her. Macey never got that. She just kept getting beaten down, and beaten down, and beaten down. And the result was striking. Marley was able to maintain some of her innocence. Macey would’ve appreciated that.

      “I think your sister would be proud of you,” I said, looking off in the distance.

      “I hope so. I wish I’d been able to see her, for her to see me before … you know.” The sadness in her voice made me feel worse about the whole thing. I’d failed her.

      “I’m sorry. I wish you had that too,” I said quietly, grief working its way to the surface. Oka dropped back with Frost on her back, her ears flicking to me. Mac rubbed his thumb over our joined hands. Grief was an emotion I struggled to keep from them.

      If you’d embrace the magic, you could’ve saved her, the voice inside me said. Calmly. If you’d let me teach you, there would be no need for such pain.

      I snorted and shook my head but managed to keep my thoughts to myself. Even death magic couldn’t have changed a zombie back to a human. Maybe a necromancer could have done it. But I was not that.

      “You know, Alex was like a hero out of a story. The way he snatched me away from that big wolf who slept near me …” She sighed and the dreamy look in her eyes was unmistakable. I shot a look at Mac to see his shoulders shaking ever so slightly as he grinned. Yeah, it was pretty cute.

      “Well, looks like Jasmine better watch out. She’s got some competition,” Mac said.

      Her jaw dropped, and her face flushed bright red from the tip of her chin all the way to her hairline. “What? No. I would never. I couldn’t.”

      “Marley, I think you’re pretty amazing. And when you’re all grown up, someone like Alex would be lucky to have you.” There. That was responsible, right? Because at thirteen, she was far too young. But there were worse men she could idolize as the type of man she wanted in her life.

      She turned those big eyes my way and leaned into me a little. Body contact from shifters was like a hug, like giving you their safe space and trusting you with it. I carefully put an arm over her shoulders, wincing at the pull in my side wound.

      A deep sigh left her, and I realized it was tension. “I like you better than her. I wish we’d found you first.” She picked a long pine needle out of her hair and tossed it to the side.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, my protective nature flaring in a flash as I glared ahead at Jasmine walking next to Alex, bumping him with her hip occasionally.

      I told you to let me kill her.

      Mac was right; that was why the magic could take control. Because I was thinking about killing Jasmine right there on the spot if she had so much as laid a hand on Marley.

      “She’s … you know what? She’s fine. She just isn’t you.” The tension in Marley’s body rose but I didn’t let go of her and slowly she leaned into me again. I shot a quick look at Mac and he gave me a nod to keep going.

      “What do you mean, Marley?” I gave her a little squeeze. “It’s okay. I’m not going to tell anyone. And neither will Mac.”

      She looked across at Mac and he held up his free hand, three fingers raised. “Scouts honor, Marley. I’m a protector, like Pamela here.”

      Her lips twisted, and I could almost see the wheels turning in her mind as she worked her words through. It took her a moment but then she spoke.

      “She doesn’t like me around. She acts like I’m a pain in her ass.” Her eyes shot to mine as she swore and when I said nothing she went on. “And I get it, I’m a little sister, right? I am a pain, Macey always said so. But I was here first. Alex and I were a team first. So she can’t push me out.”

      I tightened my arm around her protectively as we walked. “I will never let her push you out, Marley, and neither will Alex. I think you are family to him, you know that, right?”

      She looked up at me with huge brown puppy dog eyes. “Will you be my sister? I mean, I know you aren’t my real sister, but …” Her eyes dropped, releasing me from their plaintive hold.

      I didn’t know how to answer that. I knew I’d die for her, just like I would Frost, Ruby, Lily and even Chris’s baby.

      And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to say out loud what she wanted. As sweet as she was, she wasn’t family and I wasn’t about to tell her that.

      The death magic that rolled and whispered inside of me was beyond my control. I never wanted to be a danger to her, or the others. Which left me feeling like maybe I should leave, maybe Jasmine was right about that part of things. Gods, how that stuck in my belly.

      I did the only thing I could. I changed the subject.

      “How do you like being a wolf?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess. I like how fast I can run. And how easy it is to get food. Usually.”

      I rubbed her arm. “I bet, when you get a little bigger, you’ll be the best wolf in our group. Way better than Jasmine for sure. She’s kind of a scrawny thing. You’ll be solid muscle, like Macey was.”

      Her face lit up and a smile tripped along her lips. “You think so?”

      “Of course. Why not? You’re a natural. You’ll be running your own pack before you know it.” I winked and she giggled at the possibility.

      “I don’t want to run my own pack,” she said. “I want to stay here. With the other kids, with Alex and you and Mac and Oka.” There was a pause and I felt her shift under my arm, straightening her spine. “I will be better than Jasmine one day. Not worthless.”

      Marley took a step as if to leave my arm and I stopped her.

      Her words rang in my ears like a bell. “Hang on. Is that what Jasmine said to you? Did she call you worthless?”

      Mac gave a low growl and Marley shot a look at him and then to me.

      She nodded and looked down at the end of her braid.

      “Does Alex know that?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “If I told him, she’d just say I was lying anyway. She’s a really good liar, you know.”

      Damn it. She was smart for her age, and already knew Jasmine’s game well. I frowned and knelt in front of her.

      “I want you to tell Alex what an amazing wolf you’re going to be when you grow up.”

      “All right, I will,” she said excitedly as she trotted off, stripped out of her clothes and shifted midstride. She was a beautiful brindle wolf, and I knew she’d grow into quite a beauty, if Jasmine didn’t try to get rid of her first. I scooped up Marley’s clothes as we passed them by.

      “Alex needs to evict Jasmine,” Mac said.

      “Will you head up there, make sure Marley is okay?” I asked him.

      “You good?” He tipped his head and carefully unlaced our fingers. I nodded, not sure, but I had to let go of him at some point.

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      He let his hands slide from mine and I held my breath, but the magic was quiet. Mac strode forward, and I let myself hang back even more. I needed space. I needed to breathe.

      The female troll slapped me across the face. “Useless, worthless piece of garbage, aren’t you? Dirty little witch?”

      I hung from the straps screwed into the walls of my bedroom, waiting to be purchased. I was useless, worthless, all the things my captor, my guardian said of me. Weak. My head snapped up, fire in my belly burning so hot. “I am not weak.”

      “You are. You can’t even break the ties that hold your magic back.”

      The scream that erupted out of me was nothing but a guttural howl that I couldn’t contain, that was mere animal.

      Dirty. Worthless. Weak. Useless.

      The memory roared over me. Lost somewhere in my past, Marley’s words triggering it.

      And someone had spoken to Marley like that. Not just someone: Jasmine.

      Oka, still carrying Frost, jogged back and sidled up next to me. “I feel the struggle inside you. Be mindful, Pamela.”

      “I know,” I snapped. I didn’t need to be lectured. What I needed was to get these damned bracelets off so I didn’t have to be tempted by the death magic. So that I was no longer contained like I was once. How had I forgotten that? Or had I just chosen to block it along with so much else?

      “The magic will feel your turmoil and exploit it,” Oka said.

      “Oka, I know. I don’t need you treating me like some kind of child too.” The words were loud, and harsh, and the anger that rushed through me flushed my cheeks. Frost leaned over and pet her between her ears. “It’s okay, you can be my kitty.”

      But it did nothing to cut the tension between us.

      Oka growled at me, as the darkness rose to the surface again in me. Probably feeling it in herself. “That’s exactly what I mean. The darkness is not you.”

      I shook my head, seeing only the troll of my past, the abuse that had been heaped on me, and hating that it was happening to Marley.

      “Didn’t you hear what Marley said? That bitch of a troll is bullying her. Basically abusing her. You don’t think that’s worth getting upset over?”

      “Jasmine is not a troll,” Oka said.

      “Semantics,” I shot back.

      “I don’t think it’s worth losing yourself to the darkness, no.” She looked at me, and Frost held her fur in clumps between his fists, smiling up at me proudly, oblivious to the tension between me and my familiar.

      I smiled weakly at him and turned my attention back to our rough path ahead.

      “Just … take him away from me,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

      Oka’s ears flattened. “You would never.”

      “I don’t know that, not anymore.” The fight whooshed out of me. “Please, just let me be. For a little while.”

      Reluctantly she did as I asked, and I walked at the back of the caravan for the rest of the day. Mac tried to come back to me and I sent him away.

      The day dragged and my thoughts raced. The darkness in me was quiet. Which worried me.

      The sunlight waned, and I snapped out of a walking daze. Richard would want to stop soon, and we’d have at least five more days like this. Five days.

      I looked at Oka, and she watched me expectantly. Goddess knew we had enough threats around us to keep us occupied without me losing my soul to the magic in my blood.

      Oka was there, her presence in my mind, a question rolling from her to me.

      The death magic will swallow you whole. It will make you weak. You know that. You must keep fighting it, Pamela.

      Her eyes stayed trained on me, pressuring me to agree with her about the darkness, about the war raging inside me.

      The thing was, if I was being honest with myself, I didn’t. Even though I’d only used the death magic a little bit, I could feel it sinking into my soul, making my world darker, and making me stronger.

      And I would never have to be that little girl trapped in a room she couldn’t escape again.
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      The caravan came to a halt and I stopped well back from the closest of the shifters. Mac looked back from a chat with Lynx and Crimson.

      With a sigh, I started forward. “Any idea what today’s deadly problem on the menu is? Maybe gargoyles? How about a tiny dragon that spits acid and flings Shakespearean insults at us while she does it?” A few of the caravan members side-eyed me, but they did move out of my way.

      Mac walked up behind me and put a hand on my back. “Now that’s just crazy talk. Everyone knows that dragons hate Shakespeare.”

      His quip made me smile and helped drive some of the bitterness away.

      We picked our way to the front, and left Frost with the Humvee, just in case things got ugly. When we got to the front, we found a huge, Grand Canyon-style ravine. The edges of it were raw, open wounds where the earth had been torn apart. Rocks sheared and trees were cut down the middle, the soil was still eroding dangerously in spots. The tinkle of rocks falling and sliding with us just looking at the ravine was enough to say it all.

      This was a bad fucking idea.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Mac said.

      Richard was right at the front and I made my way to his side. He glanced at me, then looked back to the ravine. “I think there’s a way down for the trucks over that way. See it? Looks like a little road, all the way down the inside wall, weaving back and forth.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a road. And it doesn’t look like much options up the other side, though,” I pointed out.

      “Might just be hard to see because of the distance?” Richard asked, a bit too much hope in his voice.

      “Perhaps,” I said, an ache starting between my eyes. Bad, bad idea. “Richard, do you really want to venture down into that?”

      “Look how green it is down there. There’s bound to be food, right?” The hope he had was damned near contagious. Already I knew there would be no swaying him.

      “For the record, I think it’s too big a risk. There’s erosion everywhere, this canyon is too new. We should try and go around,” I said.

      “Pamela, everything we do is a risk. Coming here was a risk.” Richard turned to Roe. “I find it very convenient you failed to mention this obstacle in your description of the path ahead.”

      Roe shrugged. “Didn’t remember it was here.” I looked to Alex, who’d followed me to the front of the line, along with Crimson, and unfortunately Jasmine.

      “I can send one of the birds ahead to scout. See how far the wall is. Or maybe just see how wide this ravine is. Maybe we can go around it, as Pamela suggested,” Crimson said.

      “That will take time. We need food. Now. We push forward,” Richard said, more than a little keen on getting to the bottom of a would-be barrel, where he and the caravan would be nothing but fish to a predator like Stefan’s Breakers. Who I assumed were still behind us.

      Then his words sunk in. “Now? You mean to go down there tonight? The light is already fading, Richard. That will make the journey down even more treacherous,” I said, suddenly questioning his reasoning skills. When was the last time he ate? Or was something else at work here?

      Abruptly, he stepped toward me, getting right in my face, something he’d never done before. “Pamela. I am the leader of this caravan. We are going down tonight.”

      The growl in his voice was not him at all. But if he thought a little growling would make me back off, he was about to get the shock of a lifetime.

      I poked a finger into his chest, hard enough that he winced. “And if the entire damned caravan dies trying to get down there, Dick? What then? Whose job is it to try and fix that shit show? Me. My job. So don’t you fucking well tell me that just because you’re the leader of the caravan you are the only one making this decision.”

      His mouth formed a thin line as he set his jaw against me. “We won’t rush it. We’ll go slow. We’ll be at the bottom in just a few hours.”

      “You really are a dick.” I shook my head. “This is re-fucking-diculous.”

      He ignored my comment and turned away from me.

      With a slap on the hood to get the driver’s attention, he pointed at the path. “Take it slow, tight to the wall. Got it?”

      From where I was, I could just see the driver’s hands on the wheel. And by the way they tightened, he or she wasn’t any happier about this plan than me.

      The shifters wouldn’t have any trouble getting down, but driving a couple trucks down filled with people was just a bad fucking idea.

      “Everyone, out of the trucks!” I yelled.

      Chris snapped the door open of the Humvee so hard it slammed into the side and bounced back at her. She squeaked and Richard caught the door. And then she stomped away, not even looking at him.

      With some people you just couldn’t win.

      I sighed and walked behind everyone once more, the Humvee in the lead, the other truck behind it. Maybe I could do something if they started to slide. Maybe.

      If I’d had my connection to the earth still I could save them. Hell, I might’ve been able to make a bridge to cross the big canyon. We’d already be on the other side by now.

      My frustration built as we headed into the canyon. Once more, Mac and Oka kept their distance from me and my brewing anger.

      There had been too many unnecessary risks lately as far as I was concerned and yet I’d been the cause of some of them. Jasmine. Roe. Stefan on our heels. A trip into the wilds with no food. And now this. It felt too familiar. Like we were being herded, pushed by each incident in a specific way. Again. But I didn’t have any evidence except a gut feeling at that point.

      By some miracle, or maybe lady luck, we reached the bottom without any major incidents. The stars were out and the lights on the trucks were bright enough to see any dangers ahead as we descended the last twenty feet or so.

      When I finally set foot on the canyon floor, I lifted my eyes. Even by the starlight, the canyon bottom took my breath away. An explosion of green, and closed flowers, trees of every kind and even a small river running through the center of the canyon, as if that little thing had carved out this huge ravine. There was a sweet smell on the air like honey, or flowers, I wasn’t sure which, and the air just felt … clean and welcoming against the skin of my face.

      Paradise, this was surely it.

      Without being asked, the caravan set up camp. There was nothing temporary in their movements. Stakes went into the ground for the few tents, and little shelters sprung up like weeds in the trees.

      As if this was it, this was home.

      The longer I stood there, the longer the silence of the place left me more than a little unsettled. Because beyond the chatter of the caravan, and the babble of the stream, there was still nothing. No birds singing, no bats, not even any archies taking to the sky. No bugs.

      I was willing to bet that little stream was barren too. The trees were green, and looked robust, but something told me they wouldn’t have anything edible on them. It was a death sentence to stay here, as it was to stay anywhere, but I seemed to be the only one who sensed it.

      It was late, and I knew it would be a short night, but I needed to find Richard. He had to know we couldn’t stay here. We had to get up the other side, just like we talked about. And the sooner the better.

      I found him unrolling his sleeping bag just outside of Chris’s tent.

      “Still in the doghouse?” I asked as I walked up.

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be out of it, frankly.” He grunted.

      “She can’t be mad at you forever.”

      He shook his head. “What I want is to see that little girl.”

      I changed the subject I’d so carelessly wandered into. “Look, some of the caravan is unpacking like they plan to stay here awhile. And while I’m glad they’re happy, we can’t stay here. There’s no food. You must see that, Richard. We need to move on at first light. The sooner we get to that wall, the sooner we’ll have food.”

      “Pamela, this is a problem for the morning. Go get some rest.” And then he actually crawled into his sleeping bag and closed his eyes. I held both hands out to my sides.

      “Seriously?”

      “Go,” he grumbled, his voice already thick with sleep.

      I shook my head. What had gotten into him? He never turned me away like that. Especially when he was the first one to freak out about food. Was he losing his mind to the hunger?

      The rations we’d had shouldn’t have been enough to drive him crazy. I’d gone without food for days without losing it before the caravan found me. So what was Richard’s problem?

      Something else, and another thing for me to deal with. Lucky day. Or night, as was the case.

      I chewed the question over and over as I made my way to my own camp, following Oka’s and Mac’s threads as they hummed through me. Mac had a fire going, and Oka curled up next to it, warming her tiny body.

      “What’s up? You look like you just drank a glass of sour milk,” Mac said.

      “I wish. Richard doesn’t seem too concerned about staying here,” I answered.

      “What? They can’t stay here; they’ll die. We have to keep going.”

      I rubbed my hands over my face, wishing for a hot shower and a cup of tea heavy on the cream and sugar. Neither was going to happen any time soon. “I know. Maybe he just needs some sleep. Maybe he’ll be more rational in the morning.”

      “Oka?” I asked softly, and she kept her back to me. Pretending to be asleep. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

      Her ears twitched but she didn’t lift her head. Mac raised an eyebrow and I shook my head. I was exhausted, my side hurt and so did my heart.

      I sat down on my bedroll next to Mac. The thing about hope was, if it was false, it was slippery as a bar of soap in a prison, and Dick seemed determined to keep bending over for it.

      

      
        
        *_*_*

      

      

      

      Mac held me tightly while we slept, his arm draped around my middle, and the other under my neck as a pillow, keeping the darkness back. But he couldn’t save me from my dreams and nightmares.

      They started innocently enough, a reflection of my worries and angst.

      Jasmine was being a bitch, as usual, but I didn’t know why. The dream just dropped me in the middle of a pile of shit. She had her hands on her hips, and her words were totally muffled, but they still somehow pissed me off. The darkness rose inside me, and this time, I let it, it didn’t even have to take control. The black ropes poured out of my fingertips and engulfed her, tightening until her eyes bugged and her face went slack as if she’d been hung.

      And I laughed with glee while it claimed her life.

      But the magic didn’t stop there. It moved on and took the shifters in my caravan. Then the humans. And when no one was left but me, the death mist, and the children, I begged it to stop.

      “The price for your power must be paid,” the magic said. A woman’s voice. My mother.

      One by one, it took the kids. Ruby, Chris’s infant. Lily. Frost was last. He looked at me with those familiar blue eyes. He had complete trust. “Pammy won’t hurt me.”

      “No. But my magic will, and the price must be paid,” I said as if I wasn’t in control.

      He stuck out his chin, defying me, challenging me to go against him. And I did. Oh, how I did. The thick ropes coiled around him like snakes and claimed him too until he stopped struggling. Tears streaked my face, but I laughed. Tears and laughter, pain and jubilation. Nothing but bodies everywhere, and I stood alone. No Mac. No Oka. Nothing but me and the magic.

      The price was paid.

      
        
        *_*_*

      

      

      

      I woke with a start and sat up so fast that I flung Mac’s arms from me. The sun hadn’t even peeked above the horizon yet, but the way my heart was racing, there would be no more sleep.

      “What’s wrong?” Mac asked, cracking a yawn and rubbing his chin. “It better be good for you to clock me like that.”

      “Sorry,” I said absently. My shoulder smarted a bit. Must’ve caught him on my way up.

      “Pamela, what is it?” he asked. Oka crawled into my lap, waiting for me to answer him. She knew. I was sure of it. Our argument yesterday was gone under my need for her comfort. And somewhere inside, Mac knew too, I could see it in his eyes.

      “Just … a bad dream,” I said, looking at the night sky. It was so dark, but somehow still beautiful. All the stars sparkled, winking at me from the heavens.

      “It’s more than that, Pamela, and you know it,” Oka prompted, and I tensed. I really didn’t want to talk about it, even if I knew I should.

      “What was the dream?” Mac asked, his hand finding mine.

      I swallowed a few times before I found it in me to speak. While everyone slept around us, I still didn’t need them knowing what I’d dreamed. I kept my voice low. “The magic killed everyone. Richard. The shifters. Marley. Frost, Ruby, and Lily. It said that was the price for power.”

      My heart beat with heavy, pain-filled thumps and my chest tightened.

      Oka’s hair stood on end so she looked like some kind of shower puff from before the Rending.

      I wanted to laugh at her reaction, I really did. But there was nothing funny about this. “I won’t let it kill everyone. Anyone.”

      She put her paws on my chest so her nose was right in front of mine. “You didn’t let it do anything in your dream, did you? It overpowered you.”

      “It stopped listening to me, yes,” I admitted reluctantly.

      Mac crouched in front of me, so both my familiars were right there, eyes on me. “We won’t let that happen, will we, Oka? We’ll help you find a way to control it.” He put his hands on my thighs. I wanted to believe him, I really did.

      “How, Mac? How exactly are we going to do that? The witches that are left, they all want to fucking kill me. And the elementals, well,” I held up my bracelets and jangled them. “They don’t care much for me either.”

      “They’re all afraid of you,” Mac said. “You’re a threat.”

      “I’m a hot mess is what I am. I’m … useless.” Goddess, that slipped out before I could catch it, and the tears threatened. “To everyone, even the humans if I can’t get this under control.” I put my head in my hands and tried to create a shelter against the world.

      “You will. I know you will. You’re nothing if not a survivor,” Mac said, more confident than I felt.

      I mumbled into my hands, knowing they could hear me still. “And if I become the darkness to survive? What am I then?”

      Mac didn’t answer me. He felt the truth in my questions as much as I did. “We will still be with you,” he finally said. “And we will stand with you through the storms that come.”

      I lifted my eyes to Oka and wondered if that was true for her too. She head butted my hands, and rubbed her furry cheek against my smooth one. “We will still be with you,” she repeated. “Familiars don’t abandon their charges because they are on one side or the other. Dark or light, we are bound to you. We will stand by you until we no longer draw breath, Pamela.”

      I nodded, taking strength from that reassurance, but hating it too. Because if I went bad, I didn’t want to take them with me. They weren’t like that and it gutted me to think …

      “Stop. You aren’t going bad,” Oka whispered. “Just stop. It is fear that is driving these thoughts. You’re forgetting who you are.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tiny body tightly to me. “There is something else. Your touch helps, Mac.”

      “Helps what?”

      “Keep it away. The darkness. Alex’s does too,” I said. “Earlier, it took both of you touching me to make the magic draw back.”

      “Well,” he said, a devious grin on his face. “I’ll just have to make sure I touch you more than that wolf does, won’t I?”

      He ran his hands up and down the outside of my thighs giving me little shivers. “Lie down, Pam. We’re here.”

      With a gentle tug, he pulled me back under the thin covers. Oka stuffed herself against my chest and started a low purr that eased the tension in my body.

      Through my connection to them both, I knew they slept. But I lay there, awake. My mind rolling through the options of what the caravan could do. What I could do.

      And as the sun rose, I hoped only that I had the strength to fight the coming darkness. I would survive the fight. I knew that.

      But would I be the same witch when the dust settled?

      

      
        
        *_*_*

      

      

      

      The three of us packed quickly, finishing as the rest of the caravan started to stir. Richard was still asleep when I tucked my bedroll into the back of the truck and went looking for him.

      Asleep in front of Chris’s tent in the same position as the night before. I might as well have not left him for the way the scene looked.

      “Dick,” I put the toe of my boot to his leg and gave him a shove. “Come on. Wake up. It’s time to go.” He groaned and rolled over. “Fine. Cold shower it is.” I grabbed a bucket and went to the little creek. The water was freakishly cold and it almost felt cruel, but he needed to move. This wasn’t like him. He rarely slept, and even when he did, it wasn’t hard like this. He was always on guard. Always ready to spring into action to save his caravan. This was not the Dick I knew.

      I marched over to his camp, water sloshing out the edge of the bucket.

      He was still curled on his side, just the same way he was when I left.

      “Dick, one more chance. Get up, man, or you’re getting a bucket of ice water.” I lifted it high, one hand on the brim, one under the bottom.

      “Go away.” He pulled the thin, tattered sleeping bag over his head. It wouldn’t offer him much protection from the water.

      “Have it your way.” Without any ceremony at all, I dumped the freezing cold water all over him.

      “Jesus Christ on a braying donkey! What is going on?” Richard scrambled out of his sleeping bag, soaking wet. “Pamela. What is it?”

      I blinked at him. “What is it? I’ve been trying to get you up for the last five minutes. The sun is up. So is most of your caravan. Get with the program, man.”

      He looked around, dazed, which only made me want to shake him. I followed his gaze and saw that no one was moving more than the bare minimum. And no one was packing up. They were boiling water over freshly started fires. Like they were staying there for the day.

      Richard frowned. “Maybe we should just stay here.”

      “No. That’s the dumbest idea on the planet. Everyone will starve to death if we stay here.”

      “It’s safe. We’ll see an attack coming, and we’ll be able to defend ourselves,” he argued with a hand pointed to the canyon walls and water dripping off the end of his nose.

      “None of that does you any good if you starve to death,” I said, but he didn’t seem to hear me. Nothing seemed to be sinking in.

      “Pamela. I don’t have the energy to fight them.” The hope I’d seen in him from the moment we’d met was gone, replaced by total and utter defeat. Was he spelled? Was this land cursed? Well, that was a dumb question, wasn’t it? Of course the land was cursed.

      “Excuse me a second, Dick.” I walked away. I needed to see the other humans in the caravan to be sure of my suspicions. I touched a few of them, turned faces to me, and in them I saw the same thing.

      One after another, they all had a dead, cloudy look to their eyes. As if they weren’t quite awake.

      I took hold of our nurse by both hands. She didn’t try to pull away, or even question why I was hanging onto her. Another time and I would have used spirit to wipe the spell away from them all. The best I could do now was far less dramatic. I reached for that tiny bit of spirit and wove it through Nathanda until I found the spell holding her.

      Sweat rolled off me, and my stomach clenched as the pain of using that element cut through me. I held it just long enough to see that the spell was somehow tied to the land. We’d triggered it when we’d slid down into the valley. I let her go and she turned away, silent.

      “Damn it,” I whispered. “Damn it all to hell and back.” The only good thing I could see was that the shifters were less affected. Not by much, but enough that they were at least fighting the spell.

      Frustration coursed through me. Yet again, I was failing these people who trusted me to help them, to protect them, and I’d led them into a fucking trap.

      Alex caught up with me and followed, Jasmine trailing behind him. Hatred crawled up my spine but as if by a magic all his own, Mac appeared and grabbed hold of my hand, helping me to relax my shoulders and stay focused. I kept walking with Mac’s hand in mine as I searched for my beta.

      “The humans have all been spelled, and I can’t break it,” I said as I found Crimson, and brought her up to speed. “They won’t leave this place. Which means they will die if we don’t do something.” Just what I was going to do, I wasn’t quite sure yet.

      “What can we do?” Crimson asked. “Do we carry them out?”

      “No, there isn’t enough time or energy for that.” I had to think fast, and the answer came to me in a brilliant flash. I’d wanted to leave to put some space between me and my family, my caravan, to find a way to be safer for them.

      I pointed at her. “You stay here with them. Guard them. Find food if you can. I’m going to take my familiars and Roe and go searching for the wall,” I said.

      “I’m going too,” Alex said. “You’ll need extra hands if Roe acts up.”

      And not to be outdone, Jasmine opened her trap too. “I’m not staying here with them,” she said with a curl of her nose, as if smelling something off.

      Alex turned, his eyes flashing, dominant. “You will stay here, Jasmine. And you will keep them safe, just as Crimson will. Think of Marley.”

      She smiled sweetly, but there was venom in her eyes. “Of course. The pup. It’s always the pup.” Her smile faded, and I didn’t miss the bitterness in her voice.

      Alex straightened, and the tension grew between them until she bowed her head and backed away. Not without a final look my way as she mouthed, “Dirty, useless witch.”

      Mac already had a hand on me, and as the darkness surged, I reached out and grabbed Alex’s forearm, startling him and gaining an even sharper look from Jasmine. I didn’t care what she thought. I was not letting the magic out if I didn’t have to. Certainly not on her account.

      “Keep an eye on her, Crimson,” I said, breathing carefully. “She’s a right bitch to Marley.”

      Crimson gave me a smile that was anything but nice. “I’ll do that.”

      Alex jerked, which took his arm away from my hand. “What did she do to Marley?”

      I shook my head. “Now isn’t the time. Crimson will take care of her.” I released Mac’s hand, carefully. The magic was quiet. Waiting, but quiet. “We need to get Roe and get out of here. The longer we take, the longer they’re without food down here. They only have days left. Even if they stretch the rations.”

      Mac, Oka, and the others nodded. “We’ll be back as soon as we can, Crimson. Don’t die down here.” I made myself say the next bit. “If you have to leave them, if they’re dying and you still have a chance to save the shifters … do it.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not how packs work, and you know it. We’ll be fine. We’ll wait for you.” She looked at me with her golden eyes, and I knew she meant it. I just hoped I wasn’t sentencing them all to an early grave.

      

      
        
        *_*_*

      

      

      

      I’d been right about one thing. The trail back up and out of the canyon was narrow. Way too narrow for the trucks. If we didn’t find food on the other side, they would have to go out the way we came in, leading us to nothing.

      “It’ll be okay, Pam, we’ll bring back the food we need for them,” Alex said as we walked single file up the path that was nothing more than a goat trail. We each had as large a backpack as we’d be able to carry back loaded with food. Oka, Alex, and Mac would shift to their animal forms in order to take more. Roe, of course, would be free to go once we found the wall.

      “I hope you’re right,” I said. “I really do.”

      “Of course I am.” Alex looked back at me and then bent into the climb, showing off muscles he had no right to show off. I kept my eyes down on my feet so I didn’t slide and fall backward. Which would’ve been very bad.

      Bad, bad, Pammy. I was pretty sure that was my inner voice, and not the darkness. Pretty sure.

      The plan was for Mac to carry me and Oka on his back in his bear form, and Roe and Alex would jog beside once we reached the top. Mac figured we could cover over half the remaining distance in the first day.

      By midafternoon, we reached the top.

      Just as we were about to crest the edge of the canyon, a head poked over and grinned down at us. Two horns, curly hair, and a very human face. He flashed a grin.

      A satyr. “Those things are nothing but trouble,” Alex said.

      “Good eating though,” Roe said.

      The satyr took one look at Roe, flicked his head and snorted. “Well, flounce you too.” He took off in a flash before we came over the top, and we didn’t see him again.

      “Probably best,” Mac said. “They’re horny little things.”

      “Roe out front, since you know where we’re going.”

      “I’m tired,” he groaned.

      I wished I had a long whip at that moment. “Move it, Roe.”

      Plus, I didn’t trust him to walk behind us. He needed to be out where we could see him. Mac shifted and I climbed on, the feel of him such a sense of relief.

      We headed north at a good clip, running on empty, grumbling bellies, until the afternoon light started to fade.

      “We should stop here,” Roe said, out of breath, sweat running down the middle of his spine.

      “I’m sorry, are you in charge? I think we should keep going. The sooner we get to the wall, the better off those down in the canyon will be,” I said. “Keep running.”

      Roe turned and ran backward. “They’re as good as dead, witch.” The gleam in his eye was there and gone so fast I would have missed it if I hadn’t been staring at his face.

      “What do you know that I don’t, ogre?” I demanded.

      “Nothing. They’ll starve to death in there. They were fools to stay,” he said, far too quickly.

      My jaw ticked. There was more going on than he was willing to say. I’d just have to figure it out soon.

      We ran for another mile at least and the light was down enough that I held up a hand. In part because I could feel Mac losing steam. “Here.”

      Mac and Alex stayed on four legs. “Alex and I’ll look for food.”

      Roe snorted. “You’re going to leave me alone here with her? Aren’t you afraid I’ll eat her for dinner?”

      It was Mac’s turn to laugh. “You sure have a short memory, don’t you, ogre? I believe she was the one with the knife to your balls, not the other way around.”

      I looked at Roe and he swallowed hard. I took one of my blades out and turned it over, the fading sun catching the curved blade beautifully.

      Mac smiled. “Frankly, it isn’t her health I’m concerned about, ogre. It’s yours.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Alex

          

        

      

    

    
      Shitty, shitty, shit, shits, I thought. Why did the bear want me to go with him? I shook my head. I wasn’t worried. The big bear was … well, big. And he could squash me like a bug. But I wasn’t worried. We understood each other enough to know we were both there for Pamela. I didn’t dislike him.

      I just wished I was in his place.

      I shook my head as we shifted and took off running into the wilderness as evening fell on the forest. I wasn’t that submissive wolf anymore. If he wanted a fight, I’d give him one.

      I just hoped he didn’t. Pamela would kill me if I hurt him.

      Mac stopped and sniffed the ground. The scent of animals was in the air, catching me off guard. It was more than I’d sniffed in days. My stomach rumbled at just the barest scent of a deer, and I spotted the tracks not too far up. I led Mac to them, and we followed them for about a half a mile before they just disappeared.

      We both shook our heads and started over. This time with wild boar tracks. Same damned thing happened. We only got so far before the tracks just disappeared.

      Over and over again we’d scent an animal, find the tracks, and be led to a dead end. As if the animals just vanished into thin air. Stepping into another dimension or something. Stranger things had happened in our broken world.

      Mac shifted as he squatted over the tracks of a raccoon. It wasn’t big enough to fill all our bellies, but it was something and we were getting desperate.

      When I saw him in human form looking over the tracks, I felt obligated to shift too, but I didn’t have my clothes with me.

      “This is odd, don’t you think?” Mac asked.

      I nodded as I knelt, one hand over my crotch, casual like. Shifters didn’t care about nudity, and normally I wouldn’t either but … Mac made me feel like a kid again. But he didn’t seem to care, or even notice I was buck naked, which offered me a small amount of relief. Clothes. That’s what would’ve been a huge help at that moment. I cursed myself for leaving my pack with Pamela. But I’d been going for speed.

      “Where are they going?” he asked, bringing me back to the problem at hand.

      I cleared my throat, trying to focus. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Maybe my guess is better, since I’m not standing there ass to the wind,” Mac said, with a grin on his face.

      “Shut the fuck up—” I started, but Mac interrupted me with a laugh that echoed around us. Apparently, he gave up any attempt to hold back. I scowled at him.

      “Alex,” he clapped me on the back, and actually put a hand around my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “What?” I asked, trying to compose myself, and failing miserably, scrambling to keep my balance, and cover myself while not looking like I was covering myself, all at the same time.

      “Pamela. She’s in something deep. I’m not sure I understand what it is. But she needs all the help she can get. She said your presence helps. And anything that makes things easier for her … that’s good. I’m glad you’re here.”

      I didn’t say anything as we walked away from the vanishing tracks. I knew what he meant. I’d seen the darkness in her eyes. And it was damn scary. It looked like it would eat her alive if it had the chance. Had she really said I helped her? I fought the smile on my face, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.

      Before I could shift back to four legs, Mac cleared his throat.

      “One more thing. I know you care for her. Love her. And if something happens to me, you’ll be there to look out for her.” His hand tightened on my shoulder, and I shook him off. It was too much. He was putting the squeeze on me but being friendly about it.

      I turned to face him, irritated with what he was insinuating. As if without his instruction, I would ever leave her high and dry. Hell, I was almost irritated enough to forget my bare ass. “I’ll be there for Pam no matter what. I don’t need you telling me that.”

      Mac folded his arms over his chest and said nothing for a moment. Whatever he saw in my scowl seemed to satisfy him. He broke the standoff and a grin spread across his face. “Good. Because I’m not giving her up. Not even for her first love.”

      Well, that knocked me back a step or two. Her first love? “I’m not her first love, bear. You of all people should know that.”

      He laughed. “You keep telling yourself that, wolf. But I know Pamela. And I think you do too, if you’re honest with yourself. I can accept it, because I know her. She isn’t like other witches.”

      My mouth hung open. I couldn’t be Pam’s first love. Could I? And what did that mean if I was? Had I lost my chance with her? I promised Rylee I’d wait, so many years ago, before it all ended. I promised I’d let Pam get a little older before I told her I loved her. And while we were separated, she’d moved on. He shifted and stretched, turning those piercing blue eyes on me again.

      Pam had moved on to a big-ass, Alpha polar bear.

      The world fell apart in there somewhere, and it took me too long to find her. She’d grown up without anyone but Oka at her side and I hadn’t been there to keep her safe from the darkness that settled inside her.

      But … maybe that darkness had always been there. Maybe it had just waited for her to be at a low point to take over her. Maybe this battle of Pam’s had been coming a long time.

      Before I could get bogged down into the depths of my thoughts, something cracked behind me. I looked over my shoulder. A zombie lunged toward me, fingers outstretched.

      “Greasy ogre tits!” I yelled and stumbled back, shifting as I fell. My only weapons on me were my teeth and claws. The zombie fell with me, teeth clamping onto my right arm and digging in deep. My scream turned into a howl as I twisted around to bite at the dead thing. The smell was intense and filled my nose, bits of dead flesh falling right on my muzzle.

      “Dirty. Stinking. Fucker!” I punctuated each word with a snap of my teeth.

      There was a flash of white to my side and then Mac was there. With a swipe of one paw he knocked the zombie back onto its ass, full on somersaulting it so it landed with legs and arms tangled.

      He moved to the zombie’s side, bent over and clamped that massive jaw of his over the zombie’s head. His eyes rolled to look at me as he bit down, crushing the skull with a single bite. I pushed to my feet and stared in both admiration and irritation as he gave a yank and literally bit the head right off its shoulders. He flicked it to the side where it rolled away, tongue hanging out, teeth still snapping at air.

      A grunt and a moan, and more cracking twigs spun me toward the trees. Bodies shuffled and wobbled their way toward us, the stench preceding them.

      Just fucking awesome, exactly how I wanted to end the day.

      Mac looked back at me and nodded forward, toward Pam. And I knew we’d better haul ass. Because there was a damned horde of the zombies now, and they’d caught wind of us.

      Shitty, shitty, shit, shits.

      This was not going to improve anyone’s night.
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      I heard the two guys coming from a mile away, the way they crashed through the woods. But somehow it still surprised me when Mac, my big white polar bear, bent down and slid under me without breaking stride, scooping me onto his back. Oka jumped up beside me on a reflex as I yelped and grabbed at Mac’s long fur.

      “You’re getting fat, cat,” he teased. She swatted him on the head, and he kept on running. Alex was hot on his tail, and I was still scrambling to figure out what was going on. I twisted to the side to see Roe as he ran alongside us, just going with the flow, I guess. Until he asked, “Why are we running again? Were we not closing shop for the night?”

      I opened my mouth to ask a similar question when the smell of rotting death hit my tongue and made me gag hard. My empty belly did not like the death scent that coated the inside of my mouth.

      Death, rotting flesh, and a huge pile of “oh shit” to go with it. I checked the ground as we ran, looking for signs. Even in the dark there would have been a feel, if not full-on markings, of a zombie nest. But there was nothing.

      “We aren’t on dead land,” I said, dodging a low branch as Mac ran full speed through the woods. “Someone set them on us.”

      The boys ran as fast as they could and Roe kept up easily. That eventually put some distance between us and the zombies, so we slowed.

      “What do you think?” Mac asked as he jogged along, his sides heaving. I could feel his ribs underneath all that fur.

      “I think we shouldn’t get too far ahead of them. They’ll backtrack and pick off the entire caravan.” Once again, the image of a tiny zombified Frost flashed in my mind and I struggled to push it away. “We need to keep them on our scent.”

      Mac nodded and slowed even more to let the dead catch up to us.

      “I have an idea,” Roe said. “Come this way; we’ll lead them into a canyon they can’t get out of. It’ll be perfect.”

      “How far?” Mac asked.

      “A mile, maybe less. We can lead them in, climb out the sides and block the entrance. Easy peasy lemon squeezy.” He clapped his big hands together.

      Something didn’t feel right, though. The zombies were driving us north. That’s where we needed to go anyway. I felt like we should just keep going. But I could feel Mac below me fatiguing. Alex’s tongue hung to the side.

      “Oka? What do you think?” I asked.

      “We could use a respite. We can’t run the whole way, and we don’t know what waits for us at the end of this trail,” she said.

      But I could feel her unease. It matched my own.

      “Take us there,” I said. We followed him to the left, and less than half a mile later we came to a screeching halt at the edge of a cliff face. Rocks pattered down into open nothingness.

      “This way,” Roe said as he ran alongside the edge.

      Tiny rocks tumbled down into the canyon below as we ran behind. The snarling of the dead drew closer. “Roe, pick up the pace, or we’ll be joining that pack behind us,” I urged.

      “All in good time, little witch.” Somehow, his words did very little to comfort me, and I suddenly regretted following him.

      “You sure about this?” Mac asked, picking up on my unease.

      “Not in the least. Stay alert.” I looked to Alex, and he nodded his answer.

      Roe turned once more and led us through a tiny crevice in the side of a rock face. “In here. It opens up on the other side. They won’t find you, I swear.”

      “I don’t like this,” Alex said, sizing up the small crack just barely big enough for the men in my life to crawl through. Oka and I would have no trouble at all.

      “No, I don’t either.” Caged, we’d be caged in there, stuck. Trapped. Panic clawed its way up my throat. “There has to be somewhere else, Roe. I’m not going in there.”

      As we stood, the zombie horde appeared at our backs. Deep and wide, there would be no getting past them, and they weren’t taking prisoners.

      “You sure about that?” Roe asked, his eyebrows high.

      Fucking hell. I scrambled through the crack, hoping the zombies wouldn’t follow us, or maybe that was the point. Have them follow us, trap them inside, then scramble out. It could work, if we didn’t all die in the process.

      “Come on, boys. Don’t get yourselves killed now,” I called behind me as Oka ran ahead through the dimly lit cave. There was light on the other side, so it wasn’t very deep. Roe hadn’t been lying about that, at least.

      Maybe it would be okay.

      The cave opened to a big open box-shaped canyon. Sheer walls on all sides left us with no way out. Roe had said there was a way out, but I didn’t see it. A hidden path maybe?

      Alex had that look on his face when he took in our surroundings.

      “There’s no way out,” he said.

      I knew exactly what he was really thinking because I thought it too.

      Shitty, shitty, shit, shits.

      Roe’s laughter echoed into the canyon.

      “You witches are all the same,” he called out, his smug-ass voice echoing down into our little cage. “You think your spells are eternal. But everything has a time limit. I just had to out wait you both.”

      “Both?” I asked, catching onto a tiny thread that I hoped would lead me to something more.

      “You and that other arrogant bitch. You both thought you could control me. But I’m a necromancer, you see,” he said.

      While he talked, the zombies poured into the trap. All kinds of zombies, not just humans. Big cats with their jaws hanging by a thread, bears with one eye hanging out of the socket, humans missing limbs, even trolls with their skin hanging off in places, and wolves all rotted in front of us, snarling and hungry for our flesh.

      It was a bizarre sight. Almost too bizarre to react to the danger we were in. Almost.

      “So you did this? These creatures are yours?” I wanted to buy us some time if I could. But the more time I spent talking to him, the more zombies poured into our trap, and pushed us against the back wall. Four against the world.

      “Of course they’re mine. And when they’re done with you, they’ll finish off that little caravan of yours. Children don’t have a place in this world. You should know better than that, little witch. It’s our time now. The humans are done.”

      He slid out of the crack so he could see us, then lifted a hand and waved to his creatures. “Enjoy your meal, my pets.” It was then I saw it. On the underside of his arm, the mark emblazoned on him, dark against his gray skin. The brand that Madeline and her creatures had.

      Roe had it.

      He knew who the one at the center of this was, he had to. If we got out of here alive, I was going to find him and string him up.

      “Well, giddy-up, boys. We’re in for a fight,” I said.

      Oka didn’t need any more encouragement than that. She shifted in front of me, nearly taking me down with her tail as she snapped it back and forth, anger in every line of her body.

      Everywhere were snarling, snapping teeth, all after a chunk of my flesh. Or Mac’s. Or Alex’s. Or Oka’s. And not a single ounce of my existence was going to let that happen.

      Set me free, Pamela. See what you are capable of. Embrace the magic, and you will survive. Before anyone has to die, the magic purred. This was its dance. Death. But at what cost? The memory of my dream stayed my hand and I gripped my zombie slayers tightly. We could fight our way out of this. No matter that we were outnumbered twenty to one. We’d faced worse odds. Just because I couldn’t think of when at that moment didn’t mean anything.

      They closed in on us slowly, sizing us up, apparently. We backed literally into a corner, and the four of us stood ready. “We’re not dying today, guys,” I promised them. “Not today.”

      The first attack came at Alex. A dead wolf zeroed in on him, and leapt through the air, clumps of fur streaming out behind the beast, attached only by strands of half-rotted skin. I tried not to watch too closely. There were threats close enough to me, thank you very much. But I couldn’t peel my eyes away fully. I needed to see that he was okay.

      But I didn’t get that chance. Oka slapped a zombie away from me as it launched right for my face. “Quit worrying about them,” Oka said before she tore the throat out of the zombie she’d taken down.

      She was right. Now was the time to fight and trust those at my back. The three people I loved more than any others in this whole messed-up world. I flashed my curved blades and went to work.

      Another day.

      Another dead thing.

      Three zombies came at me all at once, but they weren’t coordinated in their attack. I stepped back at the last second, and they knocked heads, landing flat on their faces at my feet.

      “All right, Stooges. Nice try.” I bent and swiped across the back of the neck of the one closest to me, relieving him of his head. Two to go. Well, there were more like a million to go, but I preferred to take it in smaller bites. No pun intended. Well, sorta.

      They stumbled to their feet, clearly struggling with their limbs. I wondered if that was because they weren’t their own masters. They were a long way from dead ground that would give them power. Roe had created them, and it seemed they were … clumsy at best in this unnatural arena.

      But there were so many. Roe seemed to think that was all he needed to win, since he’d left, laughing, believing us done. The thought sent a shot of anger through me and I sliced the heads off the two zombies in rapid succession.

      Let your rage feed the magic. Let the darkness claim these creatures. They belong to it anyway, the magic persuaded. But I ignored it, focusing instead on the task at hand. Why could I ignore it here, when with Jasmine, I couldn’t so much as tamp it down?

      I glanced at the others. Everyone held their own for the moment, but the horde pressed in on.

      Hard.

      The dead things came at us ten to twelve at a time in each wave, so we each had more than one to fight at any given moment.

      I took off a head with a forward cut, and another on the back swing. Gore splattered my shirt, speckled my face.

      Two zombies on two legs, and one on four that might have been a wild boar at one point replaced those I’d taken down. I didn’t dare open my mouth for fear of what might fly into it.

      I went for the wild boar first, bent and drove the tip of one blade down through his skull, dropping him. But when I stood and turned to face the others, I took a step back and tripped over the thick, squat body.

      I went down, bit back a yelp and hit the ground hard enough on my tailbone to see stars. I kicked out, caught one in the knee and dropped him … right the fuck on top of me.

      “Damn it!” I snarled as I fought to hold the putrid fleshbag back with one arm and brain him with my other blade. But that left the opening for his buddy, and his buddies behind him.

      A huge paw swooped out in front of me, just missing my nose and blasting the two zombies back with a single blow. I scrambled to my feet. There was no time for words. There was no time for anything but blades, brains, and keeping the horde back.

      I was bit on the arm. I felt Oka get a slash from fangs down her one side, and both Mac and Alex were bleeding from small wounds. Injuries that wouldn’t kill us … but they’d slow us, make us easier to take down.

      I lost track of how long we’d been fighting. No matter how hard we pushed, their numbers didn’t get any smaller. They kept coming, kept pouring in through that gap in the wall.

      The roar of the dead filled my ears until I was deaf to it. It was just background noise and I worked through it, sweat dripping into my eyes. The minutes ticked by and I couldn’t think how long it had been. My body ached, my wounds ached, my energy was so low I could barely see straight.

      A pain-filled howl split the night and cut straight through to my heart.

      Alex.

      I whipped around to see Alex under four zombies of varying sizes. Before I could take a step, Mac was there in a second, faster than I could be, clearing them off with two swipes of his paws.

      My eyes went to Oka in between taking down two more dead things. She was against four as well, taking them out at the knees. The zombies that came at us were easily twenty deep.

      We were slowly, wound by wound, losing.

      I had to do something. The sob that rose to my lips was one born of fear more than anything else. I bit it back. I couldn’t sit by any longer.

      I gripped my blades.

      “On my terms,” I said.

      We shall see.

      The dark magic roared up through me as I took down my hold on it. Death. Blood. Violence. Power. Strength.

      They were everything. I had one chance.

      I reached for the tiny connection to spirit I had through the crack in the bracelet. My gut twisted with the effort of pulling it through that crack. I took a few steps back and the zombies followed, shuffling toward me.

      I wove the thin thread of spirit through the darkness, creating a net of sorts. It took the last of my reserves to do it and the pain of using that element rocketed through me, dropping me to one knee and stealing my breath.

      “Pam!” Oka yelled.

      “Keep fighting!” I said. “Just keep fighting!”

      I blinked and my vision wavered, an image overlaying the scene in front of me. The elemental who’d put the spirit bracelet on me scowled back at me as I worked. I ignored him and pain that shook every muscle in me. The best I could compare it to was like pushing my body through a barrier of tiny, pinprick-sharp needles that dragged through my skin with each breath I took. I knew that I wouldn’t die, but it was hard to think through the constant buzz against my skin.

      I held my hands up and the blended magic poured out, black ropes woven with pink threads that glittered and lit up the darkness. “Beautiful,” I whispered.

      Bigger and bigger, I filled the entire canyon with it, spreading it over the zombies’ heads. Mac, Alex and Oka pulled back.

      I gagged on the intense pain, fought to breathe through it. All I could think was this won’t kill you, Pam, so suck it up. But even knowing that, I only had so much strength to hold my body against those thousands of tiny needles. Because the longer I held onto them, the deeper they dug, turning from needles into daggers that felt as though they cut through tendons, muscle, flesh only to burrow into the very marrow of my bones.

      “I can’t hold it any longer.” I shook from the exertion, eyes watering, heart hammering with adrenaline.

      Let me go then, daughter.

      I dropped the net.

      The zombies fell to the ground, trapped beneath it, pinned, the magic that had animated them breaking into a thousand glittering pieces as though I’d dropped a giant crystal bowl.

      “Pamela!” Oka called my name, but she was so far away. Miles away.

      I fell forward, the pain of using the combined magics too much.

      I was done.
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      The pain rode me, driving me down until I knew I was passed out, even though the scent of deeply rotting bodies was there all around me, even though I could feel the stone of the canyon under my face, I wasn’t really there.

      The elemental who slapped the spirit bracelet on me stood in front of me, hands on his hips. His eyes of blue flashed with pure anger, and a flicker of confusion.

      “How is she doing this? The bracelet should stop her!” he snapped. But no answer came to him, at least not where he was. The rest of my world around me melted away until it was nothing but him and me. I pushed to my feet and my black magic roared through me, making the air around my body feel thick and heavy with darkness. The elemental stood looking at me with disgust from across the space, and I’d had enough. I leapt at him like some kind of animal, knives drawn, and sliced his arm. He disappeared, and I thought it was over. I thought he’d gotten away, which did nothing to cool my rage. But then his voice echoed in the space behind me.

      “I can see why Fresca wanted to bind you, worthless little half-breed. You’re covered in that filthy magic.” He threw the words at me.

      Anger coursed along my skin, making the hairs on my arms and back of my neck rise. The tips of my hair floated outward and his eyes widened.

      “My black magic isn’t just dirty, you limp dick. It’s the purest evil I’ve ever seen,” I said, and his eyes grew even wider. “And I’m going to fucking well use it since you asswipes have bound my magic from me.”

      I screamed, a rage-filled war cry, and the darkness shattered around me, like dark panes of glass falling from their frames. A new image stood before me as though I were floating high above the earth’s surface. I stared down at another canyon.

      My caravan helplessly fought a horde of zombies, surrounded. There were too many of the undead, and one by one, they took the caravan down. They were like locusts consuming a field of wheat. I knew there would be nothing left by the time I got there.

      I blinked and was on my feet, running toward the canyon that was now a death trap for Richard and the others. I had to try, even though I knew it would be too late. I knew I would lose them. Tears streaked my face as I ran. Crimson, Marley, Richard, Lynx, Cale, Ruby, Lily, even Chris.

      Frost. They would tear him apart. I cried out, sobbing.

      My train of thought cut short when my face hit the ground, tackled from behind.

      Mac and Alex pulled at me … and they were zombies. Flesh hung from their faces. Alex had an eyeball hanging from its socket, and Mac was missing an arm. Still they forced me down, using my shock against me. How had this happened? How had they been changed so fast? Were they taken down while I was fighting that damned elemental? What would I do without both of them?

      My world threatened to collapse on me, and I let the rage take me. I had nothing left to lose as the black magic rolled inside, ready to decimate every last zombie in the canyon.

      “Only the zombies,” I forced my thin connection to spirit through the darkness to bind it to my command.

      The magic in my blood fought me, and I bound it tighter, pulling hard through the crack in my bracelet. My bones ached, my heart felt as though it would shatter, my vision wavered on the edge of passing out.

      “All the zombies,” I whispered, a hitch in my throat as I stared at Mac and Alex.

      They let me up and drew back from me as I lifted my hands. The magic swirled around them, then shot outward, spreading across the swath of living dead.

      Not only those in the box canyon with us, but those attacking the caravan. I closed my eyes and saw it in my mind’s eye. Saw the dead go down in a sparkling flash of black and pink.

      I opened my eyes. Mac and Alex were still there and I sobbed. “I don’t want to do this.” But … I had to. Blades drawn, I knew this would be a thousand times worse than killing Macey. I would never escape what I was about to do, ending the two men I loved. But I couldn’t let them roam the earth killing children, killing anyone. That’s not what they would’ve wanted.

      I closed in on Mac first, ready to take his head when a huge orange tiger leapt over his shoulder and tackled me right in the chest. Her huge paws pinned my shoulders down and I blinked up at her.

      Her mouth was right in front of my face, a growl rolling from her.

      “Oka?” I asked.

      She swallowed and looked down at me. “You back among the land of the living now?” she asked, but she didn’t let me up, the weight of her big paws holding me down easily. But I trusted her and didn’t fight her hold.

      “What?” I blinked and looked around. Mac and Alex drew closer but were notably keeping their distance. They weren’t zombies. At all. Their skin was intact. Alex’s eyeball was neatly in place, and so was Mac’s arm.

      “You’re not zombies?” What had I been seeing?

      My mother’s laughter floated through me. Almost. I almost had them.

      “Sorry?” Mac said.

      “No, I just …” I sat up and felt the need to rub my eyes to make sure what I was seeing was real. The elemental, the fight, how much of it had been in my mind, and how much of it had bled into reality?

      “You can let me up,” I said.

      Oka backed off … some. She took her paws off but didn’t move from between me and the men. I didn’t protest. It kept me grounded, helped me understand what exactly was real. I turned my eyes away from Alex and Mac and took in the scene.

      All the zombies were down. Every last one of them, their heads had been crushed like grapes, complete with green-gray ooze spilling out. If it didn’t make me so happy, I would’ve vomited at the sight and smell.

      Check that. I gagged and turned to the side, dry heaving until the urge passed, my belly sore from the efforts.

      I thought of the caravan, and an image flickered. Richard rounding people up, Crimson helping. The kids with Chris. Frost and the others were alive. I could almost feel them as if they were bound to me like Oka and Mac. They were fine. I’d done it. I’d wrangled the magic and saved everyone. Sure, I’d lost touch with reality, but it was a small price to pay for the lives I’d saved. Right?

      “What do you want to do, Pam?” Alex said, approaching with less caution than he had before. He’d pulled on some clothes, though he was still covered with bits of flesh that were not his own.

      There was only one person who would answer for this.

      “Roe,” I said. “We need him still. And he’s going to answer for this.”

      Oka leapt off me, her lips pulling back over her massive gleaming teeth. She took off running, I assume in the direction Roe went.

      “I do love a chase. Alex, stay with her,” Mac said as he blew me a kiss, shifted and took off after my cat, leaving Alex and me alone.

      What had he seen? What had I looked like with the death magic pouring out of me, crushing zombies like a handful of berries? Was he afraid of me now?

      I wrapped my arms around my middle. I was afraid of me, there was no way he wasn’t.

      Alex reached out a hand to me, and I pulled away from him, cringing.

      “Pam. I’m not afraid of you. That will never happen,” he said with a shrug.

      “But what did I do?” I still felt the death magic coursing through my veins, ready to take its next victim. It had taken zombies this time, but it wanted more, and it had tricked me, showing me Alex and Mac in a way that would make me attack them.

      Would the time come when I let it have exactly what it wanted? Somehow, I knew my magic anticipated exactly that, and the thought horrified me. Whose life would I let it claim next? Roe’s? Stefan’s? Jasmine’s? What happened when it wasn’t an enemy? A justifiable loss?

      As their names rolled around in my head, a flash of vengeance snapped through me. It would be good to rid the world of those who’d caused us pain, wouldn’t it? Villains, all of them. But then, what was I? Nothing but a wielder of death magic. Wasn’t I a villain in my own right?

      Wasn’t I as bad as those I hated? Killing and wanting to kill.

      The elemental was right. I was disgusting, filthy. “You shouldn’t touch me,” I said quietly as I wrapped my arms around myself, drawing my cloak around, wishing I could hide inside it forever.

      Alex crouched down in front of me. “Pamela. You are not a monster. You saved us all.”

      I didn’t look at him as I thought about how it felt to kill that man from Stefan’s army, and the zombies. How good it had felt to have his heart stop beating while my magic pulled at him.

      “Alex … it felt …” Nope. I couldn’t say it out loud. I wouldn’t admit it to one of my oldest friends. Even if he said he wouldn’t turn his back on me, he didn’t know what I was, what I was becoming.

      “It doesn’t matter how it felt. War is war. A victory often means death on the other side. Does that make the winner evil if he relishes the fact that he didn’t die that day? That someone else took his place?”

      “War is different,” I said, avoiding his gaze.

      But he grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him. His hand was hot on my face and I wanted badly to keep my eyes down, look at his feet, my knees, anything but his golden eyes and the comfort I knew would be in them.

      “Look at me,” he said, and there it was, that Alpha he’d become.

      I looked up at him if for no other reason than the fact that I was proud of him for finding his Alpha.

      “How is it different from right now?” he asked when I finally met his gaze. “We are at war with the world. With anything that would try to take our lives. Hunger, beasts that roam, Stefan and his gang, the list goes on for you, Pam. Seems your life is war. And, after all, you’re the hero of your own story. Not the monster. Even if you’re covered in some pretty foul shit.”

      He gave me a lopsided grin and picked off a piece of something from my hair, his nose crinkling at the smell. I couldn’t help but give him my own half smile, though it was an effort. I wanted to believe him. “You really think that, don’t you?”

      “Yuppy doody.” He winked.

      I wanted him to be right, but the doubts were there. Because I knew the truth.

      I let out a breath and offered him my hand. He hauled me to my feet, and my legs were definitely wobblier than I expected. I thought Alex would reach out, take me in his arms, hold me, something, until I was a little more stable, but he didn’t. He watched me for sure, made sure I didn’t go down, but he kept a companionable distance. Had he been lying? Was he truly afraid of me?

      “You know, Mac isn’t half bad. He’s a good match for you,” he said as he looked around, checking the zombies with the toe of his foot.

      “What?” I asked, shock catching me off guard and making me wobble even more.

      “I talked to him. You’re lucky. Or maybe he’s the lucky one. I haven’t decided yet. But it’s a good fit.”

      There was no time for me to ask him just what they’d talked about on their hunt for food.

      Because Roe tumbled through the crevice in the wall, Oka and Mac behind him.

      Roe struggled to his feet in front of me, and my magic roared to life, demanding blood. His blood. He’d been responsible for all of it. He’d lied, and that was the least of his crimes. I reached out and put a hand on Alex, and the magic subsided to a manageable level.

      Your wolf and bear will not always be with you, Pamela. Then you must face me and your power. There will be a reckoning.

      “Not today,” I muttered.

      “What do you want to do with him?” Mac asked as he drove Roe forward.

      A plan formed, quickly, and I let go of Alex.

      “Let’s get him out of here, I can’t stand the stink. Then tie him up,” I said. Mac shifted to two legs and snagged one of our bags out from under a bloated wolf carcass. They went ahead of me.

      “I’ll catch up in a minute,” I said. Oka shot me a look and I gave her a nod. “It’s okay. I just need to prep.”

      She left with the three men, reluctance showing in every line of her body. I backed up a few steps, alone in the canyon. I closed my eyes and clenched my fists as I once more let the magic come to the surface. I needed strength for what was coming, and Alex was right in one way. This was war. This was a battle.

      “Take the ogre’s magic for your own, but don’t kill him.” I opened myself to spirit and threaded it through the black mist. It writhed as it condensed.

      Bitch.

      “Right back at you,” I said. Every muscle in me wanted me to lie down, to just close my eyes and sleep for days, but we weren’t done here, not yet.

      I made my feet take the steps toward the crevice in the wall, through the dark space and into the night on the other side. Night … it felt as though days should have passed, not just a few hours.

      On the other side of the crevice, Alex and Mac had Roe against the rock wall on his ass.

      I went straight to him and held out one hand, palm down, fingers pointed at him. The black mist poured out, sparkling with pink threads. Roe’s eyes bugged out. He writhed on the ground, but they’d tied him up well.

      “No. Don’t do this. I can still help you,” Roe said.

      “You’re a fool if you think I’m going to kill you,” I said as the mist wrapped itself around him, mimicking the ropes. “No. I’m not letting you off that easily, Roe.”

      My magic caressed him, and he let out a low groan that I really did not like. “Just like that. Little harder.” He moaned the words.

      “Just his magic.” I fought my own magic to stop it from … doing whatever the hell it was doing.

      His eyes swung to mine. “No! You can’t have that. I’ll—”

      “You’ll what, Roe? What exactly will you do? I believe I’ve already shown you what a mistake it is to cross me. You’re a slow learner.”

      He slammed his mouth shut, and through the dark mist, his eyes bugged out as my magic squeezed every ounce it wanted from him before drawing back to me. With all his magic, I controlled him now, not that mark on his arm. This was different than the binding, more complete. And it wouldn’t wear off as he’d said my spell had. This was done until he found a way to break it, or I let him go.

      “You’re not killing him?” Alex asked, more than a bit perplexed.

      “No. He’s owned by someone. Someone who seems to be hunting us.” I drew myself up for what I was about to do. “I still have a lot of questions. And he’s going to lead us to the answers.”
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      With Roe’s magic and binding to me fully in hand, I led the way back to the river. I wanted to get clean before anything else. The smell of the dead things was heavy, cloying and fucking everywhere. We walked through the woods, and they held a certain beauty to them, if you discounted the dead. I could barely walk without crunching some part of them beneath my feet.

      Oka rode on my shoulder so she didn’t have to pick through them.

      “Princess,” Mac said.

      She took a mock swat at him. “Jealousy is not becoming on you.”

      The woods were thick and green, screaming late summer with every breeze that rustled their leaves. But it brought no peace to me and what I was going to do next. The silence of the woods followed us everywhere. The constant reminder of what was at stake.

      Eventually I couldn’t smell the zombies’ gore anymore, but I was partly convinced I’d just gone nose blind to it.

      We came to a small waterfall that cascaded into the ravine where the caravan must’ve been. I peered over but didn’t see them. We’d walked a ways from them by that point. I did see that lush greenery, though, and a crystal-clear pool at the bottom. It was idyllic in a world of nightmares.

      Still, no fish swam in the water, no deer or animals came for a drink. There was nothing. I put a hand to my belly, feeling like I had only a few months before. On the edge of nothing, ribs under every touch, so hungry, I wasn’t even aware of it unless I thought about it.

      I eyed Roe. I’d get my answers from him, one way or another.

      I knelt at the bank of the river and did my best to clean up while I thought about how I was going to get those answers. The water was tempting; I hadn’t been really clean in months, and this water was free of shark fish or anything else that might eat me or sung like siren. But the risk of being sucked over the edge of the waterfall was a bit of a buzz kill, so I settled for doing what I could at the river’s edge, turning the water a strange green with zombie guts and blood. I moved upstream a bit to get the second layer off. Oka was there, getting a drink.

      “Oh, thanks for muddying my water,” she said as I scrubbed my arms and face.

      I splashed her and she arched her back at me. “Any time,” I said as she stalked away to a safe distance and went to work furiously cleaning herself.

      I took my time cleaning, guarding my thoughts against Oka and Mac. I couldn’t let them talk me out of what I was about to do. Frankly, I wasn’t sure I’d go through with it. Would the old Pamela be willing to go so far for answers? The old Pamela never had to. The world before was different. Easier.

      I almost laughed at myself as I peeled green guts from under my fingernails and rinsed my hands in the water for the umpteenth time. After all the abuse I’d lived through in the world before, the war against the demons I’d survived, I never would’ve thought the world was easy then. And maybe it wasn’t. Just different. I always had people around me who knew what they were doing. People who guided me.

      I had Oka, Mac, and now Alex. But they all looked to me for what to do, not the other way around. And who did I have to look to? The darkness?

      I shook my head. No. I was looking to do the right thing. And in order to know what that was, I needed answers from Roe. I would do what it took to get them. It’s what my mentor did, what she’d taught me to do. At least, that’s what I told myself as I stood and shook out my hands, water droplets flicking through the air.

      I walked back to the group, and as casually as I could, sat down. The night would be over in a few hours, and I could see that Roe was half asleep. Alex yawned. Mac’s eyes were on me. He knew something was up.

      “Mac, would you get a fire going please?” I kept my tone light. “And Alex, would you find some sharp sticks?” My eyes went to Roe so he had a chance to see where I was going with this. “Ones that are good for skewering.”

      Alex frowned as he stood. He didn’t get it yet, but he would. “Sure.” He headed off to do as I asked. He didn’t point out the fact that we had no meat to roast. Nor were there any animals around to catch to fill that need. He trusted me, and whatever I was doing. Good thing one of us did.

      Roe, on the other hand, swallowed hard, but held his chin high. Maybe he didn’t think I had the stomach for what he likely suspected. Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. We were both about to find out.

      I had to be stronger than he thought I was. Stronger, even, than I thought I was.

      The boys were quick to work, quicker than I wanted them to be, and before I knew it, the fire crackled nicely, casting a warm orange glow across our campsite. Alex was back with a half dozen sticks in no time. He even built a nice little turner to hang meat over the fire. There was nothing left to do but get started.

      With Roe being tied up, he wasn’t much of a challenge for me, but binding him that way didn’t force the answers I needed from his mouth. I had to press him. I took out one of my knives as I closed in on him and pressed it lazily against his bare thigh. He knew what I could do. No need to push too hard to fast.

      “So Roe, you feel like chatting or shall we see what your pain threshold is?”

      “Chat away.” He smirked up at me.

      “Who is the one who branded you?”

      I half expected him to answer me. He’d seen what I could do with my knives. He’d felt their steel against his ball sack. I didn’t want him to be that dumb, I didn’t want to do this.

      His laughter told me he was. Dumber than a damned doornail in a rusted doorway. But his idiocy didn’t stop there. He actually hawked up a loogie and spat in my face.

      The saliva and snot slid down the side of my cheek and I didn’t move, didn’t so much as flinch as a spike of anger shot through me. If I slid to the left, my blade would be over the main artery. It would be so easy to watch him bleed out, to watch him die slowly, as the blood pooled below him.

      But … instead, I took my knife tight in my hand and sliced into the meat of his thigh, cutting off a good chunk. The blade cut deep into his muscle, and made a nice, clean slice, deliberately missing anything vital and taking only meat. I made myself smile as the blood poured from the huge wound I’d made, even while I wanted to recoil.

      His scream broke the forested silence and echoed through the air. As there were no animals to disturb, he was the only sound and it crawled up and down my spine.

      I forced my legs to move, left him bleeding, and walked to stand near the fire. “Skewer, Alex.”

      I held my hand out but didn’t look at him. Couldn’t. One look of disgust from him, Mac, or Oka and I’d be done.

      The thin wood skewer was placed in my hand. I jammed it through the meat.

      “Are you insane?” Roe roared.

      I turned just my head to look at him over my shoulder. “I’m hungry, Roe. And a little angry; I’ll admit to that.” I crouched and settled the skewer on the homemade spit.

      I said nothing more while I turned it regularly for the next few minutes. The worst part? The smell of Roe’s cooking thigh wasn’t half bad. My stomach growled and Oka sidled up next to me, clearly just as hungry as I was as the scent of roasting meat filled the air around us.

      She said nothing, and there was no accusation coming through our bond.

      Roe writhed on the ground, fighting his bonds, both physical and magical. It felt like someone tapping on my shoulder as he struggled to get his magic back so he could lash out at me, so he could raise another undead army.

      “I don’t need magic to make you speak. I was trained by one of the best when it comes to getting answers.” I turned the meat again, and it started to get a nice golden brown tint to it, even through the thick gray skin.

      “What do you think, Oka?” I asked, and she licked her lips in response.

      “Me too,” I said as I pulled the meat off the fire. I tore a piece off and tossed it to Oka. She wasn’t picky and gulped her portion down. I wondered if she even tasted it, then wondered if she was smarter for it. Eating the flesh of someone while they actually sat in front of you took a stronger stomach than I thought I had.

      I held it up to him, like a toast to his health, and took a bite. He’d tried to kill us. To wipe out the caravan.

      I took my time with the meat, chewing carefully while I watched Roe. The slightly overcooked flesh was terribly gamey and tough, but I acted like it was a fucking gourmet steak straight off the grill.

      Horror didn’t even begin to explain the look on his face. I thought he might puke for a second there, so I decided to encourage him. “Not too bad,” I said as I took another bite. “It’s a little like chicken.” Oka and I had eaten worse in our travels since the breaking, or at least that’s what I told myself. At least our bellies would be full by the end of the night.

      I looked to the boys. “If he clams up again, you’ll get some too if you want.”

      They didn’t answer, and I tried not to focus on whether or not they were as horrified as Roe. I was done being played by this ogre. I was getting my answers and I was getting them now. We’d already wasted too much time, giving him the upper hand. Well, no more.

      I tossed the last bit to Oka, who gladly scarfed it down, then stood, wiping my hands on my pants as I went back to Roe. “Let’s try this again, shall we?” Roe glared at me, watching me with a mix of fear and disgust. At least he’d stopped screaming. “Who is your master?” I asked slowly, emphasizing every word.

      He slammed his mouth shut, his lips making a fine line, so I moved down to his calf and started cutting. I wasn’t going to ask him again. He knew the question. I just stared at the spot I cut through, and the blood, and ignored the way my stomach rolled, or my heart quailed at what I was doing. What I would keep doing.

      It was one thing to tell someone you’d eat them if they didn’t do what they had to do. A totally different thing to actually do it.

      Roe screamed again and tried to jerk his leg away. “I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you! May an incubus eat your soul for breakfast, you fucking demon witch, I’ll tell you.”

      I finished slicing off a huge chunk of muscle and stood. I couldn’t do more than keep my face neutral, angry.

      “That’s more like it,” I said as I walked over to the fire, skewered the larger piece of meat and set it to cook. Now that I was done cutting him, he wasn’t talking, so I twisted so I could watch him as I turned his calf over the fire, just as I had the small piece of his thigh. Oka sat next to me, and swallowed hard, eyes dilated and locked on the meat as though she were stalking it.

      “I can do this all day, Roe,” I said. “You’ve got a lot of meat on you, and I have the two guys to feed, not to mention the caravan,” I said as I watched him.

      He glared at me. “The Sorceress. She is the one who branded me.”

      That meant nothing to me. I looked at Mac and Alex, but both shook their heads. They hadn’t heard of her either.

      “Fine. A sorceress then,” I said as I pulled the calf meat off the fire. “Where is she?”

      “She is everywhere, demon witch. Always watching.”

      I snorted. “Cryptic answers like that are going to fill my belly for sure.” I pointed at him with a piece of his own meat. “So keep them coming. I think you can spare a few more pounds.” I tossed the piece in my mouth and chewed. “Hm. Not as good as the thigh meat, wouldn’t you agree, Oka?”

      She didn’t answer me. She was busy chewing up her own piece of ogre.

      I offered pieces to Mac and Alex, but they shook their heads. I could see the struggle in them both to keep their mouths shut.

      I shrugged. “More for us,” I said as I tossed the meat to Oka even though my gorge rose.

      “Let’s try a different question,” I said as I forced myself to swallow one last piece of the calf meat. The rest I gave to Oka. “Why is she targeting the caravan?”

      He laughed. He actually laughed.

      “I’m not sure you’re in a good position to be laughing at me.”

      “Stupidity is always funny,” he said with more confidence than I thought he’d earned, considering I’d carved off a significant portion of his leg.

      “Then you’re a fucking monkey’s uncle, Roe,” I countered.

      He stopped laughing and looked at me, the smile never leaving his face. “It’s not the caravan she’s after, demon witch. The bitch shifter was right. It’s you the Sorceress is coming for.”
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      Roe’s words hung in the air like a bomb poised to explode. The Sorceress wanted me.

      Jasmine had been right about me bringing danger to the caravan.

      Alex leapt, and was on Roe with a knife at his throat. “This ends now, ogre,” he said, a deep growl in his voice.

      “Do it then, wolf. Do it, and your master won’t have her answers.”

      “She isn’t my master, dumb-ass,” Alex snarled.

      “Well, what is she to you then? A lover? Or a wannabe lover? Ah, that’s it, isn’t it? She’s with the bear, but you still want her. I see now,” Roe said, plucking a chord he’d somehow figured out was tender.

      Alex snarled, and I put a hand on his arm before he could drive the knife through Roe’s throat. “Even with a knife to your throat, you can’t help being an asshole,” I said. “Not sure why I’m surprised.”

      Mac stepped up next to us. “Let’s just be rid of him. He’s a dead weight and with his magic bound he’ll be at the mercy of his wounds. We’ll find the wall and food ourselves. We have to be nearly off the cursed land,” he said.

      Roe laughed again, and Alex pressed the knife into his neck a little harder. I clenched my hand over his bicep, my fingers digging in when a bead of blood popped up at the tip of Alex’s blade.

      I wanted Roe’s blood. The desire for it sang in my veins and the darkness in me cooed a lullaby I could almost remember. I shook my head, clearing it a little. “No. He is still useful. He still has answers inside that thick skull of his. And I will have them.”

      “And at what cost will he give you your answers?” Alex demanded through clenched teeth.

      “No cost at all, my friend.” I finally let his arm go. “We’ll let him sleep on what we’ve taken tonight.”

      The lie was hollow sounding, even to me, but I ignored the anxiety it stirred. My stomach already rolled and twisted with the ogre’s flesh. I turned and went back to the river, as quick as I could without hurrying.

      Mac reached out and touched me gently on the back as I went by him.

      “I need a drink,” I said before he could ask where I was going. Something to wash down what I’d eaten.

      The aftertaste of Roe’s flesh clung to the inside of my mouth now that I wasn’t showboating. Now that I wasn’t trying to keep it together, I could taste the sweat from his skin, the rank gamey meat that was not meant for human consumption. I gagged, heaved and went to my hands and knees next to a tree as I brought up everything I’d just put down.

      A moment later, a tiny body leapt up onto the flat of my back. Oka lay down on me while I stayed there, a solid ball of warmth to counteract the shakes that had begun.

      “I think the waterfall will drown out the sound,” she said.

      I nodded, and spat to the side, then sat back on my heels. She slid from my back.

      I forced myself to stand and take a few steps away from the mess. Another tree and I let myself slide down the smooth bark and lean back.

      Oka sauntered up and leapt into my lap. She put her paws on my collarbone and patted one cheek. “That was well done. Even if it did taste worse than that first rat we ate.”

      I laughed, and pain shot through my stomach. “Don’t make me laugh. I think that vile meat poisoned me,” I said, clutching my belly. The aftertaste still stuck to the inside of my mouth, but I waited until the shaking stopped and my stomach was more settled.

      I stood and took the few steps to the river. I rinsed out my mouth, and then took handfuls of water, drinking it down. As if that would cleanse my soul. But when I pulled back, and the water settled in the small eddies, I caught a glimpse of my reflection. I looked nothing like the girl I’d last seen in a mirror.

      As if even my reflection didn’t know who I was any longer.

      My hair was darker, as if the blood I’d spilled had soaked into it. My face leaner, carved from years living on the edge of survival. And my eyes a darker blue, as if the magic always moved in them now, wisps of black against the once-clear color.

      You will change as your power grows. More beautiful, more desirable. It is the way of our magic, Pamela. The harder you fight it, the harder your life will be.

      I closed my eyes and tears bubbled up under the lids.

      “Oka,” I said, “what if I can’t stop the darkness when I need to, when it counts the most? What if it consumes me?”

      There was no hesitation in her response. “It won’t, Pamela.” She climbed into my lap again and put her forehead against mine. “I won’t let it. We will get through this together. Just as we always have. Only now, you have Mac too. And maybe even Alex.”

      I wanted to believe her, but … any real hope for a normal that I could tolerate was fading each day and with each step I had to take that led me to use the darkness inside me.

      I realized now that when I’d first used it, the magic let me believe I had some control. Like an addict, I kept going back, thinking I was strong enough, until it was too late. I was not stronger than the darkness.

      And I knew it. I was shaking as I scooped Oka into my arms and buried my face in her fur as if trying to find who I was in the smell of her, the feel of her tiny body. That girl who’d rescued a burnt-up kitten from the fire. That girl who didn’t know the world that lay ahead and still believed in the good in people. That girl who’d fought so hard to prove herself, only to lose all her power.

      I didn’t realize I was sobbing, the deep, gut-wrenching pulls of air as I held Oka so tightly. She never complained, just purred.

      My bond with Mac flared to life a moment before he scooped me up off the ground. His arms were strong, and I leaned into him as he walked. The tears dried in the short distance, and silently, he carried me back to the fire, and sat. He held me tightly in his arms while we watched the flames crackle.

      “Go to sleep,” he said gently. “It’s been a long day.”

      I rested my head against his chest and listened to the sound of his heart. In my arms, Oka relaxed against me, still purring. There was no question I was exhausted. My only thought was would my dreams bring me rest or more horrors?
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      In my dreams there was no rest, but no horror either.

      I found someone I didn’t know I needed until I saw him, cloak flaring, blue eyes watching me, jet-black hair as slicked back as ever.

      “Raven.” I was running toward him before I thought better of it. He caught me as I threw myself into his arms, sobbing. My father was there and he was everything in that moment that I’d ever wanted in a parent.

      “I can’t do this. The darkness, it’s eating me up.” The words spilled out of me. “I don’t know how to stop it.”

      His arms tightened on me a moment and then he set me back from him so he could look me in the face. “Pamela. You are not the darkness.” His eyes were serious. “You are not the light either. You are a blend of two worlds, of two magics.” His hands lifted to cup my face. “And you are stronger than even you know.”

      He brushed a thumb over my cheek, over a tear.

      “That’s not real helpful,” I sniffed. “A concrete answer would be …”

      “The Sorceress. I know of her,” he said. “Or at least rumors. She is dangerous, out of control, mad with power. And young, like you.” His eyes darkened and he shook his head. “Be wary of her. She’s never known anything outside of violence and power that is so dark, it would consume the world if given the chance.”

      “She’s hunting me.”

      He grimaced. “I am not surprised. You are a potential threat. She will try to find a way to eliminate you. Or use you. That would be worse, I think.”

      I didn’t like that I agreed with him on that. Better to be dead than a tool of someone who had no conscience.

      I put my hands on his forearms, needing to feel that he was truly there. “The darkness speaks with my mother’s voice, Raven. Was she evil? Did she fool you into believing she was good?” Because as much as my father was chaos incarnate in some ways, he wasn’t evil. He did what he believed was right. And I understood that.

      His eyes widened and then he smiled. “No, she was not evil, Pam. Powerful and hungry for power, yes. But evil? Never. Which means it is not your mother speaking to you through the magic.” He pulled me close once more. “Hang in there, Pamela. I am doing what I can to help you, even though you cannot see it now.”

      I clung to him, breathing in the smell of far-flung forests and the sharp tang of a high mountain wind. To just stay here, to let him take care of everything, the desire for that was so intense that it shocked me. “I’m … so afraid. I don’t want to lose myself to that madness.”

      He held me tightly and kissed the top of my head. “Let your familiars in, let them help you carry not only the fear, but the darkness,” he said softly, voice and arms fading. “All three of them.”

      My head snapped up and he was gone, and I began to wake.
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      Oka didn’t stir as my eyes popped open wide and I sat there with my mouth hanging open. Mac didn’t stir either. Alex was awake, though, and watching me from the other side of the fire that had long ago died. He smiled warmly at me, fatigue in every line of his face, but I couldn’t smile back.

      All three of them? Was that truly what Raven had said? Holy gods and demons below, did that mean him? Did it mean Alex?

      A sudden burst of nervous energy shot through me, propelling me forward. I stood as gently as I could. But I still jostled Mac, and he woke, and grabbed me around the waist with his eyes still closed. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked with a yawn.

      I bent down and kissed him on the forehead while I held my sleeping cat in my arms. “I need to stretch my legs. Go back to sleep.”

      I set Oka in his lap and he settled back in. He was out before I even stepped away from him.

      Roe snorted derisively at me. “You’re soft.”

      I looked down at him, and without a second thought, backhanded him hard enough that he fell onto his side, leaving blood on my hand. He struggled to sit up, eyes stunned.

      “Yes,” I smiled down at him, the fear and anxiety and my dream sharpening me in ways that nothing else could have, “I’m soft to those I love. And hard as a fucking iron girder to those who cross me. Perhaps you’d best remember that, ogre.”
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      The hit Pamela handed out to Roe surprised me, her strength beyond what I thought she could have as a witch more than a bit of a shock. But the smile … that truly caught me off guard. Clearly, she was not herself. Pamela had never relished hurting others, even if they deserved it like Roe. She had one of the softest hearts I’d ever known.

      How the hell did I help her with this? The only thing I knew was that I wasn’t going anywhere until she didn’t need me anymore. However long that was.

      The sun peeked over the edge of the trees, chasing away the night.

      Now was as good a time as any to get moving. The wall and whatever food was behind it weren’t coming to us.

      “You ready, Pam?” I worked hard to keep my voice light. She’d eaten a piece of Roe yesterday, and by the smell on her when she’d come back from the river, had lost it too. But that was some hardcore steel she had in her to put on the show. As much as it made me see her in a new light, I was proud of her for doing what had to be done. I didn’t think Roe would have buckled for anything less.

      She kept her back to me and nodded. Mac and Oka stirred, stretching almost in tandem. I grabbed my pack and walked toward Roe. He’d stopped bleeding at least sometime in the last hour. Hopefully he could walk.

      I wasn’t sure how he would walk without most of his calf muscle, but it was hard to worry about him after what he’d done to us.

      Seeing Pam work last night was surreal. Like watching Rylee, but … different. Harder in a way. She had to be hard in this world; we all did. She was doing what she needed to in order to help us all. And she did find out there was some sorceress after her, so it was worth it in the end. But when she offered me a piece of his leg, I couldn’t stomach it. I was hungry, but not that hungry. I don’t know how she did it, chewing his leg in front of him.

      Pam stood off to the edge of the camp, looking north, and Mac approached to help me with Roe as Oka trotted off to be with Pam.

      “What do you think?” I asked the big bear.

      “Not much.” He glanced at Pam, then Roe, and I nodded. He didn’t want to talk about her problems in front of Roe. Probably a good idea. The bastard would turn his back on us at the first opportunity. He was a worthless, conniving son of a bitch that I wouldn’t trust any further than I could throw his oversized ass.

      Roe struggled to his feet with a lot of groaning and drama, wobbling, sobbing, hopping on one leg.

      “You know, you’re a bit theatrical for an ogre,” I pointed out.

      He lunged at me, as if he might hit me, but fell flat on his face instead. I’d learned to tie knots shortly after I left Rylee. I met a guy who used to work on boats. He was nice and taught me a lot. We parted ways when he found a caravan.

      I pulled hard on the long end of the rope and yanked him back to his feet. “You done?”

      He spat at me, missed me by a mile, and I shoved him out front. His leg looked horrendous and smelled even worse. I hoped he wouldn’t attract anything … unsavory.

      Then again, he had a horde of zombies at his beck and call, so he didn’t need a rotting leg to bring them down on us.

      But Pam had taken care of that, too, hadn’t she? She’d nearly killed Mac and me doing it, but she’d done it. When the rage took her, that was when I was afraid, not for me, but for her. She was losing sight of who she was, and I couldn’t let that happen. She could always evolve into someone new, but not without building on the person she’d been. She couldn’t turn her back on that … on me.

      Her new magic was a little intense, for lack of a better word. But I’d told her she didn’t scare me, and I meant it. Even when she was brandishing her blades at me, I wasn’t afraid of her. We all had to die sometime. And what better way to go than at the hands of my best friend? Well, at any rate, I could think of worse ways.

      Roe limped along slowly, agonizingly slowly, in front of us, grunting as he went while Pam hung off to the side. Mac walked behind me, covering my back, and Oka walked with Pam. Silence reigned in the forest still, just like it had everywhere else.

      Our stomachs rumbled, the only other sounds breaking the silence of the woods around us. That and our footsteps as we tromped along.

      I decided Pam wasn’t the only one who knew how to ask questions.

      “So, Roe, how old are you?”

      “Why do you care, wolf?”

      “Just making conversation.”

      “Well, make it with someone else,” Roe said. I thought he might try to spit at me again, but I had the advantage of being at his back. He did toss a glare over his shoulder for good measure.

      We walked on a little farther in silence when he answered me. Surprisingly. “Forty-three.”

      “Forty-three what?” I asked. “Don’t say more miles to go.”

      “How old I am, you idiot. You really consider this wolf one of your best friends, demon witch? He’s dumber than a sack of rusty hammers.”

      She glared at him but said nothing as she walked on.

      “I probably wouldn’t push her if I were you,” I advised.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” he asked.

      “Pretty sure she had the fun last night. With your leg.”

      He limped a bit more dramatically at the mention of his injury and said nothing further about it.

      In for a penny, in for a pound, as the saying goes. “What clan are you from?”

      “Briscrag,” he said simply. I’d never heard of that clan, so it did nothing to help me understand him, or where he’d come from.

      “You knew Dox?”

      “Yeah,” he said quietly. Maybe he was learning. Dox had been a hot button issue for Pam.

      “How did you know him?”

      “We’d crossed paths a few times. He was different. My clan didn’t care for him. Called him a bleeding heart. Can’t say they were wrong.”

      “Did they ever fight with his clan?”

      “No. We had bigger fish to fry.”

      “Like …”

      But I’d crossed some kind of invisible line and set him off. “What difference does it make, huh?” he yelled at me. “None of it matters now. The world is different. Everything is different.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He stopped walking and turned to me. “There aren’t any ogres left. We’re scattered to the winds like a bunch of filthy vagabonds who mean nothing.”

      “If the shoe fits,” I offered. He glared at me, and I shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

      “You wolves are all the same. Arrogant pieces of shit who think they’re some kind of gift to this broken Earth,” he said, more than a little bitterness in his voice.

      Mac chuckled. “If the shoe fits,” he said quietly with a wink in my direction.

      I smiled. Mac was a good man, and a good fit for Pam even if it cut a piece of my heart to admit it. He would help her through this. We both would.

      For just a moment, I thought I picked up something from Mac. It was there and gone before I could pinpoint it.

      “So, you couldn’t find any mates, and you joined up with the Sorceress? Getting pretty desperate, eh?” I pushed. I knew I pressed my luck, but what did I have to lose?

      Pam watched him for an answer out the side of her eye, interested, but covered it by looking down at Oka. I agreed. Best if the ogre thought she didn’t care. He might be more open.

      He grunted, but I wasn’t sure if that was part of his limping act, or agreement with what I’d said, at least until he added a nod to it.

      “Your demon witch there is powerful, but this sorceress. She can create things. I’ve seen her do it. She can help me raise the ogres from the dead and make them whole again. That was the deal.”

      I glanced at Mac to make sure he’d heard. By the size of his eyes, he’d heard all right.

      “How does she do that?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation going.

      “Probably the same way your demon witch killed my zombies. Black magic. Who knows? I keep my nose out of that stuff.”

      As if raising the dead wasn’t some sort of black magic. I held back the snort that nearly escaped me.

      “An ogre necromancer with standards. That’s unusual,” I said, and he didn’t respond.

      “So, what are you hoping to gain from your freshly raised ogre clan?”

      “My old way of life, you numb nuts nincompoop. No one wants to live like this forever. Isn’t that what everyone is working for in this world? Some semblance of the old way? Some glimmer of normalcy?”

      Pam looked at us, sadness pulling the corners of her lips down. “I suppose so,” she said. “But at what cost?”

      Roe laughed out loud. “Well, you hit the nail on the head with that one, demon witch. Bargaining with your lot isn’t cheap, is it?”

      “And what did the witch want from you?” I asked. “For your bargain?”

      “Everything,” he said cryptically.

      “Everything? If she wants everything, what will be left to build your new life? How will it be worth it?”

      I could hear the grin as he spoke through his teeth, but I watched Pam. How her face darkened as he spoke.

      “Oh. It will be worth it. You just wait and see, kiddos.”
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      We walked north for another day, still plodding along despite Roe’s leg. I let him lead, knowing he wouldn’t step out of line again. I had a firm hold on his magic, and Alex had a hold on his body. He limped along at an agonizingly slow pace, but I supposed it was the price I paid for answers.

      I thought about healing his leg, but that would mean using my magic, and I wanted to do that as little as possible. Raven might believe in me and my ability to manage it, but I surely did not.

      Necromancers could make zombies and control them, like Roe did, but making them like their old selves instead of mindless soldiers, well, that was something different entirely. If this sorceress could do that, why was she playing with me? Because that’s what had been happening. A game of cat and mouse. First Madeline and her crew, and now Stefan and Roe, who I had no doubt had been waiting for us.

      The setup had been too perfect.

      “What do you think she wants from you?” Oka asked.

      I glanced down at her and then back to the path. “Power. Control. Something like that is my guess.”

      Mac walked silently behind me most of the way. He was my constant, keeping me grounded, letting me know I was okay. Or at least, I would be. And he was fine with whenever that happened. He stayed. He’d seen me level the zombies, try to kill him, and eat an ogre while the beast watched, and still he stayed. And that was exactly what I needed. I felt alone, but I didn’t need to actually be alone.

      “Why is he playing nice all of a sudden?” Mac asked quietly.

      “Because Pam knocked him on his ass. He knows who’s strongest here, and he’ll wait to make his move until she’s not in the picture anymore,” Alex answered loudly.

      I wasn’t so sure that was it. Maybe it was at the base, but it felt like there was more to it than that. I had taken part of his leg, after all. I’d need a few days to play nice and recover after that too. But what else was driving him?

      Was he still working for the Sorceress? He could be. I couldn’t read his mind even though I’d bound his power to me.

      “Ogres are assholes, but they recognize strength. Once they see you’re stronger, they let you lead,” Alex added.

      “Not all ogres are assholes,” I said, but didn’t need to elaborate.

      The forest thinned as we walked away from the river and the waterfall, heading still farther north. The air had cooled considerably for the late summer, but the sun kept our skin warm. The woods remained silent as we went, void of all creatures, except us. I missed them. I missed the sounds they made, the normalcy of their presence. Even if some of them wanted to eat me. Fucking shark fish. I’d give a great deal just to see one of those big-toothed monsters in the water, to know the curse wasn’t so complete that we couldn’t escape it.

      We walked on through midday, and the trees thinned even more, like a young man rapidly balding.

      “You hear that?” Alex asked suddenly.

      Mac and Oka hit the brakes and I did the same. Oka bobbed her head first. “Yes, distant but I hear it.”

      The hair on my arms stood on end, and in between Roe’s perpetual moaning about his damned leg came a variety of new sounds.

      Voices, and … engines? Machinery.

      Alex tugged on Roe’s rope.

      “What you stopping for?” Roe asked. “Didn’t you want to get to the wall? What did you expect? It would be empty of people? She’d just lift her skirt for you and show you the goods?” Roe’s laugh echoed through the sparse woods, if you could even call it that anymore, and I cringed. Alex was right about Roe at least, if not all ogres. He was an asshole of the worst kind.

      “Tie him to that tree and let’s get a closer look,” I whispered, even though logically I knew we were far enough away, I didn’t want to take a chance.

      Alex tied Roe up and I walked over to him.

      “Try anything funny, and my next meal is sausage,” I said to him. “With a side of meatballs for breakfast. Got it?”

      He swallowed hard but said nothing. I hoped my message got through, because I wasn’t sure I could stomach eating him again, let alone those particular parts.

      I caught the look on Mac’s face. He was fighting a grin. I pursed my lips.

      Do not make me laugh, bear. I sent the thought to him and he looked away as though the trees to his left were suddenly far too interesting to ignore.

      The moment passed quickly, and we crept forward, darting from tree to tree for cover until there were no more trunks to use. We slid into a shallow valley and climbed up the other side.

      Alex reached the top first and dropped to his belly. He army crawled up and then held a hand back to us, motioning for us to do the same.

      I scooted across the dirt and grass, Oka with me. Mac too. At the top of the valley edge, I found myself looking into a far deeper valley. Not a canyon, but a full-on valley that spread a long way.

      More than that, though, what took all my attention was the huge brick wall that sprang out of the ground, at least twenty feet tall with razor-covered barbed wire lining the top. Nope. She certainly wasn’t lifting her skirt for us.

      “Where do they get the resources?” Alex whispered the question I had running through my own mind.

      Mac shook his head. “I’ve not seen anything like this in the last three years. And I’ve wandered a long way.”

      “Like it just sprang up overnight,” I said. “Like magic.”

      Both men turned their heads to me and I shrugged.

      Below us, it was like the breaking had never even touched this part of the planet. Which was impossible.

      Movement drew my eyes again. Men marched not only along the top of the wall, but along the outside as well. They were heavily armed with weapons big enough to be a real problem.

      “They likely have a healthy amount of ammo to hand out that many weapons,” Mac said.

      Before I could decide what to do, Oka scooted ahead, and trotted bold as she pleased toward the wall. “Oka,” I hissed, but she ignored me. Clearly, she had it in her mind that she would scout it out. But I wasn’t sure what she hoped to see. The wall wasn’t getting any smaller or easier to get past just because she got a closer look at it.

      Mac put a hand on my shoulder, keeping me down. Alex did the same on the other side. Damn it, I knew they were right, but my heart was in my throat. I’d come close to losing her forever once, I didn’t want to go through that again.

      I gritted my teeth. This was a terrible idea. I watched my little peachy orange cat make her way closer and closer to the wall, ducking and diving behind rocks, and into dips in the land. Her fur blended in well with the sandy colored dirt around us, but I knew that wouldn’t be enough to save her.

      I closed my eyes and connected with Oka more strongly than ever before. What the hell are you doing? I demanded.

      I’m scoping the place out. Be grateful.

      I’m not going to be grateful if you get yourself killed. Those men look like they’d eat a cat like you for breakfast without a second thought.

      She laughed. They haven’t met a cat like me.

      Please be careful, I urged.

      She didn’t respond. But I saw the wall in my mind through her eyes. It was huge from her tiny form just a little more than a foot off the ground.

      To my horror, my little cat popped up out of her hidey-hole, and sauntered up to the wall, tail up, and actually meowed for attention. Meowed.

      Stooping a bit low, don’t you think? I asked her, but she ignored me.

      One of the patrolmen spotted her, and I braced myself. Ready to spring into action should he try to hurt her. She was too far away from me now, and panic set in. Could I save her if he decided to shoot her where she sat? I continued to watch through her eyes as she peered up at him. I didn’t recognize him, but that didn’t mean much. He was blond with a five o’clock shadow, tan skin, and a strong build. He wasn’t starving like the rest of us, that’s for sure. His eyes were bright and alert as he bent down to pet my cat.

      “Well, hello there, pretty girl. What are you doing way out here?” he asked her, his voice sweeter than I expected. He slung his weapon across his back as he knelt to pet her more thoroughly. She meowed at him as he cooed to her, and the exchange was bizarre, to say the least. As if she were a normal cat.

      I just knew something terrible was about to happen. Every hair on my body stood on end telling me it was coming. She would die, or I would. Or both. And probably that guy who let his guard down with her too. Innocence like that had no place in this world.

      She rubbed up against him, purring loudly as he pet her. “You’re beautiful, but you look awfully thin. I wish I could give ya something to eat, but the boss keeps the good stuff locked up. Sorry, sweetie,” he said, keeping his voice high and light. Oka meowed at him in reply and he smiled down at her.

      “You’re sweet. But you better get on. If the boss sees ya, he won’t like it.”

      Oka sat at his feet, and he tried to shoo her away, but she stayed. Why did she stay?

      Oka. That’s your cue. Come on back.

      Not yet. I haven’t seen a way inside, she protested.

      We’ll figure it out. Get back here, I insisted, but she ignored me, looking around the wall while the guy gently nudged her with his boot. A boot that looked newer than any piece of clothing I’d seen in ages. In fact, nothing about him looked like he’d been surviving. No. He’d been living without fear of any sort of loss.

      Bingo, she said as a section of the wall pushed open, like an invisible door. There was no crack, no break in the area that opened, it just parted. And who should step out, but that son of a bitch Stefan.

      “Wade. What are you doing?” he demanded.

      Wade fake coughed and stood in front of Oka, clearly trying to block her from Stefan’s sight. She froze, knowing he would recognize her.

      “What is that?” Stefan asked.

      “What?”

      “Behind you, you idiot.” Stefan gestured behind Wade, and Wade was out of options. He turned and revealed Oka, and I swear I saw a cringe on his face.

      “Kill her. Kill her now,” Stefan demanded.

      The man turned and grabbed his gun off his shoulder, and Oka froze. What the actual fuck was she doing?

      Run, I said, more than a little bit of panic in my voice. But she didn’t answer. Was she blocking me, or just an expert at ignoring?

      She stared down the barrel of his gun, and he nudged it to the left slightly before he let a shot go. It hit the ground next to her, sending dust flying. That got her moving.

      He shot at her again, hitting the ground to her right. She ran straight for us, and I ducked behind my tree.

      “Good thing you’re guarding this wall, Wade, with a shot like that. Can’t even hit a cat when it’s right fucking in front of you.” Stefan roared the words, enough that I could hear them clearly even at our distance. Or maybe I was hearing them through Oka still. I cringed when I heard the thump of Wade getting hit.

      “Get inside,” Stefan commanded. “All of you.”

      I poked my head out as Oka came to a screeching halt next to me. The men jogged through the door, and Wade was gone. I wondered what would happen to him. A guy like that wouldn’t last long in Stefan’s army. He’d do better with us.

      I knew full well his aim hadn’t been off. He’d hit the ground exactly where he meant. And if I knew it, surely Stefan knew it too.

      I found myself wanting to save him. To help him escape Stefan. And with that simple desire, I knew some of the old Pamela was still in me. I gripped onto her hard as I could as I watched the last man walk through the open doorway.

      The door slammed closed behind him with a boom.

      Or at least I thought it was the last man. After I watched the door seal itself, another man jogged up, his rifle banging against his back as he went.

      “Hey,” he hollered and pounded on the door. “Hey, let me in.”

      But no response came for the man. “Shit,” he said, turned, and ran into the woods to our right.

      “Well, that can’t be good,” Mac said as the four of us watched Stefan’s man run as fast as he could away from the wall.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but I think we should get away too,” he said. Something about the way the man ran told me Mac was right. I backed off the crest of the valley as a shimmer rolled from the top of the wall. It was mesmerizing. Like the air had turned to magic itself, sparkling and dancing, all the colors of the rainbow embedded in it.

      “Fairy dust,” I breathed. “That’s what it looks like.”

      The fairy dust climbed from the razor wire at the top, slowly, down the entire length of the wall, and once it hit the ground, it took off at alarming speed, spreading across a wide swath of land.

      Mac grabbed my arm and tugged me back. “Pamela. Come on.” The urgency in his eyes told me it was time to go. The magic was coming right for us, and he was right. We did not want to stick around and see what it had been sent to do.
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      The magic coming at us from the wall that Stefan hid behind was moving faster than we could run. There would be no saving us.

      But we had an ace up our sleeve.

      Or in this case, an ogre.

      Mac shifted in an instant and tried to get me onto his back, but I had other plans.

      Roe. He was the key to getting inside. He was branded just like Stefan’s man had been that I’d killed.

      I spun away from Mac and bolted down the hill, cloak flaring out behind me.

      “Pam!” Alex was there beside me, Mac behind, Oka out in front.

      “Strip the ropes!” I pointed at Roe, whose eyes blinked big.

      There was just a moment of hesitation in Alex and then he bolted ahead of me.

      Alex took the ropes and I opened myself to my magic. I didn’t think about it, I just wove the black and pink threads as fast as I could.

      “Not so fast!” Roe yelped, and then I stripped him of his bond to me, all of them, the power connecting us tearing fast and hard.

      “Like ripping off a bandage,” I said and stepped back as he wobbled off the tree, rubbing his arms where he’d been bound. “Now, stop the magic that’s coming.”

      He glared at me. Mac and Alex got behind him, driving him forward, and I stood back as well. He took a reluctant step.

      The sparkling, dancing fairy lights crested the hill and whooshed toward us.

      He waited, hesitating.

      I reached for my magic and held it just out of reach. Just there on the edge, ready to fire at the sparkling lights.

      Roe stood there, barely hidden among the trees, hands out in front of him as the power curled toward him, rolling like waves on the ocean. Maybe this was his last hoorah. His final “fuck you” to me and the world.

      I nearly took hold of him again, thinking I’d try to do it myself through his magic, when the sparkling lights crashed over him and dissipated. The shimmer disappeared in all directions with a pop. As if it were never there.

      Silence hung heavy in the air. But I didn’t wait for Roe to get any ideas.

      I wove my magic through him once more, binding him to me before he could turn on us. Taking his power a second time was easy, like grabbing hold of the ropes that had bound him, the shadow of them still there for the taking.

      He growled low at me. The sound of footsteps and then voices climbed over the hill.

      “I hope you’re on good terms with him,” I said.

      Roe flexed his arms. “Good enough to turn you over to him.”

      Mac, back on two legs, took a step and I held him back. “No. Roe could do it. He could turn me over. But then I’d destroy his magic as I died, or any of you were killed. Just like that. Poof.”

      I wasn’t sure I could do any such thing, but by the way Roe turned and looked at me, he thought it was possible.

      “What do you want me to do then, demon?” Roe asked. Just demon now?

      “Whatever you have to in order to make sure we aren’t seen. And try to get in,” I said, and then there was nothing else to say. The sound of Stefan approaching grew too loud.

      Alex, Mac, Oka and I slid back into the trees, blending in with the forest. I had to trust that Roe was more afraid of me than he was of Stefan.

      I couldn’t help it, but I crossed my fingers.

      Stefan’s voice boomed out across the woods with some kind of loudspeaker. “Who’s there? Only one of our own can disperse the wall’s defenses.”

      Roe stumbled out of the woods, favoring his injured leg, one hand in the air. “I could use some help here,” he said. “A ride in would be nice.”

      Stefan appeared at the top of the rise, a good twelve men with him, all armed to the teeth. The megaphone in his hand was old school and far louder than it should’ve been.

      “What of the cat?” Stefan demanded, and I cringed. Damn it, he did remember her then. Which meant he knew she could shift into a tiger.

      There was no time to panic. I tightened my hold on Roe and got in his head through the bond. Tell him you found her crying over my dead body.

      He hesitated, and I squeezed him a little harder. A small squeak escaped him, and he cleared his throat. “Found it crying over some blond chick. Couldn’t see much of what was left of her. My zombies had a heyday with her. Couldn’t get a hold of the cat though; she stayed just out of my reach.”

      “Wade didn’t seem to have a problem getting close to her,” Stefan countered.

      “And yet, the fool didn’t kill her either, did he?” Roe snapped.

      Stefan said nothing for a few beats, and I wasn’t sure this would work. If he wouldn’t let Roe in, we were dead in the water. But to my surprise, he lowered the megaphone. “Give the big bastard a ride in.” Then he turned and walked away down the hill, his men following.

      Roe stood there. “Jumping jackrabbits humping in the spring, he’s dumb.”

      I wanted to agree with Roe because I hated Stefan, but I wasn’t sure Stefan was that dumb. Confident, yes.

      We waited a few minutes before the sound of a truck reached my ears. “Roe, step back, bring them closer to us.”

      He sighed. “They have weapons.”

      “So do I,” I said.

      Roe took a few more steps back as I’d asked him to. The truck crested the hill and coasted through the trees to get to Roe.

      Here, we were out of sight of Stefan, and he was arrogant enough to walk away, and not concern himself with the likes of an ogre. That confidence was about to work in our favor.

      I hoped.

      “We jump the truck when it stops,” I said. Mac and Alex nodded, and Oka primed herself at my feet her body coiled like a spring. “We take it, sneak in and …”

      “Take the whole place?” Roe snorted, his back to us. “You are the dumb one now.”

      “You don’t move a muscle until I say,” I said.

      The truck stopped in front of Roe and he did nothing. The passenger’s side window rolled down. “What are you waiting for? A red carpet? Get in,” the man sitting inside said.

      There was no shout, just a moment of hesitation before we all sprang into action at once. Alex raced toward the driver’s side, as Mac ran toward the open window. He landed a swift punch, knocking the man out, just as Alex opened the back door. Mac dragged the unconscious man out through the window.

      “Oka, the back!” I said, pointing at the covered back of the truck.

      She was there faster than I could have been.

      “Empty,” she called back and leapt down.

      The two remaining men fumbled with their weapons.

      “They aren’t fighters,” I said. “Don’t kill them.”

      The one guy’s eyes rolled up into his head and he passed out. The other dropped his knife and held up his hands. “Please don’t kill me,” he whimpered.

      “Out of the truck,” I motioned with one hand.

      He slid out and Alex dragged out the guy who’d passed out. “He stinks,” he grumbled.

      We used Roe’s rope to tie the three of them to the nearest strong tree. The one guy still awake was whimpering.

      Mac put a big hand around his throat and squeezed, shocking me. The man struggled and then slumped, and Mac lowered his hand. Was that my magic tainting him? Horror cut through me like it never had before.

      It was one thing for me to struggle with the darkness, but for it to affect Mac too …

      He winked at me. “That was a choke hold. He’s out for the count, not dead.”

      I nodded, relieved.

      Mac and Alex were in the truck and my foot was on the frame to climb up when the solid click of a gun’s hammer being pulled back stopped me dead.

      “Don’t move,” a voice said. My money was on it belonging to the man who didn’t make it inside before Stefan unleashed his magic.

      “You’ve got a lot of loyalty for a man who got locked out of the compound,” I pointed out as I turned around.

      “Just doing my job,” he said, pointing the gun right at me. Light green eyes, he was young, and his hold on his gun was far from steady.

      Mac was out of the truck on the far side in a flash. He started toward the gunman and he adjusted his grip on the weapon. Mac was at least twice his size, and Alex, who came up on my other side, wasn’t far behind him.

      “You sure you want to do this?” Mac asked.

      “Yup,” the young man said, his chin quivering a little, “I’ll take you in and be a hero. Stefan will give me anything I want.” He said it like he was trying to convince himself, not like he thought it was the actual truth.

      “Huh,” I said. “The Stefan I know isn’t overly generous.” I kept his attention on me as I stepped to the left and out from behind Mac so the man could see me. “Seems to me you’ll be ignored completely if you bring us in. And we’ll be killed.”

      “What do I care what he does with you?” he asked, nervously shifting his grip on the gun once more.

      “You don’t. But don’t be an idiot. You’re not going home a hero if you take us in. I’m afraid we won’t go easily. And are you willing to risk it? You think you can take us down, three against one?” My challenge hung in the air as Oka crept silently up behind him in her house cat form. She was taking a risk. Startling him could make him pull the trigger, but I was ready for that. And through the bonds to them, I knew they were too.

      All three of them.

      In an instant, she leapt up on his back, digging her tiny yet remarkably sharp claws into his skin. He didn’t fire at us though, instead he dropped his gun entirely, and reached around behind him, trying to get his hands on her. “I swear to God, cat. I’m going to wring your little neck.”

      She hissed, and moved up, dragging her claws across his exposed neck. He spun and screamed, hands reaching for her. She didn’t hit anything important, but I was willing to bet it hurt like a son of a bitch.

      Puffball paws hiding tiny little razors.

      Mac took the opportunity as the guy spun and leapt forward, tackling. He hit the ground and I swear I saw his head bounce against the dirt. His body went limp.

      “He’s out.” Mac stood, brushing his clothes off. “Thanks, cat.”

      He bent and grabbed the guy’s arm and dragged him to his friends where he tied him up.

      “Don’t mention it, bear,” Oka said. “But I’ll be sure to call in a favor sometime.”

      Alex bent and picked up the man’s gun. “Anyone else?” he asked the forest, but silence answered him. “Guess not.”

      Mac nodded. “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

      Roe had watched it all go down, not moving an inch as instructed. I waved him forward. But he was slow to respond, his feet dragging.

      “Don’t push me, ogre,” I said. “Get your ass in there now or I’ll drop you on the fucking spot.” He grumbled but climbed into the backseat on the far side. Alex got in the front, and I sat next to him with Oka on my lap. Mac sat next to Roe, keeping a close eye on him.

      Alex turned the truck around and gunned it up the slight incline. “Here we go, into the lion’s den.”

      Mac’s thoughts wove through my mind. No plan?

      Get as much food as we can and get out. My answer was far too simple, but I had no idea what we were getting into. And I could almost feel the caravan waning behind us, hunger driving them to sleep longer, move less, die slowly.

      We had to get the food. There was no other choice but to go through the wall and pray to whatever gods might listen that we could accomplish what we’d set out to do.

      The windows on the truck were heavily tinted, which would help hide us a little longer.

      The wall loomed over us as we drove closer, and I couldn’t help but put a hand on Oka’s back to steady myself.

      At the threshold of the opening, Alex slowed. “Pam, you sure this is a good idea? Last chance to turn back.”

      “No, I’m not sure. But we need to go forward. We have to get to that food.”

      As we crossed through the hidden doorway, I could only hope things would play out in our favor. Because with a backstabbing ogre in our truck, a murderous human ahead of us, and a sorceress in the shadows, I wasn’t liking our odds.

      Not one fucking bit.
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      I couldn’t believe we were doing this. Why the fuck were we doing this? Well, that was a dumb question. I knew exactly why we were doing it. We needed food, and these guys had it. Supposedly. But it seemed like a dumb-ass idea to just go parading in, in broad daylight where they could all see us.

      But Pam was in charge, and she seemed to believe it could be done. And I trusted her. I did. Really.

      Sweet Jesus, this was a bad idea.

      I squeezed the steering wheel hard as we drove through the hidden door. The wall was so thick, it made an actual tunnel and everything went dark for the space of a couple heartbeats. Then the lights blinked on and we were out. Or in, as was the case.

      Stefan waited for Roe on the other side of the wall, hands on his hips. I brought the truck to a stop. Pammy rather unceremoniously kicked Roe out, but it surprised me when Oka went with him. Mac pulled the door shut before Stefan could get a good look at anyone inside. To our benefit, he didn’t seem to suspect anything amiss, so why would he look in?

      “Oka went with Roe?” I glanced at Pam and found her chewing her bottom lip.

      “She had to. We have to keep the story up. She can take care of herself. She won’t let those men kill her.” It sounded like more of a prayer than a statement to me, and I hoped it worked. I liked that little cat. She was good for Pam. She seemed able to calm her when no one else could, not even Mac.

      Fear radiated off Pammy in waves, as did the bear’s concern for her. He must’ve smelled the fear on her too.

      A man banged on the hood as I watched Roe and Oka walk away with Stefan. “Hey, go park it.”

      I put the truck in gear and started driving when someone else banged on the hood again. “Over there, you idiot.” He pointed right so I turned the wheel the other direction and hoped where I was supposed to be would become clear. I sure as shit didn’t know where I was going.

      I rounded a corner and followed what appeared to be a path on the ground to the right. Almost like a road. If you could call a couple of shallow ruts in the dust a road.

      Around that corner, a row of trucks appeared, so I parked on the end and turned the truck off. “What now?”

      “We hide, find Oka, get some food, and get the hell out of here,” Pam said. “Maybe not in that order.”

      I arched a brow at her. “Rylee would be happy with your lack of planning. Like you took this play right out of her book.” My words were about as dry as I could manage.

      Pam shot a glare at me. “You got a better idea?”

      “Knock it off, both of you,” Mac said. “Getting in at night would have been a bitch with all those guards up there. This way we have a vehicle, and a quiet way in. We’ll hide until closer to dark, then snatch the food, grab Oka, and go.”

      Pam nodded. “Exactly like that.”

      Mac threw his door open and slipped out, putting himself between the front of the truck and the tail of the truck I’d parked behind. Pammy did the same. I was the last man out, leaving the keys in the ignition for a fast escape. ’Cause I had a feeling we were going to need it. This was nuts. Right into the middle of the hornets’ nest, and she wanted us to parade around undetected, steal from them, and exit stage left? No way was that going to happen.

      But I wasn’t one to shy away from a challenge. At least, I wasn’t anymore. So, I threw my door open and met the other two in front of the truck. Lucky for us, no one was looking for the three men who were in the vehicle originally. Apparently, Stefan didn’t care much where his men were or what they did. As long as they showed up when it counted.

      “What about Roe?” Mac asked, quietly.

      “The bonds are holding. He won’t dare give us over,” she said, just as hushed. She put a hand to her cloak. “I wish I could use this to hide myself still.”

      “You could do that?” Mac seemed surprised. I went the other direction.

      “Why don’t you try?” I suggested.

      She blinked up at me. “I don’t think I can make it work on myself anymore. I need my elements.” She chewed her bottom lip some more, and I waited.

      Mac frowned. “I think we should stay together.”

      “Three is harder to hide than one,” Pam pointed out, frowning, considering her options. Her frown turned into a gasp.

      “Oka’s trapped.”

      Mac nodded. “I feel it too.”

      Weirdly enough, so did I. But that was the power of suggestion for you.

      Pam swallowed hard and she shook her head. “I wonder if I could make it work on you. Then you could get Oka.” She slipped the cloak off, and draped it around me. It was a bit small, but it would do the trick. Or so I hoped.

      “If you can’t work it on yourself, why do you think you could hide Alex with it?” Mac asked.

      She bit her lower lip again and held a hand out and placed it on my cheek, catching me off guard. When I would have pulled away from her, she shook her head. “Just, let me see.”

      See what?

      Her eyes fluttered open, blue as ever, after a few moments.

      “He’s been through the Veil. You said it yourself, didn’t you, Alex? You have more talents now. And even some magic of your own. Latent, buried, but it’s there. Maybe some genetic component.”

      Well, shit, looked like my asshole father was good for something after all. An incubus, he was … not a nice man, to say the least. But he had magic, and apparently that was enough to help Pam do this invisibility trick.

      She looked to Mac. “If I can channel that, I might be able to hide him for a minute. Maybe two. Depends on how much magic he gained coming through the Veil.”

      I wasn’t going to correct her on where it came from. That was a story for another day.

      “It’s risky,” Mac said.

      Pam looked at me. “It’s up to Alex.”

      “That cat is going to owe me,” I said.

      “Thank you,” Pam whispered. I winked at her.

      “Any time.”

      She could do this. I had no doubt in her abilities, even if she did. If there was a way to save our asses, Pam would find it.

      I peeked around the truck. There was a slow rotation of guards. All with rifles slung across their backs, paying no mind to us or the trucks. It would be easy to blend in, find Oka, and get out. But carrying enough food for the caravan. That would be the difficult part. Maybe we could steal the truck we’d driven in. We had the keys, after—

      Pam cut my train of thought short. “Alex, you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Okay. This might feel … funny,” she warned as she closed her eyes.

      At first, nothing happened. I pulled the cloak out and shook it a little, hoping to prod it into action. Still nothing. Minutes passed, and so did Stefan’s goons, totally unaware we were there, or maybe they just didn’t know we weren’t supposed to be there. Either way, I could feel our luck running out.

      Sweat beaded along the hairline on Pam’s forehead, and Mac touched her shoulder. She visibly relaxed at his touch, and I was reminded again how well they went together. As I drew her cloak around me, though, I knew she still needed me. I still had a place in her life. For now.

      I scratched absently at my arm as I watched her, her brow furrowed, making deep lines in her forehead. Lines I knew hadn’t been there a few years ago. Not even when I’d glimpsed her from the Veil.

      The itch spread and soon I was scratching at my stomach. “Pam?” I asked, wondering if I was having some kind of allergic reaction to her cloak.

      She didn’t open her eyes. Instead Mac looked at me. “Holy shit. Go man. Go,” he whisper-hissed at me.

      I looked down at myself and I seemed … thin. Like a shadow. I held out my hand, under the cloak, and I could see it, but I wanted to look away.

      “Go, Alex. I don’t know how long I can hold it,” Pammy said through gritted teeth. I didn’t need to be told twice. Make that three times.

      I took off cautiously, at first. I knew I should’ve been running, but if I was spotted, running wasn’t terribly inconspicuous. And it churned up a lot of dust. That was bound to be noticed.

      I glanced back at the row of trucks and couldn’t see Mac or Pammy. I said a silent prayer they would go unnoticed while I poked around looking for the cat. Goddess knew what would happen if they got caught while I was off somewhere else.

      As I came around the corner, I felt like we’d been fooled once more by Roe. The inside of this place looked the same as the outside. The ground was dry and rocky, trees were nonexistent. As if they’d cleared them to make the compound. Roe had lied to us. There wasn’t any food in here.

      I hurried toward a big warehouse-looking thing, wondering if that was where they kept all their ammo and guns. Maybe we could load up there too. A double hit on the shopping day. Mind you, there was no food.

      I sniffed the air, trying to get a bead on Oka, but got nothing.

      Where are you, sassy cat?

      The building was gray on the outside, metal almost, and stretched high enough that I had to squint when I looked up at it. It seemed like overkill to me.

      I tried the door, but of course, it was locked. All the things I’d learned in my time on this side of the Veil, picking locks wasn’t one of them. There just weren’t that many locks left in the world. I walked a little bit, hoping I’d find another door, when someone came out.

      I turned and hurried back as quietly as I could.

      “Find that fucking cat,” Stefan’s voice echoed through the door.

      “Yes, sir,” the man said less than enthusiastically.

      Cat. Oka. She must’ve gotten away from them, sly minx. I smiled thinking of her besting those big men with their guns. She’d get the last word yet, if she had her way.

      Pam had been worried for nothing. But then I had time to snoop, to find what we were looking for.

      The door opened toward me, and I grabbed the handle, and hoping he didn’t notice. He walked away, and I slipped inside, letting the door slam behind me.

      I cringed and waited to be discovered. But no one looked up.

      The sound of machinery caught my attention, but what stopped me dead in my tracks was the low moo of a cow. An actual, four-legged, milk-making, grass-eating, cow.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t have heard that right. My mind was playing tricks on me. Or maybe it was Pam’s magic. But before I could talk myself out of it completely, the sound rang out again. A moo as clear as I stood there. Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best analogy, because I wasn’t really standing there very clearly.

      I followed the sound, and the warehouse opened up impossibly. The sun shone through, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing … what was laid out in front of me.

      But the shock and wonder that rode through me shattered when a scream ripped through my mind.

      Pamela.

      Pain shot through me like I’d never felt before, as though pieces of me were being pulled apart.

      Like being stabbed wherever the cloak touched, and I cringed away from it, unable to get my fingers to work enough to untie the laces at my throat.

      I crumpled over, and the pain eased off. I let out a slow breath. What was that about? Was Pam hurt? I turned my head, somehow knowing she was in pain, if not mortally wounded.

      And I also realized one other very important fact.

      I was visible.

      “Hey,” a man shouted.

      “Get him,” another one yelled.

      Shitty, shitty, shit, shits.
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      I battled through the pain as it clawed at my innards. Weaving spirit this heavily was beyond hard; it drained me faster than ever before as I used it to control the magic in my blood.

      Blood magic versus the magic of my heart.

      Which was I? Who was I?

      Was I a child of an elemental, or a child of a death witch?

      My chest shuddered as I sucked in a hard-won breath.

      “You’ve got this,” Mac whispered. “You are more than you realize, Pam. That’s why Faris sent me to you. He knew you had something special in you, and he was right.”

      A tear slipped from under one clenched eyelid.

      I will take you over soon. You will not fight me any longer.

      The words were like a shot of energy through me. “You will not!” I snarled.

      I’d battled the magic before, fought for control before, but this time was different. While I reached for what little connection to spirit I had, to keep my best friend safe, I fought to hang onto it, to use it in order to control the darkness. A pinprick of pale pink light against a universe of death.

      I pulled hard on spirit, dragging it through the crack in the bracelet. Pain crackled along my wrist, and behind my eyelids, the elemental who’d bound my connection appeared before me. Nothing but him and me, no sense of place, just emptiness around us.

      Mac’s hand settled on my shoulder, but when I looked for it, it wasn’t there. Still, I drew strength from him and turned to face the elemental head on.

      Lines of pink stretched out toward me and snaked around my wrist, the bracelet growing tighter and digging sharply into my skin.

      I couldn’t fight him magic to magic, not when I was holding the cover on Alex.

      That left me one choice. I had to cut him down. Magic might be my wheelhouse, but no one was immune to a knife. Rylee taught me that.

      I crooked a finger, beckoning him forward. “All right, asshole. You want my blood? Come get it.”

      He laughed and rolled his eyes at me. “We don’t want your blood. We want your magic, witch.”

      “You can’t have it,” I said. “Not anymore.”

      “I beg to differ. We already do.” His sly smile boiled my blood and my dark magic roared to life, calling to me.

      Embrace the darkness, let us be together and you could be free. You could hide Alex easily, and wipe this arrogant one off the face of the earth.

      “You are not my mother,” I said through gritted teeth. The elemental lifted an eyebrow.

      “Are you talking to yourself?”

      I pushed the magic down and shook my head. “Talking to my magic. It’s a right bitch some days.”

      I took a few steps toward him, fully expecting him to back up, surprised when he didn’t. “You know, I feel bad killing you without even knowing your name.”

      He laughed and made a fist that he brought up to his chin, as if he was trying to be the Thinker or something. But as he squeezed, the pain in my wrist grew more difficult to ignore. I looked down and a stream of blood trickled out from behind the cracked bracelet.

      “You won’t win this,” I said.

      He laughed again. “Again, I already have. You are bound, your power feeds into me.”

      I made myself smile through the pain. “Except for the crack in the bracelet.”

      His brow furrowed. “Yes, I should fix that.”

      He lifted his other hand to his face, and I knew it would be another shock of pain.

      “Not today,” I said and launched toward him, running flat out. His eyes widened and he tried to step out of my way but I moved with him.

      I tackled him to the ground, and he bounced underneath me. I scrambled to get on top of him, and he rolled, pinning me on my back.

      But he wasn’t trying to kill me, and that gave me a leg up. His one hand went for my wrist with the bracelet on it, and I snapped it up in a fist to his chin.

      He didn’t go down, but I did stun him, and it was enough for me to get out from under him.

      How to free myself from the bracelet though? “Do I have to kill you to get the bracelet off?”

      His head whipped around, a snarl on his lips.

      “I will, if that’s the only option.” I had him on his belly, and that’s when spirit moved over me. Not me using it, but him.

      A desire to lie down, to give in, and let him win rolled through me. To let him be my master.

      No! I will bow to no one!

      The darkness flared and consumed me whole, whatever hold I had on it gone. I watched my hand take his and twist it, palm up. With my finger, I made a slashing motion and a wound split as though it were a knife and not a nail.

      He snarled and jerked as I smeared his blood on the bracelet that he’d bound me to. “Blood to stone, this binding shall be no more.” The words were not my own. Nothing about this was me.

      The bracelet began to glow under the red of his blood, humming and shaking, the heat intensifying to the point that I could hold him no longer.

      I screamed as I came out of the vision, my wrist on fire and my body barely able to stand. Too much, it had been too much.

      I wanted to give Alex a warning as my connection to the spell dissolved.

      I opened my eyes and took quick stock of my situation. Mac held me tightly with his hand over my mouth. I blinked against the bright sun and knew Alex was in trouble. Oka had escaped whatever trap she’d been in, and Alex was the one who needed us now.

      “Alex. They have him.”

      No sooner was it out of my mouth when shouting echoed around us. A scuffle followed, and I tried to sit up, but Mac held me. I looked down to see his finger hooked under one of my bracelets. The pink one. The one that had dug itself deeply into my wrist. And now was sheared in half.

      “I thought it was going to cut your hand off. It got tighter and tighter, and there was nothing I could do …”

      The desperation in his voice cut into my heart. I threw my arms around him as I worked the bracelet off fully. “You were there. I felt you with me.”

      Gunshots cut the air, and I scrambled to my feet. But Mac pulled me down. “We can’t help him if we get caught.”

      “We won’t get caught, not now.” I stood and my full connection to spirit was there, humming along through my body as pure and clean as my first gulp of water after a drought.

      “Holy shit.” Mac stood. “Faris wasn’t kidding. I can feel how strong your connection is to spirit.”

      I nodded. “Let’s get Alex and Oka and get the fuck out of here.”

      For the first time in how long, I didn’t know, I was beyond hopeful.

      I was strong.

      You’re welcome, the darkness whispered, subdued. Broken.

      I smiled. “Self-serving, but I’ll take it.”

      Mac cocked an eyebrow. “I doubt they’ll kill Alex if that’s what you’re worried about. They’ll keep him alive to use as bait to get to you.”

      He was right. “And what will they do to him until they get to me?”

      I looked at him, and he looked right back at me, his gaze never wavering. “I don’t know. But I know he wouldn’t want you worrying about him. He’s probably more worried about you than you are about him. Let’s focus on the best way to get Oka and him and get the hell out of here.”

      Footsteps crunched in the dirt out in front of the truck and we both ducked lower. Cautiously, I peered around the truck. There was Stefan, holding my cloak like it was a filthy rag. Sure, it was dirty but not that bad.

      I wove spirit quickly, driving it into his head as fast as I could. He stumbled, his eyes going blank as I stood.

      “Tell your men to all go to the front of the wall. And stay there,” I said softly.

      He shook his head and tried to turn my way. There was a sensation of something sliding through his mind, something sinuous and covered in scales. My first thought was Madeline.

      “The Sorceress,” I said.

      I pressed spirit harder on Stefan. If I broke his mind, so be it.

      Something clicked and the sinuous shape faded.

      “Men!” Stefan shouted, his voice booming. “To the front of the wall. All of you!”

      “And you too,” I said.

      He bobbed his head and turned around. “Leave the cloak,” I added.

      Stefan dropped the cloak and walked away. His men went with him, and those I could see shared looks of uncertainty. I didn’t care. They were out of the way.

      That was all we needed.

      As the men disappeared, Mac grabbed hold of my hand and dragged me into the open. I scooped up my cloak as we went and tied it on. That was better. And I could hide us now if we needed it. We crouched low as we crossed the open area and approached a huge gray building in the distance.

      “Do you think that’s where he went?” Mac asked.

      I could feel Alex on the other side. “Yes, I’m sure of it.”

      Mac gave me a look but said nothing else.

      We crossed the compound as quickly and silently as we could and flattened ourselves against the side of the building. Even though Stefan had given the order, I knew that I couldn’t hold all the men in check at once. I wasn’t that strong, and it would only take one stray bullet to kill me or one of my familiars.

      The wall was cool against my skin.

      Mac tried the door, but it was locked. He moved to keep going, but I stopped. It had been awhile since I’d picked a lock, but I knew it would come back to me. It was like riding a bike. Right?

      I searched my pockets for something to work with but came up empty. I couldn’t pick the locks with my fingernails, which were horribly short and dirty. I didn’t wear pins in my hair; they were a luxury lost to the time before.

      “What are you doing?” Mac asked. “Let’s just try another door.”

      I blinked at him. “Mac. All the doors are going to be locked. This is the closest one, and probably the one Alex went in. I need to find something to pick the lock with.”

      I bent down and felt around on the ground, but it was just dirt and rocks. While I would never complain about the fact that I had control of spirit once more, in that moment, I rather wished it was one of the elements that could have helped to open the damn door.

      “Something like this?” Mac said, holding up a sharp piece of thin metal.

      “Where did you find that?”

      “Lying on the ground over here,” he shrugged. I did kiss him that time. Smack on the cheek.

      “My hero.”

      “Aw, shucks,” he said. “Now get to work, lady. It won’t do us any good to get caught in the open making out. Although,” he winked at me. “There are worse ways to go.”

      I pushed him out of my way. “We’re not going anywhere. We have unfinished business to attend to.” And I had spirit back with me. Spirit … sweet merciful goddess, I had not felt like this in years. I smiled and shook my head as I set to work on the door. I had to work the pick several times, my body tensing with each click, sure that it was a gun from behind us.

      It clicked, loudly, and I cursed under my breath. “We’re in. But I’d be shocked if they didn’t hear that.”

      “Maybe they’re all sleeping,” Mac said.

      “Wishful thinking.”

      Mac tried the door again, slowly. He stood there longer than I thought it would take to turn a damned doorknob, and I thought it hadn’t worked. Just as I was about to ask what was wrong, he pulled the door open with a huge grin on his face.

      “Well done,” he whispered as he stood behind the open door.

      I went through with him right behind me. It was dark inside, and impossible to make out anything but vague shapes in the distance. What kind of storehouse was this?

      Something caught my ear, which meant Mac could surely hear it. Something shifting, and … snoring?

      “Do you hear that?” I whispered.

      Mac nodded, grabbed my hand, and pulled me toward the sound. We rounded a corner, feeling our way through the darkness, and stayed pressed against the wall as much as we could to keep our sense of direction.

      Suddenly, the space opened, and sunlight poured into it. I couldn’t believe my eyes. This was impossible. How could Roe be right about this? How … “Holy goddess.”

      “I think this is anything but holy,” Mac argued.

      He was right. What we were looking at was impossible. It was a damned Garden of Eden and we all knew how that ended. Trees and bushes blossomed everywhere we looked. Animals slept in various nooks and crannies. Cows, deer, sheep, pigs, chickens, everything you could think of in terms of flora and fauna. Everything you could possibly ever want to eat. Rows and rows of orange trees, pineapple plants, strawberry bushes, corn, carrots, lettuce, almond trees, grape vines, on and on the crops went into what seemed like infinity. Further than I could see the end of.

      “Impossible,” Mac breathed beside me as he carefully approached a sleeping cow. He reached out and scratched her behind her ear, and she opened her eyes for a moment and snuffled at him before nudging his hand and going right back to sleep.

      “It’s the Sorceress. It has to be. This is her magic.” There was an unnaturalness all around me, prickling on my skin. What we looked at was real but manufactured. She’d done this somehow. But to what end? Why starve this land, and hoard all this for herself?

      The only thing I could come up with didn’t mean anything good for me. Was this part of her draw, to pull me in? Raven said she wanted me and I didn’t doubt him.

      “Why go to all this trouble just to get me here?” I asked.

      “Who knows? Let’s steal a truck, load it with as much as we can, find Alex and Oka and get the fuck out of here,” Mac suggested.

      I nodded. It was why we came here. Get food and get out. It wouldn’t be a permanent solution, but maybe we could steal enough to get us off her cursed land.

      “Look at you making friends with the cows.” The voice behind us startled both of us and I spun around, arms open wide. I’d know that voice anywhere.

      The sight of my tiny orange cat laughing at me as she leapt up into my open arms sent a rush of relief through me. I hugged her tightly, but she didn’t complain.

      “All right. That’s enough of that. We’ve been apart before. It’s not like I was turned to stone or something,” she teased.

      “Good to see you, cat,” I said as I released her and picked up my blades.

      “We need to get moving. They’re questioning Roe. It’s only a matter of time before he gives you up.” Her warning hit me hard. I hadn’t even thought of Roe. Should I sever my connection to him? Or tighten it, to stop him from talking?

      “They already know I’m here. Count the bracelets, Oka.” I held my wrists out and her eyes popped so wide I thought they’d fall out of her head.

      “Kitty litter on steroids! How?”

      “Later,” I said. “I’ll tell you all later. For now, I have spirit back. I sent Stefan and his guards as far away as I could. That’ll buy us some time.”

      “Roe knows what you were after. He knows you were coming for the food. They’ll be on us like ants before you know it. Can you take them all?” Oka asked.

      “No. Not all of them,” I replied. “Let’s hope I can take enough if it comes to that.”

      My bigger concern was that Roe also knew where the caravan was. He could lead Stefan right to them. I’d let Roe go on far too long. He’d served his purpose for me. For us. It was time. Probably past time. My guts twisted. Death was necessary, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.

      And having spirit back allowed me that balance I needed to feel that truth again.

      The magic I’d used on Roe was both dark and spirit, and I wove them together once more. The black magic was quiet without a single word to say.

      “Do your thing,” I said, “but just the ogre.” It wound carefully down the thread that connected me to Roe and tightened the hold on him. The world melted away around me, and I saw Roe in a room, a man sitting across from him that I didn’t recognize. But I knew what he was the second I laid eyes on him, his power resonating with that in my blood.

      Warlock.

      “Where are they?” the warlock demanded.

      I tightened my hold on Roe so only a squawk came out of his mouth.

      “Roe. Where are they? The humans? Her caravan?” the warlock pushed.

      Roe’s grip on his chair tightened, and he tried to clear his throat, but he couldn’t. It was over. I had him. He’d played me too long, pushed me too far. And I wouldn’t let him give up my caravan.

      The warlock exploded out of his chair across the table from the ogre. “I’ve given you enough graces, ogre. I’m done. You’ll tell me now, one way or another.” He held up a hand that glittered with black mist, just like what I’d used on Roe. That’s how he’d known.

      That’s why he’d been afraid.

      I almost wished I could give him another chance, another shot at being one of the good guys. But now that I was in his head, I could see it all. His intentions and what he’d planned to do to my people before I’d stopped him.

      “Finish this,” I said to my magic.

      The darkness combined with spirit slid through Roe’s brain. It crushed him from the inside, turning his organs to mush, and he crumpled, face-planting on the table in front of him without another breath. The warlock took a step … and looked right at me.

      “So … you are here.”

      The warlock, the room, everything dissolved in front of me. Roe was finished, and I’d saved the caravan. At least for now.

      Mac looked at me, and I knew what he was going to say before it was even out of his mouth. “We need to move.”
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      I could feel Alex in the distance, pacing. Upset. Frustrated.

      “We need to get a truck and stuff it full,” Mac said. “As much as possible as fast as we can.” Before I could tell him not to, he was gone.

      I raced after him and slid to a stop at the main door. He was at the trucks already, started the one we had the keys to and drove it across the short space. I pushed the double doors open wide and the truck just fit through. The doors and space had been made to allow for trucks to drive in and out.

      Less than a minute and he had it in the garden, back end of it open.

      “Alex,” I said.

      “I know,” Mac answered. “I’ll get him.”

      Oka shook her head as she shot me a look. “No, I’ll go. You two pack.” Through the bond, I could feel her question.

      Was Alex a familiar now too?

      And then just like Mac, she was gone before I could stop her.

      “Pam.” Mac’s voice snapped me back to what needed doing.

      Crates were stacked against the wall, and we loaded them with everything we could reach. Oranges, lemons, potatoes, carrots, we weren’t picky. Anything close, we grabbed.

      “What do you think about those chickens there?” I nodded to a group of sleeping hens, and Mac licked his lips.

      “Not for eating right now, Mac. For taking with us.”

      He bit into an apple he’d swiped, I think just to give himself something to chew on. Bears like him needed meat. And so did the people in the caravan.

      “Think they’d stay quiet?” he asked.

      “Not with you looking at them like they’re your next meal,” I said. We could eat the eggs for a long time if we had chickens.

      I tried not to jostle them much as I loaded a half dozen of the hens in one crate along with a rooster into the truck. They were surprisingly quiet. Magically docile. As I touched them, the sensation of the Sorceress was there.

      The minutes ticked by. We took several goats, and a crate of rabbits. Bags of flour were next, and I threw them up to Mac as he stuffed them into every spot he could.

      The sun above us moved slowly, but it moved and we were running out of time.

      “We need to wrap this up soon,” Mac said.

      “Or right now,” an unfamiliar voice said.

      There was no time to think, only react. I heard the sound of guns being cocked and sent spirit back with as much strength as I could.

      The man froze in the act of lifting his gun, his face limp, personality gone in a flash. I’d hit him too hard.

      Another man stepped from behind him with a yell. I spun spirit through him too, knocking him out. They slumped and Mac scooped their weapons and the extra ammo they had on them.

      “Any others?” I asked.

      Mac shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      It hit me then, hard.

      Taking all this food to the caravan was great, but it was a temporary solution to a potentially permanent problem. We’d already tried to escape the cursed ground and couldn’t.

      “Maybe … I should try and take the warlock,” I said.

      “What?” Mac said, staring at me like I’d just sprouted a second head, and it wasn’t cute either.

      “The warlock, he’s the one who interrogated Roe. If I took him, I could take this place. Then we’d have the food. The caravan could come here …” I trailed off, realizing that there would be so much death.

      “That would mean killing almost everyone here,” Mac said, echoing my thoughts. “Could you do that?”

      “I know what it means.” I understood that completely. “I understand the cost. I …”

      Then, the horror set in. All the blood we would have to spill to make sure the caravan wasn’t bothered scared me, but not enough to not consider it. What would Rylee have done to keep us all safe?

      The answer was simple.

      Anything.

      Laughter filled my mind. You’re a fool. And your foolishness will get you killed. Always kill those that would kill you first. They’re out for your blood, not a handshake. And they’ll get it, unless you stop them.

      Before we could say anything else, gunshots rang through the space, and we dove for the truck.

      The gunfire faded, and I knew they were still back there, trying to hide themselves. Every time they shot at us, they revealed where they were. I snapped a hand out and sent spirit toward them, snagging them both with ease.

      They dropped, and I sagged, my eyes rolling back in their sockets.

      There was a buzzing along my skin as Mac caught me, but it wasn’t him.

      “Warlock,” I whispered.

      Mac heaved me up and into the truck. “Shit. Let’s hope Oka got Alex out.” He pulled me down so we were below the windows as my energy faded. I’d close my eyes, just for a second.

      Darkness consumed me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      The cell blocks were icy cold, and I couldn’t stop the shivers that ran through me. Maybe they were from me. Maybe they were a reaction to getting tossed in here. I hadn’t fought hard only because I didn’t want to draw Pamela’s attention. I knew she’d come for me if she thought I was hurt.

      Or being hurt. “Shit!” I slammed a hand against the bars, wishing I could snap them in half.

      A soft meow drew my eyes up.

      Oka sat in the window outside of my cell. “Hello, wolf.”

      “Oka!”

      “To the rescue.” She leapt through, danced her way across my cell and out the other side.

      A moment later she was back, carrying a set of keys that had to outweigh her.

      I grabbed them and started working to find the right one.

      A groan echoed through the hall.

      “Who is that?” Oka asked.

      “Wade, that guy you cozied up to out front.” Damn it, how many keys could there be?

      Oka worked her way to the side of the cell next to me. A hand slid out. “Well, you’re really something, aren’t you, pretty girl?”

      She meowed at him, just as I stepped out of my cell. He stiffened. “You shouldn’t be out.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. If I let you out, will you help us?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Help you with what?”

      “Steal some food and get the hell out of here,” I filled in, as if it was plain as the nose on my face.

      “If I do that …” He trailed off, absorbing the ramifications of what I’d asked.

      “If you do it, and live, you can join us. Our caravan would welcome you. But if you betray us to Stefan, well, let’s just say our witch can be sweet as pie, and more terrifying than a hurricane. Which you get depends on you.”

      Wade stood slowly and nodded, the chains around his wrists clanging as he went. “Stefan’s an asshole. I’m with you.” I could see the determination in his eyes, and Oka meowed at his feet. “And your little cat.”

      I unlocked his cell and made short work of the chains on his wrists and legs. “She’s not so little once you get to know her. Now come on,” I said as I stepped into the deserted hall of the cell block.

      Oka took the lead, and she made one last turn and stopped in front of a single door that didn’t stand out from any of the other doors we’d passed.

      Wade didn’t question us as we went, but stayed close, and quiet.

      “Someone’s coming,” Oka whispered.

      Shit fuck damn crap on toast. There was nowhere to hide. The hall was barren. We were bound to be seen.

      “Over here,” Oka said, and darted around the nearest corner. I could only hope the footsteps weren’t coming from that direction. Wade stuck close.

      “All right wolf, time for your rations. Get back from the door. I’ll shoot you if you try something.” The man’s voice echoed down the hall.

      I asked Wade, “Will he have weapons?”

      Wade shook his head. “No, just food.”

      This was my shot. The keys jangled, and the locks slid free one after another of the door leading into the cell blocks.

      “We jump him on three,” I whispered to Oka. She nodded, and I counted in my head. One. Two.

      “Try not to eat it in one bite. I know how your kind is,” the man said.

      Three. I leapt around the corner, and slammed into the guy, shoving him into the wall head first. He didn’t even have time to cry out before he went down.

      Oka was beside me in her tiger form, her lips pulled back from her teeth.

      Wade shook his head, taking everything remarkably in stride. “Wow. You weren’t kidding about her, were you?”

      “Yeah. Don’t piss off the cat who could eat your balls for breakfast,” I said with a half grin.

      I looked down, and the man, dressed in a tan jumpsuit just like all the other Breakers, was face down on the floor next to a metal plate with barely a scrap of meat on it.

      “Let’s go.” I bent down and grabbed the unconscious man’s keys off his belt and went to the door where Wade and Oka waited.

      We looked both ways before running down the hall, back the way the feeder had come.

      When we got to the door, I tried a few keys but none of them worked. Wade nudged my arm. “May I?”

      I handed him the ring and he immediately picked the right key out of the dozen. He smiled as he pushed the heavy metal door open. “After you.”

      “Pam and Mac are in the garden loading up. We need to get there fast,” Oka said.

      Wade led the way this time. “There’s a few paths they won’t think to look.”

      We easily dodged a couple of groups of Breakers with Wade in the front. And then we were sliding through the big warehouse doors to the garden.

      Before I took a few steps in, Mac was there.

      “Who’s this?” Mac asked, and Wade stuck out his hand.

      “Defector. Here to help,” Wade said. Mac sized him up but didn’t grab his hand.

      “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I think I already am,” he said with a shrug. “If you guys die and Stefan catches me, I’m done.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Once introductions were settled, we huddled behind the wall for a moment while I tried to comprehend what needed to happen next.

      Pamela slid out of the truck next, her eyes glazed as if she’d just woken up. Mac caught her around the waist and she straightened. “I’m fine, I am really.”

      Somehow, I didn’t believe her.
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      Alex didn’t believe my words any more than Mac or Oka did.

      I knew what had to happen next. I couldn’t leave with them. This wouldn’t end for us if I left with that truck.

      “Alex, Oka, Wade, go back to the truck and take it to the caravan. I’ll be right behind you,” I said. The lie didn’t sound right coming out of my mouth, and I knew Oka heard it. Alex probably did too.

      “No, you’re coming with us.” Oka leapt into my arms, once again in her tiny form.

      “Mac and I will be right behind you. You’ll need a diversion anyway, and as it turns out, Mac is pretty good at those,” I said. And the warlock … he was closing in on us. I had to get them out before he found us.

      Before he found me.

      “Pam. Let me stay behind if you’re worried,” Alex said. “The bear and I will take care of it. You take the truck and go with Oka and Wade.”

      “No. It’s me and Mac. Now go. Before your window of opportunity closes.” I pushed a thin rope of spirit through him, pushing him away. Bending him to my will just a little.

      Oka looked at me. “If that happens, we’ll just break it open, right?”

      I held her tightly and kissed her lightly on the nose. She put a paw on my face, not quite pushing me away. “Right. Go break a window, cat.”

      “Right behind us, right?” she asked.

      “On your furry little ass,” I said, sounding more sure than I felt.

      Reluctantly, they took off toward the truck while Mac and I sat behind the building.

      “Okay, what’s up?” Mac asked, clearly completely confused about what was going on.

      I let my head fall back against the wall and looked up at the early morning sky. “I am the caravan witch. Stefan and his gang will never stop going after the caravan. I need to figure out who the Sorceress is and end it. It’s my duty. Not to mention the warlock. He has a part in this too.” I really wished Raven had warned me about him.

      Then again, maybe he didn’t know. I suppose a father didn’t know everything.

      Mac stared at me. “Wait. Did you say warlock? I thought I misheard you before.”

      I nodded, tired just thinking about the newest player. “Yes I did, and no you did not.”

      “Oh, well, that’s just fucking great,” he grumbled. But he didn’t protest, and he didn’t try to talk me out of it. He simply took my hand in his and squeezed. “Let’s do this. Warlock and all.”
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      There was only one thing left for me to do now that Oka and Alex were driving away.

      Deal with the warlock.

      I opened to spirit and filled myself to the point of bursting. I was so tired, though, so fucking damn tired I wanted to just close my eyes and sleep.

      But this was the only way to keep the caravan safe. To keep Richard, Lily, Ruby, Frost, Marley … all of them safe.

      Stronger with both, the darkness said. Without me, the warlock will take you.

      I didn’t know if that was true.

      But I did know that blending both had worked before and I’d not lost myself to the darkness. I opened to the blood magic and it rolled inside me until it consumed me in a way my other magic never had. Spirit flared around it, almost as if it were angry … but then I rolled them together.

      Mac took hold of my arm, and I jumped at his touch. Something inside me was on fire, and I needed more of it. Now.

      “Someone’s coming.” Mac shoved me against a wall. The action lit my whole body on fire and I grabbed his shirt and jerked him close to me.

      His scent filled my nose and fueled my need for him. “What are you—”

      I cut his question short with a kiss. A deep, hungry, kiss I never wanted to end. The blood magic fed on it, and slowly combined with spirit until the darkness inside me glowed.

      Mac responded in kind, devouring me like I was food for his soul. The magic flowed from me to him, and wrapped around us tightly, binding us. He pulled back first, breaking the spell.

      He said, “Pamela,” out of breath.

      “I know,” I managed, just as breathless. But there had been something in that touch I’d needed. Strength. Love. Fire. Passion.

      A slow clap turned my head. “Oh, how precious! Fucking your familiar? Is that even allowed?”

      Mac spun around and shifted right where he stood, blocking my first look at the warlock in person. I stepped around him to better see my adversary.

      Slim of build and taller than me, he had pale hair that was nearly white. I wasn’t sure if that meant he was old, or if he just liked the look.

      “It took you long enough to find me,” I said, rolling the magic around in me.

      “Oh, please. I knew exactly where you were.” He smiled widely, and I tried to look behind him, searching for the Sorceress. I knew she was here. Her magic prickled my skin, making the hair on my arms stand on end.

      The warlock shifted, making his stance a bit wider, and a small hand pushed him aside. “Pips, please. I don’t need you to guard me. If anything, you’ll need my protection,” said a young voice. Childlike was my first thought. Maybe she just—

      She stepped out behind him and my mouth hung open. It was a girl. Not as in just a girl, but as in a little girl. A child. No older than I was when I first met Rylee.

      But that wasn’t what freaked me.

      Mac sucked in a sharp breath, and I just stared at her. She could’ve been my little sister if I had one.

      Same hair, same build, only our eyes were different. Where mine were blue, hers were bright green, and dancing with black magic that rolled beneath the surface, blood magic just like mine.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” I said before I could stop myself. The magic was so thick on her, it was like a second skin, and I wondered if it looked the same on me, or if she’d embraced her magic with less reluctance, so it … fit her better.

      Could she really be behind all this?

      “You realize you could help people with your powers, instead of hurting them.” I arched a brow at her.

      A wicked smile spread across her face. “You have been a thorn in the side of the First Witch, and I can see why. Your heart for the humans makes you weak. But she believes you may yet prove useful,” she said as she pulled back the cloak covering her head, showing even more how similar she was to me. Goddess, who was she? Was it possible she was related to me?

      “What exactly does that mean?” I asked, stalling for time. Time for Alex and Oka to get the truck all the way out. Past Stefan and his men. Past the gate, all the way back to the ravine.

      “So, the First Witch wants me as some kind of slave?” I asked, trying to focus on the conversation at hand.

      “To work for the First Witch is a privilege, not slavery. And for you to insinuate otherwise is a slap in her face.” Her youth only made her indignance comical, and I wondered what Alex had thought of me at her age.

      “Well, then, consider her bitch slapped.” I smiled.

      The young girl frowned and flicked her hand up. Honestly, it was barely perceptible, but I saw the stream of black heading straight for Mac. I dove for him, knocking him down, and the magic grazed my leg, doing little more than tearing my pants.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I don’t know how to fight this.” Frustration made his clear blue eyes dark and I straightened.

      “Together. We fight it together,” I said, trying to sound confident. Truth was, I had no idea how to fight her either. I was just winging it like I always did. But that approach hadn’t failed me yet, so why change a winning formula?

      But the warlock, fool that he was, thought he could take us out himself. Cut us off at the pass or something ridiculous like that. So he pulled a gun and started shooting at us.

      “Are you serious?” I stood, my magic pouring out of me, creating an impenetrable wall. The bullets hit it and fell to the ground with no sound at all. The soft grass beneath our feet caught them nicely.

      “That all you’ve got in your bag of tricks, Pips?” I said to his back as he took off running. “Pips, who the hell is named Pips?”

      “He’s a fool,” the young witch agreed. “And so are you.”

      Her black mist crawled toward us, sparkling as it went, and I let my own darker magic woven with spirit loose to meet her. Mac stood behind me, holding onto my shoulders, giving me strength. I drew from him, pouring more of myself into the magic, trying to overwhelm hers.

      A storm ignited when our magic collided, lightning erupting, thunder crashing around us. An unnatural wind whipped our matching blond hair away from our faces, and every flash of lightning revealed how wild her eyes were with each passing moment.

      But her magic never reached me, and mine didn’t reach her either. Instead, it slunk along like slime, away from us, toward the garden.

      The warehouse was the first thing to go, exploding into a million pieces, and showing the garden beyond it. Chunks of shrapnel fell around us; a few hit me, but I held firm. As did the Sorceress.

      Sweat beaded on my forehead as I struggled to keep the storm contained, but still, the magic escaped. It called for death. And it would take it where it could.

      The nearest animals were a herd of cattle to the left of us. The magic hungrily crawled toward it, and I tried to rein it in, to keep it away from the cows, but I couldn’t, not and keep her magic back at the same time.

      The cows actually screamed when the magic hit them, curling around their legs, and downing them one by one. Some of them tried to run, but they couldn’t. Nothing could outrun the death magic.

      “Pamela,” Mac warned, and I didn’t respond. I saw it. I knew what was happening. But what could I do? This magic came at a price. Hopefully that cost stopped at a few head of cattle.

      Even with spirit at my beck and call, I couldn’t stop it. The combined blood magic was too much.

      The garden turned to death around me, and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do about it. The grass at our feet turned brown, berry bushes near the river shriveled and turned to twigs, and more and more animals cried out in the distance as the magic spread through the entire garden.

      It’s what this magic was.

      Death. Everything we touched turned to dust now. This was the cost.

      “No,” I said aloud as I broke off my connection. The storm stopped abruptly, the wind died down, and my ears rang from the sudden silence.

      I wouldn’t become that. I looked at the girl, basically another version of me, and I knew I couldn’t be as callous about life as her. I was hardwired to save, not kill, and I refused to step that far into the darkness again. If I did … I wasn’t sure I’d be able to come back.

      The thought sent a shiver down my spine as the garden settled, and I watched the young girl shake her head in disgust.

      “You are truly weak. I think the maze will break you. But the First Witch thinks otherwise. She thinks it will hone your skills and make you into something useful. Finally. It’s time to take your place among us, Pamela. Or die trying.”

      She flung a hand out, and Mac grabbed me and tried to pull me out of the way as if that would save us from what was coming.

      I had no time to react. Her magic swirled around us, creating a vortex, and sucked us both through it. The garden disappeared, everything disappeared, and the only thing that still existed was my hand in Mac’s.
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      I hated that we were leaving Pam behind, but I couldn’t stay. I had to go.

      And I knew that Pam had done that, forcing my hand somehow. “Damn it!”

      I fired up the truck packed to the gills with food for the caravan and took off toward the hidden door.

      “That way.” Wade pointed the opposite way I wanted to go, opposite of where people were streaming out.

      “What?” I didn’t want to trust him, but he didn’t smell like a lie. Nor did he smell suspicious like Jasmine.

      “Go that way; there’s more than one way out of this place, and the other door might be less packed.”

      I looked at Oka and she shrugged. “If he’s wrong, we let them have him,” she suggested.

      I nodded and turned the truck to the right.

      Wade was right, though. The crowd thinned out as I drove deeper into the compound following his directions. But I still didn’t feel good about it.

      “Feels wrong to be driving into the compound,” I said as I watched someone run the opposite direction we were going.

      “Trust me,” Wade said.

      Thing was, I didn’t. I didn’t know him. But Oka liked him enough to save him, and apparently welcomed him to the caravan, and that had to be enough for me. She trusted him, at least a little. So I should too.

      “There,” he said as he grabbed my shoulder and pointed. “Right there.”

      I saw it. A smaller tunnel than we’d been through before, but less hidden too. It had locked gates in front of it.

      “Is that even big enough to get the truck out of?” I asked.

      “And what about the gates?” Oka added.

      “We’ll be fine,” Wade said as he held up another set of keys with a jangle. “I grabbed them on our way out of the cells.” I slowed in front of the gate, and he was out before I even stopped. He ran up and I could see him filing through the keys.

      “Maybe he is handy to have around,” Oka said. I shrugged, not sure yet as I looked to my left and right. No one moved around us. The compound had emptied quickly. Thunder erupted from the warehouse and I gripped the steering wheel harder.

      “Pam,” I whispered.

      “She’s fine,” Oka assured me. I had to believe her. I couldn’t drive away thinking otherwise.

      I blinked and Wade was back in the truck. “Go. There’s another gate at the end.”

      We drove into the darkness and none of us spoke. The truck’s headlights created an eerie glow inside the small tunnel. I wasn’t even sure how Wade would get out and unlock the other gate, it was so close in there.

      But when we got there, he did the same thing, jumped out before I could even come to a full stop. He slunk along the edge of the truck until he was out front and opened the gate much quicker this time, knowing which key to use.

      “Okay, we’re clear. Let’s go.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I knew we’d never be clear in this world, but we’d done it. We’d escaped. But still, as we sped away from Stefan’s Breakers and his godforsaken compound, a sinking feeling told me we weren’t done with them. Not yet.
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      I lost track of how long we drove. I thought I knew my way back to the caravan and headed in their general direction. Oka sat in silence beside me as we went, and I wondered how Pamela was doing. Were her and Mac headed toward us yet? I didn’t think so. If anything, they felt farther away. But how would I know that?

      I stopped the truck at a random spot after about thirty minutes and turned to Oka. “You hungry?”

      She shook her head no as I reached in the back for an apple. It was sweet, and I swiped at the juice that ran down my face.

      “I can feel her, Alex. She’s still alive. But she’s so far away, or maybe buried? I don’t understand it.” Oka shook her head. I didn’t like that I was feeling the same way. As if miles and miles were between us.

      “We are farther away,” I said.

      “What?” Wade asked.

      “Nothing. Talking to the cat.” He didn’t question me again and seemed to accept all this with ease. What else had he seen behind those walls? I’d have to ask him about it later.

      “No,” she snapped. “Not like that. It’s not a distance you can measure. It’s farther than that.”

      I didn’t know what that meant. But at the same time, I did. I could feel it too. A distance that couldn’t be crossed by running or driving.

      And that worried me. “How can that be? We left her at the compound. That’s where she is. If not there, maybe they are circling wide. That would take her farther from us.”

      But Oka shook her head again, and I smelled the truth in her speculation. Pamela was gone.

      Shitty, shitty, shit, shits.

      “One problem at a time,” I told myself. “We have to get this stuff back to the caravan. Then we can help her and Mac. That’s what she wanted us to do.”

      Oka nodded, reluctantly, but couldn’t bring herself to acknowledge our agreement out loud. I didn’t blame her there. This sucked. Pam needed help, and we couldn’t help her. We had to finish what she set us to do first.

      “At least she has Mac,” I said. But even as I said it I had the feeling that she wasn’t with Mac, that they’d been separated. But that couldn’t be. There was no reason for me to pick up on anything like that.

      Oka didn’t say anything to that statement either, and I frowned as my knuckles turned white from my grip on the steering wheel.
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        * * *

      

      We made our way back to the caravan and ended up having to leave the truck at the top of the ravine. We’d have to get a line of people going to create a conveyor belt sort of thing to get everything down to them. But it would work. We’d manage.

      Richard met us at the bottom with a concerned look on his face, making the wrinkles in his forehead deeper than I’d thought they were when we left.

      “What took you so long? And where’s Pamela? And who the hell is this?” he demanded.

      “Nice to see you too,” I said. “She stayed behind to deal with some problems. She wanted us to get the food to you ASAP. This is Wade. A defector.”

      Wade gave a quick nod, and his eyes drifted over the caravan. “They have a spell on them to hold them here, or they did, didn’t they?”

      I twisted around to face him. “How the shit did you know that?”

      “It’s what Stefan and his boss do.” Wade shook his head. “But I’d guess by the way the people are moving around here now that they are no longer spelled.”

      Richard pushed his way into the conversation. “I don’t know what this guy knows, but he’s right. There was a moment that suddenly a fog lifted. Everyone sat up, ready to leave. Wanting to leave.”

      Wade nodded. “Sounds about right. Whatever it was that Stefan’s boss wanted, obviously she got.”

      What she wanted … Pamela. She’d wanted Pamela and now that she had her, she’d released her hold on the caravan? My stomach rolled with what exactly that meant for my friend.

      Richard turned his gaze on me. “Alex, you said you have food?”

      I pushed down my fear for Pam. One thing at a time, that’s what I had to do now. “All kinds of stuff. Get your people and get the truck unloaded. It’s at the top of the ravine.”

      Richard nodded and scrambled his folks into action. Wade jumped in quickly to help and proved to be a valuable asset since he wasn’t on the verge of starvation. He directed people, helped carry pallets, and got things organized. The caravan welcomed him with open arms, and I knew he’d find his place among them. With his help, it only took a few hours, and they had the truck totally cleared out before nightfall.

      Oka paced nervously the whole time, waiting for me as we helped them get things organized. “We need to go. We’ve done what she asked. Now we need to get back. With the truck, we could be back there in hours.”

      I glanced around. We both agreed that the caravan knowing she was missing was a bad idea. “How are we going to get out of here without tipping them off that something is wrong?”

      “Just tell them we’re going back to get her, give her a ride or something,” Oka said as if it was the easiest thing in the world. Maybe she was right. They couldn’t stop us anyway.

      They were all happy enough munching on the food we’d brought back, maybe they wouldn’t even notice we left.

      I caught up with Richard, who was distributing supplies, and taking stock of what we’d brought. “This really is a miracle, you two. I don’t know how to thank you.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Great. I’m glad it helps. Listen, we’re going back for Pam and Mac.”

      Richard stopped what he was doing and looked up at me, that concern carving those deep lines in his face again. “Why? Is something wrong?”

      “Nope. Nothing at all. We just thought she might like a ride back after everything.” I added what I hoped was a nonchalant shrug and glanced at Oka. She rolled her eyes.

      “Real convincing,” she said.

      “You guys should sit tight a little longer until we come back with her, long as it’s safe,” I suggested.

      He nodded, but doubt pushed him forward. “Are you sure? We could come, maybe I could send some boys with you to help. You brought enough guns and ammunition back to spare.”

      “No. Keep those with you. You might need them.” I glanced around. The canyon walls were so high they were like fish in a barrel. If Stefan’s men came upon them, they’d be up shit creek.

      “The Breakers fled the compound when we left. If they find you …” I trailed off, letting his imagination fill in the blanks.

      Richard’s eyes grew three sizes in that moment.

      “Then you shouldn’t leave us. We need protection,” he said.

      I shook my head. “You have the shifters. Crimson. And all those weapons, as you just said. Put them to good use. With any luck, we’ll be back before the Breakers even get a whiff of you.”

      Crimson walked up next to me before Richard could chew on that. “Alex. There’s a problem.”

      I groaned, already suspecting. But still I asked. “With what?”

      “Jasmine.”

      That was exactly what I was afraid of. I hadn’t seen her since we’d gotten back. I’d been too busy helping unload and organize the supplies, and goddess knew how she was allergic to helping.

      “What is she doing?”

      “She’s created an uproar. She’s convinced a few of the shifters that they should be in charge, not Richard. They want to take over.” A frown pulled at the corners of her mouth and I knew there was more to it than what she was saying.

      “Well, you’re the beta. Tell them no.”

      “Alex. It’s more than a few shifters …”

      “Of course it is.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Oka said. “Let them work it out.”

      “Pam wouldn’t like to come back to complete upheaval in her caravan,” I pointed out. “Where is Jasmine?”

      Crimson nodded toward a group of shifters who seemed to be enjoying quite a feast of what felt like more than their fair share of chickens.

      I glanced around, taking in the entire scene, trying to get as much information as I could. Marley wasn’t anywhere near. Jasmine was supposed to be taking care of her. Where was she? I searched and found her holding Chris’s baby, cooing to it as Ruby and the others ran around her feet. She seemed happy. Glowing among the human children. She was fine. And that was the only comfort I took as I settled back on Jasmine and her feast of rations.

      “Jasmine,” I said rather loudly as I walked up. She startled.

      “Alex. It’s good to see you.” She stood quickly and planted a light kiss on my cheek, but I felt nothing but annoyance at her touch. She smelled like lies, which only led me to step back from her.

      “You’re coming with us,” I said. She frowned, wanting to resist me. But I was her Alpha. And she wouldn’t, unless she wanted to fight.

      I ignored Oka’s groan as I held firm to my decision.

      “Why?” she asked, stalling.

      “Because you’re causing too much trouble here.”

      “I’m not causing trouble. I’m just helping these folks see the truth.”

      “The truth? You wouldn’t know the truth if it hit you in the ass, Jasmine. Let’s go.” I jerked my head to the side. This was not going to be easy bringing her along, but it was the best I could do to help the situation.

      I turned away from her, fully expecting her to follow me.

      “How dare you,” she started, but it was quiet, and I knew she wouldn’t finish her thought. I was her Alpha, and she wouldn’t challenge that. She needed me. But the thing was, I didn’t need her. And she’d better hope she didn’t cause any problems on our hunt for Pam.

      Because nothing would stand in the way of getting back to her. Nothing.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Pamela

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat up with a start, my head ringing and my mouth full of cotton, or at least that’s what it felt like. I blinked a few times and had trouble comprehending the world around me. The ground beneath me was a soft blanket of thick moss. But it wasn’t like the garden. It was white and made quite a nice cushion for me.

      I fought the urge to lie down and just sleep off the exhaustion. I forced myself to stand and take in my surroundings, which weren’t much, to be honest. Tall hedges to my left and right created a bit of a hallway of sorts. A maze.

      The young Sorceress’s words came back to me in a haunting echo. I think the maze will break you. But the First Witch thinks otherwise. She thinks it will hone your skills and make you into something useful. Finally. It’s time to take your place among us, Pamela. Or die trying.

      I shook my head and realized rather suddenly I was alone. “Mac?” I yelled, and my voice was swallowed by a thick fog that hung just above the hedges.

      I reached out to him through our connection and knew he was hurt. His pain lanced through me and nearly brought me to my knees.

      Resolve washed over me. I would not die in this maze. I would find Mac and get the fuck out of this ridiculous place.

      After all, my name was Pamela.

      And I was trained by the very best ass kicker in the world.

      Time to lay down the law and show this pair of witches who they were really up against.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading, I hope you enjoyed “Caravan Witch” and are looking forward to the next book in the series, “Maze Witch”.

      

      While you wait, you can check more books out at www.shannonmayer.com where there is a whole list of my works, along with my newsletter and even some Easter Eggs if you search diligently enough!
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