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      I go by Clairmont now.

      Rebecca Clairmont. Though mostly people just call me Beck. I never liked the last name Barts anyway. Beck Barts? It reminded me of the sound of Dad’s cough after one too many inhales of his foul-smelling Cuban cigars.

      I wish I’d known sooner—how he lied to me.

      My father kept the secret since the day she vanished. I was only twelve when it happened. Ten years ago now but when I learned the truth, it felt like yesterday. The wound that’d been slowly closing was ripped wide open, again. Gushing and raw. With the added sting of the new knowledge that it was his fault. That the reason my mom went out into the darkened streets alone all those years ago was because he’d sent her there. He kicked her out! In the middle of the night. In her nightgown. Into the boisterous streets of Memphis on a Saturday night.

      And she never came back.

      Her body was never found.

      We had to bury a fucking empty casket.

      And he let me believe it was just some cruel twist of fate. A horrible accident. Coincidence. Would he ever have told me if I hadn’t found copies of the old police reports in his study? I shook my head, grinding my teeth as I searched the purple-hued room for my wallet. Where was the damned thing?

      “You’ll miss the train if you don’t hurry, love!” Aunt Deb called from the kitchen.

      I tore back the fluffy lilac bedspread and found the slim black leather clutch beneath the covers.

      Literally nothing had changed here since the last time I visited at sixteen. Same bedspread and fluffy heart-shaped pillows I picked out in another life. Same striped purple wallpaper—peeling now in several places. Same musty smell in the closets that you had to duck to get into.

      My mom and I came to visit her sister here every summer until she was gone. I kept up the tradition until I was sixteen—and a summer job, boys, and booze got in the way of flying across the pond to visit wacky old Aunt Deb.

      I must’ve grown since the last summer I was here. Everything seemed so much smaller, as though the room was meant for a child. I didn’t care, though. Escape is escape—no matter where you are.  As long as you left where you were to get there.

      “I know! Almost ready!”

      It was amazing Deb had even agreed on such short notice to have me. After I found out about my Dad, I’d been furious. And questioning everything. I was in my second year at Brown, ready to follow in my father’s footsteps and become a lawyer. Eventually get a position with him at the firm. Now, I wasn’t so sure I wanted that—or that I ever wanted it. I enrolled in the program because he wanted me to, not because of any true interest I had in it.

      The truth was I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. I still hadn’t found that thing I was good at like most people had by twenty-two.

      So, I took a sabbatical. Basically, dropped out. Told Kane, the guy I usually taught self-defense with on Saturday nights—and occasionally boned—that he’s on his own for the rest of the term. Then I packed a bag and boarded a plane. Texted my goody-two-shoes roommate that she had the run of the apartment for the foreseeable future, but that I would make sure rent was paid for as long as I was away—happy to rack up dear ‘ol Dad’s near bottomless credit card.

      She’d be glad to be rid of me. Kane could be loud. Hell, so could I when he hit the right spot. And his apartment was too far from campus to be a prime location for our spontaneous trysts between the sheets.

      Now, here I was, in Gravesend, a.k.a buttfuck nowhere, but close enough to London that it registered on the map.

      I rushed out the door and into the hall, tugging on my beat-up tan leather booties, the ones with the small heel and the only things even close to feminine in the shoe department that I owned—almost knocking into Deb on my way to the door, she jumped back out of the way with a hand to her chest, her shoulder length curly gray hair bobbing with the motion. Her round, tortoise-shell glasses fell from her nose to snag midair on the slim golden chain around her neck.

      “Oh!”

      “Sorry, Aunt Deb,” I called, digging my cell out from the clutch. “Don’t wait up, okay?”

      Deb shook her head as she attempted to right her glasses. Regaining her composure, she looked at me pointedly, shaking a bony finger in my direction. “Now, you just watch yourself, Rebecca,” she warned. “Stick with your friend. London is no place for a girl as pretty as you alone at night. And I promised your father I’d return you in one piece.”

      At the mention of my father, I stiffened.

      Aunt Deb, perceptive as ever, gave a slight roll of her eyes. “I’m not happy with him either, dear, but family is family. Now, go on. You’ll miss your tram.”

      I offered a tiny close-lipped grin and left the two-story townhouse, running down the short stone pathway and through the skinny wooden door in the red brick fence. The air smelled of lilac and salty spray with an undertone of something sweaty, or maybe rotted. It was a combination of scents you only found in Gravesend in the summertime. And it reminded me of the last time I was there with mom.

      As I raced through Heritage Quarter and all the little colorful shops, I remembered going for ice cream at the one that was painted blue. And getting a new pair of shoes at the yellow one near the end after the soles of the ones I brought from home wore down to practically nothing from all the running and playing with the other neighborhood kids near Deb’s place.

      They were gone now, of course. No one in their right mind stayed in Gravesend—with the exception of Deb. The friend I was going to meet used to live just next door when we were kids. Amy Harkness. We were pretty much the same age, but Amy never allowed me to forget that she was the older one. No matter that it was mere days separating us.

      She moved to London the year after I stopped coming to visit, and she was the first person I told after Aunt Deb that I was on my way. I believe her exact reply to my message was fuck off, closely followed by: I’m taking you out. Brush your damn hair and wear something sexy.

      Glancing down at my outfit, I wasn’t sure she would call what I was wearing sexy. I didn’t do sexy. My usual combat boots, jeans, and fitted tank were only slightly modified for lack of wardrobe. I traded in the combat boots for leather booties. Swapped my torn jeans for a pair of dark green pants that hugged my curves like a glove. Added a light wash jean jacket over my black tank. I even dusted a light brush of powder over my face and put the mascara I snagged from the airport shop on in two layers.

      I thought I looked good. Maybe not sexy, but good.

      Sweat beaded on my brow in the unusually balmy night air. The sky clear of the clouds I’d gotten so accustomed to seeing over Gravesend. It was a rarity not to feel the threat of rain tangible on the breeze. I made it to the platform with seconds to spare.

      The tram pulled up right as I reached the yellow line on the platform.

      It was dead. This late into the evening, with the sun all but set, there were ten times more people getting off the tram than getting on it. And thank fuck because the smell of all the bodies pressed together always made me want to gag. The throat clogging cologne. The nose-wrinkling tang of body odor. The clinical, metallic smells of the tram itself. How these people did it every day I would never understand.

      Finding a seat was easy, and I settled in with my headphones cranked to eighty to wait out the twenty-four-minute ride into London.

      Ok. Twenty-eight-minute ride. Were these things ever on time?

      Amy said she would be waiting for me at the station, and it didn’t take me long to spot her in the thinning crowd. She found me at the same time, and her face broke out into a wide smile. Her blonde hair was loose around her face in a textured bob, waving in all the right places, voluminous, but not frizzy. I always envied her that. And though she looked older—she didn’t look aged. Her eyes were ringed in a thin, precise line of coal that flicked out on the sides to give her green eyes tiny black wings. Her lipstick was pale but suited her.

      “I said sexy, not raggedy ann,” she said with a cheeky half grin, giving me a light embrace.

      “Hi to you, too,” I said, trying to smooth my hair without her noticing. My long, tumbling chestnut hair hated the weather here and was prone to becoming a fluffy mess each time I came. I pulled it into a ponytail with the elastic I always kept on my wrist when Amy stepped back. “Better?” I asked.

      “Much,” she said, smoothing out the hem of her black dress where it hugged against her thighs, just above her knees. Her sleeves were lace, and they matched her strappy shoes. By comparison, I probably looked like a street urchin.

      Puberty had been kind to her. Shaping her stick-like teenage frame into soft curves and clear skin.

      My skin wasn’t so bad, I supposed. But everything I ate went to my ass—a feature I loathed, but Kane worshipped. The rest of me was very average. B-cup. Slim, but not skinny. Toned from hours spent lashing out at a six-foot bag of sand in the gym.

      Sensing where my mind had gone, Amy took me by the arm, and we started out into the city streets. “You look fine,” she offered, and my tense shoulders relaxed.

      I realized it really didn’t matter. Who did I have to impress, anyway?

      “Where to?” I asked once we got a block or two away from the station.

      She turned to me with a purposefully ominous stare. “The underground,” she said with a quirk of her brow—a challenge. Her voice was menacing.

      “The metro, then?”

      She nodded, laughing quietly to herself. “Yes. But first a drink… or three.”
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        BECK

      

      

      

      And I thought I could knock them back. Amy was ordering drink number three before I’d managed to gulp down number one.

      “Thanks, sweets,” she said to the bartender who was quite obviously trying to get a better look down the front of Amy’s dress. But my old friend didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she leaned further into the rail of the bar, as though to press her breasts out a little more for him to ogle.

      I bit my tongue, not wanting to be that friend. The one who was overly cautious. Who told her that she shouldn’t invite that sort of attention—especially from someone she didn’t know. I didn’t know what happened to my mother—how she met her end. But I could guess, and I did guess. As I grew older and learned the horrors of the world, there was no end to what my imagination could come up with.

      That was why I started taking self-defense classes. And kickboxing. It was why I taught other, younger female students now how to protect themselves.

      If my mom had known how to throw a good punch, maybe she’d still be here.

      “Hey, where are you right now?”

      It took me a minute to register that Amy was talking to me. I stuttered. “Oh. Uh—I was just thinking.”

      “Well stop thinking. Isn’t that why you came? To get away?” I hadn’t told her anything specific, just that I needed to escape for a while and would be staying with Aunt Deb for the foreseeable future until I could sort out my life.

      Amy was right.

      I knocked back the watered-down rye—the ice long since melted and flagged the bartender for another. “It is,” I said and shoved the thoughts from my head—evicting them as forcefully as I could.

      I was going to have fun tonight. I’d spent too many nights now curled up in my bed. Angry. Upset. And too many days taking out my frustration in the gym—even had the purple knuckles to prove it.

      When the bartender dropped off the next drink, I let it burn a path down my throat in one great gulp, wincing at the acrid flavor, but also reveling in the warmth now spreading through my belly, radiating out through my limbs.

      “Better?” Amy asked, her eyes wide and brows raised.

      I nodded. “Where to next?” I asked as she readied to pay her bill with a wad of crumpled bills.

      I pulled the credit card out of my purse and passed it to the bartender. “It’s on me.”

      “What? You don’t—”

      I leaned in. “It’s not my credit card,” I said quietly so the bartender wouldn’t overhear. When I told my dad where I was going, he’d thrust it at me. Telling me to take as long as I needed. And to use his card to foot the bill.

      I was so pissed at him; I’d almost hit him. Almost. I’d refused to take it, at first. But he left it there, sitting on the ledge by the door, and I thought fine… If he wanted to try to make up for what he’d done by throwing money at me, that was his choice.

      And it was mine to see how much the little piece of shiny black plastic would let me spend before it maxed out.

      “In that case,” she said, cocking her head to one side as she stuffed the folded bills back into her purse. “I guess you can get the tab this once.”
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        * * *

      

      We ended up at this Shakespearean era nightclub that was the incarnation of a contradiction. The décor, the artwork, the very bones of the old building screamed sixteenth century. But the pumping bass and drum music, the shouting, the glitter, and the attire of the drunken guests was very much modern day.

      I mean, I couldn’t be certain, but I was willing to bet women wouldn’t wear what was clearly a bra and a skirt so short I hesitated to call it panties instead to an establishment back then.

      “Hey!” Amy called over the music, polishing off her drink as she twirled her way through the bodies back to where I was standing near the windows, looking out over the Thames. It glinted like a knife of silver in the light of the waxing moon. “Want to get some air? I’m dying in here.”

      I’d danced a bit—mostly because I was forced, but I couldn’t rival Amy’s energy. She could just go and go and go. Never once seeming worn out. Not losing her bubbly attitude even for a second.

      “Yeah,” I called back, stepping down off the high stool-like chair to discover I was more intoxicated than I originally thought. I gulped, gripping the edge of the stool as the room tilted, and I grit my teeth against the sensation of falling. Once I got my footing, I released the slippery wood and let Amy drag me out through the throng of gyrating bodies.

      The cool air outside hit my skin like a balm after a day spent in the sun—or maybe the fiery pits of hell. I took greedy breaths of unrestricted air, the drumming music from inside still ringing in my ears beneath layers of what felt like cotton that made it difficult to hear. I opened my mouth wide, trying to pop them, to get them to clear so I could hear what Amy was saying as she dragged me into the shadows between the club and another building.

      “What?” I’m sure I was yelling, but I couldn’t help it.

      She spun on her heel, a bit unsteady and hushed me sharply. “Quiet,” she said, and I started to be able to hear again the further we got from the place. My body felt heavy with all the alcohol running through my veins. My brain steeped in the fog of drunkenness.

      I should go home. Aunt Deb will be worried.

      What time is it?

      “Too early to be worried about the time,” Amy replied with a smirk as she continued to drag me. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken aloud.

      “Fuck, Aimes, where are you taking me,” I protested as she dragged me down the alleyway toward the river.

      “He should be here by now,” she said. “Just wait till you see it, Beck. It’s gorgeous.”

      I didn’t know what the hell she was talking about, but I was going to start getting pissed off if she didn’t explain it soon. It was late. I was drunk and I knew it. My feet hurt, and my head was beginning to throb.

      Why oh why hadn’t I worn my combat boots?

      “Amy—” I started but stopped before I could even start to protest. We were at a pier. And out in the water at the edge of a tunnel-like ramp was a…a yacht? I’d never seen one up close before. But it was clear the thing was simply too big to be called a boat.

      A guy waved to Amy from the top part of it. The thing had at least two floors. Maybe a third underwater, but it was hard to tell. It was sleek and white with tinted windows running in a dark stripe down one side. I could hear the soft sound of music playing from it—a top forty song that I heard constantly on the radio back home before I came here was streaming through the high-tech speakers.

      “Eric, darling!” Amy said, nearly squealing as she released my hand and ran down the ramp. It was clear Eric wasn’t the only person aboard the vessel, though. I could just make out the back of a dark-haired head, the hair styled to stick up at the top, and the collar of a worn leather jacket. The guy brought his hand down to his mouth, taking a long, deep drag of a lit cigarette, the smoke curling around him like a shimmying silver snake.

      Danger, my mind screamed. But my feet—the traitors—kept on walking, curious as I followed Amy onto the yacht and through a beautiful mahogany, leather, and deep crimson living area, and then up a flight of stairs and passed what looked like a couple of bedrooms. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say I was walking through a house, not a boat.

      This guy must be rich. Like, really rich.

      How the hell did crumpled-up-fives-and-tens-Amy know this guy? She stopped just short of what I assumed was the door that was going to lead us up and out to the top deck and turned to me. “My last name is Pennington,” she said.

      I scrunched up my face, confused. “No, it’s not. It’s Harkness.”

      She gave me a pointed look, and I noticed the tip of her black wing on one eye was smudged. “It’s. Pennington,” she repeated. “And I’m an heiress.”

      Wow. She was lying to this guy.

      Okay…

      This was going to get interesting. If there was anything I sucked at, it was keeping my big ass mouth shut. Telling me not to say something was tantamount to putting the words in my mouth and then forcing them out with a cattle prod.

      But Amy knew that about me already. Or had she forgotten?

      She didn’t wait for me to agree before she shoved open the door and walked out, chin high, with a swagger usually reserved only for royalty.

      Yes, this was going to get very interesting.

      I followed her out, painfully aware of how I must look beside my friend. Wondering to myself if I was staggering, or if the slight sway I felt was only in my head. I really hoped it was the latter.

      “Eric,” Amy said in a sing-song voice, and took his outstretched hands, kissing both of his cheeks. I didn’t miss how he rubbed a lazy circle in the back of her hand, or how his hungry eyes all but swallowed her whole when he pulled away.

      I knew on some level that it was wrong to criticize and crucify every man I met. Hell, it was probably the reason why I hadn’t dated in so damn long—preferring relations of the no-strings-attached sort. But I couldn’t help it.

      Every time I saw a man I didn’t know, especially in this type of setting, my mind shouted predator. In this case, rich predator.

      Too many years spent fortifying yourself against potential attackers didn’t just callous your palms—it calloused something inside you, too. I knew it, and I accepted it. It was better that way than the alternative.

      I didn’t realize I had clenched my fists until the other guy—the one sitting silently on the low couch to my right, loosed a deep chuckle. “A bit tense, isn’t she?” he asked, directing the question at Amy, and then looking back at me. “Or is that jealousy?” he challenged, seeming like he almost wished he was right.

      I scowled at him. Who did he think he was? With his gelled hair and devil-may-care grin? With his pale skin, and was that dimple in his chin? My heart jumped into my throat, and my cheeks flared.

      “This is Beck,” Amy said, ignoring his chide. “A friend from America. Been friends since we were but wee lasses.”

      “Careful, doll,” Eric said, still halfway holding onto her. “Your Scottish is showing.”

      She hit him playfully. “It’s the drink,” she said in mock defense. “I need something to level me out.”

      You’d never really know Amy’s family immigrated here from Scotland when she was a baby—except when she was drunk. I remembered it from the summer we turned sixteen, too, after we’d stolen two bottles of Aunt Deb’s wine from her cellar. By the time we finished the last drop, her accent was so strong, I had to make her repeat herself every time she spoke.

      Eric jerked his head toward the guy in the leather jacket who was still staring at me—appraising me, it seemed. My skin bristled as though I could feel the touch of his gaze as it roved over me from tip to toe. “That’s what he’s here for,” Eric said. “Meet Matt.”

      Matt tipped his head, miming a tip of the brim of an imaginary hat. “A pleasure,” he said and tossed me a wink. “I haven’t got all night,” he added, speaking to Eric. “What’ll it be?”

      Amy bit her bottom lip, a hunger glossing her eyes as she drew nearer to Matt, sitting slowly down next to him on the low couch. “What’ve you got?” she asked, and my brain caught up to what my eyes were taking in.

      This was a drug deal.

      The infuriating guy with the dark eyes and leather jacket wasn’t just some friend of Eric’s who came to party with a couple girls on a big ass boat. He was Eric’s dealer.

      It wasn’t that I’d never done drugs before—I had. In my apartment, or at Kane’s. Safe places. No, it was that I was on a boat that belonged to someone I didn’t know, in a city known for digesting people, with a friend who was pretending to be someone I didn’t even recognize. This wasn’t exactly how I thought my escape would go…

      The dealer, Matt, dug into this pocket and pulled out six or seven different baggies filled with a myriad of different pills and powders. “Name it—I’ve got it,” he said.

      Amy tugged me down to sit next to her, and I almost fell from a lack of balance. She leaned into my side as Eric came to kneel in front of the little square table where Matt had deposited the drugs, the two of them starting to talk prices in bulk.

      “Stop. Thinking.” Amy rubbed the top part of my arm with her other hand, trying to help me relax. “I thought this would be fun,” she added, almost accusatory. “I thought you might enjoy some freedom.”

      We’d kept in touch enough that she knew my whole life was spent in class, studying, or in the gym. I had thrown myself into my studies to block out the pain and the questions. To forget what it was like being raised by an absent father—all the days and hours and minutes spent alone. Warming up leftover mac and cheese for dinner. Staying home to wash three loads of laundry on a Saturday night instead of going to the arcade with friends.

      Freedom was a concept I couldn’t quite wrap my head around. Did I ever have it? I couldn’t remember.

      The small taste of it I’d gotten when I finally moved out last year had been dulled by having a nagging roommate, a course load that would break even the strongest student, and a needy fuck buddy.

      Steeling myself, I leaned over, elbows on knees, and snatched up the first little baggy that caught my eye. It was filled with golden capsules. “What are these?”

      As I asked, I’d already started to pull apart the tabs, and reached inside to pull one out. I blinked, trying to clear my eyes. The…whatever it was inside the capsule seemed to writhe and twirl, as though it was filled with the finest powdered glitter and oil. But then I blinked again, and it was just a plain old capsule filled with a gold-toned powder. I shook it, and the strange effect happened again.

      I shook my head and set the baggy back down, my brows furrowed.

      “I’ve never seen that before,” Amy said, stealing the pill from my fingertips to examine it herself.

      “It’s new,” explained Matt. “He called it Drag—the guy I got it from. Probably named for the epic hangover you’ll have in the morning. But I promise you: it’s well worth the ride. Tried some myself last night.”

      “Sold!” Eric said, and handed Matt a wad of cash. “And we’ll take some coke, too.”

      “You always do.”

      Eric laughed off Matt’s comment, handing him what looked to be an eightball’s worth, and then stood. “You know where to find me if you want more,” he said to Eric and then turned to scoop up his drugs, setting two of the golden pills down on the table before he stepped away.

      Amy had already popped hers in her mouth, downing it dry, while Eric went over to a small bar under a canopy near the front and busied himself fixing up a couple drinks.

      “’Till next time, America,” Matt whispered, a sly grin turning up one corner of his lips as he righted the collar of his jacket.

      “It’s Beck.”

      “Beck,” he repeated with a nod, and the way he said my name gave me shivers—but not the good kind. I was used to hearing my name in an accented voice. I barely noticed the British lilt anymore, no matter who was speaking. After so many summers spent here, my ears grew accustomed to it.

      Something about the way he said it, though, felt like he was tasting it. Like he was confirming a statement he already knew. It made a pit yawn open in the bottom of my stomach, and I could feel something icy and filled with dread lurking in the abyss below.

      He spun on his booted heel and left through the door we came in, and I watched him go, my fingers curling over the edge of the couch cushion. The nails bit down.

      “Here we go!” Eric said and set down three drinks atop the table. The tell-tale orange peel resting, drowned, in the bottom of the glasses of amber liquid told me they were old fashioned’s. I should have expected no less from a guy as swanky as this dude.

      Lucky for me, they were my favorite. I’d been making them for Dad and his business associates when he had them come by the house since I was fifteen. Been pouring myself one since then, too. Not that he had the time to notice.

      I reached for the glass, halting for an instant as my body rebelled against the idea of drinking something made by a stranger on a dimly lit yacht in the middle of the night. Sealing my lips, I reached a bit further and grabbed the glass he had in front of him instead.

      His gaze narrowed.

      “Yours looked better than mine,” I said offhandedly and took a slow sip.

      “Cheers!” Amy said, breaking the tepid silence as she lifted her glass into the air.

      Eric lifted both golden pills from the table and handed me one. I took it.

      He tapped the smart watch on his wrist and spoke into it, his tawny hair falling forward to cover part of his square-jawed face. “We’re ready to head out,” he told the watch, and a faint voice replied aye aye.

      Of course, he’d have a driver for this beast. My stomach lurched as I felt the yacht separate from the ramp and move into the open water of the Thames, effectively trapping me aboard.

      A sinking feeling gripped me from the inside.

      “Cheers,” Eric said, clinking his glass against Amy’s, who giggled, hungrily gulping down her drink, making sour faces as she did.

      “Cheers,” he said again, this time lifting his pill and pointing his glass in my direction.

      A chill went through me and my heart raced in my chest. Before I could change my mind, I popped the pill in my mouth. Eric did the same.

      I was on a boat with only three people. A guy who I could tell without more than a glance that I could take on even on my worst day. Amy, who was harmless. And a driver I was sure was just some hired hand. Paid to do his job and nothing else. What could possibly happen?

      We clinked glasses. I drank. Swallowed the strange golden pill.

      Eric smiled and lifted a remote to turn up the music. Amy grinned and jumped up from her seat, throwing herself at Eric—wanting to dance. I took another sip of my drink, leaning back to stare at the moon—wondering if the strange tingling in my toes was my imagination or a byproduct of Drag entering my bloodstream.

      I blew out a long breath—forcing the anxiety out with it.

      No turning back now.
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      I couldn’t be sure how long we were out on the yacht, moving swiftly through the black water. Or how long it took before Drag did its work on my mind and body.

      Before I knew it, I was dancing with Eric and Amy. Singing along to songs I only knew the chorus of. Top forty music wasn’t exactly my go-to, but the shit was everywhere. It was hard not to pick some of it up.

      My body was a live wire, shooting sparks into my blood. The boost of energy was unfathomable—intoxicating. I couldn’t explain the rush of it even if I tried. It was as though my blood was alive. Like it was singing in my veins—belting along to the quick tempo of my heartbeat. If I stopped moving… well, I couldn’t stop moving.

      I was afraid my heart would burst if I did.

      The Drag forced me onwards, upwards. Higher and higher. Making me spin and twirl. Turning my mind from the neat files and sharp angles I was used to into a gnarled forest, coated in a thick layer of shimmering fog. It was like a veil over my thoughts. A beautiful veil that could make even the ugliest thought shine like an opalescent pearl in the summer sun.

      Amy took my hands, and the feel of her skin was like silk against my calloused palms. She spun me around, and I giggled, stopped only for a second, unsteady on my feet as I bent down to take a long swallow of my drink. It was the only thing evening out the buzz of the drug running rampant through me.

      “We must have more!” Amy declared. “Get that friend of yours—Matt, was it? Yes, get him back here. He can bring more, can’t he?”

      I knew without having to ask that she was talking about Drag and not the cocaine she’d already snorted a couple lines of.

      “It’s nearly dawn,” Eric said, out of breath as he fell backwards onto the couch. “He won’t come now—too late.”

      “Awe,” Amy whined. “That’s no fun.”

      At the mention of the hour, I looked out over the murky waters of the Thames, leaning over the edge of the railing. Eric was right. The edge of the horizon—or what could be seen of it over all the buildings blocking my view—was lightening. The rising sun threw splotches of red and orange and yellow over the sky, eating away at the dark.

      Had we truly been out all night?

      Shit.

      Aunt Deb was going to kill me.

      I looked around, trying to get my bearings. Trying to calm the raucous beating of my heart in my chest and blink away the substance coating my eyes to figure out where we were. The Thames ran right through Gravesend. Maybe Eric could have the driver drop me off at one of the docks near town? Yes. That could work.

      “Hey, Eric” I said, moving to push off the railing when a loud metallic chink sent a tremor through me with the force of a lightning strike. The breath whooshed from my lungs and my stomach dropped as the round bar of metal under my fingertips gave way. My body hurtled forward and I screamed. My eyes went wide as I fell over the edge like a stone. Dropping. Dropping.

      The water rushed to greet me like a wall of shifting, squirming darkness. The impact knocked any air I had left inside of me out. A heavy, biting cold enveloped me. Swallowed me.

      Glacial hands pressed down on my windpipe. I kicked off my boots and began pushing up through the water. Or was I going down? I couldn’t tell. My body spun, and I opened my eyes to see nothing. No light. Nothing that would indicate which way was up and which way was down. My body convulsed, forcing the last dregs of oxygen from me.

      I contracted again, and this time the water came in—unbidden. I couldn’t stop it. It burned. It burned with the heat of a thousand candles—of a red-hot poker being plunged down my esophagus. I choked. Sputtered.

      The thought came swiftly, in a moment of absolute clarity… I’m drowning.

      I’m going to die.

      I flailed uselessly as the icy water dragged me down with insistent claws. It’s horrific voice a deafening roar in my ears.

      Was there any sense in fighting it anymore?

      My limbs grew heavy, and I numbly watched as they floated up, hovering around me as though wooden—useless.

      My heart exploded in my chest, and I began to spin. Or was I just fading? I spun—faster and faster. My stomach threatened to heave. Why wasn’t this agony over yet? I should be dead by now.

      I wanted to be. To make the burning, the aching, the horrible spinning stop. Flashes of golden light lit the water—illuminating the specks of dirt and debris in the roiling waves.

      The sun?

      Up. That way must be up!

      But I was beyond moving. Already my eyes were shutting. A shadow closed in around the edges of my vision like spilled ink. Like when mom knocked over her inkpot and I watched the glittering black liquid seep into the parchment, covering more and more of it, spreading like the blanket of death that now tried to cover me. No one used ink and parchment anymore. No one I knew except for her. And still the smell of old paper brought with it her memory.

      I could smell it now.

      Maybe I would see her. In another place. A better place.

      The spinning stopped.

      The lights went out.

      Goodbye, world. It’s been real.
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      I stayed in the shadows, stealthily moving over the cobbled streets. The sun crested the tips of roofs painting everything in palest pink and orange.

      Everett would be furious if he discovered I was out so close to morning. Already, the streets were cluttered with impeccably dressed merchants hurrying to start their day and scantily clad women preying on such men.

      A few of them stared at me, at my face, common courtesy seemingly no longer applying. I barely resisted the urge to fidget, to touch my cheek. Self-consciousness and something akin to fear pushed me faster, my body sticking to the shadows as I rounded the bend.

      My reflection in a store front mirror, illuminated by flickering candle flames, ensnared me. Froze me.

      The mask, forged from steel, ran from the bottom of my jaw up to my forehead, encasing my left eye. I could only see half of my pouty lips, one cheek, and a sliver of forehead. The rest was obscured.

      Sighing, I ran my fingers through my shock of dark hair, the strands becoming more disheveled with my agitation.

      If they find me…

      But they wouldn’t. Not if I kept in the shadows, in the darkness. Away from wandering eyes and way too curious stares. Away from the sneers and judgements, the side-eyes and disgust. Even the women so eager for a coin turned the other way.

      I needed to get back to the house.

      Frowning briefly, I hurried down the road once more, my cloak shielding me from the worst of the biting wind. My house was only a few blocks away, and hopefully my brothers would still be asleep.

      Furious would not even begin to encapsulate Everett’s reaction if he awoke to find me out at this hour.

      I smirked. It shouldn’t have been as fun as it was getting a rise out of him. He was normally the epitome of calm, but he had changed since the incident with Ellis…and not for the better. The new man was nearly unrecognizable.

      A loud squawk captured my attention, and I turned towards a low hanging branch. A pitch-black raven balanced precariously on it, her beady eyes fixed intently at me.

      “Raven,” I cooed softly. Not an original name for the raven, admittedly.

      I held up my arm, waiting for my familiar to perch upon the proffered limb.

      Instead, Raven squawked once more, ruffling her midnight feathers. Before I could comment on her uncharacteristic behavior, she took off in a blur.

      Blazes!

      Mouth agape at her brazenness, I ran after the wretched bird.

      Raven, while not as cognizant as a human, knew enough to know I couldn’t be out on the street when the sunlight hit. What could the damn creature be thinking?

      She took me to the edge of the Thames, rushing water frothing against the narrow sides. The water was surprisingly tranquil, peaceful, with a sort of serene quality one could get lost in. An abyss, caging in the unknown.

      Bubbles formed just off the edge, down a rocky incline. Curiosity getting the better of me, I took a tentative step closer, being cautious of the jagged terrain.

      A flash of brown hair breached the surface before it was pulled back under, followed by the unconscious wave of a pale hand.

      Was that…?

      My stomach dropped.

      Without giving myself a second to think about it, I dived into the murky water. My arms made quick work chasing the distance between me and the drowning person.

      Hooking one arm beneath his armpits, I yanked him up.

      The added weight hindered me as I kicked back to shore, water dripping in my face and stinging my eyes. My muscles ached, but still I swam. And swam. And swam.

      Panting, I collapsed onto the ground, the wet body curling in beside me. A guttural cough sounded, seemingly wrenched from broken lungs, followed by a curse.

      A feminine curse.

      Scrambling to my knees, I peered down at a shivering woman. She appeared to be my age, her darkened wet hair sprawling around her. Men’s clothes, two sizes too small, clung to her body like a second skin showing ample curves I attempted to look away from. A splatter of freckles dotted her cheekbones and nose, and her lips were tinged blue from the cold.

      “Are you okay?” I asked stupidly. She didn’t reply, teeth clanking. Tiny tremors reverberated through her body.

      She looked so little, so vulnerable, that my heart ached something fierce. Staring at her, sensations I had never felt before rushed through me until I was practically suffocating on them.

      My brothers always said I was too impulsive.

      “Okay, come on. Let’s get you warm.”

      Hesitating only briefly at the implications of taking an unwed woman home, I hefted her up. She felt frail in my arms, her body melding to mine. Her wet skin was slick against my own.

      There would be hell to pay for this, I knew. But what other option did I have? Leave her for dead?

      “You’re okay,” I whispered to her reassuringly, trying to avert my eyes from all the bare womanly flesh taunting me. The shirt she wore—if you could rightfully call it that—barely covered her torso, and the mounds of her breasts were plainly visible above the plunging neckline of the garment. I clenched my teeth hard to check myself. “You’ll be okay.”
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      I knew I was going to die.

      As the cold water infiltrated my lungs and I was submerged in an encasement of ice, I accepted my fate.

      Death.

      It sounded…welcoming. Warming, almost. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not suicidal or anything like that, but anything was better than the numbness cloaking me like a second skin. As my vision turned black, pooling from the corners like a cauldron of spilt ink, and my lungs burned fiercely, I allowed myself to think of my father, only once.

      He would miss me when I died. Now that I was gone, now that my mother was gone, he was all alone. Sure, he had a big house and an abundance of money, but that didn’t mean he was happy. He hid his pain behind a carefully crafted mask, but I could see through his painted-on smile. He was like me in that respect: burying the pain so deeply that not even a necromancer could resurrect it.

      I’m sorry, Dad.

      And then….

      Air.

      Sweet, merciful air.

      I gasped wildly, turning onto my side as my lungs expelled the disgusting water. My body shook desperately both in fear and from the cold. Slowly, my eyelids began to blink, and I found myself looking at a brilliant dusky sky painted with oranges and reds. Sunrise.

      My lungs burned; my heart raced in tandem to my thoughts. Everything ached as if I had been hit by a semi-truck repeatedly. No, not just hit. Tied down on the road and ran repeatedly over by the wheels until every bone was broken.

      “Shit,” I cursed, but that expletive led to more coughing until I was hacking out my lungs. It fucking hurt.

      My teeth clattered together as wave after wave of ice swept over me, slithering up and down my spine. I longed to curl up in front of a fireplace with a blanket and a mug of hot chocolate.

      And where was I?

      Amy was probably freaking out by now. That girl always did have a penchant for the dramatic, but in this case, her freak-out would be on point.

      Hands cupped the back of my knees, warmth seeping through my sopping wet clothes, and I found myself being hefted into a pair of sinewy arms. I was distantly aware of someone whispering to me, but the words went through one ear and out the other.

      My body was jostled as my savior maneuvered the London streets. It was quieter than I remembered it being; the usual rowdy noise tamed considerably. I couldn’t even hear the honk of cars or the sirens. Was the silence natural this early in the morning?

      “I’m fine,” I mumbled groggily, but the words ran together making them inarticulate. I tried to pat the person’s arms, tried to indicate for him to put me down, but his arms only tightened further around me.

      It was only then that I glanced up, squinting through the blighted, piercing sun.

      My breath caught as something akin to fear skated down my spine.

      The man who was carrying me…

      The man who had saved me…

      Only had half a face.

      The sliver of face I could see showed tawny skin and red splotches on his cheekbone. Abnormally long lashes feathered against his cheeks as he blinked down at me. Brilliant mossy green eyes were fixed on me in a combination of confusion and awe. The other half was nothing but a silver mask, cutting from his angular jaw to his forehead. Across his nose and left eye, curling around his cheek like a second skin.

      He must’ve seen something on my face, an instinctive flash of fear, for his eyes widened almost imperceptibly.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” He had a thick accent, the sound somehow reminding me of an aged whiskey.

      I tried to open my mouth to demand he put me down, to tell me his name, but my teeth merely clattered together. I was so, so cold. My brain was turning foggy almost as if the cold was soaking through my scalp.

      I kept my gaze fixed firmly on him as we continued moving once more. His jaw was clenched tightly, adam’s apple bobbing.

      Was I going to die?

      Wouldn’t that be ironic: get saved from drowning only to get murdered by a masked man with gorgeous eyes. I could just see my tombstone now: here lies Rebecca Clairmont. Died of stupidity.

      I snorted. Wouldn’t that be a fuck you to my father? If I died the same way my mom had?

      A door was opened and closed, and we entered a candle-lit room. I barely had time to process the assortment of paintings decorating the distressed wood of the walls and see the yellowed books on the shelf. We were moving up a small staircase and into a bedroom.

      There was a simple bed in the center of the room, scratchy teal blankets pulled tight overtop. A wooden nightstand flanked one side, a candle resting beside a leather-bound book.

      I tried to scream at the man, tried to tell him to release me, when I was gently placed on top of the covers. The candle beside me was lit, and I heard the sound of curtains drawing closed.

      “You’re going to be okay,” the man said again. “You can sleep here for now.”

      My mind begged me to stay awake and aware, but my body was sluggish, heavy with fatigue. Try as I might, my eyelids refused to stay open.

      I knew I shouldn’t have felt safe in a strange house in a strange bed with a strange man, but my eyes closed like a curtain being drawn shut.

      And then, mercifully, I descended into darkness.

      I woke up confused, groggy, as if there was a glossy sheen disrupting and contorting my thought process. I had only felt like this once before, when I had gotten wasted at a party with one of my old girlfriends and had taken more than a couple e.

      My body ached painfully, and my head pounded just as fiercely. I brought a trembling hand to my forehead and rubbed the skin, attempting to ease the ache. When I attempted a deep breath, my lungs burned in protest as though scraped raw on the inside. Damn, that hurt.

      Amy…

      I tried to sort through my thoughts. I remembered going on the boat, the yacht, with Amy and Eric. And they had given me something, something golden.

      And then…

      And then I had fallen.

      Memories returned with a vengeance, and I sat upright with my heart in my throat.

      Someone had pulled me out of the water and had brought me back to his house. His bedroom.

      On closer inspection, I saw that I was in a nondescript room made entirely of wood. Wooden floors, wooden walls, and a single wooden door. It was empty, but the door was propped open and voices filtered to me, muffled.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Glancing around quickly, I grabbed a silver candlestick and held it like one would a baseball bat. My other hand went to my back pocket and felt for my cell phone.

      Fortunately, it was still there, but I had no doubt the water had damaged it irreparably. That didn’t stop me from desperately pressing the button to turn it on, eyes alternating between the black phone screen and the door.

      Double shit.

      Okay, think, Beck. The man took you to his house, yes, but he didn’t do anything inappropriate. You were unconscious, and he left you alone to sleep. He left you with your clothes on and your phone in your pocket. You’re safe.

      But why didn’t he call the cops? Why didn’t he bring me to a hospital? My bitchy alter ego retorted. Honestly, she was my voice of reason whenever I considered doing stupid shit. I imagined that she sounded like my mom…if I remembered what my mom sounded like.

      With bated breath, I ventured a tentative step forward and pressed my ear to the wooden door. I was only able to see a sliver of empty hallway from my angle, and I remembered distantly that the bedroom had been up a staircase. My savior—or captor—must’ve been downstairs.

      I pushed the door open further and winced inwardly when it creaked. The muffled voices went silent, and I mentally began berating myself. I debated whether or not I should feign being asleep, but the choice was decided for me when a smiling face appeared in the doorway.

      “You’re awake,” the masked man said cheerfully. When he took a step forward, I took an automatic step backwards.

      Not today, Satan.

      The visible half of his lips twisted down at my instinctive reaction.

      “I’m sorry. I know you’re confused, and it probably seems improper to have you here by yourself. I’m sorry. I just…” he trailed off, running a hand through his thick, dark locks.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, the candlestick still held tightly in my hands.

      “Jasper. And what is yours?”

      “Beck.”

      His face twisted, brow furrowing.

      “Beck?” He spoke as if he was testing the word out, tasting it on his tongue.

      “It’s short for Rebecca,” I explained, moving the candlestick to one hand and wrapping my other arm around my stomach. My clothes were still damp, indicating I hadn’t been asleep for long. Dirt and other unsavory substances clung to my skin and beneath my nails. I was cold, tired, and in desperate need of a hot shower. But first…

      “Do you have a phone I could borrow?” I asked, perching myself against the wooden nightstand. My body was heavy, the events of the day finally catching up to me. Sleep. I needed sleep. And food.

      “Phone?” Another twist of half his face. The mask rose slightly with the facial tic.

      “Could I borrow it?”

      Surely, this man had a phone. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, appearing to be in his early twenties. I knew my generation. Only unicorns didn’t have a phone of some kind on them at all times.

      But the man continued to stare at me as if I was daft. His hand scrubbed at his unobscured cheek.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said at last, and the tiny tendrils of fear that had previously diminished came back. Was this man fucking with me?

      No, not man.

      Jasper.

      “This isn’t funny.” Ignoring the pain in my body, the aches reverberating up my sides, I shouldered past him and ran down the staircase. I needed to get out of there. Now.

      My escape was impeded when I slammed face first into a warm, muscular body. It was another man with dark onyx skin, buzzed black hair, and arresting golden eyes. He froze when he saw me, seemingly just as horrified of me as I was of him.

      His hands had moved to my upper arms, steadying me after the initial impact, but he moved them away as if I was toxic. As if my bare skin was poisonous. The apples of his cheeks reddened with a flush beneath the burnt umber skin.

      I didn’t have time to consider his strange reaction. I was goal-oriented, and the door was only a few steps in front of me. With a blistering speed I didn’t know I possessed, I threw open the front door and stepped outside.

      The first things I noticed were the buildings sitting side by side on a narrowed, cobbled street. Each one had a small, yet steep, staircase leading up to a simple door. Numerous buildings had chimneys with smoke darkening the air. People traveled down the streets, but they were unlike anyone I had ever seen before.

      The men wore combinations of top hats, lapels, brown pants, and white dress shirts. The women were adorned in thick dresses emblazoned in jewelry while others wore modest gray numbers, hair pulled back into what appeared to be bandanas.

      I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. It felt like I stepped onto a nineteenth century movie set.

      “What the hell?” I whimpered. My heart in my throat, I took a step backwards but ran into another muscular body. Honestly, I didn’t know if I had the best luck or the worst.

      A gruff, raspy voice sounded behind me, and there was no denying the hatred and anger emanating from the new male.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in my house?”
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      I moved briskly down the street, tugging my hood over my head. It wasn’t necessarily cold out, but the wind was biting. The early morning sun had yet to chase away all the shadows.

      My hand wrapped tightly around my thin parcel. The brown box was nondescript, but I knew it hid something much darker.

      Let’s call it a last resort…

      Alex better be fucking grateful for me. I loved my brother, I did, but there was only so much I could do to help him.

      Soon, we were both going to pay the price for his addiction, and I’d be damned if it led to both our deaths. Inevitably, I knew that was where my future led. In a kill or be killed world, I chose the former.

      Life had chipped away at my innocence, hardened me. Made me calloused. I saw the monsters that hid in the shadows, and instead of hiding from them, I became one.

      Monsters didn’t hurt other monsters. It was a way of life. A mantra that had been drilled into my head from an early age.

      An image assaulted me, and I staggered to a stop.

      My father’s knuckles bruised and coated in blood. The sardonic sneer to his lips as he glared down at me. The heady scent of whisky emanating from him in waves, so strong I gagged.

      “What do you think you’re doing, boy. Get up and prove yourself to your father.”

      Before I could respond, he pulled his fist back and landed it on my cheek. My head whipped to the side, pain exploding in bright stars against the black canvas of my eyelids.

      Over my father’s shoulder, I could make out a pair of light brown, nearly golden, eyes.

      “Run,” I mouthed just as Father rained down a storm on my face.

      I was pulled from my memory by a slight female standing in front of my door.

      A scandalously dressed female.

      What have my brothers been up to now?

      Her luscious lips were open, eyes wide, as she surveyed the town bathed in early morning light. She was so preoccupied that she didn’t notice me brush past her.

      Up close, I could see golden brown hair highlighted with lighter streaks. A splatter of freckles somehow demoted her from intimidating to approachable. She wore what appeared to be men’s breeches and a…corset? I didn’t recognize the style, but it clung to her shapely curves.

      My cock instantly hardened even as unease skated down my spine.

      This strange woman standing on my doorstep was an enigma, something I couldn’t entirely understand. Where did she come from? Why was she here?

      I didn’t like it.

      Not one fucking bit.

      When it became apparent she wasn’t going to acknowledge me, I leaned in closely, my breath fanning over the back of her ear.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in my house?”

      She jumped, body twisting and eyes widening almost imperceptibly. Something akin to fear twisted her features before her eyes rolled back into her head. I saw a flash of white, her eyelids fluttering closed, before she collapsed. My arms just barely caught her in time before her head hit the stone step.

      I couldn’t even begin to find a word to encapsulate how bad this was. An unwed female in our house. A barely dressed unwed female in our house. An unconscious barely dressed unwed female in our house—on our damned doorstep!

      “Is she okay?” Jasper asked anxiously, running towards me. His one visible eye was wide in his face.

      “Who is she, and why is she here?” I rasped, hoisting her up and maneuvering her inside and away from the prying eyes of passersby. She felt…tiny in my large arms. A part of me I couldn’t entirely understand wanted to hold her forever, protect her from the horrors that plagued this world. Another part of me couldn’t get rid of that other part fast enough.

      I dropped her on the plush couch, my gentleness belying my harsh words. Her head lolled to the side, brown-blonde hair covering her pasty cheek.

      My hand twitched with the effort not to brush the hair back, hook it behind her ear. My mother had hair just like that.

      What was wrong with me?

      Scowling, I turned towards Jasper who was tentatively standing in the doorway. When he saw my livid expression, he winced.

      “I can explain. She was—” he began, but I cut him off.

      “What were you thinking? Why would you bring her here? Was it to wet your dick? There’s places you can go for that that’s not our fucking home!” My voice rose to a yell by the end of my spiel, hands tightening into fists as my anger physically manifested itself. He was usually smarter than this. He had the most reason to be. By his admission not only was he outside these walls without a damned ward up to conceal him from curious eyes, but he revealed himself to a human.

      And then brought this human here—to our home.

      Jasper’s face turned dark. “I found her.”

      “You found her?” I groused. “What, like on the street? Jasper, you need to be more careful!”

      My eyes instinctively traveled around our house.

      To the people in the community who knew us, we came across as strange. Different. Of course, rumors flew that we were practicing dark magic, but it was only rumors.

      At least in this town.

      Still, our home was full of unexplainable objects. Books on the shelf with leather binding, yellowing paper, and incantations in ancient Melîn and Emelîn. What appeared to be a chicken foot hung from a string on the ceiling. Murals depicting headless men, screaming women, and fountains of blood. A bowl containing a bright purple liquid, sparkling like thousands of stars in the candlelight—a potion Ellis had been brewing all week for a client.

      “She was just in my room,” Jasper insisted tersely. His face softened as he stared at the female. “She didn’t see anything. I was careful.”

      I forked my fingers through my hair. I was sure his words were meant to comfort me, yet I felt something akin to jealousy at the thought of her in his room. My reaction was completely irrational and only proceeded in making me more furious. Who was this girl? And what did she do to me?

      I glanced down at her dewy features. Dark bruises marred the skin beneath her eyes. She needed more sleep, I thought grimly. Still, she appeared peaceful, almost serene, as her chest rose and fell steadily.

      “So, what happened?” Jasper asked again, nodding towards her.

      “She fainted.”

      “Fainted?” He took a step closer, but I held up my hand to stop him. He had gotten too close to this female too quickly. It might’ve been crude thinking, but she was obviously good in bed to evoke such a strong reaction from my brother.

      For a moment, we were at an impasse, both of us glaring at one another. The air around us practically crackled with fire. It was only interrupted when Ellis poked his dark head through the door.

      He glanced at me first, quirking a brow, before focusing his attention on the girl.

      Not him, too.

      He moved quickly, a bucket of water clenched tightly in one hand and a rag in the other. Perching on the arm of the couch, he placed the rag into the water and then dabbed her sweaty forehead. While his eyes were trained on her, his head was tilted towards us.

      Listening.

      “I found her in the Thames,” Jasper explained almost hesitantly. “She was drowning, and I pulled her out. I didn’t know who she was or where she came from, so I took her home. What was I supposed to do? Leave her there to die? She was freezing, Everett.”

      I was stunned by the animosity seeping from my brother. I had seen Jasper mad before, and I had even seen him sad. But never like this. Never this sort of quiet fury, incandescent sparks shooting from his eyes. I didn’t recognize the man before me with fisted hands and red splotches erupting on his cheeks.

      That only cemented what I suspected.

      A beautiful girl appearing out of nowhere? Playing the damsel in distress? Looking like sin personified?

      I knew a trap when I saw one, and that woman, encompassing both sweet innocence and ethereal beauty, was the worst kind.

      “Get her out of here,” I gritted out. Anger thrummed through my veins at the audacity of this female. Did she think we were stupid?

      Sure, my brothers may have been thinking with their cocks, but I wasn’t them. I’d never be them.

      “You can’t be serious, brother?” Jasper hissed, taking a step closer. “She’s injured, obviously more so than I thought.”

      “Get. Rid. Of. Her.” I spoke slowly, enunciating each word so it’d get through that thick head of his. And not the head he was currently allowing to lead him.

      A strangled gasp came from behind me, and I turned towards Ellis expectantly. His hands moved rapidly as he signed, and my anger only escalated.

      “She’s sick, Everett. She needs our help.”

      “Not you too.” I rubbed a hand down my face.

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. All because of a beautiful, deadly female.

      Was she as helpless as she appeared?

      I glanced over her body, all luscious curves and sensuality, and took a deep breath.

      No, she wasn’t. She was dangerous, a viper, and she already had two of my brothers under her spell. What did she want?

      It didn’t matter. I shook my head. If she found out what we were, she wouldn’t hesitate to tell the authorities. But this time it wouldn’t only be Jasper on the pyre. And there wouldn’t be anyone to save us.

      My anger roused something deep inside of me, the beast I wished to keep hidden, and I attempted to reign it back in. Now wasn’t the time.

      It took tremendous effort, but soon I had a hold on my eccentric emotions.

      I only knew one thing: the girl needed to leave. I didn’t trust her. Her appearance was too much of a coincidence. Somehow, she knew that Jasper would never be able to resist a vulnerable female. She played him as I played the strings on my violin.

      My breaths sawed in and out as Ellis, of all people, brushed her hair off her cheek. Jasper hovered over her hesitantly, both of them ignoring me now that they believed they got their way.

      I could play along, for now, but the second she stepped out of line, I would not hesitate to do what needed to be done.

      I would not hesitate to release my monster.
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      I awoke to flame. The lumpy cushioning beneath me creaked as I made to move—to sit up. My vision swam with the movement before I regained my focus and was able to see clearly. In front of me was a large hearth, a fire burning brightly in its maw, the dancing orange flames crackling and hissing.

      Despite the warmth of the room, I shivered, remembering all at once why I was seeing two antique-looking chairs in front of the fire, an old crystal decanter atop a small pedestal table between them. The painting above the fire was old, too, but it didn’t look it. In fact, it showed no signs of wear. It could have been painted only the week before.

      And if that weren’t enough, the fact that the room was lit only by gas lamps and candlelight sent my mind whirring. Who the hell were these people? Some naturalists? Hippies, maybe?

      I was hallucinating! That had to be it. It was that stupid drug we took. Drag.

      But even then, I was doubting it. There was a crisp edge to everything I was seeing. There was none of the haze known to accompany my dreams or a good high on a hallucinogen. Everything was in too sharp of focus. Too crystal clear to be a ruse my mind concocted in a drug-induced stupor.

      There had been other people here. The man with the half-face. The quiet black man who’d been down the stairs. And that other one—the large man with the thick shoulders and gruff voice. Where had they gone?

      My stomach plummeted to my toes, and my spine tingled—raising the small hairs on the back of my neck.

      Was I…oh god…had I been kidnapped? Were those men my captors?

      The blood in my veins thickened, icing, making my heart beat harder and faster to keep it flowing out to my tingling extremities. I felt weak. When was the last time I ate? Drank?

      Under normal circumstances, I could take them. Well, the first two, anyway…but not like this. Not when my hands were shaking from a lack of food and water. My bones weary and cracking from too many hours spent laying down on a hard cushion. Shit.

      But at least the burning in my lungs seemed to be mostly gone.

      I looked over the other side of the couch where I lay, listening carefully for any signs of life. Voices. Movement. Anything. Across the room was a small card table and a piano pushed against the far wall with a chandelier over top of it. I was alone.

      Exits, I told myself, find the exits.

      There were two wide doors on the right wall—both closed. And on the other wall rested a tall window, one of the wooden shutters open just a crack, allowing a sliver of moonlight to filter into the large space. That was it.

      My way out.

      I lurched from the couch, running on clumsy bare feet to the shutters. I cringed when the hardwood groaned beneath my weight and froze in place, gritting my teeth. Straining to hear—to make sure no one else heard the loud noise.

      After a few broken breaths with no sound of pursuit, I darted for the shutters, tearing them open. I fell back at the sight before me. I hadn’t imagined it. The cobblestone streets were quiet. A horse and carriage rolled lazily on by, the hooves of the great black mare echoing against the stone. And it was dark. Darker even than that time Dad took me camping out in the woods.

      It was a darkness only possible with the complete and utter absence of electricity.

      No electricity in the middle of London? My mind screamed, but no sound left my lips. Impossible.

      It was then that I noticed the man on the stoop outside the window. Just to my right—a few arms’ length away from me. One of his hands pressed against the wood of the door.

      The door to the house where I was. My breath caught in my throat. The red-headed man regarded me as though he was seeing an apparition. Or like maybe he was the one hallucinating. I panicked.

      Slamming the shutters closed, I sprinted for the doors at the other side of the room. If I was fast enough, I could make it to another exit before he got inside. Oh fuck.

      Move legs! Go, go, go!

      I hurdled over the couch to the door furthest from where the man would be entering the room, wincing when my ankle rolled on impact and I had to limp the rest of the way to the door. Godfuckingdamnit.

      My hand closed over the iron latch at the same time the door at the other side of the wall crashed open, the red-headed man pouring into the room in a mass of black and fiery crimson. His dark cloak billowed out around him. Eyes somewhere between green and blue closed in on me, and his face twisted into a menacing sneer.

      I pushed the door to no avail. It was locked from the outside.

      “Just who d’ye think ye are, lass? Breakin’ into this house o’ all places. Must be mad thinkin’ ye’d get away wi’ it!”

      If the hair hadn’t tipped me off enough, his accent did the rest. He was a Scot. Like Amy—but unlike her, this man must’ve been born and bred in Scotland. He was no second-generation immigrant like Amy was. His accent was too strong.

      Fuck. Amy. She would think I was dead. And Aunt Deb, too!

      Get ahold of yourself, I chastised myself internally, forcing a breath of air into my lungs. This wasn’t the time to freak out. I swallowed past a large lump in my throat as the man drew slowly nearer, his hands out in front of him as though he was approaching a feral cat.

      He was right to worry. This cat had claws and she knew how to use them. Weak from lack of food and water or not.

      “I’m no thief!” I shouted at the man, backing up into the wall with no other option or place to go. I nervously eyed the window, where a light evening breeze drifted inside, beginning to chill the room. “Your—your housemate,” I said, unsure what to call the man who’d taken me. He hadn’t had an accent, so they weren’t brothers. They had to be flat mates. “He—he kidnapped me! I just want to leave. Let me go, and I won’t tell anyone what happened. Promise.”

      A lie. If I got out of here, I would rain hell down on these men. I would make sure they all ended up behind bars. Who knew what sort of horrifying plans they had for me? I shivered.

      But this one… he obviously didn’t know I was here. He could let me escape. I could just—

      “Aye right. Ye’re off yer head if ye think I’ll be believin’ that, lass. My brothers wouldna dream to—”

      I made a break for the window, hoping to catch him off guard, and jump over the sill before he could catch me. If I could, then hopefully he wouldn’t be stupid enough to chase after me in the streets.

      Almost there. A table knocked to the floor somewhere in my wake. Glass shattered. The Scot cursed. The shutters closed an instant before I could reach them—the wooden panes banging loudly as they sealed off my only chance at escape. How? The wind? I looked back to see the Scot was still several paces away, seething mad—his face red-tinged and teeth bared.

      My fingertips pried at the seam where the two shutters met in the middle, trying to find enough purchase to wrench them back open. Strong arms came around me from behind, and I squealed.

      The scents of wild heather, horsehair, and something else I could only describe as man smell assaulted me.

      “Quit yer squirmin’, lass. I wi’ not harm—”

      I rammed my elbow into his stomach and was rewarded with the sound of his pained expulsion of breath—his grip on me loosening enough for me to break free.

      The open door the Scot came through glowed like a beacon of safety across the room…until a shadow of a man stepped into the light. The metal mask covering half his face shone in the light from the hallway. “Beck,” he said, and I remembered vaguely that I’d given him my name. “Please—you’re hurt,” he added, stepping into the room with an arm extended as though to caress me.

      The fuck?

      “What the devil did you do to her, Alex? She’s shaking!” Jasper growled at the other man. The Scot was still trying to catch his breath, one hand gripping the back of a chair tightly to steady himself.

      “What I did to her?” the Scot named Alex asked, his eyes wide with confusion and his brows furrowing. “D’ye know this lass, Jasper?”

      Jasper’s shoulders slumped. “I saved her,” he said, and his eyes met mine for an instant before resting back on Alex. “She was drowning in the Thames. Delirious, she was. Mumbling nonsense. I brought her here.”

      Alex only managed to look even more confused, glancing between us like he’d been left out of some grand secret.

      Jasper exhaled in a long sigh. “Come, brother. I’ll explain. Let’s leave the lady to get her bearings.”

      “But—” I started to protest, but Jasper hushed me gently, stepping in closer again.

      This time I didn’t step away. I couldn’t explain it, but somehow, I knew he meant me no harm. What he’d said struck me, and I remembered. He had hauled me from the water. He’d saved my life. That didn’t necessarily mean he wouldn’t harm me now that he had me in his home. But wouldn’t he have done it already if he intended to?

      Wouldn’t the other two have if they were planning to? I had been unconscious for a whole day by the look of it, and none of them had touched me in a violent way. Though, now that I looked over my body, I could see someone had washed the muck from my arms and fingernails. I still wore the gross, dirty clothes I’d fallen into the Thames with, though—which told me that they hadn’t tried to remove them. And I felt a little better.

      Maybe I didn’t have to fight my way out of this. Maybe I could just walk out.

      “That won’t be necessary,” I said, my voice tight. “I’m sorry if I hurt you,” I said to the man called Alex, unable to meet his steely blue-green gaze, and then turned back to Jasper. “Thanks so much for saving me. I might be dead without your help…but I need to go. I feel much better now and my aunt—she’ll be worried.”

      Jasper nodded tersely, and there was a long pause before he spoke. “Of course, miss. But you’re in no condition to walk, and these streets at night are no place for a lady. You’ll stay until morning. Eat. We’ll see about getting you some clean, proper clothes… and then one of us will escort you to your aunt in the morning.”

      “No, I don’t think—”

      “Come, Alex,” Jasper said, cutting me off, and opening the door wide for Alex to pass by. “I’ll just need to speak to my brother, and then I’ll be back for you, miss. Supper will be ready soon.”

      I bit my lip to keep from arguing with him. My traitorous stomach growling at the prospect of a hot meal.

      “Through there is a study,” he said. “The latch sticks, but there’s a small wash basin and some old clothes of Alex’s mum’s that Ellis thought might fit you. Change and I’ll be back promptly.”

      He turned to leave, and I eyed the window again.

      “Remember what I said, miss. The streets are no place for a lady alone at night. Please don’t try to leave—at least not until it’s light.”

      I thought I heard Alex mutter something about me being no lady, but I held my tongue.

      “I promise to return you safely to your aunt just as soon as I’m able.”

      And then they were both gone. The heavy white wooden door closed behind them.

      “Thank you,” I called after Jasper, feeling my heart thumping wildly in my chest.

      Quietly, I went over to the window, but the shutters wouldn’t budge. I wouldn’t be able to pry them open without making a horrible racket.

      You’re stuck, I told myself. You’re stuck in this weird ass fucking house with these stupid-hot men that like to dress up like Victorian era thugs…but the masked man promised you he’d take you home so…

      A short laugh escaped my lips at the ridiculousness of the thought. But even if he was lying, a change of clothes and food would do wonders to help get my strength back up—and then I could fight. My teachers in school always called me resourceful for my ability to figure a way out of any situation. A way to solve any problem.

      I’d find a way out of this one, too.

      The door—the study. Maybe there would be something I could use there. A letter with an address to the house where I was. I could figure out how far I was away from Gravesend. And from the nearest train to get me there. A payphone would be brilliant, too. There would be one near the trains for sure.

      But, feeling around my pockets, I found I didn’t have my wallet, or even any loose change. My purse must’ve still been on the yacht. I hoped Amy had the presence of mind to grab it for me after everything.

      Shoving the worry away, I set my jaw. I would stay and eat and escape at dawn. I’d walk back to Gravesend if I needed to.

      Jasper wasn’t kidding about the latch. I’d thought the door was locked earlier, but if I pressed in on the door at the same time as I lifted up on the latch, it loosened, and with a little extra force, the door swung open.

      The stuffy smells of mothballs and old paper assaulted me from inside the dim room, accompanied by the tang of something sweet and acrid, like stale liquor or sugary cough syrup. I stepped inside, finding a low flame in a gas lamp against the wall next to the door. I turned the small silver key that made the wick rise and the flame grow, throwing its light against the mirror behind it and over the room in an orangey glow.

      They really liked their antiques in this place…

      I could see the wash basin over by another door that I assumed led out into a main space, or maybe a hallway. I could hear the hushed whispers of the men outside. Beside that was a fancy looking porcelain jug that I assumed contained fresh water. A little towel next to it, and a little round bit of soap. Beside that was a chair pushed up against the wall, and atop it was… a dress?

      Like the men’s clothes, it looked Victorian in style. But not old. Brand new. As though this—Ellis, was it?—had gone out and purchased them from a costume shop just this afternoon.

      Piles of fabric were stacked on the chair. I could see stockings. A corset. Several skirt pieces and the main dress that I assumed was supposed to go on top of it all. With little silken buttons that looked like they went all the way up to a high, very modest neckline. I reached out; my fingers curious about the feel of the thick looking fabrics. Wondering if the deep purple color of the dress felt as soft as it looked.

      But I snatched my hand back before I could touch it, feeling something tighten in my chest.

      I wasn’t their fucking doll. I didn’t want to play dress-up. Didn’t want any part in their strange Victorian lives.

      This was so messed up. I turned away from the offering of cloth and the wash basin—instead focusing my energies on the wide oak desk squatting neatly in front of another window—this one, unfortunately, didn’t look like it would open. The stained glass was set directly into the walls.

      Next to it was a large bookcase filled with cloth and leather-bound tomes. Unlike the bookcases I was used to seeing at school, or even at home, this one was missing so many books.

      As though there had in fact been a thief after all, and they’d come and stolen nearly half of the volumes from right under the noses of their owners. The dust on the lips of the shelves was only disturbed in front of the vacant places, as though they’d all only just been removed.

      How strange.

      Wringing my hands, I tip-toed to the desk, and with gritted teeth began looking over the documents, bits of parchment, and quills and inks. I began rifling through the various documents, searching for the bright white of xerox paper. They had to have a water bill or something here.

      I flipped open a wide flat black book, finding within it a ledger of sorts. There were columns of information. Names. Items. Notes. Prices that I gawked at. And…dates.

      I clutched the edge of the desk to steady myself, a wave of vertigo washing over me. My breaths sawing in and out of my lungs, ragged. My erratic pulse pounded in my ears, deafening in the silence of the study.

      It couldn’t be…

      But I could feel the truth of it. I’d heard it in the way they spoke. Noticed it in the way they dressed. In the streets. In the lack of artificial light. I had been seeing it with my own eyes since Jasper pulled me from the banks of the Thames—I just didn’t want to believe it. Could not accept it.

      Yet here it was. Or, rather, here I was.

      In the year 1888.
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      She hadn’t heard me come in from the door adjoining Alex’s study to the drawing room. I didn’t want to frighten her, but unable to speak, I had to settle for knocking gently on the threshold.

      The girl gasped, spinning around. “Oh,” she said, a hand to her heart, half from shock, and half, I suspected, to hold up the dress she was struggling with. We’d heard her from outside. Cursing and banging and at one point—nearly screaming in her frustration. You’d think she’d never worn a corset before.

      She certainly didn’t seem to know how to put on any of the fine clothes I’d ordered from the tailor for her just this afternoon. Perhaps her family was poor. Unable to afford such fine things.

      No matter—I would help her, if she would allow me.

      The others thought it wise to send me, and it gave me a small bit of pride to be useful for once. Being a black man came with enough trials as it was. But being a mute black man made one even less desirable company. I mostly stayed home. Tended to the house and the gardens. Preferring the solace of nature to the hustle and bustle of town.

      “I didn’t see you there. I—” she started, but stopped herself, her cheeks flushing as she glanced down at the state of herself.

      I shook my head at her, immediately bowing my head. What had the others been thinking? This was horribly improper.

      Only lifting my gaze as much as was necessary to convey my intent, I gestured to her dress. I signed, “Can I help you with that?” I don’t know rightly why I did. I didn’t expect her to understand my attempt at speech using hand movements. Even the others hadn’t mastered it yet, and they’d had years of practice and ample time to attempt to learn.

      She seemed a bit more at ease all at once. Though I still didn’t lift my gaze to her eyes, afraid they may linger too long on her ample breasts and cause her to become uncomfortable, I saw how she relaxed in the way the dress slackened around her knees and ankles.

      “You can’t speak?” she asked me, and though I’d grown used to the question, the way she asked it made it seem as though the fact didn’t bother her. That she wasn’t put off by it. Or disgusted.

      I lifted my gaze briefly and shook my head once, and then let my gaze fall once more.

      She made a small sound in her throat and then spoke once more. “You can look at me,” she said. “It’s alright. I don’t mind.”

      So, I did. I looked at her, careful to keep the line of my gaze pointed firmly at her face. Her supple brown curls, shining with bits of blonde and copper. The round slope of her nose, and her delicate neckline. Eyes the color of grass as it began to dry—mostly green, but there was some gold there, too. Supple lips sat frowning over a gently pointed chin. I didn’t miss how her hands shook against the purple fabric she still clutched against herself. Or the tinge of red ringing her eyes.

      She’d been crying. I resisted the urge to comfort her. Or to leave her in peace. She clearly needed the assistance, and she didn’t seem as put off by me as she was the others.

      I pointed to her dress again and mimicked the motion of lacing one on myself, my face flushing as I realized how ridiculous I must look miming putting on a dress…

      “You want to help me,” she said, edging the words like a question. “With the dress?”

      I nodded vigorously. Yes!

      I watched her lips purse as she swallowed, pausing before she gave me a nod, a warning in her gaze as I approached her patiently. I saw innocence in her eyes, but also a raging storm. I wondered if she would start cursing again—as she had before I’d come in.

      I knew at once; this was not some fair maiden who would bend to the will of a man.

      She was a tempest in mortal flesh.

      I feared for the man she would one day call husband. May his soul rest in peace.

      She turned to face the small clouded mirror above the wash basin, seeming to try and look anywhere but at her own reflection. I wondered why. The water in the basin was near-black from her washing, and I cursed not having the foresight to have brought her some fresher water to rinse. But soon the lady would be home, and I hoped, would have the means for a nice hot bath after everything she’d been through. By the way she shivered, I thought the icy water of the river Thames must still be clinging tightly to her bones.

      She allowed me to lower the dress. First, I’d need to help her lace the corset, otherwise the dress may not fit. I’d taken rough measurements while she slept, but not wanting to wake her, I hadn’t been able to take the measure of her waist or bust properly. Besides, I was no tailor. I could only hope the ensemble would fit, so long as it wasn’t constricting or falling off, it would have to do.

      I began lacing the corset as she held the boning in place in the front. The top of it only just covering where I imagined her nipples would be. I got the distinct feeling she wasn’t accustomed to wearing a corset and wished I’d sent for something simpler. A maidservant dress perhaps? But no, that was too presumptuous—and if indeed beneath her ranking in society would be an utter insult.

      The skin of her bare back was unblemished. I didn’t think I’d ever seen flesh so unmarked—with so little weather on it. So, the fine clothes were wise then. She was obviously a lady of noble birth. A scullery maid wouldn’t have skin half as smooth as hers.

      As I laced up the corset, pulling it tightly as I knew the ladies liked to wear them, I caught sight of the ledger upon Alex's desk. Open.

      I hoped she didn’t notice my sudden stillness, or how my hands paused in their steady lacing. I cleared my throat and began again, praying the lady hadn’t been curious enough to look. For within the pages were notes on the sale of items that weren’t of the mortal variety. Certainly not things you could find at the local apothecary or shops.

      Damn that Jasper. He said he’d been thorough in tucking away everything.

      “What’s your name?” she asked as I finished with the corset and started on the bustle, glad my former master’s wife often had me assist with such things or I’d be at an utter loss with all the bits and pieces before me. I tried to mouth the word to her and realized my mistake immediately.

      She saw me through the mirror atop her shoulder and I didn’t miss the way she stiffened, or the horror in her eyes when she saw the nub that was my tongue.

      Damn.

      I dropped my head and finished with the laces of her bustle before I turned to the desk and found a scrap of parchment to write on.

      I handed it to her. “Ellis?” she asked, tracing a finger over the whorls of ink. I liked the way my name sounded in her accent. So much different than I was used to hearing it. She must have been from the Americas. I was certain I’d heard that particular lilt before.

      I nodded.

      “You have beautiful writing, Ellis.”

      I nodded my thanks, helping her put the dress on, pouring the layers of fabrics over her arms and head.

      “What—” she began, uncertain. “What did they do to you?”

      I saw her gaze flit from my face in the mirror to the door that led out into the hall where, faintly, we could hear the others talking in hushed tones.

      She didn’t think…? I shook my head. No. I began to sign. “They would never… they saved me. They are my brothers.”

      “Whoa,” she said, turning around to face me. “Slow down. I don’t know much sign.”

      I signed it to her again, imploring her to understand that she was safe here. We wouldn’t harm her. In fact, the others were more worried about what she could do to us—if she found out…

      “Brothers?” she asked.

      I nodded. I pointed to her and signed the word safe, crossing my arms over my chest—emphasizing it with an earnest look I hoped she took to be genuine.

      “I’m safe?”

      I reached out and brushed my palm against her shoulder, giving it a small squeeze, and nodded.
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      The corset dug into my waist, cutting off my circulation.

      Death by corset. What a way to go.

      It reminded me of the tummy tucker I had worn to prom a couple years ago. Back then, it had felt restrictive and suffocating. I had hated the fabric rubbing against my skin, irritating my waist. This? It was ten times worse.

      The dress itself was beautiful, I could admit that much. Staring at my reflection in the ornately trimmed mirror, twisting my body back and forth, I could appreciate the immaculately tailored dress.

      The bodice was a deep purple color, almost the shade of molten amethyst. Surprisingly, it fit my body like a glove, the sleeves grazing the knuckles of my hand. It was longer in the back than the front, trailing behind me like a wedding veil. A light golden color made up the skirt, interweaving with the purple top. It was by far the fanciest thing I had ever worn. Hell, it might’ve been the fanciest thing I had ever set my eyes upon.

      The mute man, Ellis, had left moments after placing a filigree silver brush on the table. I hesitated, only briefly, as I was afraid to tarnish something so beautiful with my darkness, before brushing out my snarled brown hair. Only when my hair was smoothed to perfection, only when I felt human, did I emerge from the room.

      My heart was hammering, thumping in my chest, the sound almost threatening to disturb the silence of the house. A quick glance out the window showed that night had fallen in earnest now. Without the pollution of electric light, I was able to see an abundance of stars glittering like diamonds in a cloudless sky. The sight was beautiful, magical, and I found myself venturing a tentative step toward the window.

      “Excuse me, miss,” Jasper said from behind, startling me out of my trance. I jumped, hand flying to my heaving chest. His eyes lowered instinctively, a light flush coloring his cheeks red, before he met my eyes once more. “Dinner is ready.”

      “Dinner?” I glanced once more at the velvety black sky. It always struck me how vast the universe was, how endless. In comparison, my troubles were so insignificant and rudimentary. It was only in moments like this, staring at navy canvas far above and catching sight of the milky way, did everything fall into perspective. I was a diminutive speck of dust in this great big fucking world.

      “I know it’s late,” Jasper said. “But we wanted you to feel comfortable. I’m sorry, miss.” He ducked his head, dark hair grazing his forehead. “If you don’t feel like eating-”

      “No,” I cut in quickly. “It’s fine. I’m starving.” I offered him a timid smile, following him into a large dining room. Stumbling over the trim of my dress in the doorway, I straightened before he could notice, smiling sheepishly.

      The other three men were already seated when we entered. The asshole from earlier was scowling into a steaming bowl of soup, lines etched on either side of his eyes. Ellis smiled warmly, albeit demurely, when he caught sight of me before reverting his eyes after a pointed cough from Alex. The Scot flashed me a toothy grin.

      “Dinna fash yerself, lass. Come and eat wi’ us. We dinna bite.” His heavy lilt made his words nearly indistinguishable, but his mischievous smile spoke louder than a thousand words.

      “Be polite,” Jasper scolded. He moved to a seat at the head of the table and held it out for me. It took me a moment to maneuver myself and the heavy dress into the chair; I nearly tripped more than once. Again. How did people wear these things daily?

      After Jasper tucked the chair in, he moved to sit at the right of me with Alex on my left.

      “What’s for dinner?” I asked before internally wincing. Did they even call it dinner? Or was it supper?

      Or was I losing my goddamn mind?

      “Pigeons in white sauce and sautéed mushrooms for the second course,” Jasper explained, cheeks tinging pink as he lifted the tarnished silver lid from a wide circular tray of orgasm-inducing soup in front of me. Similar covered plates rested in front of each of them as well. “And a creamy chicken broth.”

      “Delicious.” I immediately grabbed my spoon, preparing to dig into the soup that smelled of butter and sage, when I noticed all of their eyes on me. Self-consciousness flared within me, and I dropped the silverware as if it was acid. “What?”

      Was I supposed to say grace?

      Kiss their feet?

      I had no idea what the fuck I was doing. I was running this race blind and with my feet tied together. Twin weights dragged me down, hindering my progress, but still I ran. I was tired and sweaty, but I knew the finish line would be within my reach. I just had to run faster, run further, and ignore the obstacles that assaulted me at every turn.

      With bated breath, I waited for the men to scream at me, to call me a phony, to realize I wasn’t who I appeared to be.

      I’d decided before leaving the room that telling them the truth—that this lass was from a year over one-hundred years in the future—would do little more than land me a nut house. And those kinds of places were bad enough in modern day. The thought of entering one in this time? Yeah, that was a hard no from me.

      The decision left me only one option. Lie. Lie through my teeth for as long as it took to figure out how the fuck I was going to get out of this place and back to my own time.

      My stomach turned just to think of it. I pushed the thoughts away. Food, first. I would need my strength. I could figure out everything else later. But the fluttering in my stomach didn’t fully subside, I only managed to keep it at bay.

      It didn’t help that they were all still staring at me. I was about to repeat myself—ask them what the hell they were staring at when Jasper spoke.

      “Ladies eat first,” he explained kindly.

      “Oh.” Feeling stupid, I took a tentative swallow of the broth. It settled on my tongue, filling my taste buds. It was unlike anything I had ever tasted before, the tiny chunks of chicken contrasting with the creamy broth and intermixed with celery and carrots and herbs. Holy fuck.

      A dark hand appeared in my field of vision as Ellis piled a plate to my right with what Jasper explained was pigeon. I had never heard of “Pigeon” before, and a part of me was appalled at the thought of eating a bird that wasn’t chicken. The other part of me wanted to moan at the salty fragrance permeating the air, infiltrating my nostrils until I was salivating.

      I smiled shyly at Ellis through my fringe of lashes. “Thank you.”

      His answering smile was glorious, showcasing a row of perfectly white teeth.

      The asshole, whose name I couldn’t recall, scowled, eyes flickering between the two of us. He hadn’t touched his meal, and his large arms were crossed over his burly chest. He was glaring at me with an almost incandescent fury, as if he wished to burn through my layers of dress, through my corset, and brand my bare skin. It was unnerving to be the sole target of his gaze. His hatred. It practically oozed out of him like a green sludge.

      “So, Beck, where are you from again?” the asshole asked with a quirk to his brow. Both Ellis and Jasper swiveled their heads to glare at him. Alex seemed oblivious, devouring his food as if he were starving.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t believe I caught your name,” I said with feigned sweetness. Hell, I even batted my eyelashes for effect as if I was a simpering female in a romantic comedy. Asshole seemed unperturbed, muscles bulging and eyes narrowing. Oh yeah. This man really did not like me.

      When he didn’t answer, maintaining eye contact that had the air cackling with electricity (oh wait, electricity hadn’t been invented yet, right?), Jasper chimed in, “His name is Everett.”

      Asshole—Everett—whipped his head in the masked man’s direction, the skin around his eyes tightening even further. With his brows furrowed, the worried creases on his forehead and between his eyes deepened. While he looked only a few years older than me, his eyes were ancient. And that scowl…it aged him in a way years couldn’t.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” Everett asked mockingly, eyes still locked on Jasper. The other man’s lips twitched downward. “Why aren’t you eating, Jasper?”

      God, I wanted to disappear. To shrink into my seat and become one with the woodworking. Instead, I focused on the elegance of the dining room.

      Like the rest of the house, it was grand and beautiful. The table was large and wooden, polished even, and five chairs surrounded it. A three-tiered chandelier hung low, flames flickering intermittently and chasing away the shadows. The woodworking was phenomenal as well, every trim crafted from hand and depicting vines I yearned to study in detail. A Persian rug covered a shopworn carpet.

      “This is our house, and you should be free to do what you want to,” Everett hissed to Jasper angrily, once more ensnaring my attention. I turned to see Jasper frowning and Everett glaring.

      It was only then that I realized Jasper’s plate was as full as Everett’s. The man hadn’t been eating either. My confusion only lasted a moment before I looked once more at the mask obscuring half his face. Half his lips.

      Was he keeping his mask on because I was here? Because I was eating with them?

      What did he have to hide?

      We all wore masks, I realized, but we didn’t know when it was appropriate to take them off. I wore one frequently. With my dad. With my friends. Each mask was different, but each one kept my true feelings a secret. The true me a secret.

      If you didn’t share all of yourself, you could never be hurt. At least, not in a way you couldn’t recover from. Like when mom…

      But now wasn’t the time to think about that.

      “If you’ll excuse me…” Jasper dropped a cloth napkin, pushed back his chair, and stomped out of the room.

      Everett glared after him, a muscle in his jaw twitching.

      Before I could stop myself—before I could reel myself back in, I snapped, “What’s your problem?”

      Suddenly, I was the main act on a stage with a rapt audience of three men. Three strangers.

      I swallowed audibly, folding my hands in my lap and twisting them.

      Fuck, what was I thinking? I was a long ways from home…hell, a hundred-and-some-odd years away from home…and I was at the mercy of these men. They may have shown me nothing but kindness, except Everett, but they were still strangers. They would not hesitate to put a knife in my back if it meant they were protecting their own. That was how things worked in this century, right?

      “Excuse me?” Everett asked darkly, dangerously.

      Ellis leaned forward and signed something, his hands moving rapidly. Everett watched his hands as they moved, eyes slitted. After a long moment, he took a deep, calming breath, hand snaking up to pinch the bridge of his nose. His eyelids fluttered closed, twigs of ebony against his tanned cheekbones, before he reopened them. He still looked angry, livid, but he was no longer glaring. His eyes grazed my features once before he, too, stood up abruptly and stomped from the room.

      “Apologies for the pack o’ savages I call brothers,” Alex drawled, though his eyes were alight with amusement.

      I almost laughed at his comment, remembering how he behaved earlier when he found me in his house. Pack of savages? Maybe he should speak for himself.

      He leaned back indolently, crossing his ankles beneath the table. One of his shoes brushed against my foot, and I jumped.

      Ellis began to sign something as well, but I held up a hand to stop him.

      “You need to slow down. I haven’t studied sign language in years.”

      Not since my middle school elective when I had to pick a foreign language. It was either ASL or Spanish. Either way, ASL was so very different than what Ellis was signing. I recognized only maybe a quarter of what he was trying to say.

      When I continued to stare at him blankly, he released a heavy breath and procured a piece of paper out of a drawer behind him. He rushed out of the room, in the direction of the office, and returned with a bottle of ink and a quill pen.

      Alex snorted, muttering something beneath his breath I couldn’t catch, before he too stood, stretching his arms above his head. I didn’t fail to notice the wiry muscles of his arms and chest, or the whisper of tiny red hairs beneath the crudely cut off white tunic he wore. He tilted his head to one side, cracking his neck, and the firelight caught the sharp lines of his face, casting shadows in all the right places.

      I cleared my throat and hurriedly glanced away when I noticed Ellis was watching me. Drooling over a man was definitely one of the things they would think improper of a lady. God, how the hell was I going to pull this off?

      I’m no lady.

      “A good night to you, lass. I feel as though I havena slept in days. If I dinna retire I’ll be slippin’ into my bowl o’ soup.” He winked cheekily at me before sauntering away, hands in his pockets and whistling beneath his breath. Ellis watched him go, expression conflicted, before he sighed heavily. His shoulders slumped as if he had an immense weight pressing down on them.

      “I’m sorry if I ruined dinner,” I said softly, staring at the spread. If I understood them correctly, this was only the first course. There was still more inside the kitchen. My fingernails dug into my palms, crescent moon indents appearing on my skin.

      In a span of seconds, everything I knew had changed. Had been altered so completely I didn't recognize up from down, left from right. I was fumbling, tripping, my precarious grip on sanity loosening as the seconds dredged on. Somehow, someway, I had found myself…in a different time. It sounded surreal even to my own ears.

      Honestly, you couldn’t make this shit up.

      Was it the drug?

      Was it something the men did?

      Had I died in that icy water and this was a circle of hell I’d been condemned to?

      My heart hammered erratically in my ribcage at the thought. But, staring into Ellis’s serene and kind eyes, I couldn’t find it within me to believe that. I didn’t automatically dismiss it, but I allowed my mind to sift through all the possibilities.

      The most likely conclusion was the tiny golden capsule I had consumed.

      Amy consumed.

      Oh god!

      I bolted upright, glancing anxiously from side to side. Was she here with me?

      She would be terrified, confused. When we were younger, I was always the adventurous one. She would hang back and allow me to take the lead, but she never jumped. She never took that final leap I so desperately wanted her to.

      If she was here, she wouldn’t survive. At least not mentally. She was too fragile, too vulnerable, to understand. I was barely hanging on by a thread, and that thread was unraveling by the second. Soon, I would sink into a pit of sharks and snakes and death.

      As my mind raced, so did my heart - anger and fear battled for dominance, vied for attention. I pushed a hand through my hair, grunting.

      How did this become my life?

      Only a few days ago, I was a down-on-my-luck college student, and now I was in an immense house over a hundred years in the past. It wasn’t fair.

      A piece of paper was slid in front of me, and I read the elegant scrawl.

      I am sorry about my brothers. They are not usually this rude.

      I sighed, releasing a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. My muscles were coiled, ready to spring at a moment’s notice like a striking snake. At the soft smile on Ellis’s face, my muscles relaxed and it felt like I could breathe again.

      “I don’t understand why Everett hates me so much.”

      Lie. I understood just fine.

      I was a stranger disrupting his family dynamic, intruding in his home. I may not have done it intentionally, Jasper may have been the instigator, but I was the predator in his mind preying on his unsuspecting family. He really gave me more credit than I deserved.

      He doesn’t hate you. Everett is protective of our family.

      “Family?” I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “I heard you guys refer to each other as brothers, and yet you don’t look anything alike.”

      Ellis chuckled, grabbing the paper once more to write his reply.

      Brothers are more than just blood.

      He didn’t need to explain more. I understood exactly what he meant. Sometimes, the bonds that were forged went deeper than familial ties. I couldn’t even look my own father in the eyes anymore, my disgust too perverse.

      Before I could reply, Ellis was scribbling once more.

      Where does your aunt live? She’s no doubt worried.

      She would be fucking terrified. My aunt had always been a worrier, especially when it came to her family. She would be scouring the city searching for me, calling in the cavalry.

      Calling in my dad.

      Tears filled my eyes, but I angrily shoved them away, hid them beneath lock and key. I wouldn’t cry, not yet. Crying was for the hopeless, and I still held onto a sliver of hope.

      I stared at the crinkled paper as Ellis stared at me

      “I lied,” I whispered, staring at my hands. They fiddled with the off-white cloth napkin, the color of eggshells. A thread was beginning to loosen on the edge, and I tugged half-heartedly at the string. “My aunt…doesn’t live around here.”

      Where does she live?

      His eyes implored me to tell him the truth, to trust him, but how could I? He had been nothing but kind to me, yet at the same time trust was a fickle thing. It went both ways.

      We both needed to trust each other, a feat I was beginning to think was impossible to accomplish.

      “I don’t remember.” I was a fucking verbal freight train. Once the lie started, I couldn’t stop. It exploded out of me like molten lava. “I don’t remember a lot, actually. I remember my name and that I have an aunt, but I don’t know where she is. I don’t know how I ended up in the Thames to begin with.”

      The napkin was unraveling, my fingers continually pulling and twisting the thread.

      Fuck. What did I just do?

      Ellis’s eyes were comically wide in his face. His hand settled on mine over the table. As quickly as his skin touched mine, he pulled back with a horror-struck expression on his face. His hands fisted on the top of the table.

      Grabbing the quill, he began to write again.

      We can send the doctor out here tomorrow.

      “No!” I blurted, my voice louder and harsher than I intended it to be. When he blanched, hurt flickering in his umber eyes, I softened my gaze. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell. It’s just…this is all so confusing.”

      He nodded his head sympathetically.

      We’ll help you. I promise.

      I smiled back, but I wasn’t sure if it went to my eyes. What could they do to help me? Make a time machine? The thought made me snort.

      “Thank you.” I placed my hand over his, mimicking the position he had done previously, and smiled softly. He used his free hand to write once more.

      Come. Let me show you the guest room.

      His dark fingers held my hand gently as he tugged me down the hall. It was only as we were at a fork, turning, did I feel the eyes boring a hole into my back.

      Subtly glancing over my shoulder, I met Everett’s dark and piercing gaze. His expression was surprisingly thoughtful, almost cautious, as he watched me with Ellis. Before I could wish him goodnight, he turned on his heel and vanished into a room down the hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ALEX

      

      

      

      I canna sleep.

      The ticking of the damned clock on the wall was like a knife strikin’ wood. Slicin’ away minutes so slowly it made my teeth grind. Blasted thing! I shouldna been able to hear the clock from my room.

      A distant part o’ me knew it was all in my head. No doubt the fault of my habit.

      The thought of it alone sent my skin pricklin’ wi’ anticipation. I could almost taste the acrid sweetness on my tongue. Feel the swellin’ and numbin’ in my lungs. The heaviness.

      Tossin’ the covers from my legs, I grunted as I got up, shiverin’ against the chill. I’d tear the bloody cogs from the thing and hide them where Ellis wouldna be able to find ‘em. Yes. It was a good idea.

      It would buy me at least a few days o’ peace before he could replace ‘em from the clocksmith.

      My tunic just grazed the tops of my thighs, coverin’ what needed to be covered, but no more. The coldness of the eve made my fists clench white as I slipped out o’ my room and into the hall. I rushed along, the familiar shakin’ in my fingers already beginnin’. Och no. I wouldna listen to it. The devil it was—this cravin’ I couldna ever seem to shake.

      I turned the corner, my head bent, eager more than anythin’ to stop the damned infernal ticking. I was in such a state, I dinna notice her standin’ there in her white shift, like a phantom in the dark.

      “Aye,” I hissed as I collided wi’ her, one hand raised to strike, and the other reachin’ for a sword I wasna wearin’.

      “Fuck!” She squealed, and whirled ‘round. “Oh,” she said in a gush o’ breath, seein’ who I was in the dim—droppin’ her own fists.

      “Did ye mean to fight me, lassie?”

      Wi’ her fists raised and a brawlin’ stance. A braw one at that. I wagered this lass kent a thing or two ‘bout how to fight. Certainly seemed that way.

      She gulped, her greenish eyes shiftin’ this way and that. Even in the lack o’ light, I noticed how she blushed, her cheeks turnin’ a pretty shade o’ pink.

      “N-no,” she said. “I’m sorry, I—"

      That was when I realized I was barely dressed. In only my tunic. My bits and pieces hanging down low, only just covered by the thin bit of shirt. It was my turn to blush. I cleared my throat.

      “It’s alright,” I told her. “Not plannin’ on leavin’ us in the middle o’ the night though, are ye? The streets at night are—”

      “No place for a lady,” she finished for me, sighin’, an edge to her words.

      I nodded. “That’s right. Especially no one as braw as you.” I hadn’t meant to say it, but there it was. And it was true.

      Beneath the thin shift she wore I could see the twin mounds o’ her breasts—nipples hardened like tiny pebbles from the cold air. The shadows o’ her waist and round curve of her arse.

      Damn.

      My cock twitched beneath my tunic and I straightened, lookin’ the lass pointedly in the eyes. “Back to bed wi’ ye lass. You’ll be needin’ yer rest.”

      She nodded, sendin’ her thick brown curls bouncin’ as she turned back to her room. She turned back again just a moment before enterin’. “I’m sorry,” she said. “About before. If I hurt you?”

      I’d all but forgotten ‘bout the blow she gave me. The flesh of my abdomen was unmarked. Truly all she did was knock the wind from my lungs and set a rude cramp to wingin’. “Dinna fash. All is forgiven.”

      She smiled a sad sort o’ smile and I felt somethin’ in my chest tug at the sight. I lifted my hand, maybe to reach out—I didna know. But she flinched back, and I quickly drew away and cast my gaze elsewhere. “Sleep well, Rebecca.”

      “Beck,” she corrected. “You can call me Beck.”

      I was still reelin’ from our little encounter by the time I made it down the stairs, bowlegged like a pregnant mule with the stiffness of my cock and an ache of unrelieved pressure in my balls. What had the lass done to me?

      I’d need a bath of ice water if I was to get any sleep at all this night.

      Passin’ quickly through the drawin’ room, I entered my study and closed the door tight behind me. If Ellis awoke to me dismantlin’ his precious clock he’d be fumin’ mad. The lad was a kind soul but could hold a grudge like no other man I knew. I unhooked the wooden beast from its peg in the wall, the tick, tick, tick, so loud now it made me wince with each movement.

      I had to light the candle atop my desk to see better, lookin’ for a gear or cog. Anythin’ to stop the blasted noise from echoin’ in my skull. “Where are ye?” I whispered to myself. “Ah, there.”

      I was careful not to disturb the other bits and bobs. Not wanting to destroy the thing for good. Ellis wouldna ever forgive me then. I only wanted some peace.

      The metal wheel-like bit came loose wi’ a metallic chink, and I hissed at the noise, and then relaxed at the absence of sound. Glorious, it was.

      Absolutely brilliant.

      But there was a new sound. A rushin’—the blood in my veins callin’ out. My mouth went dry from it. My heart thudded slow but hard like a hammer against the cage of bones keepin’ my body from collapsin’ in on itself.

      My eyes went to the wee drawer of their own accord. I couldna stop ‘em.

      Maybe just a wee nip?

      I ran a hand o’er the back o’ my neck, tryin’ to smooth down the red hairs tryna jump straight up. My teeth were grindin’ wi’ the effort o’ keepin’ my own self reined in. But it was no use. I never was able to stop it.

      Why even try?

      Just a wee nip.

      That’s all.

      Then back to bed and blissful oblivion.

      Before I fully knew what I was doin’, I’d sat myself in the chair, my hands rubbin’ each other for warmth—to scare away some of the tinglin’—stop the shakin’. And then I opened the drawer, drawin’ the candle nearer to better see its contents.

      But somethin’ wasna right. This wasna how I left it. My pipe shoulda been here. And the small metal tin I used for it.

      In place of the tools I used to sate my habit was a box. A small wooden box without a mark on it.

      What the devil is this?

      Where the devil is my opium!

      Wi’ sloppy fingers I wrenched the damned thing from the nook, my skin glazin’ over in a layer o’ cold sweat. My heart beatin’ in earnest now, legs bobbin’ ‘neith the desk. I tore off the lid—lifted the bottle inside to the light.

      Laudanum.

      “And that’s all you’ll get,” he said from the doorway, makin’ me jump up so fast the chair sprawled to the floor behind me. The sound of wood clatterin’ onto wood rang through the sleepin’ house.

      Everett stood there wi’ his arms crossed o’er his chest, not an ounce of apology in his stare as he watched me.

      “Everett—” I started, ready to beg if that’s what he wanted. I only needed a little. Just enough to help me sleep.

      “No,” he growled before I could finish. And then, as though he read my thoughts, he added. “The laudanum has enough opium to help you sleep. Drink some and get your sorry ass back to bed. We can talk in the morning.”
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      I slept through breakfast the next morning, a fact Jasper immediately went to rectify. Apparently, he was the chef of the family—though when I had made the joke, he looked at me blankly.

      Still, my stomach was a tumultuous mixture of dread and anxiety, and I had declined the offer of food. My thoughts had somersaulted throughout the night, as erratic as the water had been when I’d fallen into the Thames. I replayed everything that occurred, everything I’d been through, and was unable to grasp how it was possible.

      What was in that drug I took?

      There was no doubt in my mind it had played a part in my current predicament. The nerd within me that aced all her chemistry classes wanted to study the drug in detail while the other part wanted to stay clear of it.

      One thing was certain: it was dangerous.

      I didn’t have Ellis’s help this morning, so I was forced to dress by myself, pulling on the same dress I wore the night before. After fumbling with the corset ineffectually, I dropped it to the ground and pulled on the dress. The fabric was soft against my bare skin.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, struggling to do up the laces. Frankly, my hands couldn’t bend that far back. Giving up, I peeked my head out of my bedroom door.

      “Hello? Anyone there?” I asked tentatively. For a moment there was silence, broken apart by heavy footsteps against the wooden hallway floors. My heart lodged in my throat when I caught sight of Everett’s penetrating gaze. He looked at me as if I was the scum on his shoe. A bug he yearned to crush. I didn’t understand his hostility towards me.

      Maybe he was just afraid of females.

      “What?” he barked, folding his arms over his chest. He was meticulously groomed wearing a buttoned up black shirt that stretched tauntingly over his large pectoral muscles. A darker jacket fitted his shoulders, resting just below his ass. Skintight pants, a similar shade to the jacket, hugged his legs. His messy brown hair was brushed away from his face, accentuating the strong angles of his face and the light scruff on his jaw.

      Did he have to be so fucking sexy? Maybe it was just me. Obviously, I didn’t have a good track record when it came to guys. My last few boyfriends, if you could even call them that, looked at me like a fuck buddy and nothing more. I used them too. Their bodies and warmth, anything to help keep the creeping coldness at bay.

      “Can you help me lace my dress?” I asked, unsure if my question was socially acceptable.

      Everett’s eyes narrowed, but he conceded with a single bob of his head. Jaw clenching, he pushed past me into my room and gestured for me to spin around.

      “Have servants to do this for you, Princess?” he sneered, the nickname sounding like acid on his tongue.

      I ignored him, holding my hair up with one hand and giving him my back. His breath caught.

      Before I could comment on his weird as fuck reaction, his fingers ghosted over my bare back, pulling at the strings. Oh. I wasn’t wearing a corset. No wonder he was so aghast, all of my bare flesh on display.

      I didn’t need to be a history genius to know this was improper as hell. Whoops.

      His fingers were feather soft whenever they brushed my skin, and I couldn’t stop the goosebumps and full body shivers even if I wanted to. The pads of his fingers were rough—these hands had done things. Worked. For some inexplicable reason, that only heightened my desire.

      When the last lace was tied, Everett strode back toward the door, not bothering to glance in my direction. Did my skin disgust him that much?

      “Thank you,” I called softly. Timidly. It was a peace offering, an olive branch. He could either take it or reject it.

      He paused, head tilting slightly in my direction.

      “Ellis told me what you told him,” he said softly. Unashamedly.

      I felt a brief stab of anger at Ellis before I suppressed it. Who was I to believe he would hold loyalty to me over his brothers? I couldn’t blame him even if it did slightly hurt.

      “About your memory issues. We’ll take care of you until we find your family.” His jaw was clenched so tightly I was afraid it would break. I wished I could see his face, read his eyes, understand his motives and intentions.

      “Meet me downstairs. If you're to stay here, we will need to provide you more clothes.”

      Without a word, he stormed from the room leaving me baffled.
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        * * *

      

      When I rejoined him downstairs, running water over my teeth and smoothing down my curls, Everett was pacing in the foyer. The candlelight glimmered off his hair, highlighting golden strands I hadn’t noticed previously.

      He gave me a long look that suggested I was an idiot for taking so long. Excuse me. He had never tried to look presentable in an outfit you would see in museums.

      The weather outside was perfect—not too hot and not too cold. Leaves littered the streets and weedy grass, colors ranging from bright yellow to garnet red to tawny brown. Everett silently led me down a winding trail bogged down with weeds, some growing strong and others trampled. The sun was bright and surprisingly cheery, a direct contrast to my dark mood.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, staring intently at his bunching back muscles through his jacket. Despite being fall, the heat was suffocating, no longer combated by air conditioning and other modern technology. I couldn’t imagine wearing this dress in the dead of summer. I supposed it was a small miracle I plopped into the past in October.

      We branched off the main path and into what appeared to be a small town. The buildings were mainly made of brick and roughly hewn logs, smoke rising lazily from chimneys. Horses and carriages adorned the cobbled street, the clanking almost rhythmic.

      I wanted to marvel at everything, memorize the unwashed windows, elaborate dresses, and brilliant stallions. However, Everett was walking ahead, and I hurried to keep pace.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said in awe, resisting the urge to spin in a circle with a giddy giggle. It was like going to one of those pioneer villages back home—the ones where nothing had changed, and all the people dressed in replica clothing and only cooked with cast iron and flame.

      The difference was that in those places it was all a show—I mean, you had to pay to get in, and you could leave whenever you wanted to.

      I didn’t have that luxury. Or even a single pence to my name.

      Everett merely grunted in response. A man of few words. After a moment, he explained, “The main city is much larger than this, about a half hour on horses. Maybe an hour.”

      We stopped in front of a modest building plastered between two larger ones. A flat roof was pitched down on either side, and two windows were stacked in a vertical alignment over the door.

      Without waiting for me, Everett stepped inside.

      It was quaint but gorgeous, the walls painted white with red stencil naming it as Depours. Dresses lined the walls, and materials of all colors were folded neatly on shelves. Tiny dolls rested on the top of each shelf, modeling dresses with an abundance of ruffles and lace.

      Everett strode briskly to the counter and leaned against it. A moment later, a curtain to a back room was pushed aside and a pretty female stepped out. Her hair was ice blonde, elaborately braided away from her face. She wore a gorgeous, deep green gown that heightened the flecks of green in her eyes. When she saw Everett, a sultry grin crooked up her face, and she blinked her sooty lashes suggestively.

      “Ev,” she cooed. “What can I do for you today, sir?”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me and then leaned forward, talking too softly for me to hear. The pretty girl nodded eagerly, hand moving to rest on his arm.

      Finally, he straightened to his full height, and her hand slipped from his arm. She pouted in disappointment, but he seemed oblivious, turning back to me.

      “Come. We need to get you fitted.”

      “Fitted?”

      His hand gripped mine, tugging me towards a wooden box in the center of half a dozen mirrors. With a gentleness that belied his impassiveness, he helped me stand upon the box.

      “Lydia, here, will begin your measurements.” He nodded towards the petite blonde who had sidled up beside us. She preened at capturing his attention, fluttering her lashes once more.

      Without another word, he moved to a white couch and daintily perched himself on the edge. I almost snorted. There was not a dainty bone in that man’s body.

      “How are you today, miss?” Lydia asked kindly, though there was something in her eyes that gave me pause. Something almost…acidic. Venomous. I was almost afraid to answer, as if my voice would exacerbate her rage.

      “I’m good. How are you?”

      I fucking hated awkward small talk.

      “Great! Let’s begin your measurements, shall we? You won’t be able to bring any of the dresses home today, though-”

      “Do you have anything in the shop that is her size? Something she can wear for the time being?” Everett interrupted. He leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees. His eyes were trained intently on my back, each hooded caress making goosebumps erupt on my skin.

      “So, you don’t want the measurements?” Lydia asked, somewhat snottily, if you asked me.

      “No, we still want them. But in the meantime, do you perhaps have a dress already made we could purchase, miss?”

      Lydia’s lips scrunched together in a duck face before its time.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      The next hour was the worst. I was poked and prodded to within an inch of my life. At one point, Lydia instructed Everett to wait outside so she could take off my dress completely. He didn’t seem happy but conceded with a tiny nod of his head. After the measurements, Lydia took me to the counter and procured a collection of cloth squares, each a different color. She instructed me to choose three of my favorites.

      My mind and eyes wandered as she poked and prodded, and I noticed on a small stool several feet from where she sat was an old newspaper. Or, I supposed it wasn’t old—it only looked old to me when compared to paper’s nowadays. It was covered black print. No photos or even a lick of color.

      The headline was what drew my eye, though, and had me tilting my head to read it better. Another Grisly Murder. Suspect at Large.

      Lydia must’ve noticed my distraction, because she snatched up the paper with a strange look in her eyes and tucked it under a bolt of fabric. It may have been a trick of the light, but I could’ve sworn I’d seen the ink vanish from the parchment before my eyes as she stowed it away.

      It was Everett hurrying back into the shop, eyes wide and hair disheveled, that stopped me from asking her what it was that was making headlines in 1888.

      “Stay here. I’ll be back to get you in a little bit,” Everett instructed firmly, tone scathing.

      “Why?” I demanded instantly before I could think better of it. I really hated being bossed around.

      “Because I said so,” he snapped back. He trained keen eyes onto Lydia, and she blanched. “Don’t let her leave. I’ll collect her in a little bit.”

      Collect me.

      As if I was a fucking dog in a kennel.

      Fuck that.

      “Are we done here?” I asked Lydia, raising a brow. Her face was abnormally pale, eyes flickering from me to the door Everett had just stormed out of.

      “Miss, you really should stay here—”

      “I’ll be right back,” I assured her, gathering the heavy trim of my dress.

      “Miss—”

      Ignoring her pleas, I ducked out onto the street, my slippers masking my footsteps.

      Time to figure out what these men were up to.
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      I sensed the Enduran Shifters before they sensed me. My magic broached the edges of the town, slithering over each building and the surrounding forests like an inky snake.

      Six of them. Male.

      I straightened slightly, almost imperceptibly, before strutting towards where I knew the leader would be waiting. I didn’t bother to spare a glance at the dress shop I had left Beck at. If there were any eyes, any curious ears, they would wonder what had ensnared my attention.

      And they would use it against me.

      I wouldn’t allow an innocent girl to be pulled into our mess, our drama. Even if I didn’t trust her.

      They waited at the edge of the forest. Some of the trees were skeletal, their bare branches grazing my arms as I walked. Others were brown in appearance mixed with orange and red, the coming chill deteriorating the color pigments.

      Standing beneath the tapestry was a familiar man. He was taller than even me but skinny. Lanky. He wore trousers too tight and a loose-fitting button up. His dark hair, speckled with gray, hung in loose curls over his shoulders.

      When he smiled, I was greeted with two rows of yellowing teeth, sharpened. Dirt was smudged across his face and hands, and his nails were similarly covered in dirt and soot. While he exuded an image that he worked hard, I knew the asshole hadn’t held a job a day in his life.

      “Dave,” I said briskly, nodding my head in greeting. His mossy green eyes flared vibrantly before they settled back to his normal color. The wolf receding.

      “Young Everett,” he sneered condescendingly. “We need to talk.”

      “I’m listening.” I crossed my arms over my chest, a natural defense mechanism I had honed. It allowed me to feel protected and safe, as if my arms would protect me from the inevitable blows and fists. It was a way for me to externalize an internal pain.

      “The last shipment was…defective.” His lips pulled back over his teeth in a snarl.

      “That’s impossible. I checked it myself.”

      My muscles tensed as more bodies moved from the forest. Surrounding me. Closing in on me. I felt suffocated. I may have been outside, but it was as if I was in a diminutive room with the walls slowly closing in on me. Each wall laced with spikes and swords, eagerly awaiting a chance to stab me.

      “Are you calling me a liar, boy?” David asked dangerously, venturing a step closer. Behind me, growls echoed from the five new bodies.

      Damn wolf shifters.

      “Fix it,” David said. He was nose to nose with me, and it took every ounce of willpower to maintain eye contact. Endurans took it as a sign of submission to look away first, and I’d be damned if I gave more power to this alpha asshole.

      My beast struggled against the carefully erected cage in my mind. It wanted to break free and attack. Defend itself. Hurt the people who dared call me a liar, who dared threaten me. I squeezed my eyelids shut in an effort to keep the monster at bay. It would do me no good now.

      “Do you want your money back?” I asked gruffly. The words were painful to get out, and my fingernails dug into the skin of my palms.

      Give a dog a treat, and they’ll come back for more.

      Give these assholes what they want, and they’ll continue to take advantage of you.

      If Jasper was here, he would settle this matter diplomatically. If Alex was here, he would’ve already engaged in a full-out brawl as if he was at one of the taverns he frequented. And my brother, Ellis, would flash his dimpled smile and have all the Shifters eating out of his hands. Me? It was always a toss-up.

      I bared my teeth and stepped even closer to the alpha.

      “The magic worked just fine. What are you playing at, Davey?”

      His eyes glowed dangerously as his wolf rose to the surface again, hands turning into claws. Fur erupted on his hands and neck, twirling upwards towards his cheeks. When he opened his mouth, I spotted keen incisors.

      A soft gasp sounded from behind me, and every hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Cold terror skated down my spine.

      No.

      I didn’t move, didn’t turn my attention away from David despite every pore in my body begging me to glance back at the idiotic female. I heard a startled yelp, a curse word not appropriate for a lady, and then Beck was forced to my side. Two Shifters had hold of her arms, one on either side, and were dragging her between them. I saw red.

      My beast prowled in its cage, more demanding to break free than ever before. It wanted to kill everyone, maim them, for daring to hurt what it perceived as its own. I couldn’t understand those thoughts, so I buried them under lock and key to sift through later.

      Even still, my stomach tightened at seeing their dirty hands on Beck’s arms.

      “Who is this pretty thing?” David asked, flashing Beck a lazy, predatory smile. I had to give the girl credit; instead of cowering beneath his feral gaze, she pushed her shoulders back and lifted her head.

      “Rebecca. And who the hell are you?”

      She stared him down.

      I could tell David was getting frustrated by what he perceived as disobedience. He wanted her to lower her eyes, become flustered, bow her head in submission. He liked his females weak—and I was beginning to think that was one word Beck would never be.

      “David Small.” He extended a clawed hand, and she eyed it with barely concealed terror. It was there and gone too quickly for even David to notice. The girl had more gall than I’d given her credit for.

      After a moment of prolonged silence, with her jaw set, she took his proffered hand. A growl reverberated from my chest at the claws scratching her dainty palm. Beck didn’t pull away, didn’t whimper. She held David’s stare—and hand—steadily with a steely determination.

      When he finally released her hand, she casually brought it to her dress skirt and wiped it against the heavy fabric.

      “Now, are we going to fight with a lady present?” I drawled, pulling David’s attention back to me. His eyes gleamed in the sunlight, a cruel smile curving up his thin lips.

      David gave Beck another once-over, and once more, I bit my lip to keep from growling. My beast did not like the attention he was giving her.

      At all.

      In fact, it was almost murderous. Livid. Vivid images of Davey’s intestines removed from his body played out in my mind. His head disconnected from his body. My beast wanted blood.

      “You’re right. This is not a conversation for a lady.” David spoke that last word as if Beck was anything but. She heard, of course, lips pulling back from her teeth. She was a ferocious little thing, even if she resembled a kitten with too-sharp claws. “But this isn’t over, Everett.” He smiled charmingly at Beck, but she merely glared at him.

      Seemingly unperturbed, he grabbed her hand and pressed his slimy lips to the back. “Until we meet again, sweet Rebecca.”

      He jerked his head toward his wolves, and the men sauntered back in the direction they came from, deeper into the forest. I waited until their footsteps disappeared before turning back to a trembling Beck.

      Wide, terrified eyes met mine, and she took one step backwards. Then another. Then another. Her legs shook, collapsing, and I caught her seconds before she would’ve fallen.

      “Don’t touch me!” she yelled, slapping at my chest. I immediately released her but remained close, just in case she fell again. Full body tremors shook her. I hated the fear emanating from her eyes…the fear directed at me. It twisted something within me, something within my beast, so that I had to look away.

      “Beck-” I said soothingly. Well, as soothingly as I could with my gruff, raspy voice.

      “Who were they?” she whispered hoarsely. “What were they? Their eyes…glowed. And their claws…” A hand desperately scrubbed at her face, pulling at the skin. I clenched my own hands into fists to keep from running to her and comforting her.

      “Beck…”

      “Don’t Beck me!” Her hands moved to her hair, pulling at the silky strands. “Motherfucker!”

      “Mother…fucker?” I repeated blankly. “Is that the name of your mother? Is your memory finally returning?”

      She took a deep breath, fingers moving to pinch the bridge of her nose.

      “Everett, who were they? What’s going on? Am I going insane?”

      I blew out a long breath, wondering how the hell I was going to be able to explain this away.

      My brothers were going to murder me.
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      I let Everett walk me back to the house, but only because I was still reeling—processing—what I’d seen, and he’d promised to give me answers once we were away from the prying eyes of the cobblestoned streets.

      If I was being honest, I was having trouble coming up with a logical explanation for it. The only thing that made even remote sense was that I was hallucinating. But if that were true, then wouldn’t Everett have seemed confused at my reaction? Wouldn’t he have asked what the hell I was talking about when I asked him what that man was instead of who?

      When I spotted the house, I was quick to lift up my dress skirts and rush the last few steps inside, grinding my teeth as I waited for Everett to enter behind me. Maybe I was imagining it, but the big oaf seemed to be dragging his feet. As though he didn’t want to come inside. I resisted the urge to shout at him to pick up the damned pace.

      It was a wonder I even waited the twenty-minute walk to get the answers my mind was craving. We had to stop at the dress shop, pick up the two dresses close to my size that Lydia had set out, before taking the winding trail back to the house. Eventually, Everett dragged his booted feet up the three stone steps of their stoop and came inside, shutting the door behind him with a grim look.

      A pang of fear settled in my gut and sent my heart racing as his jaw twitched. Everett turned to face me, a barely concealed scowl twisting his features. “Why didn’t you listen to me?” he said, his tone even, but tense. I could tell it was taking him a great deal of effort not to raise his voice.

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat and took a small step back, seeing a fire in his gaze that hadn’t been there before. A crackle of my own fire raced up my spine, and I seethed in response, refusing to be afraid of him.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” I snapped. “You aren’t going to give me hell for—”

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” he shouted back, moving in closer so I had to flatten my back against the wall. His face was only inches away from mine, but still I stood my ground.

      “Who were those people, Everett?” I demanded. “I want the truth!”

      I felt like if I didn’t get it my head was going to explode. I needed him to tell me I wasn’t crazy—that what I saw was real and that he’d seen it too. I needed him to tell me what it meant before my mind came up with all kinds of nightmarish answers.

      The most frightening of which was that perhaps I was in a coma and this was all some sort of fictional nightmare. Or worse still—that I hadn’t gone back in time at all and this was a completely different fucking dimension…one where there were real monsters. The kind in fairytales.

      Or maybe it was none of that and I’d been right in my first assumption what felt like ages ago; that I was dead, and this was a circle of hell. It would make sense. Maybe that guy was some sort of demon.

      Maybe Everett was the devil.

      It wasn’t fair of me to think that—but right then, I was so angry I couldn’t help it.

      Everett groaned loudly, the sound growing into something between a growl and yell. I flinched, but held steady, glaring at him. “Look,” he said pointedly, glaring right back. “There are…things—” he began, cutting himself off as though afraid to say more. “Things you won’t understand. That you don’t know about.”

      No shit, Sherlock.

      Judging by the glowing eyes, sharp incisors, and hair features of that fucking creep in the woods there was a lot I didn’t fucking know about.

      “Tell me,” I said. “I need to know.”

      Everett stared into my hard gaze for an indeterminate amount of time. I thought maybe he was trying to read me. Looking into one eye for a few seconds and back to the other. He was trying to find something there, but after a moment, he sighed, frustrated, and backed away. “The guys should be back soon,” he said, his voice losing some of its ire. “I’ll wait until we can all talk to you together.”

      It was clear there was no way I’d convince him to reconsider. To tell me now. And that frustrated the shit out of me. I shoved against his chest and, surprised, he stumbled back a few steps. “Asshole,” I said under my breath as I moved past him, further into the house.

      I couldn’t help thinking the only reason he was waiting for the others to return to tell me was so they could all get their stories straight before they lied to me about it.

      There was something strange about these four men—I’d thought it from the start, and not only because they’d been so old fashioned, or because this was a different era.

      No—there was something else, too, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was. But I was willing to bet it had something to do with what Everett and that man-thing had been talking about in the woods. Shivering and still flushed with the heat of my fury, I went in search of a way out. Into the back yard I’d seen from my window the night before. I needed to be alone. I needed fresh air. I needed to calm the fuck down and think.

      Because what I was pretty sure I’d heard couldn’t have been right.

      The magic worked just fine, Davey. That’s what Everett said to the guy in the woods.

      Magic.

      I found the back door and wrenched it open, reveling in the crisp air of the oncoming evening as it cooled my flushed cheeks.

      What the hell have I stumbled into?
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      I knew something was off the moment I returned home. It was a feeling—a sixth sense I’d always had that helped me read the emotions of others. And the atmosphere at the house was blood curdling from the moment I crossed the threshold.

      The floorboards creaked underfoot as I hung my long jacket and hat by the door. I knew I shouldn’t have left him alone with her. I just thought…well, I thought maybe if he was forced to spend some time with her, he would see what I did. Feel what I could feel. That she was a good person. She was afraid—like a cornered mouse in the face of a great cat.

      But she was also fierce and strong-willed. I knew straight off she was no prostitute when Jasper brought her home. But I also knew she wasn’t being honest—as scared people often weren’t. She was hiding something just as big as what we were hiding from her. I wasn’t sure what yet, but I would figure it out. I’d always been good at solving puzzles, and I already had the first piece…

      She lied last night. After the others had left the table. About not remembering where her aunt lived, or anything else. I was certain of it. Now, all I needed to do was find out why. I assumed she had good reason, based on my assessment of her character. So, I wouldn’t prod. But I knew the others wouldn’t be so patient once they picked up on what I had.

      Is that what happened? I thought as I moved silently through the corridors and vacant rooms of the house. Had they sensed that she was lying?

      Damn. Why couldn’t I have just let the clock be for the day? I shook my head at my own stupidity. Old habits were hard to get rid of. I’d tended house for years to make a living before what happened to me seven years ago and I wound up here, Everett not taking no for an answer, no matter how much I shook my head. My mouth still filled with the phantom feeling of a muscle I no longer had. Thinking the metallic taste would never fully go away.

      When something was dirty—I cleaned it. When something was broken—I made sure it got mended.

      It was just who I was now. Like it or not.

      And when I failed to hear the clock chiming its morning bells, it became necessary to go and have the thing fixed. Except now, I knew the clock hadn’t stopped working of its own accord. It’d been tampered with.

      Alex, I was sure, but he would have to answer for that later.

      I quickened my pace, listening for voices. Right now, I needed to find Miss Rebecca and make sure she was alright—that Everett hadn’t frightened her—or heaven forbid…lost control of his beast.
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      I made sure to slam the door behind me on my way out. Call it pettiness or childishness, I didn’t care what he thought. I wanted him to know that I was pissed off and I wouldn’t soon forgive him for backing me into a corner like that. Hell, he was lucky I hadn’t punched him. I sure as hell wanted to.

      My heaving chest began to settle, and the tinge of red I’d been seeing through was already starting to fade. The cool air and sounds of nature soothed me. Crickets and birdsong. The air smelled of late-blooming flowers, dry leaves, and sweet dry grass.

      It was beautiful. Serene. Made it hard not to be calm.

      Outside, the back door was a stone veranda on ground level. A thick stone bannister wrapped around the whole thing. Three beautiful Greco Roman style statues were hewn into the top of the wide railing, staring out over the expansive lawn with watchful eyes. Like gargoyles, or some sort of deities.

      The yard itself seemed to go on forever, and on their side, where the property line ended, were rows of thick hedges. Meticulously tended. I suspected Ellis had a hand in that. To the right was a garden and a small shed. Strange looking plants grew in plots—not your average peas and carrots, but what looked to be more medicinal in nature. Like herbs or wild-growing things you would find deep in the forest and not in someone’s backyard.

      I wandered to take a closer look and saw vibrant purple flowers that seemed almost to glow. And pretty golden buds that glittered in the dying light. As I rolled one of the smooth buds around in my fingertips, it caught the light and sparkled as though dusted with finely ground diamonds. I’d never seen plants like these, before.

      I couldn’t imagine how much all this land would cost in my time. My time. I scoffed at myself, still unable to believe I was even thinking such things.

      The wind changed, and I caught a whiff of something sour and tangy. Was that…horse shit?

      My interest peaked and all thoughts of hairy-monster-men were forgotten for the moment as I went to investigate what looked like a small stall and lean-to storage structure about midway between where I stood and the sparse trees that made way to an unknown area beyond the line of their property.

      I was almost there when I heard the whinny and the clomp of hooves against wood. They kept a horse back here? Bunching my skirts in a fist, I lifted them high so the damp ground beneath my feet wouldn’t sully them. I couldn’t stand the thought. I wasn’t a dress girl, but these were finery. If my mother were still alive, she’d have my head for ruining a dress as nice as this one.

      I rounded the side of the stall and peered inside, falling back with a smiling gasp at what I saw. The horse was magnificent.

      The creature eyed me curiously, lifting its nose to the sky and then lowering it back down as though nodding at me. It was tall, with a healthy, shining coat of black hair that gleamed even in the absence of the sun. Big black eyes watched me—studying me. And beneath the half-wooden door that kept her in her stall I saw that the hair around her ankles was stark white.

      A contrast to all the dark.

      Somehow, I knew it was a female.

      I grinned, stepping in closer. Wanting to touch her. “Hello,” I said tentatively, careful to keep my movements small, steady, and slow, approaching her from the side and not head on—or else I would risk spooking her.

      After Mom never came home—after we had to have her funeral, Dad didn’t know what to do with me. I refused to go to therapy. I was cruel to my nanny out of spite. And when summer came and he had no one to watch me while he worked, he was at a loss of what to do.

      So, he did what he always did. He threw money at the problem and paid almost ten grand to send me to a horse camp for the summer on a recommendation from a coworker. I’d been so mad at him.

      But it turned out to be the best thing for me. I wondered what would have happened if I’d continued down the dark path of bitterness I was on that summer. I knew it wouldn’t have turned out very good.

      Something about the horses calmed me. Brought me peace. The work of grooming them gave me purpose and time to think. And riding erased all my worries and forced me to put my trust in another creature again.

      The horse I’d loved to ride looked kind of like this beauty. A Friesian. Beautiful and powerful and rare.

      The horse gave a low chortle and stomped her hoof a second before I closed the gap. “It’s okay,” I assured her. “I won’t hurt you.”

      My hand rested gently on the flat of her head, and she pushed into my touch, her cold, wet nose brushing against my palm. I smiled again. “A beautiful girl like you has gotta have a name,” I crooned, wondering what it was. Who she belonged to.

      I didn’t have to wonder long.

      “Sorcha,” said a husky voice from behind me, the accent unmistakable.

      I pulled my hand away, blushing like an idiot and hoping he wouldn’t be too upset I’d taken the liberty of introducing myself without asking. Some people were weird about their horses.

      But when I hazarded a glance up, I saw that he wasn’t upset at all—just curious—and maybe a little surprised. His red hair was hanging down over his face, damp, and I noticed that his tunic was damp, too. As though he’d just come from a swim.

      He looked down at his appearance and gaped. “Oh, aye,” he said, perhaps realizing I was wondering why he was all wet. “There’s a wee stream through the trees just there,” he said, pointing to the sparse trees sloping down at the edge of the yard. I noticed he was holding his boots in the same hand he used to point.

      His feet were bare, and I could see a whisper of red hair on his legs where his pants cut off five of six inches above his ankles.

      At least he was wearing pants this time.

      “Oh,” I said, unsure what else to say. “I was just…trying to get some air.”

      “Everett?”

      “How did you guess?”

      He cocked his head, pursing his lips as he flicked his blue-green gaze to the house. “When there’s a problem in our house, if it isna me, it is usually him.”

      I laughed a bit at that. It was a wonder the two of them hadn’t killed each other.

      I followed his line of sight, looking back to the house. There was light in the windows now, casting a golden glow over the yard. It made me realize just how dark it had become. So quickly. How long had I been out here?

      “So, she’s yours, then?” I asked, jerking my head toward the horse that was now eagerly sticking her head out of her stall, making small, nasally sounds to get the attention of her master.

      “Aye, she is.”

      “Sorcha,” I repeated, though the name fell flat on my tongue without the added romance of Alex’s accent. Pretty much everything sounded better when he said it. What I could understand of it, anyway.

      “A Friesian?”

      His eyes widened. “You ken horses?” he asked approvingly, a sort of deep, huskiness entering his voice that made my stomach flutter.

      I shook my head, forcing a small frown. “Not very well,” said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve ridden.”

      Alex stepped closer, giving the animal what she wanted with a firm pat on her head and a scratch under her jaw. He smiled, whispering something to her in Gaelic I couldn’t understand. The sight of the pair together made my smile widen. The love was clear to see between them. She was a well-cared for horse. I’d been about to ask him why he kept her here instead of on a proper farm where she could have room to roam, but I thought better of it.

      Likely he didn’t want to be separated from her. I couldn’t blame him.

      “I brought her wi’ me from Scotland as a laddie—we bonded just before my parents died.”

      I tilted my head to the side, studying him. The week-old copper scruff on his jaw. The disheveled state of his hair. The bulge of lightly freckled ivory skin beneath his tunic.

      And the dark, hollow circles beneath his eyes.

      And were his hands shaking where they still held onto his boots?

      From the easy way he told me of his parents’ death, I didn’t think it was the memory that affected him, but something else. An illness, maybe?

      The thought pained me, and I was surprised to feel an ache building beneath my breastbone at the thought of him dying. Strange since just yesterday he had me cornered in the drawing room. He thought me a thief, and I thought him a bastard and a brute.

      He was the latter, though. But I was starting to see the other side now, and I found in it a kindred spirit. Someone I could grow to befriend, even.

      But if I was being honest, looking at the long, sharp planes of him beneath his clothes—I wanted a lot more than that from him.

      If this wasn’t 1888, I wouldn’t be afraid to be forward in asking for it, either.

      “My mother’s gone, too,” I said after a time. “She died when I was younger.”

      His face perked up, and he jolted as though shocked, his brows raising to his hairline. “D’ye remember then, lass?” he said animatedly, moving in closer, dropping the boots to take both of my hands roughly into his own, a crooked grin brightening the darkness in his face. “D’ye remember ‘bout yer family? Where they are?”

      Shit. I realized my mistake and froze, my heart thumping wildly. I hoped it was dim enough outside that he didn’t notice how I’d seized in fear. Sorcha whinnied in her stall, sensing the abrupt change in mood.

      I hurried to swallow and force myself to calm. “N—no,” I said, stuttering both from trying to recover the lie and from the feel of his rough calluses against my own worn ones. His brows pulling in, Alex glanced quickly down at my hands, and I felt his fingers graze the raised ridge of hardened flesh from too many hours spent in the gym. Training.

      I tugged my hands away. “No, I—I don’t really,” I said, still trying to recover from my mistake. “I can remember my life just fine. Just not the events leading up to being here.”

      Alex frowned, and I caught the lick of suspicion in his expression, but it was gone too quickly for me to be certain it was there at all.

      Damn. Stupid!

      “Why are ye lyin’ to me, lass? Is there somethin’ yer afraid to say? If ye don’t want to go back where ye came from—if it’s no safe there, or—”

      I shook my head, feeling the sting of tears in my eyes. “No,” I said, stopping him, my voice a cracked whisper in the shadows. “I do want to go back,” I said. “It’s all I want.”

      I hadn’t truly allowed myself to think it before just now. I was just trying to get through this—whatever this was. I didn’t want to think about home, and the bittersweet emotions that came with that.

      My life in my own time was in shambles. I knew that. But I couldn’t just be content to leave it—and all the people in it—behind. Guiltily, for a fraction of a second, I’d thought this may be my chance for a clean slate. To start over in a new place—to never have to see my father’s face again. But that second passed, and I felt awful just for having thought it.

      Despite what he’d done—he didn’t deserve that. Neither did Aunt Deb. And poor Amy would blame herself if I stayed missing. Presuming that is what I was.

      Alex’s tensed muscles loosened, and he came forward again, this time with open arms. He didn’t force himself on me like he did yesterday. He came only near enough for me to decide if I wanted the comfort he offered.

      A warm tear slipped down my cheek and dripped from my chin—the sob that came with it making my chest swell. I leaned into his embrace, feeling the damp warmth he offered. The understanding.

      He, too, was a foreigner in this strange place. An outlander. Just like me. And just like me, he didn’t have either of his parents here anymore to guide him.

      Alex rested his chin atop my head, making soothing hushing sounds while he rubbed wide circles in my back as the tears began to subside. “I believe ye, lass,” he said, and I felt the abrupt compression of his chest as he sighed. I leaned further in. He smelled of wild heather, fresh air, and horses. “Dinna fash, Rebecca. I’ll do what I can to get ye home. I promise.”
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      After she stopped cryin’ I walked her back to the house, glad to see she didna shy away from me as she had done the night before. Instead, she walked close at my side all the way until we got inside.

      My skin bristled at the stiflin’ heat o’ the house. The boys always kept it like a damned furnace in here. It was a wonder I didna roam the house in not but my tunic more often. But the rush of heat wasna the only reason the hairs on my arms raised.

      Inside, Ellis and Everett and Jasper waited. They were all sittin’ quietly in the dinin’ room. A meal set out—but none of ‘em were eatin’. My mouth closed tight, my teeth grindin’. This better not be another one o’ Everett’s damned interventions. If it were, I’d have his head.

      With company here? Was he mad?

      I’d drunk the damned Laudanum, hadn’t I?

      “The devil is this?” I said, wonderin’ why they were all starin’ at me as if I was the fool.

      Dinner, Ellis signed in that way he had o’ making me feel like I was a wee lad being chastised for my bad behavior. Heat grew inside until I was seethin’. Startin’ to see red.

      Rebecca pushed in front of me, takin’ me by surprise—I’d all but forgotten she was just beside me. “Are you ready to explain what happened this afternoon?” she said, her words laced wi’ venom—aimed squarely at Everett.

      So that’s what was troublin’ the lass. I could tell there was somethin’ more than just the obvious fact of her wantin’ to get home.

      I looked between the two o’ ‘em. The big, hulkin’ mass of man that was Everett, and the small, yet fierce little lamb that was Rebecca. “What did ye do to her, man?” I demanded o’ him, feelin’ suddenly protective of the lassie. Everett was my brother, aye. But if he’d wronged her—well, it wouldna be the first time I’d drawn fists against him to be sure.

      Everett at least had the gall to look surprised—the sting of betrayal showin’ in the thin line of his lips and the narrowin’ o’ his eyes. “I didn’t do anything to her, Alex,” he growled before he turned to the lady, and then back to me.

      “I’m surprised she didn’t try to get answers from you—the pair of you looked real close out there in the gardens.”

      “If yer implyin’—”

      “He isn’t implying anything,” Jasper near shouted, risin’ from his seat and commandin’ silence from us all wi’ a dangerous stare. “Beck met David this afternoon,” he said, glowerin’ at me.

      My back stiffened, and I did my best to school my features when I turned to look at Rebecca again. She was lookin’ for somethin’ in my eyes. The answer to a question, no doubt. One we couldna give her.

      Could we?

      What had she seen?

      When I looked back to Everett and the lads—I understood the reason for the tension I’d felt when we first came inside. Their faces were heavy. Their countenance taut as a bowstring.

      She’d seen too much.
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      I sat at the end of the mahogany table, hands folded on my lap. Not just folded. Fisted. Honestly, Everett had an entirely too punchable face.

      Ellis stared at me with sympathy while Jasper tapped the edge of his metal mask. The half of his lips I could see was pursed. Alex was scowling, his arms crossed over his chest.

      The tension was almost palpable, settling in my stomach like a bag of rocks. While a part of me wanted answers, needed them, a tiny voice in the back of my head warned me against it. What if I didn’t like what I heard?

      This entire experience felt like a dream. I kept expecting to wake up at any minute. Almost instinctively, my hand went to the skin of my wrist and pinched. Hard.

      When four gorgeous men continued looking down at me, I mentally cursed.

      Not a dream.

      My stomach was a tumultuous mixture of dread and anxiety. Sweat coated the back of my neck, but my hands were clammy. I could practically reach out and pluck the tension from the air like I would the string on a violin.

      “Explain,” I demanded at last, mentally patting myself on the back when my voice didn’t break. I wanted to scream and cry…to curl into a ball and forget this ever happened. Logically, I knew I needed to remain strong. Knowledge was strength, and I couldn’t be left in the dark another moment. These guys were willing to shed light on what was happening, hand me a flashlight, so to speak. Well, a candle. It kind of sucked to be in a world where electricity was still a shiny new toy—a novelty—instead of a widely used tool.

      The four of them exchanged terse looks, but it was Jasper who sighed resignedly.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about this world. About us,” he began, tone wary. He scrubbed a hand through his dark hair.

      Everett sat up, growling, and Jasper flashed him a reproaching glare.

      “We agreed,” Jasper whispered harshly, and Everett physically deflated. Ellis glanced between his brothers, brows furrowing. After a moment, Everett nodded, indicating for Jasper to continue. Turning towards me, Jasper’s face significantly softened. Golden flecks fireworked in his one good eye, the sight memorizing. Was his other eye just as beautiful?

      Focus, Beck.

      “There are…creatures in this world. Humans aren’t the only things to exist.”

      I vaguely realized Ellis had gone ramrod straight in the chair beside me, but I was entirely too fixated on Jasper’s words. He spoke them on a breath as his one eye gauged my reaction. I didn’t know what he was seeing, what he expected to see, but his lips curled downward when I released a sharp, bitter laugh.

      “Okay, okay. This is some kind of joke, isn’t it? Did Amy set you up to this? Where are the cameras?” I glanced around the room with newfound suspicion. There easily could’ve been a minuscule camera hiding behind the potted plants. In the glass cupboard. In the corner of the room where the walls and ceiling met.

      “What are ye sayin’, lass? Cameras?” Alex asked in exasperation. Ellis just looked concerned while Everett was, of course, scowling.

      “How stupid do you think I am?” I questioned, rising to my feet and slapping my hands on the table. “But frankly? I’m done with this shit.”

      “This. Shit?” Everett repeated, twisting the words with a confused quirk to his brow. I had to give these men credit: they definitely played the part well.

      I could see it now. Amy getting in contact with the newest reality prank show. Special effects. Makeup that made that guy’s eyes glow and fur erupt on his arms. I was such a fucking idiot. Honestly, stupidity like me shouldn’t exist.

      Maybe the drug I took on the yacht was a part of this. A sleeping pill? That could definitely be a possibility.

      The more my thoughts wandered, the more my resolve cemented itself. This was a prank - a damn good one - but a prank all the same.

      And I fell for it!

      I had no doubt that if I walked another mile or two, I would arrive at civilization. There was probably a camera crew in one of the nearby houses laughing at me this very moment.

      “Rebecca,” Alex began in his heavy accent, but I waved a hand at him when he started standing.

      “You guys are good; I’ll give you that. Sexy as hell too. But the joke’s over. Ha. Ha. Ha. You had your laugh. Now, I want to go home.” When no one immediately responded, varying expressions of confusion marring their faces, I turned towards Ellis. “Honestly, are you even mute? Or is that a part of your character?” Hurt flickered across his face, painfully pronounced. He looked as if I punched him in the chest.

      Everett stood up and mimicked my position, palms down on the table.

      “Enough,” he growled.

      A bitter laugh emitted from me, bubbled out of me. I was practically choking on it.

      Soon, I couldn’t stop. Tears cascaded down my cheeks, and the most hideous noise escaped me. It wasn’t a laugh anymore. Not really. A sort of sob, I would say. Everett’s scowl faded marginally, replaced by a look of concern.

      If he was concerned, I must really look like a mess.

      My legs wobbled, shook, and I couldn’t stop myself from falling to the ground. Still, I didn’t stop laughing. Didn’t stop crying. The damn tears burned my eyes.

      “It’s okay. You’re okay,” Jasper said soothingly. He moved to kneel on the ground beside me, one hand going comfortingly to my back and the other resting on my arm. As he rubbed soothing circles into my back, he said, “I know it’s a lot to take in.”

      He had that damn right. I knew even as the words were leaving my lips—as the thoughts of camera crews and prank shows were flitting through my mind—I knew that it wasn’t true. No matter how difficult a pill it was to swallow—no fucking pun intended—this was real.

      I’m living, breathing, existing in the year 1888. And now they were telling me that there are, what? Monsters? Creatures that exist that I don’t know about?

      Wasn’t falling through time enough torture?

      “You have no fucking idea,” I gasped between laughter. His lips twitched at my phrasing, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he waited for the laughter to subside. His hand felt so damn comforting against me, even if it was impeded by a layer of clothing. Finally, finally, I was able to get myself under control. I used the back of my hand to brush away the tears. “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know who I was speaking to, only that the words needed to be said. “I’m sorry.” That last one was directed at Ellis. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m just…” Another humorless laugh escaped. “I’m losing my fucking mind.”

      “You use that word a lot,” Everett said gruffly. He had moved during my mental breakdown and was now standing protectively behind Ellis. His eyes were narrowed at me.

      “What word?”

      “Fucking.”

      That word…

      From his lips…

      Goosebumps erupted on my arms, and delicious heat traveled straight to my core. I frowned at my reaction. I shouldn’t feel this way about any of them, least of all Everett. He took the word “asshole” to a whole other level.

      But hearing a man like him say “fucking?”

      It did things to me. Things that I brushed beneath the proverbial rug and shrugged off. Thinking about fucking in the same sentence as the name Everett should be the furthest thing from my mind right now. I’d just learned inhuman creatures exist, after all.

      Jasper gently grabbed my arm, fingers feather soft, and helped me back to my seat. I couldn’t dare meet any of the gazes I could feel burning a hole in my head. The judgement. The anger. The confusion.

      They thought I was insane.

      Hell, maybe I was.

      I felt insane, as if my entire world had tilted on its axis. I couldn’t differentiate left from right anymore, up from down. Everything had descended into chaos, and it was impossible to break free of the dissonance.

      “You said…” I took a deep, steadying breath. Jasper moved behind me, a feat I heard rather than saw, returning to his seat at the table. “You said that we’re not alone. What do you mean? Like aliens?”

      “Aliens?” Alex asked. I chanced a peek through my fringe of lashes to see the Scot leaning indolently back in his chair. His eyes were intent on mine, bruising. I felt as if I was stripped bare, naked for everyone to see. Ironic, considering I had never worn so many layers of clothing before.

      “Explain,” I said to Jasper, ignoring Alex’s penetrating stare.

      “There are…people who can turn into wolves.” His words came out in a rush. “They’re been known for centuries as the Enduran race. But mostly people call them shifters now.”

      I risked a second glance at the men to see all eyes on me. Except for Ellis. His gaze was fixed pointedly on the table.

      Fuck.

      I knew my words had hurt him, but I hadn’t known or even suspected how much.

      Before I could apologize again, Jasper’s next words sent an icy chill skating down my back. It felt as if I was standing in a frozen tundra with the wind whipping my hair into a frenzy. My stomach bottomed out, fear assaulting my every sense.

      “There are other…people who are capable of drinking blood. They move faster than any human. Are stronger.” Jasper met my gaze resolutely. “We call them Vocari.”

      I turned the word over and over in my head. It sounded like…

      I gulped, swallowing hard. My hands clenched so tightly my fingernails dug into my skin leaving behind crescent shaped indents. I pulled at the skin, wishing to externalize my internal pain.

      It almost sounded like Jasper said vampires existed. Vampires and…werewolves? It was laughable. Things like that didn’t exist, not really. They were stories I read in my romance novels. The dashing vampire prince seducing the unsuspecting mortal. A fairytale romance. But that was all it was…a story. A nightmare. Vampires and werewolves didn’t exist any more than monsters hid beneath my bed. It just wasn’t possible…or plausible.

      But…

      Time traveling existed, didn’t it?

      Who was to say there weren’t other forms of hidden magic in this messed up world?

      I processed Jasper’s words—or, at the very least, I tried to. I twisted his words until they were something I could vaguely understand, could relate to.

      Not vampires but Vocari. That was what he called them. Not werewolves but Endurans, or shifters.

      I was spinning, spinning, spinning, and no matter how many times I grasped at air, I never caught anything. I couldn’t orient myself, couldn’t free myself from the whirlpool.

      “That’s…that was the thing in the forest. The person. The people,” I whispered, glancing at Everett, tripping over my words. He was still standing behind Ellis, but his face could’ve been carved from stone. For a moment, he met my gaze, face impassive. Finally, he nodded. A single bob of his head that altered my entire fucking world.

      “They’re not all bad,” Jasper said soothingly. He leaned across the table; hand extended as if he wished he could interlock his fingers with mine. He stopped millimeters from touching me, but the heat his hand emitted was almost tangible. I shivered. “Not all shifters are bad, just like not all humans are good. There are various facets in every aspect of human nature. Just because they’re different doesn’t make them bad. Not like Davey and his little ragtag group.”

      I nodded my head once, twice, three times, until I was sure I resembled a bobble head. I couldn’t seem to stop. Nodding, blinking, breathing…those were the only things I was capable of doing.

      Ellis signed something to the others, dark fingers moving rapidly, and all three of the other men nodded.

      “Ellis is right,” Jasper said cajolingly. “You’re tired. Come. Let’s get you to sleep, and we’ll discuss this in the morning.”

      Get me to sleep.

      As if I was a fucking baby being tucked in at night instead of a grown-ass woman. A grown-ass woman who was from the twenty-first century.

      It was suddenly too much. This conversation. Jasper’s confession. The meeting with Dave (Davey?) and his hairy gang. And now they were going to treat me like I was some porcelain doll? I’m from the fucking future, I wanted to shout at them. I fell one-hundred-thirty-something damned years back in time, and did I shatter? No. I was still here, in one piece.

      But here was the last place I wanted to be right now, staring at their worried, pain-stricken faces in the flickering glow of the candlelight. In this oppressively hot dining room. Ugh. I needed to get out of here.

      I needed…

      To go home?

      That didn’t sit well in my stomach, churning the contents until I was nauseous.

      I found myself on my feet, backing away until I hit the wall.

      “Luv,” Alex chided, a surprising amount of gentleness in his voice.

      “I need…I need to go.”

      “Where?” Everett growled. “You still don’t remember your past, and it’s getting dark.”

      “Let’s just go to bed, all of us, and we’ll discuss it in the morning,” added Jasper calmingly. Ellis was signing, but when I stared at his hands blankly instead of responding, frustration leaked through his calm facade.

      “Beck!” Everett bellowed, rising from his seat, but I was already running towards the front door, wrenching it open, and barreling down the steep stone steps.

      Away. Away. Away.

      That one word echoed, reverberated in my mind. It was all I could hear. All I could focus on.

      Somebody yelled my name just as the forest came into view. I didn’t hesitate, dodging into the tapestry of rich yellow and dark red leaves. Skeletal branches snagged my clothing and scraped my cheeks. I was dimly aware I was barefoot, grit and other unsavory substances digging into the soles of my feet.

      Still, I ran.

      Away. Away. Away.

      Maybe if I just kept running, I would find…

      Fuck, what did I expect to find?

      Doesn’t matter.

      Away, that’s what mattered right now.

      Night plunged the forest into darkness, and it somehow seemed even more malevolent than during the day. Anything could be lurking behind the trees, the immense rocks, the weedy grounds.

      The wind whistling through the boning in my corset and swirling around my ankles beneath the hem of my dress felt so refreshing I almost moaned. And even though the corset was constricting my breath, the burn in my chest and calves felt familiar. I’d been an age since I’d trained with Nico and it seemed my body had begun to soften again.

      I aimed to rectify that, pushing past my limits, sailing through the darkened trees, not even wincing as the branches scraped at my arms and flicked their pointed fingers at my cheeks.

      I didn’t stop until I reached what appeared to be a small stream, no doubt an extension of the Thames. I collapsed onto my knees in the dirt, not caring that the beautiful dress would be ruined from the dampened soil and clay.

      How did this become my life?

      I was a nobody. A broken girl with no true family. Completely and utterly normal.

      And now? Now, I didn’t understand anything in my life. Not my purpose - so astronomically insignificant. Not my surroundings. Nothing.

      So many questions bombarded me, but I couldn’t slow my thoughts down for me to catch one and answer it. Instead I just sat there, trying to catch my breath, a horrible stitch in my side and the cold seeping into my knees. A horrible throbbing beginning somewhere behind my ocular cavities.

      I didn’t know how long I sat there, the wind shaking the branches and crinkling the leaves. It could’ve been a minute; it could’ve been an hour.

      All I knew was that darkness completely doused the forest and a sliver of golden moon appeared in the sky.

      I needed to head back. The men would be worried. Well, not Everett. He would probably be celebrating.

      I stood up, dusting the dirt off my dress, when the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I had the strangest feeling that someone was watching me.

      But not just watching. Like an owl in a tree, curious. The feeling hollowed a pit in my stomach and made my skin bristle more than just from the chill of the late hour.

      It was unlike anything I had ever felt before, and every nerve ending in my body burned white hot. I spun on the balls of my feet, my hands raised to protect myself.

      The forest was quiet, almost unnaturally so.

      I felt it in my bones, seeping through my skin and muscle, that I wasn’t alone. Someone - something - was here with me.

      A moment later, my theory was confirmed when the branches were pushed out of the way and a striking man stepped through the brush. The moonlight illuminated an angular jaw, shock of dark hair, and eyes that appeared almost black in the darkness. He smiled, revealing sharp incisors.

      “Hello, love,” he cooed. “Thought I caught a whiff of someone out here all alone. Not lost, are you?”

      Warning bells rang in my head.

      I turned to run, to escape, but immediately ran into a second body. Large brown eyes peered back at me. Eyes that seemed to glow with a banked fire. As I watched, both horrified and transfixed, dark fur erupted on his arms and neck.

      He was one of them.

      I gulped, spinning back towards the handsome man.

      There was nowhere to go, nowhere to escape to.

      I was surrounded.
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      “What do you want from me?” I was grateful when my voice didn’t shake. Instead, I raised my chin and met his dark gaze. In the scarce moonlight, I couldn’t tell for certain what color his eyes were. They could’ve been a light, piercing blue or even an emerald green. Instead, I was reminded of tumbling face first into a black abyss. A pit of tar. Nothing but darkness stared back at me, shadows somehow making the already scary man appear more menacing.

      He took a step closer, his hands moving to rest in his pockets.

      “I just want to talk, sweet girl,” he cooed, and his voice made goosebumps explode on my skin. I took a step back, mindful of the…the shifter at my back. I mentally tallied how many were present. Eight. Two behind me. Three to one side. Two to the other. One in front of me.

      It would be impossible for me to take them all down, but I would. Or I would die trying.

      I balled my hands into fists, and the handsome man’s dark gaze flickered down, lips curling upwards in amusement.

      “No need to fight. I’m not going to hurt you. Are any of you going to hurt the lady?” he called, directing his attention to his gang of beasts. A smirk was evident in his voice.

      The asshole was playing me. Moving me across the board.

      But, fuck, I wasn’t some chess piece he could move where he wanted. If the asshole wanted a game, I would be more than willing to play.

      “What do you want?” I snapped, tone scathing. Someone behind me released a low growl, but the man held up his hand for silence. Obviously, Tall, Dark, and Handsome was the leader. “What’s your name?”

      “William,” he replied, voice tinged with amusement.

      “Okay, Willy, what do you want?” As I talked, I surveyed the scene once more. While the bodies surrounding me were large and heavily muscled, no doubt making formidable foes, I was smaller and fast. If I could just duck past them…

      “You met our friend, David, didn’t you?” William said.

      Dave. David. Davey.

      Honestly, the man had more nicknames than I did.

      “I don’t remember,” I lied, shifting from foot to foot. “What did he look like again?”

      The slap came with a blistering speed. Oddly enough, it felt blistering, searing my skin like a brand of hot lava. I cried out, hand immediately moving to cover the sensitive skin. Something wet trickled from the flesh. Pulling my hand back, I stared down in wonder and horror.

      In the moonlight, it was impossible to be certain, but it almost appeared to be blood. My blood. Another touch to my cheek confirmed the thick liquid was coating my skin, dripping from five wounds to my face. Five claw wounds.

      William pulled his hand back, claws retracting into his fingers. He wore a mask of nonchalance, but his eyes burned cruelly.

      Any and all doubt I had dissipated.

      Jasper was telling the truth.

      The supernatural existed. The man before me wasn’t human. He was a fucking wolf in human clothing.

      A part of me had accepted his explanation, but a larger part of me had rebelled. It seemed too surreal to blindly believe, too fake. A fabricated story. But now, the truth took the form of a six-foot man with arresting black eyes, a chiseled jawline, and claws for hands. It was impossible not to notice, not to believe.

      I staggered back another step, whimpering.

      “What do you want?” I repeated, but my voice held no ire. I was terrified. This man would not hesitate to hurt me to get what he wanted. And I believed he would not hesitate to kill me either, whether that be at the hands of one of his goonies or his own claws.

      What did they say about dogs? That they can smell fear?

      I must be reeking with it.

      “David has a message for those boys of yours.” His face twisted into an ugly sneer. “The package was defective. Next time, it’s a life we will take as restitution.”

      Before I could comprehend his words—hell, before I could even scream—I was gripped between two strong men. Unnaturally strong. Their nails dug into my skin drawing blood.

      I was dragged unceremoniously across the dirt and up to William. With the men—the shifters—holding me from underneath the elbow, my feet were off the ground. As such, I was at eye-level with the beautiful, dangerous man.

      His eyes were green, almost moss-like in appearance.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked breathlessly. My whole body shook, a direct contradiction to my surprisingly steady voice. Fear like no other chilled me to my very core. I did my best not to show it. I was a trained fighter. I didn’t cower. And I hated that I couldn’t rid myself of the fist of ice clenching my heart in a vice of unyielding dread.

      What were they planning on doing to me?

      Hurt me?

      Torture me?

      Kill me?

      There was another option, but the mere prospect had my throat closing up and tears rushing to my eyes. I squeezed my eyelids shut and turned my face away.

      “Hey, look at me.” A rough hand grabbed my chin, demanding obedience. With considerable strength, my head was wrenched straight ahead. “Look. At. Me.”

      Each word was a threat. A promise dripping with malice.

      “I said look at me!”

      Finally—reluctantly—I peeled open my eyelids. William stared back at me, anger brewing just beneath the surface. He looked wildly unhinged. A ticking time bomb. A fuse just waiting to be detonated.

      “Fuck you,” I said bitterly before spitting in his face.

      Sometimes, it was difficult to remember I was supposed to be a lady in the eighteen hundreds, and the initial shock showed on his face.

      But the ladies where I came from? We kicked the balls of the guys hurting us. Female didn’t mean docile and obedient anymore. And I’d be damned if I was going to go down in a sniveling, shaking, horror-stricken heap.

      William’s eyes were comically wide as he wiped away the spit on his cheek. His gaze volleyed between the wetness coating his fingers, my face, and then back to his fingers. Anger quickly changed into lust. The damn horny bastard was getting turned on.

      “The lady is a feisty one,” he said with a humorless laugh. “Let’s play a game, shall we?” He directed his attention towards the two hooligans holding me. “Release her.”

      They did so, and I staggered forward, my body aching fierce from the position they held me in. Crafting my face into an impassive mask, I chanced a glance at William.

      “A game?”

      “A game,” he repeated, a sly, taunting smirk playing on his beautiful lips. “You have a one minute head start.”

      “A what?” I asked, but my feet were already carrying me backwards.

      “Fifty-five seconds,” William drawled lazily. The surrounding men released a whoop, low growls emanating from their chests. I glanced wide-eyed from one man to another, searching for help, but all that met me were similar lust-filled looks.

      William licked his lips and his eyes ignited with a glowing fire.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      “Forty-five seconds!”

      With no other choice, no other option, I turned on my bare feet and ran.

      My feet pounded against the rough forested floor, rocks embedding themselves into my skin and branches scratching my soles raw. The pain was barely noticeable as I picked up my pace, dodging behind a swooping branch.

      Fuck, where did it come from?

      I glanced desperately in both directions, but everything looked the exact fucking same. There was no indication which way I had entered the forest from. The moon cast everything in a silvery glow, but it did little to help orient me. Deciding quickly that moving was better than standing still, I charged to the left.

      Branches whipped at my face as I ran, but my legs did not falter. Behind me, I heard the distinct sound of a howl followed immediately by two others. Male laughter joined in, and somehow, that noise was even more terrifying than the howls. At least beasts had an excuse for their behavior.

      Splashing water up ahead jolted me from my thoughts, and I staggered to a stop. A small ravine guarded by a mass of rocks broke apart the monotony of trees.

      Scent.

      Could they scent me?

      Fuck, if that was the case, I needed to mask it. And couldn’t water do that for me?

      I recalled every werewolf movie I had ever watched, every nature documentary.

      Deciding quickly, I trudged waist deep into the frigidly cold water, gasping. My dress clung to me like a second skin, prohibiting even basic walking. How did people wear these damn things on a daily basis?

      With my walking severely impeded, I lowered myself further into the water until only my head remained out of it. The darkness, hopefully, cloaked me from view.

      But knowing my luck, Endurans would be gifted with night vision.

      As the seconds dragged on and no man came barreling towards me, I began to relax. Marginally. My body was as taut as the strings on a violin. Frozen from cold and gripped by fear. I didn’t dare move, as if the rippling of water would be heard across the forest.

      Everything ached. My cheek from William’s claws. My legs from running. My body from awkwardly holding myself in a crouched position in the too-cold water.

      Maybe they left.

      Maybe they got bored of hunting down a stupid girl with a mouth that didn’t know when to shut up.

      “Little girl!” William called from the obscurity. I heard the crackle of leaves and the heavy thump of footsteps. The man was not afraid of announcing his location. No, not him.

      In his mind, I was nothing more than the gazelle to his lion.

      I stayed perfectly still in the water. I wasn’t even sure I was breathing. I ground my jaw painfully taut to keep my teeth from chattering.

      The footsteps were coming closer. My entire body was tense, coiled, ready to leap into action.

      “Come out, come out wherever you are!”

      Apparently, the past had creepy, psychotic assholes too. Noted.

      Go away. Go away. Go away.

      I chanted that in my mind as my eyelids squeezed shut once more.

      Go away. Go away. Go away.

      Water splashed, and I held myself perfectly still.

      Silence.

      A sort of deathly stillness and quietness contaminated the air.

      When nothing attacked me, I dared to open an eye. Just one.

      A gasp escaped me as William’s handsome face came into view, a wicked, malevolent grin spouting on his face. He was inches from me in the water. Fucking inches. He moved with an unnatural, almost ethereal grace. I hadn’t even heard him.

      His grin grew with my terror. Impossibly sharp teeth glinted in the moonlight.

      “I found you,” he whispered harshly.

      There was nothing left for me to do. No way to fight. I could try—and try I would—but any and all attempts against this man would be futile with my limbs and fingers numbed from the cold.

      Over his shoulder, a dark bird fluttered its wings and released a squawk. A raven, I realized distantly. Its beady black eyes were fixed firmly on me before it took flight.

      Out of options, I did the only thing I could think of. Hopefully, it worked as well in the past as it did in the future.

      I screamed.
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      The dim light from my lantern barely extended a few centimeters on either side of me. The flame flickered intermittently, but it did little to chase away the shadows.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Everett said gruffly. I had lost count of how many times he had repeated that line.

      And he was right. Mostly. It wasn’t safe for me to be wandering through the streets, but I hoped the darkness obscured my features. The last thing I needed was them finding me once more and finishing up the job.

      Memories assaulted me.

      The stench of flesh burning and smoke filtering into the air. My screams reverberating through the quiet forest as the men and women leered at me. Pain. Pain everywhere. It exploded from my veins, a pain so excruciating that words failed to encapsulate it. Agony didn’t come close to describing all I felt as the flames licked at my skin.

      Almost absently, I rubbed at my arm and then moved my hand to the gilded side of my mask.

      I may have escaped, but I would always bear the horrific scars. No amount of magic could erase them.

      Shaking my head, I moved further down the empty streets. Despite the absence of people, it felt more threatening than it would in the day. Every muscle in my body was tightened.

      “Do you think Alex and Ellis found anything?” Everett continued, gnawing on his lower lip. It was only then that I realized…he was worried about her. The unfeeling brute who had only ever cared about us actually cared for this girl.

      I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      Maybe because I, too, cared about this slight girl with the mouth of a sailor but with a body of sin personified.

      “I don’t know. They would’ve reached out if they had,” I said, my eyes scouring every alley. Every dark window. Ellis was meant to stay back at the house in case she returned, and Alex tore off out back to saddle Sorcha as we wrestled on our jackets and boots. He’d cover more ground astride a horse than we could on foot.

      But where had she gone? We’d have heard from Alex by now if he’d found her. And Ellis would have sent some form of signal if she returned. Could she have gotten lost? If Alex was able to find a map of the area, we may be able to use something of hers to locate her. A hair or perhaps the clothing I’d found her in. Yes. That is what we would do if she didn’t turn up soon…

      Obviously, she hadn’t heeded our warning about staying inside at night. The streets of London were dangerous during the day for a beautiful young female, but at night, they were downright terrifying. A cold sweat broke out on my back, and my hands clenched. Perhaps we should head back now and begin the search for a map. It may take a while to rifle through all the papers in and around Alex’s office.

      I tried to calm my racing mind…a mind that raced in tandem with my heart. I had always been the rational one, and I couldn’t allow myself to fall to shreds because of one pretty face.

      Logically, there was no reason to suspect anything detrimental had happened to her. She was no doubt hiding inside an inn, warming her frigid hands by a roaring fire. Maybe another group had taken pity on her and invited her back with them.

      Jealousy like no other pierced my chest at the thought. It was almost a physical ache, and I rubbed my chest.

      Why did the thought of her with other men bother me so?

      Did I…?

      Did I fancy her?

      “She’s lying,” Everett broke in, jarring me from my thoughts. I turned towards his shadowed face and quirked a brow.

      “Excuse me?”

      “She’s lying about where she came from,” he repeated. His voice was cold, but his eyes were incredibly soft, belying his concern.

      I considered his words clinically.

      What would I do if I was a female plucked from the Thames by a strange man with half a face? And then brought to a house with three other strange men?

      I would lie.

      That declaration sat heavily in my gut. The poor girl was probably terrified. I knew that if I was in her position, I wouldn’t have acted any differently.

      The question was: what did she lie about?

      Did she truly lose her memory?

      Was she running from something? From someone?

      It wasn’t unheard of. I had heard numerous stories of women escaping abusive relationships.

      The thought of someone laying a hand on her made me see red, and once more, I smothered the strange, instinctive reaction. My brothers always told me I felt everything too strongly, too passionately. My feelings for this girl were no different.

      I felt…protective towards her. After all, it was my hand that had plucked her from the Thames, dripping wet and shaking. It had been my room she had stayed in, curled beneath the covers.

      I chalked my feelings up to a general protectiveness. A protectiveness I would’ve felt for any female.

      But I knew, deep down, that what I felt for her went beyond mere compassion.

      “We need her to trust us,” I said to Everett. “We need to finish telling her the truth. Hopefully, she’ll trust us in return with her story.”

      “Do you think she’s a runaway?” he replied gruffly. No doubt, his mind had traveled in the same direction as my own.

      “That’s a possibility,” I admitted. “But we can’t push her on this. Not yet. That will only make her run once more.”

      Everett simply grumbled something in response. For him, that was an agreement.

      I had just turned at a fork in the cobblestone road when dark wings fluttered from up ahead. My familiar landed on my arm, its beady, pinprick black eyes fixed intently on me as it squawked.

      Suddenly, I was seeing through her eyes.

      Soaring high above the ground, the dark trees hindering my view.

      Ducking down, past low-hanging branches and towards a cacophony of growls and male screams.

      Onto a branch, ruffling my wings.

      And then, a figure crouched inside a small pool of water up to her neck.

      Blood cascading down her cheeks.

      And a familiar shifter materializing before her, his back to me.

      Taking flight, the girl’s screams echoing behind me.

      I gasped, tearing my gaze away from my familiar’s. Icy dread and fear skittered down my spine.

      “We need to go,” I told Everett, already breaking into a run. My raven flew ahead of me, content to lead me where I needed to go.

      “What did you see? What did she show you?” Everett asked, keeping pace with me.

      I knew that if I told him, his beast would emerge. He needed to remain level-headed, at least for now. The last thing London needed was a monster prowling their streets at night.

      So, I kept my mouth shut, picking up speed until the forest came into view.

      Hang on, Beck. We’re coming.
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      The sound o’ her voice screamin’ in the chill wind sent Sorcha into a frenzy tryin’ to pull me in the opposite direction. She thrashed about, stompin’ her great hooves into the damp earth.

      “No,” I growled. Damned beast.

      Her scream came again, loud and startlingly clear—it was a lance, piercin’ my heart, sending it into a frantic gallop. I turned my head to the west and knew that she was close. I could hear the soft gurglin’ o’ the stream, and the snap o’ twigs in the dark.

      “Ah!” I grunted as I jumped from Sorcha’s back and gave her a hard smack on her flank to send her gallopin’ home. I hoped she wouldna come back. Stubborn thing. She didna like to leave me, but if she wouldna help me, it was best she go.

      I drew the long blade of my father’s dirk from the worn leather belt at my waist, holdin’ it in a tight fist as I ground my teeth, movin’ through the shadows like a wraith. If someone had harmed her, they would meet the business end of this blade tonight.

      I’d never killed a man—never had to—but I knew then and there that if it were to save the lassie, I’d do it without hesitatin’. The revelation shocked me, but it also calmed me, settlin’ my heart into a bearable rhythm.

      Another small sound rose from where the stream lay not but a stone’s throw from me. The unmistakable sound of a whimper. My jaw twitched and I narrowed my eyes, tryin’ to see through the leaves still clingin’ to the barest o’ the trees. Tryin’ to stay hidden, but also needin’ to assess what I was up against before barrelin’ in.

      A snap to my right had me swingin’ my head just in time to see the wolfish grin o’ a shifter, his clawed hand risen to strike me. A low growl began to leak from his increasingly furry lips, but as his claws came down on my shoulder, I drove the dirk in and up—pushin’ the metal blade into the soft space beneath his ribs, piercin’ his heart. He opened his mouth as though to scream and I silenced him with a hand clamped o’er his mouth.

      In the same movement I used to release the dirk, I gripped the back of his head and twisted his neck until it emitted a sickenin’, grindin’ pop and he slumped to the forest floor, lifeless and still. Silent.

      Horror at the blood on my hands froze me for an instant as I looked down at the lifeless body lyin’ at my feet. It…it had been so easy. I hardly thought it through.

      Wi’ shakin’ fingers, I bent to withdraw my dirk.

      I replayed Rebecca’s scream in my head—painful as it was, but it did the work of banishin’ the tremors from my hands and the dark thoughts from my mind.

      The shifters would pay for this trespass. Even if the council wouldna do a thing about it. Me and the guys would. This was our turf. Beck was our guest. Ours.

      How dare they…

      The pump o’ blood through my veins only grew faster, as though the adrenaline tearin’ through them was a foreign thing—beyond controllin’. It gushed through me with an unparalleled fury, ignitin’ my skin with a heat so scorchin’ it was a wonder I didn’t steam.

      I withdrew the dirk with a forceful pull o’ the handle and left the dead shifter to mar the mottled leaves beneath him. I didna care how many there were.

      I’d kill them all.
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      I struck out at him, trying to catch him in the kneecap, but he was faster. Fuck, he was so much faster. The shifter had me pinned against the flat rise of stone that was at my back, his hands impossibly hot beneath the frigid water where they gripped me painfully just above the creases in my elbows.

      I couldn’t move, and when I attempted to kick him again, he dug his claws into my flesh, drawing blood. I whimpered and tried without success to wriggle free.

      “Fucking bastard,” I hissed, the words coming out strained with the taint of my pain, much as I tried to hide it. I didn’t want to give this fucker the satisfaction.

      The disturbingly handsome shifter licked his lips, and when he leaned in, I saw how the moonlight glinted off his glowing amber eyes, showing me his vapid amusement and beneath that, something more dangerous. Something that not even he himself could control. “Oh, darlin’. You ain’t seen nothing yet.” He dipped his head into the crook of my neck, and I gasped, flinching, thinking he meant to bite me, but instead he stilled, breathing against the sensitive skin on my neck.

      I shivered, my stomach convulsing with the urge to vomit.

      “First, I’m going to have you,” he crooned against the hollow dip beneath my ear as he pushed his knee between my legs even though I was fighting hard to keep them closed. “And then they are,” he said, and I glanced up into the moonlit dark to find several pairs of hungry, glowing eyes on the banks of the small stream. Grinning. Making biting motions at me. Laughing.

      They were fucking laughing at me.

      And then a more horrible thought crept in as what the shifter said into my ear sunk in… they are going to rape me.

      The dawning realization made my stomach plummet, and my even the marrow of my bones chilled. If I didn’t do something I was going to be had by a pack of wild dogs and judging by the strength of just this one of them, there wasn’t a goddamned thing I could do to stop it.

      A hard sob pulled at my chest, but I wouldn’t let it fall from my lips. I wouldn’t give him that, at least.

      I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of knowing they broke me.

      And I would fight. I would fucking fight until I couldn’t anymore.

      As the shifter drew back, his leg now pinning mine against the unyielding stone beneath the rushing water, his hips moving inward. “Come and hold her steady,” he growled at no one in particular, and I took my chance. I smashed my head into his with all the force I could. There was no skill in it. I was beyond analyzing this situation and aiming for important spots to try to knock him out. It was too dark anyway.

      I struck out blind and hoped.

      A jarring pain exploded in my head, ricocheting like buckshot across my skull and down my neck. Blackish blobs obscured my vision, but I felt his hands around my arms loosen, just for a second, and I slipped free as he bent, cursing as his hands went to his face, where a shimmer of crimson was pouring down his face.

      The instant I was unpinned, I surged forward, forcing my knee hard into his groin, and then I fled, wading through the water slowly. Too slowly. My legs felt like cinder blocks and my knee was throbbing. It felt like I was wading through sand instead of water, and the other shifters were already rushing into the water to come after me.

      I was surrounded. I’d already known that when I decided to attack. I knew there was no way out, but I’d be damned if I was going to sit there while they fucking violated me.

      I was not a woman of this time. Not weak. Not a goddamned lady.

      I’m a fighter.

      The skirts of my dress weighed heavily around my waist as though there were strong hands in the water dragging me down, pulling me back. The shifter behind still cursed, and the one in front of me was not quite man anymore, but part wolf. With canines slipping free of his gums, clawed hands poised to attack and fur sprouting around his eyes and down his neck.

      My heart bleated out a broken rhythm. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I wanted to turn around—to run in the opposite direction, but that wouldn’t save me. If not this one, it would be the one further to my right, or the biggest one—the shifter at my back still cursing, but whom I could sense was now moving his own way through the water with slow, measured steps.

      The bastard was in no hurry. He knew I couldn’t outrun them. Couldn’t defeat them.

      I wondered what he would do to me for damaging his goods…

      Decided I didn’t fucking care.

      Powering through the water, I reached down and tore the thin laces holding the heaviest of my skirts to my bodice and pulled. With a loud shhhhh they frayed and came apart, my skirts sinking fast until I could step over them in my sodden boots.

      Just then the shifter who was clearing the space toward me from the bank jumped into the water, his arm reeled back to strike.
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      They should have returned by now.

      It’d been one hour and twenty-five minutes. She couldn’t have possibly gotten that far. Jasper’s raven would have spotted her. Or Alex would have caught up on horseback. Or—and I hoped this wasn’t the case—Everett could have sniffed her out…but if that happened, she might be in even more danger. When his beast came out…

      No. He wouldn’t allow it. Not anywhere near her. I put the thought aside and rummaged through the drawers on Alex’s desk, pulling ledgers and papers and broken quills from their dust-coated depths.

      Where were the maps? I knew Alex kept some here. His parents had acquired some fine ones when they’d first arrived from Scotland all those years ago. They may be outdated, but they would do the trick if I could just find them!

      I slammed the drawer closed with shaking fingers. What was wrong with me? What had this woman done to me? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this anxious.

      But, wait—that wasn’t quite true.

      I did remember, but I’d been trying to block out those memories for as long as I’d had them. I cringed as they tried to surge forward again, groping for a foothold at the forefront of my mind. The wounds created by them were still tender, and the re-opening of them would be more than I could bear right now.

      Don’t think about them. Don’t think about what they did to you. Who they took from you…

      No one was taking Beck away. Beck would live.

      She was so unlike what I was used to. I’d never beheld a woman like her. A wrecking ball with hair and a pretty face. Beck was a survivor. Not some helpless creature that needed constant monitoring.

      Then why did I have this sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach? Why did the mere thought of her failing to return make my pulse quicken and stomach twist, knotting as a fist rose to clench my damaged heart?

      I shook my head. Something was wrong. I could feel it. I continued my search, finding at last the amethyst scryer that belonged to Alex’s mother in the back of the bottom drawer. Good. That was one bit found. Now, just the map and a bit of hair and then I’d have the peace of mind of knowing where she was. Perhaps she was already on her way back.

      Perhaps the scryer would show me that she was close by and I could depart to retrieve her at once. The others had left in a flurry to go and find her, not wanting to waste time looking for the instruments to complete the spell. And not knowing if we could even find anything of hers with a strong enough connection to locate her.

      I had to hope that a single, waving brown hair I’d found atop her pillow would be enough. I understood someone needed to wait behind in case she returned, but that didn’t mean I needed to remain idle. It didn’t mean that I couldn’t still help in whatever way I was able.

      I just needed the blasted map.

      Ah!

      A rolled bit of parchment jutted out from a shelf near the window, and I stood on the toes of my boots to reach it, sliding it and a plume of dust from the shelf. I coughed, the sound barely audible, and choked as the dust rained down around me, settling on my skin and discoloring the shoulders of my dark jacket.

      Not wasting a moment, I swept the items from the top of Alex’s desk, a rush of power surging up through the balls of my feet, coiling through my core until it rested in a place somewhere just behind my breastbone—smaller tendrils curling out to tingle my extremities—to sing in my blood.

      The rush was pure and fast-moving. Like it always was when I called it.

      It’d been hell hiding it for as long as I’d had to before I met the guys. It was always there, tapping at my subconscious, whispering how it wanted its freedom.

      I never thought I’d have that freedom again.

      A small smile tugged at one corner of my mouth as I shivered in pleasure.

      I spread the map out atop the wooden surface of the desk and collected several weighted objects from the mess I’d made on the floor to hold it in place. I tossed the crystal scryer down and drew the silk napkin from my breast pocket, unfolding it gently to uncover the single hair it contained.

      I closed it in one fist and picked up the tarnished silver chain of the scryer in the other, holding it with a steady hand over the map.

      It was time to bring Beck home.
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      I had just enough time to gasp and recoil before the shifter struck.

      But the blow never came. An ominous roar split the night, and I regained my footing to see a flash of red hair and the glint of metal in the moonlight. The long blade plunged into the shifter’s inner thigh, and a river of crimson cascaded down his leg, steaming in the cold night air.

      The shifter cried out as the man who attacked him yanked the blade free, tossing his hair back from his eyes. My lips parted in surprise and my heart—still hammering in my chest—ached when I realized I knew this man. It was Alex.

      He…he’d come for me…

      Tears welled in my eyes and my will to live—to fight—was strengthened. There were two of us now. Surely, we could…

      “Alex, watch out!” I screamed as a black wolf charged down from the top of the bank, leaping into the air. I watched in awestruck horror as the beast sailed through the shadows as though on the back of the wind itself, teeth bared in a feral, frothing snarl. Eyes wild and glowing bright reddish amber.

      Alex turned as the wolf descended upon him, his blade raised.

      Distantly, I heard a sound like thunder. Like the pounding of rain on hard ground. Or the sound of a shovel driving into the earth.

      I heard Sorcha before I saw her. A marvel of equine muscle—her black mane wild as she reared her front legs and plowed into the shifter. The high-pitched whine of the animal as it was slammed into a tree and fell to the ground, half-way shifted back into man, assaulted my ears. But Sorcha was far from done. The horse lifted its front hooves again and again and again—stomping the shifter into the damp dirt until it didn’t emit even the smallest of sounds anymore.

      Until it was silent and still.

      Alex whistled, and Sorcha finally stopped, shaking her great head—her black eyes wide and wild. Great plumes of hot breath clouded in front of her face. Her sides heaved.

      “Home,” Alex commanded her, and with a look so intelligent it bordered on creepy, the horse indignantly chortled at Alex and then stalked off as though it’d done nothing wrong at all. Trotting at first, and then breaking into a full run as soon as she was far enough away from the shifters watching her with twitchy clawed fingers and bright eyes.

      The groan behind me jolted me out of my shocked stillness and reminded me that the danger wasn’t yet over. The shifter who attacked me was still in the water, and the others—the ones who were waiting along the banks—watched Alex and I with varying expressions of wary, menace, and something like hunger that made my insides twist.

      Fuck. Did…did shifters eat humans?

      I trudged the rest of the way to where Alex was standing—the shifter he’d stabbed in the thigh a few feet away, trying to crawl to where one of his mates waited just outside of the tree line.

      Once I was close enough, Alex reached out a hand to me, and I took it, allowing him to pull me behind him. The grimy stickiness coating his hand made my stomach turn again. I refused to look down—to check and see if what I was feeling in the grooves and calluses of his palms, in the press of his fingers—was blood.

      “What are you waiting for!” The shifter in the water bellowed hoarsely, baring his canine teeth at the shifters surrounding us from virtually all sides. “Kill them!”

      My stomach dropped, and I drew in a shaking breath.

      One, two, three, four, five…six…

      Seven.

      There were still seven of them that I could see including the shifter who attacked me—but he didn’t look like he was planning on doing any fighting himself. No. He looked like he was going to make his little lackeys do it for him.

      It didn’t matter either way.

      Even six was more than we could take on our own. Especially since I barely felt as if I could raise a fist—the cold making my muscles spasm and my bones ache—much less throw a half-decent punch.

      Wouldn’t stop me from trying, though.

      The shifters began closing in on us, and Alex tucked me in behind him, pressing his back against mine. I felt his breaths rise and fall—calmer than mine—but still quickened. If he was as terrified as I was, he was doing a damned good job of hiding it.

      “Alex…” I whispered, unsure what exactly I was going to say. Thank you for trying? You never should have come looking for me?

      Damn it.

      In the end, I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists. “I’m sorry,” I said finally, not knowing what else to say.

      I felt more than saw him shake his head and for the briefest second I caught his scent of wild heather and horses. It soothed me enough that my thoughts cleared—became sharper. “No lass, it’s I who should be apologizin’ to you,” he whispered back, adjusting his position as the shifters closed in around us. “But we havena time for that now. Ye’re a bonny fighter, Beck. Show me what you can do.”

      Immediately, I felt my core tighten and my stance widen, my sodden boots pressing hard into the ground. Despite myself, I smiled, nodding my agreement and readied myself for the fight of my life.

      The shifter closest to my right changed into wolf form before my eyes. His flesh rippling into blackish fur—his bones and joints popping and cracking.

      The sound was so horrific it made my skin crawl.

      “Stay close to my side,” Alex whispered harshly, and I caught the flare of something orange in his hand. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought it was a flashlight, but judging by how the shifters seemed to have stopped in their slow advance—I knew it was something more dangerous.

      I was trying to see what it was he had, but I was too afraid to take my eyes off the shifter in the water and the two others flanking him. He was watching my back, and I had to watch his. It was our only chance of surviving this.

      A snap from above the bank had me snapping my gaze east, anticipating an attack. A loud caw sounded from above, and a shadow passed over the face of the moon.

      Alex made a sound of relief, and I spun just as two running shapes came into view through the trees. The glint of metal on a mask. And the hulking, heaving mass of Everett.

      I’d have recognized their shapes anywhere.

      The shifter in the water charged. I thought he was coming for me, and I tensed for the attack, but he only barreled past me, knocking hard into my shoulder to send me sprawling to the ground. I landed in the dirt with an oomf and the air knocked from my lungs—my left hip aching.

      He wasn’t coming for me, I realized with a start, lifting my head to find his true target—he was going after Everett.

      Everett was the largest threat here, I thought. He was the biggest. Probably the strongest. And there was something else about him, too. Something I couldn’t name or put my finger on—but I got the distinct feeling from the very first moment I laid eyes on him that he was not a man to cross. There was more than fury and power in his eyes. There was something dangerous there, too.

      Something less than human.

      “No,” I breathed, trying to stand and regain the lost air in my lungs, shocked at how the thought of him being hurt sent my heart back into a broken, discordant rhythm.

      This was Everett.

      Everett hates me.

      Everett is a total dick.

      And yet…I was already chasing after the shifter intent to hurt him because there was something else, too…

      Everett never turned me away.

      Black spots still danced in the corners of my vision from landing too hard on the ground. I wouldn’t allow any of them to be hurt because of me. I couldn’t stand it.

      Alex reached out to attempt to pull me back, but the charge of their leader had sent the others into a frenzy, and Alex had his hands full as two charged for him.

      No.

      Godfuckingdamnit!

      I stilled mid-step. Alex needed my help.

      The shifter named William would reach Jasper and Everett any second.

      And there were more still. More shifters speeding through the trees, jumping from the other side of the stream to join in the assault.

      Frantic, my blood buzzing in my veins, I clenched my hands into fists and screamed, “Stop!”

      My vision swam and my head spun. I thought I heard a strange groaning sound, though for all I knew amid the chaos of the moment and the raucous beating of my heart it could have been me.

      The ground trembled beneath me. Or maybe I was the one trembling.

      It didn’t matter. I shook my head, clearing my vision, huffing clouds of moisture into the air around my face. They’d all stopped—or at least slowed. Seemingly waiting—but for what I didn’t know.

      Alex slammed an elbow into the shifter who had an arm around his neck, and the wolf-man released him, hunching over to hold his gut. The momentary confusion I caused with my screaming managed to free him, and as I spun back to face Everett, I found him seething, his great big hand wrapped like a vise around the neck of the shifter who attacked me, Jasper at his side was in a fighter’s stance in case either of the two other shifters circling them decided to attack.

      William writhed in Everett’s grip, but the brute didn’t falter. If anything, he only squeezed tighter. If he lifted the shifter another inch, his worn boots would leave the ground. Everett’s face was red—his eyes wild. His other hand at his side clenched and unclenched as though he was exerting a great deal of restraint to keep from popping the guy’s head clean off his shoulders as a child would pop the head off a dandelion.

      Shit.

      “Stand down…you idiots!” William said, his voice barely audible—strained and broken beneath Everett’s fist.

      The shifters retreated a bit. Ceased their circling movements, listening to their leader.

      I heard the metallic shink as Alex sheathed his blade behind me and moved over the sodden ground to stand at my side. I flinched when he placed a gentle hand on my waist, attempting to draw me near to him.

      He stopped at my hesitance. “It’s all right, lass. Here,” he said and opened his cloak, beckoning me into its warmth. “I won’t hurt ye, Rebecca. Come before you freeze.”

      I swallowed down my discomfort and waded into the warmth of his body heat and the cover of the cloak as it blocked the cool wind. He wrapped the wooly material around me and chaffed my arms beneath, tucking my head in the crook beneath his chin.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t tear you apart,” Everett spat at the shifter, and the strangled noise he emitted told me Everett wasn’t about to allow him to come up with any reasons. He was murderous. I could see it in his eyes.

      I began to move towards him, and Alex moved with me. I glanced at the red-headed Scot, finding a dirt-streaked face and brilliant blue-green eyes that seemed to understand my intent. He offered one tight nod. We needed to stop Everett.

      We couldn’t let him kill the guy, could we?

      Not with all these witnesses.

      He’d go to prison—or…no, wait…this was the nineteenth century. He could be hanged. Or drawn and quartered? Oh fuck…I didn’t know—but I knew that I wouldn’t forgive myself if he was thrown in a cell or died all because some girl he somehow felt was his responsibility ran off into the woods after he blatantly told her it wasn’t safe to do so.

      I’m an idiot.

      A total fucking idiot.

      “Everett,” I started, trying to keep my voice low and steady—calm.

      He didn’t take his eyes from the shifter, and as we neared his side, I could see how he was working his jaw. Grinding his teeth beneath his lips. “Everett,” I tried again, my heart thrumming harder now—so hard my stomach was fluttering. “Don’t kill him.”

      That seemed to get his attention and his brilliant brown eyes met mine in the moonlit dim. “What?”

      “Don’t…just—just let him go.”

      He cocked his head at me, and I saw the shifter’s mouth open as though he was going to say something, but Everett’s grip on his throat was too tight.

      Everett didn’t respond—he only looked back at the piece of shit writhing in his grasp.

      I looked at him, too. I shuddered in Alex’s arms as I remembered the push of his knee against my thigh—the press of his erection against my hip as he tried to force his way between my legs. I almost gagged.

      Maybe he should die, a voice not entirely my own hissed inside my mind. It’s because of filth like him that mom never came home.

      If we let him go, would he hurt someone else like he almost hurt me? Scar someone for life?

      I threw Alex’s arms off me and tore off the cloak, closing the short gap between me and the shifter. I wound up and kicked him between the legs with everything I had. His face paled instantly, and a silent scream parted his lips—his body spasmed all over.

      I saw both Everett and Jasper flinch out of the corner of my eye.

      “You’re lucky I don’t cut it off,” I hissed, suddenly so hot that sweat was beading along my hairline and across my chest.

      “Did he…?” Jasper trailed off, and I saw how his question registered in Alex and Everett’s expressions—their brows going up—their rage rekindling.

      Everett’s grip on the shifter tightened even more. He would pass out from the lack of oxygen soon.

      The other shifters around us were growing restless, I could tell.

      There were only five left standing—the other few looked too injured to fight.

      Our odds were better, but still not great.

      And if Everett killed the shifter—they’d either attack in full-force to avenge their fallen leader…or they’d run. I’d like to think it would be the latter, but there was no way to be certain.

      Alex was already injured—not badly, but I could see the ragged claw-marks in his shoulder and the red stains around his abdomen though the guy looked like he could barely feel any of it. We couldn't afford another fight.

      “Did he?” Everett growled, and I could see that he was starting to lose control—for an instant, I thought I saw his eyes change. The pupils not like they should be but narrowed into slits. But then he blinked, and they returned to normal as Jasper whispered something to him that I couldn’t hear.

      “Beck!” Everett bellowed.

      I shook my head. Not wanting to lie to him, but afraid that the truth would end the shifter’s life and effectively end Everett’s, too.

      “Did. He. Touch. You?”

      I looked away, clamping my mouth closed. Everett reached over and grabbed me by the arm. I winced as his calloused hand closed over the still-open wounds just above my elbow from where the shifter had dug his claws into me. Everett dropped my arm as though burned by the touch of the still-tacky blood there. He took me in.

      The missing bustle and skirts. The fact that I was wearing nothing but a corset and my underthings. I looked down to see what he had narrowed his eyes on. A darkening bruise from where the shifter had tried to hold my legs open with the forceful press of his knee on my inner thigh. I tried to shift my stance—hide it.

      But it was too late. He’d seen.

      “Don’t kill him, Everett. You’ll hang,” I managed to eek out before he slammed the shifter into a tree, his head snapping back against the rough bark. His eyes blinking rapidly as though dazed.

      A few low growls sounded around us—the remaining shifters’ hackles raised as they snarled in warning.

      “Ev,” Alex began, moving in closer to his friend with his hands low—fingers splayed in a gesture of peace as though he was approaching a great beast instead of a man. “The Council—”

      “Fuck the council.”

      Jasper tried to move into his side. “Everett, get control—”

      “Was he the only one who touched you?” Everett asked, suddenly terrifyingly calm—and somehow that was scarier than when he was wild-eyed and seething.

      A finger of dread drew a line from the nape of my neck all the way down to my stomach. “Yes.” I squeaked—though it wasn’t entirely true, he was the only who who’d tried to…my thighs squeezed, and my stomach turned.

      A flash of malice raced across his gaze before he released the shifter’s throat in favor of his hands. Everett snared both of his hands as they were reaching up to soothe his likely bruised and burning throat. There was a sickening crunch and the sound of a broken, airless scream as Everett crushed the shifter’s hands in his as though they were made of glass.

      The popping, grinding, snapping sound made my stomach sour. I had barely any time to prepare before I could taste the bile in the back of my throat and bent low to wretch in the bushes at my feet.

      Hands came to hold back my hair, and warm, soft fingers caressed my shoulders.

      Still choking and sputtering as my stomach tried to expel every ounce of its contents onto the ground, I registered that this wasn’t Alex or Jasper, and it certainly wasn’t Everett. Breathless and still gagging, I angled my head to find Ellis. It was hard to see him in the dark—with his inky black skin and dark suit-jacket. But I knew those eyes. Those bright brown and gold orbs that told me everything was going to be alright without the need for words.

      Come, he mouthed, and I nodded, too spent to wonder at when he got here and how none of us heard him coming.

      “Everett, that’s enough.” The voice belonged to Jasper.

      “Git!” I heard Alex shout and vaguely saw him kicking in the direction of the shifters still lingering. “Go on before I skin ye!”

      Everett had released the lead shifter, and a couple of his wolfy pals moved in to help him along, changing back to very naked human forms. I averted my gaze, but not before I saw the shifter called William turn to give me one last look—malicious enough to steal the breath from my lungs and make my mouth go dry.

      Damn.

      Jasper left Everett to stand, still visibly trying to get control of himself, stoic as a marble statue, averting his gaze from all of us—and came to help me into his long jacket. Ellis took me by one arm, and Jasper pulled my other around his shoulders, stooping low so I wouldn’t be uncomfortable. His metal mask glinted in the light as he turned and pressed his forehead to mine and sighed.

      “I’m—” I began, my chest expanding with an oncoming sob. I wanted—no, needed to apologize for everything that just happened, but Jasper stopped me with a look and raised his hand to push the wet and muddy hair from my face.

      “Hush now, Rebecca,” he said. “Let’s get you home.”
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      I felt numb, empty, as I was escorted back to the house. Jasper kept one comforting arm around my shoulders as if he was afraid I would fall over. Ellis walked at my back, my silent sentinel. From this angle, I couldn’t see Alex and Everett, but I knew they were a few paces behind us.

      The events of the day caused an icy finger to trail down my spine, stealing all the warmth from my body. Pain radiated everywhere, both mental and physical.

      How could this happen?

      I was normal…or, at least I believed I was. Now, I lived in a world where time travel and monsters existed. Where I couldn’t leave the safety of the house at night because women were viewed as lesser beings.

      That pain continued to reverberate through me. Suffocating me. Killing me. I felt like I was drowning, the weight of the world pressing on my chest.

      Only when we were safely inside the darkened house did I allow myself to break down. I stumbled, Jasper’s hands just barely keeping me upright, and felt tears cascade down my cheeks. I kept visualizing William’s face as he sneered down at me. Mocked me. The phantom touch of his hand on my thighs and neck. The boner pressing against my leg.

      Tears burned me, branded my skin, and I glanced helplessly up at Jasper.

      “Please, help me. Make it go away. Make it stop.”

      “Make what stop?” he asked helplessly, his hands smoothing down my hair. “Are you in pain?”

      “How is she? Is she hurt? Is she in pain?” Everett demanded, storming into the room. His face was sewn from granite, a muscle in his jaw twitching. A firm scowl was etched in place. When his eyes met mine, when his gaze devoured my tear-stained face, his demeanor changed. His shoulders drooped, and his hands slowly unfisted. “Rebecca…how…are you…?” He sighed, forking his fingers through his hair, before adding, “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look like I’m fucking okay?” I asked, voice rising. “What the fuck do you think, Everett? I’m not okay! How can I be? What that asshole tried to do to me…” My voice broke, and my body finally collapsed. All of the stress from the last few days, all of the pain and hurt, all of the worry—it all became too much. I fell to the floor like old, yellowing paper curling on the stacks of a musty bookshelf.

      I felt a hand press to my back, stroking gently, and I didn’t even have to look up to know that the comforting hand belonged to Ellis.

      “I’ll…um…draw her a bath,” Alex murmured, and I heard the shuffle of his footsteps as he raced away.

      I sobbed into the wooden floorboards, the pain in my chest cresting. Expanding in a slowly closing vise.

      “Just breathe, Beck. Just breathe,” Jasper said. His words surprisingly worked. I focused on his voice, focused on his own breaths, and worked to match my erratic breathing to his. All I wanted was to sleep for years and forget this entire night ever happened.

      At the same time, I didn’t want to forget. Not everything. Not the way Alex had come to my rescue like a knight in shining armor. Not the way Jasper and Everett had arrived, putting their lives on the line to save mine. Not the way Ellis calmed me, soothed me, applied balm to my tattered soul.

      I couldn’t understand my own conflicting feelings, nor did I want to. Not yet. I would dissect them at a later date, when my emotions weren’t running haywire, rampant, in my head.

      “Come on,” Jasper said soothingly. “Let’s get you upstairs and in a bath.”

      When I didn’t move—physically unable to lift my weary body—Jasper hefted me up in his strong arms.

      “Where are you taking her?” Everett snapped. Jasper jerked to a stop suddenly, and I glanced up just in time to see Everett remove his hand from Jasper’s shoulder. Everett was still running on fumes from the fight, his emotions and actions not entirely his own. There was something dark lurking just beneath the surface, something predatory and dangerous.

      And yet, I never felt any fear when I was with him. If anything, his growling presence brought me much needed comfort.

      “She’s freezing, Ev,” Jasper said calmly. Unlike Everett, he was able to control his emotions. The anger I knew he no doubt felt at having been man-handled was buried under lock and key. “She has blood and dirt on her.”

      Everett gritted his teeth. “Then I’ll take her.”

      “Everett,” Jasper said warningly. Finally, finally, I saw a break in his apathetic exterior. A crack. His eyes flared dangerously as he stared Everett down.

      “It’s not appropriate,” Everett tried one last time.

      Whatever Jasper wanted to retort was interrupted by Ellis rapidly signing something. Both Jasper and Everett frowned, the latter stepping away with his head lowered.

      “You’re right,” Everett said at last. “This isn’t fair to Beck.” Taking a deep breath, he met my probing gaze. “Are you okay with this?”

      Was I? I couldn’t really comprehend what “this” was. Despite all that, I felt safe in Jasper’s arms. The rest of the world could fall to shambles around me, and I knew he’d protect me. Shelter me from the onslaught of debris.

      I trusted Jasper irrevocably. Implicitly. It may have been too soon, it may have been idiotic, but after years of being wary of everyone and everything, I knew Jasper was one of the good ones. It could’ve been his timeless hospitality, the kindness emanating from his eyes, the security I felt in his embrace. It might’ve even been the fact he saved me more than once—jumping into the Thames to save a stranger and then into a melee to rescue me from shifters.

      But through it all, he was there.

      I met Everett’s dark, piercing gaze and nodded once, hoping to convey everything I felt without words. I didn’t know if it worked or not, but Everett conceded with a bob of his head. Ellis, behind him, smiled at me encouragingly.

      With my consent, Jasper hurried up the steep staircase, depositing me for a brief moment on the bathroom counter. During my breakdown and the confrontation between Jasper and Everett, Alex must’ve heated the water—the tub was filled when we entered. I vaguely recalled him mentioning something about that.

      Jasper procured an unlabeled bottle of orange liquid and handed it to me. I opened it, inhaling deeply.

      “It’s soap, but it also works to soothe your body and put you to sleep,” Jasper admitted, scrubbing a hand through his black hair. His metal mask glinted in the flickering candlelight. “I’ll be in the room right next to you.”

      “Jasper?” I asked, twisting. “Could you help me with my dress?” It was ripped in some places, my undergarments visible through the many tears. It was a strange combination of beautiful dress and hideous slip.

      His cheeks burned brightly, but he obediently stepped forward, hand brushing the skin on my neck. With tantalizing slowness, he began to unlace my ripped dress, his fingers brushing against my skin with each new swath exposed. Goosebumps pebbled where he touched, white hot fire liquefying my veins.

      It was times like this when I remembered Jasper wasn’t just kind, but unbelievably handsome. Even with his mask, he was sin personified. I truly believed that the mystery of the mask, of his face, only heightened his beauty.

      The events of the day assaulted me once more, and I wanted to forget. I needed to forget. Spinning on my heel, one hand holding up my dress, I took a step closer to Jasper.

      His breath hitched, but he didn’t move away from me. He didn’t run.

      “You came for me,” I whispered, my free hand inching upwards to trace the edge of his silver mask. He didn’t reply to my comment, but his eyelashes fluttered closed. His chest heaved with ragged breaths, and I could feel each of his heartbeats like they were my own.

      With bated breath, I released my dress and allowed it to pool on the ground around me. It was coated in blood and grit, dirt and grass stains.

      He inhaled sharply as I stood before him, as naked as the day I was born. His eyes traveled to my breasts, nipples beaded from the cold, and then to my freshly shaved pussy. I wondered if he had ever seen one like mine before.

      As if he’d only now realized he was gaping, he spun away, neck burning.

      “I am so sorry. I’ll just be…I’ll be going.”

      “Wait, Jasper!” I put my hand on his bicep. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I just…” I took a deep breath, attempting to articulate the thoughts battling for first place in my mind. “I just don’t want to be alone right now. Help me forget. Please. Help me forget.”

      I pulled him back to me, and this time, his eyes stayed pointedly on my face. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      “Of course, madam. Whatever you need.”

      “Don’t do that,” I said, releasing him to step into the tub. “Don’t be formal. Not with me. Never with me.”

      The water wasn’t blistering hot, but it soothed me, soothed my muscles, until I was limp and pliable. I released a heavy sigh and rested my head against the slightly rusted edge of the tub. The bottle Jasper had provided sat on the ground beside me, and I poured a reasonable amount into the water and then onto my hands. I lathered my body with the strange liquid until my skin was red and the blood had pinkened the water.

      Jasper made a strange sound, and it was only then I was reminded he was still in the bathroom with me. His hand was clenched so tightly I could see each individual vein beneath the translucent skin. His back was to me, but I could see his one visible eye flickering towards me every few seconds, almost as if he was a man possessed.

      When he caught me staring, the good side of his face burned hotly, and he fixed his attention on the peeling paint on the wall.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked after clearing his throat a dozen more times.

      “I don’t want to talk about me,” I said, reverting to my usual MO. Deflect. Deceive. Deny. If I could make others believe that nothing was wrong with me, maybe I could make myself believe that as well.

      “Then we won’t talk about you,” Jasper cajoled. He shifted uncomfortably, body twisting slightly to allow me to see the prominent bulge in his pants, before sitting cross-legged beside the tub, his back still towards me. His biceps undulated, rippled, as he moved. He wasn’t as muscular as Everett or even Alex, but Jasper was well defined.

      “Can we talk about you instead?” I asked tentatively, bracing myself for his rejection. I felt like such a hypocrite—keeping so much bottled up, so much hidden, but demanding them to spill all their secrets.

      As expected, Jasper tensed, back muscles flexing, before whispering, “What do you want to know?”

      There was something in particular I wanted to know, but I wasn’t about to blurt it out. Instead, I smiled softly, sinking further into the comforting embrace of the water.

      “What’s your favorite color?” I settled on at last.

      He jerked, whipping his head around to face me.

      “What?” he asked incredulously.

      I smiled, leaning forward so my arms were draped over the tub rim. His eyes lowered slightly, to my breast hidden by the tub, before quickly snapping back to my face.

      “Your favorite color,” I pressed.

      “Blue,” he settled on at last. His eyes remained locked on mine, but the decadent way they had previously roamed my bare body warmed me from the inside out. He was attracted to me as much, if not more so, than I was to him.

      “Why blue?” I languidly used my hand to cup the water, watching it filter between my fingers.

      “Because it’s the color of your eyes,” he blurted, and his cheeks turned crimson once more. I froze, my hand still raised but now devoid of water, and peeked at him through my fringe of lashes. His head was lowered, hands tapping a staccato against his legs.

      Unwilling to make him even more uncomfortable than he already was, I said, “Now you can ask me a question.”

      “Who are you running from?” There was no hesitation. No pause. Jasper knew exactly what he wanted—no, needed—to ask. I wondered if that question had been rattling around in his brain from the very first day, when he pulled my shivering body out of the Thames. I didn’t fault him for jumping to that conclusion. If I were to see a girl dressed in strange clothes drowning in the river, I would believe something untoward had happened as well. And if she had given me a bullshit story like I had given them? Well…I wouldn’t be a happy camper.

      He had been honest with me, at least so far. The least I could do was return the favor.

      “I wasn’t running from anyone,” I admitted, focusing on my hand in the water. My fingers were beginning to prune, and the water had lost its warmth. “I am…lost.”

      Honest.

      “Who are you looking for?” he questioned quietly.

      Before, I would say my aunt or even Amy. Now, that answer remained ambiguous. I didn’t know who I was looking for. Not at all. Since meeting these four intriguing men, nothing has made sense, least of all my own tumultuous emotions. I knew I had to find a way back to my time—I knew it—but the thought of leaving them hurt more than I cared to admit.

      I knew I was attracted to all of them physically, but emotionally, I felt an attachment as well.

      Everett’s strength.

      Jasper’s calm and unwavering loyalty.

      Ellis’s kindness.

      Alex’s boisterous personality.

      I craved them all, needed them all. I knew it wasn’t love or anything like that, but I also knew it could grow to be more. The seed had been planted, and I needed to decide if I was going to nourish it with sunlight and water and watch it flourish, or if I was going to leave it to die.

      Instead of saying all that to Jasper, who would no doubt think I was insane, I settled for whispering, “I don’t know. I have no idea who I’m looking for. Not anymore.”

      We were both silent for another long moment, the silence broken apart by the intermittent slosh of water against the tub.

      Finally, Jasper broke it, turning his face slightly to meet my eyes. “I know you want to know what happened to my face. Why I wear a mask.”

      I wanted to rebuke his claim, deny it, but…but he was right. I did want to know. The question burned a hole in my stomach.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I assured him quickly. My curiosity could wait until he felt more comfortable with me.

      Before I had even finished speaking, Jasper was already shaking his head.

      “I already saw you naked. Might as well confess the rest of my story.” His lips twitched, but I felt the smile was more sardonic than genuine. He took a deep breath, and slowly, with the same care he had removed my dress, grabbed the bottom of his mask. With one flick of his wrist, his mask was discarded. “I want to tell you everything about me,” he admitted. “Just…just don’t run, okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASPER

      

      

      

      The image of her naked body was burned into my retinas. I knew it would be impossible to purge that visual from my mind, erase it from existence.

      Not that I wanted to.

      I would never admit it to anyone, but I planned to hold on to that image for the rest of my life.

      Her silky, porcelain skin. Tapered waist leading down to surprisingly thick hips. Child-bearing hips, my mother would say. Luscious breasts, plump and easily a handful, with pink nipples begging for attention. A noticeable absence of hair leading down to her slicked…

      My cock hardened, even knowing what I was going to show her.

      I knew she would run—they always ran—but maybe, just maybe, she would listen.

      My heart racing, pounding, breaking, I reached for the bottom edge of my mask. The silver was cold beneath my fingers. Biting. I didn’t know if my wince had to do with the feel of the mask or Beck’s inevitable reaction.

      I discarded it quickly, watching it clatter to the ground.

      “I want to tell you everything about me,” I admitted in a rare moment of vulnerability. I wasn’t supposed to be like this. Not me. I was the responsible one, the leader, the rule follower.

      But everything flew out the window when she turned those soulful eyes onto me. I forgot how to breathe. Every carefully crafted rule I imposed on myself vanished into thin air. She lit up a darkness in my heart I hadn’t even realized existed.

      Holding my breath, I turned to meet her gaze.

      I knew what she would see. It was the same thing I saw thousands of times in the mirror during those brief seconds before my mask covered it.

      The skin was both pink and white, smooth in some areas and jagged in others. Blotchy patches of bright red were woven throughout the tapestry that was my face. My eyelid had been burned off, and my nose was disfigured. Sunken, almost. One half of my lips were curled down in a never-ending frown. The burns covered the expanse of my forehead and down one side of my face. From there, they disappeared into my shirt collar. The body beneath the clothes was just as blemished.

      Monster.

      Beast.

      Hideous.

      Ugly.

      Those words had been hurled at me more times than I cared to admit. Friends, families, lovers. It didn’t matter. The second they saw my face, my body, they screamed and ran.

      I should’ve been grateful that I could still talk—unlike Ellis—and that both eyes still worked. That I still had portions of my face unblemished.

      But that gratefulness was buried beneath a tidal wave of anger and hurt. Unlike some who could hide their pasts behind coy smiles and charming words, I was forced to relive mine every day.

      And now, Beck was too.

      Her lips parted, a breath of air escaping. I prepared myself for the disgust, the pity, the anger for keeping it a secret. Instead, a soft smile graced her beautiful features and warmth emitted from her eyes. She reached a hand out as if to touch me, but immediately pulled it back, shoving it beneath the pink water.

      Of course, she wouldn’t want to touch me. I barely wanted to touch myself.

      “What happened?” she whispered.

      Unable to continue meeting her probing gaze, I turned to face the wall. It was peeling with age and use, the color resembling cracked eggshells. It was a mundane, stupid thing to notice, but it was all I could focus on. All I dared to focus on. My hands fiddled with the hem of my shirt.

      “Um…it was during a witch hunt in my hometown, a hundred or so kilometers north.” I was anxious to relive this story, but I surprisingly wasn’t upset about her hearing it. I wanted her to know my origins, the good and the bad. I wanted her to see how this world had shaped me, molded me, made me into the man she sat with today.

      But each word was pulled from my throat. The stench of smoke and burnt flesh permeated the air.

      “I was accused of witchcraft,” I admitted at last. They had arrested over two dozen women and men, all accused, and yet only one had been an actual witch. The irony. “I was fourteen.” Dragging a hand through my hair, I debated how much detail I should give her. “They dragged me and my family from our house. Some of the accused were drowned. It was believed that if you were a witch, you had hollow bones and were able to float. Thus, if you floated, it proved you were a witch.”

      “And if you drowned?” Beck asked softly. She knew, as well as I did, that every one of those men and women drowned.

      “Then you were an unwarranted casualty.” My hands clenched as I thought about all the senseless deaths. The funerals. The mourning. Families had lost mothers, fathers, husbands, and wives. Sisters and brothers. Daughters and sons. If you didn’t have money to defend yourself, if you weren’t a part of the wealthy elites, you were accused and prosecuted.

      There was no escaping your fate.

      “And you?” she inquired; voice meek.

      “We were burned at the stake,” I answered sharply.

      The screams a cacophony in the night air.

      My mother and father begging to spare me and my sister, Ali. And my sister…

      I couldn’t breathe past the tightening in my lungs.

      “Hey.” Beck placed a tiny hand on my shoulder. “Hey, you don’t have to keep talking if you don’t want to.”

      A hiccupping sob escaped me, and before I could rethink it, I pressed my head to her chest and cried. Her hand came up to stroke my hair as she whispered soothing condolences and promises. She comforted me as I fell apart in the bathroom, my tears seeping into her bare skin.

      She comforted me. Even after the night she had. The attack. The knowledge that humans weren’t alone in this world. This brave, generous soul had chosen to hold me in her arms and coddle me like a baby despite all of that.

      I want to court her.

      That realization settled heavily on my shoulders, but the weight was more comforting than damning.

      I wanted to court her, woo her, and then marry her.

      I could see myself loving a girl like her.

      For the longest time, I didn’t believe I would ever marry, and if I did marry, it wouldn’t be for love. It would either be a marriage of convenience or status.

      But Rebecca…

      She made my heart do things it had never done before. It was no longer the dead organ in my chest. It was alive and vibrant because she was alive and vibrant.

      If we were to wed, she wouldn’t have to go back to wherever she came from. She could stay with us, my family.

      The more I thought about it, the more it solidified in my mind. I could picture it now, my future with her.

      And I wanted it.

      I wanted it more than I ever wanted anything before. Someone who saw my flaws, saw beyond my mask, and still cared for me. Beck could be that person.

      I could see it now. Her glorious smile lighting up every room she entered. Her laugh like music. No pain, no hurt, no judgment. Just us.

      What will the others think?

      I hadn’t been completely oblivious to my brothers’ feelings towards the stunning girl. I wasn’t even certain they had realized it yet. Everett saw her as something needing protection, Ellis believed her to be another one of his clocks in need of fixing, and Alex wanted someone to play with.

      But beneath those superficial reasons, I knew they saw what I did. Someone to keep Everett’s beast at bay. Someone to keep him grounded.

      Someone who understood Ellis and befriended him despite his flaws. Someone who wanted to care for him and be cared for in return.

      Someone who would get Alex’s head on straight. Someone who would laugh at his stupid jokes and make him laugh as well.

      Beck could be that person for all of them.

      Was I really willing to steal her away, covet her as my own, when I knew my brothers harbored feelings for her?

      I didn’t know the answer to that question, and I didn’t want to focus on it. Not yet. Right now, I had to focus on taking care of Beck, especially after everything she’d been through and was told.

      It suddenly occurred to me that my head was pressed against her bare breasts. I jumped, wrenching myself away from her in horror.

      Her eyes were glassy with unshed tears, my pain her own. If she was offended by my behavior, she didn’t show it.

      “Let me see if I can find you a clean nightgown,” I said, jumping to my feet hastily.

      But I could still feel the press of her skin against mine. I didn't think any amount of running would help with that.

      “You can grab me one of your shirts and pants if you want to,” the strange girl offered, flashing me a timid smile. “It’s more comfortable to sleep in.”

      “Of course,” I said briskly. At this point, I would agree to just about anything in order to escape her perfect body and the emotions she evoked within me.

      I didn’t even bother questioning her weird choice in clothing attire. Everything about Rebecca was strange, I realized. I wondered if it was her American heritage.

      I hurried to my bedroom and grabbed a white dress shirt out of my dresser. It was a little long on me, reaching to the middle of my thighs, so I knew it would be a dress for her. I stepped inside the bathroom just in time to see Beck emerging.

      My tongue turned to cotton in my mouth, and my hands went clammy.

      Her wet body was glorious. Pure and utter perfection. I didn’t think she even realized how perfect she actually was.

      Perfect for me, that was.

      I watched her scrub at her arms and legs with one of our towels. Everett’s, I realized distantly. As she bent down, giving me an unrestricted view of her feminine parts, I cleared my throat to alert her to my presence.

      She jumped, startled, and spun around clutching the towel to her chest. A delicate blush spouted on her neck and cheeks, somehow demoting her from intimidating to approachable.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, flustered. “I didn’t realize you had come back.”

      Her embarrassment amused me. This was the same girl who blatantly dropped her towel, revealing herself to me. Who insisted I should stay. Me, an unwed man who was obviously attracted to her.

      How many layers did Beck have? I felt I had only started peeling back the top one. I could study her for hours and never tire. Everything about Beck amazed me, enticed me. She was my favorite book in the library just waiting to be read again and again. A book so cherished and loved it never collected dust, each page flipped reverently.

      “Here. This might be a little big…”

      “It’s perfect,” she said, turning her back to me to change. She slipped the shirt on and buttoned it up, head dipped. The white shirt stopped near her knees, the sleeves having to be rolled up numerous times so she wasn’t drowning in it.

      Something about seeing her in my clothes sent male satisfaction and smugness roaring through me. I felt like an animal marking her with my scent.

      “I couldn’t find pants that would be comfortable,” I said, stopping myself from tagging on “miss” or “madam” at the end. We were past those simple pleasantries. I had bared myself to her, shared my story, and she had started to do the same with me. Somewhere along the way, we had gone from mere acquaintances to something else, something more. Friends? It felt like more than that, but I didn’t dare voice what I felt out loud.

      “This works,” she assured me, sliding a hand through her wet, tangled hair.

      “Here, let me.” I gestured for her to spin around, and she did so without hesitation. The trust she gifted me made my heart pump erratically.

      It was trust I would have to earn.

      Grabbing a hairbrush off the counter, I worked on untangling her thick hair. It was a surprisingly difficult task—the brush snagging on a snarl more than once—but soon, her hair was as smooth as silk.

      I replaced the brush with my fingers, starting at her scalp and pulling them through the tresses. A low moan escaped her parted lips.

      Feeling empowered, I did it once more, scraping my fingernails against her scalp in the process.

      “Does that feel good?” I whispered hoarsely. The sounds she was making filled me with a carnal, almost primal, hunger. I wanted to hear those moans and groans for the rest of my life.

      “Very,” she replied.

      Dropping my hands to her shoulders, I gave them a squeeze.

      “Come. We should go talk to the others. They’re worried about you.” I spun her around to face me.

      Her teeth were anxiously nibbling on her lower lip, and her eyes flickered from my chest to my shoes and then to the wall. She wouldn’t quite meet my eyes.

      “What are we doing?” she asked softly.

      “What do you mean?” I trailed a hand down her arm until I was able to interlock my fingers with hers. My heart skipped a beat when she didn’t immediately pull away, didn’t immediately run.

      “I mean, you and me. Me and Ellis. Me and Alex. Me and Everett. What are we doing?”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that. Instead I settled for my own truth.

      “Me and you? I don’t know what we’re doing, and I don’t care.” The confession felt strange leaving my mouth. They felt like the words of someone else, anyone else. Someone more confident than me.

      She smiled at me softly, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Her hand squeezed mine.

      It was only as we stepped onto the staircase, following the raised voices of my brothers in the kitchen, that I realized I had yet to put my mask back on.
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      They were waiting for us in the parlor. All of them standing sort of awkwardly around the room. Alex with his head bent. Ellis with his hands tucked deep into his pockets. Everett was still clenching his fists—the skin over his knuckles stretched tight and blanched.

      Their gazes landed first on me, but then traveled to Jasper with looks alternating between astonishment and inquisitiveness. I wondered how often he removed his mask. Surely, they’d all seen what lay beneath. I supposed they were wondering why he deigned to show me. I was still wondering that, too. Some random girl he found in the Thames that’s caused nothing but trouble since she arrived.

      Why give someone like that the honor of knowing your face? Of learning your deepest secrets? I didn’t think I was worth all that.

      “Hi,” I said in a small voice when none of them ventured to say anything first.

      “Are ye alright, lass?” Alex asked, coming forward to take my arm from Jasper’s and lead me to the settee in front of a roaring fire.

      Jasper turned away, saying something under his breath that sounded like I’ll make some tea, but he started back up the stairs instead, and I wondered if he was going to put his mask back on. I wished he wouldn’t. He shouldn’t have to hide in his own home.

      “Lass?” Alex prodded again as I sat down mechanically, kneading my hands in my lap.

      “Hmmm?” I said, still a bit dazed. What had he asked? If I was alright?

      Was I?

      I was still shaken, that much was for sure. I had my hands clasped together to smother the tremble there so that they wouldn’t notice it. And the adrenaline crash pumping fog into my brain and lead into my bones only served to remind me what almost happened out there in the woods.

      Almost, I reminded myself.

      It didn’t happen.

      I got away.

      The guys saved me.

      “I think so,” I finally answered him, looking up into his blue-green eyes—admiring the flecks of gold brought out by the light of the fire I found around his pupils. So beautiful. Exotic.

      No one should be allowed to have eyes like that. They were a lure—drawing me in. But I was afraid that if I let him, I’d find myself caught. Pulled down into the deep ocean of him, hook, line, and sinker. I’d drown.

      And I’d enjoy it.

      My mouth was suddenly dry, and when Jasper appeared a second later with a teacup and saucer, I took it gratefully, happy for the chance to look away from Alex.

      What were these guys doing to me?

      The tea was so hot it scalded my tongue and roof of my mouth, but I didn’t care. I needed to get rid of the horrid dry feeling. And the sweetness of the tea seemed to be helping with the trembling still persisting in my fingers.

      Everett and Ellis came to stand around the settee; Ellis pulled up a chair to the edge of it and sat down. He reached a hand over and set it over top of my hand in my lap—squeezing gently before he let go with a sad smile. The tiny gesture and his expression told me all that he couldn’t. He was sorry about what happened and so very glad that I’m alright.

      Even Everett was looking at me with an expression so unusual for him. For once he didn’t seem angry—or at least, not angry at me. He seemed…pained. And I couldn’t figure out why.

      I didn’t understand. I set down my tea on the small ottoman next to where Alex knelt on the rattan carpet at my feet.

      “A—aren’t you angry with me?” I directed the question at all of them and none of them. Not wanting to hear their replies but needing to understand.

      If it had been anyone else I knew—Amy or Aunt Deb or my father that I’d run away from after they’d warned me against it, they’d be furious. Wouldn’t they?

      They’d tell me I was an idiot and that I’d almost gotten myself and them killed. Rightfully so.

      These guys had told me again and again and again that the streets at night were no place for a lady, and I’d completely—idiotically—ignored their warnings. Because of me they were put in danger.

      My chin wobbled. I hated that it did that every time I was about to cry. Made it hard to hide the fact.

      “Angry?” Jasper asked, a confused expression crossing the side of his face not covered by his mask. I couldn’t help the pang of additional sadness at finding he’d put it back on. I reached up a hand and caressed the side of his face made of the tarnished silver plate.

      I wouldn’t say anything in front of the others, but I hoped he understood what I meant. You don’t need to hide.

      His jaw clenched, and he looked away.

      I swallowed hard and came back to the topic at hand. “You all told me it wasn’t safe,” I explained. “You said I shouldn’t go outside alone—especially not at night. And I…well, I didn’t listen. And all this happened because I’m a total idi—”

      “No,” Everett all but growled. “This is not your fault.”

      Somehow, hearing him say it out of all the guys made me waver in my resolve. Surely, if any of them could see the fault in my actions it would be Everett. He was the one whose wrath I was most worried about.

      “But—”

      “No,” Everett said again, and I saw the bulge of his biceps harden beneath the taut sleeves of his simple white tunic. “You’ll not blame yourself for their disgusting actions. I won’t have it.” He slammed a fist against the carved edge of the mantle above the fireplace, looking away from me and into the fire. The orange glow played with the shadows on his face, lending sharpness to the already pronounced angles and smooth planes. “You shouldn’t have gone out there,” he acquiesced in a breath. “But I don’t blame you.”

      That pained look he had returned once more, and I itched to console him. But I didn’t think he would like that.

      “None of us do,” Jasper echoed.

      My cheeks inflamed at the silence that followed. I didn’t know what to say other than, “Thank you. For saving my life…” I glanced at Jasper from the corner of my eye. “Again,” I added, just for him.

      Ellis signed something to the others, and I caught the sign for sleep, and I thought maybe something about medicine?

      “No,” I said hastily before Alex or Jasper could respond to him. “I mean—no. I don’t want to sleep. Not yet.”

      The truth was, I was afraid to close my eyes. For days I’d been hopeful each night that when I closed my eyes at night, I’d wake up in the morning to find that this was all a vivid dream. And I would find myself in my bed in that hideous purple room at Aunt Deb’s. I’d smell her herbal tea wafting down the hall and pad my way to the kitchen to find she’d already made breakfast.

      But now…fuck.

      I was afraid of the opposite. Not only did I not want to see the shifter’s maniacal grin in the dark, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to wake up in my own time anymore.

      There was so much about them I didn’t know yet. And now, looking into all of their eyes, I found I wanted to know. I yearned to know all of it. What was the haunted shadow behind Alex’s devious grin? Why was Everett the way he was? What was it he worked so hard to keep locked up inside? I knew there was something…

      And Ellis…maybe if I stayed long enough, he could teach me enough sign that we could talk—really talk. I’d like that.

      And tonight, I knew I’d only just scratched the surface of the man that is Jasper.

      Hell, I didn’t even know their last names.

      I couldn’t leave yet. If I was being honest with myself—I didn’t want to.

      Alex rose from the floor and I saw the red stains across his abdomen. I gasped. I’d forgotten he was wounded. Suddenly, all thoughts of sleep and of my own time flitted from my mind—the real estate taken up instead with worry.

      Damn—there was so much blood on him.

      “Alex,” I said, my voice wavering. “We need to get you to a doctor.”

      Christ, did they even have hospitals in this time period? I knew for sure they didn’t have telephones yet. How would we even find one this late at night? And how the hell was he still standing after losing that much blood?

      I tried to stand, but Jasper held me in place. “It’s alright—”

      “No—he’s hurt. He needs—”

      “Quit yer fussin’, Rebecca,” Alex said with jest. How could he be joking at a time like this? He was seriously hurt. He—

      Alex lifted the hem of his dirt and blood-stained tattered shirt to reveal smooth, unblemished skin beneath. There was dried blood on him—lots of it—but no gaping, festering wound as I thought there would be.

      Only rock-hard muscle. The firelight played on the mounds of his abs, deepening the shadows there. I reached out almost unconsciously, placing my hand over where I thought he’d been ravaged by the wolf. He convulsed at my touch, his breath hitching, but I didn’t pull away. I was in awe of him. In awe that he wasn’t hurt at all. How…?

      I looked up to his shoulder, where I was certain I’d seen him take a hit also. I dropped my hand and he released the hem of his shirt again, pulling down the torn sleeve of his shirt to reveal that there wasn’t any wound there, either.

      My own wounds were barely visible beneath the rolled sleeves of Jasper’s shirt, but I could still feel them there, itching and stinging when I moved too much. The claw marks William left in my arms were deep enough to scar. I’d always have to see them and remember now.

      When I glanced back up, Ellis was signing something, and he, Alex, and Jasper were all sharing a look.

      “It’s time she knew the truth, Ev,” Jasper spoke, and my gut twisted at his words.

      There was more?

      Fuck—I didn’t think I could take any more of their truths.

      Everett turned his attention from the fire back to me, his pain-filled gaze boring into me. He seemed to decide something right then and there. I could see how he relented in the way his shoulders drooped and a muscle in his temple relaxed. “Fine,” he said between gritted teeth. “But don’t come crying to me when it blows up in all our faces.”

      With that he strode from the room, a dark storm cloud clinging to him. Each thud of his stomping footsteps across the floor like thunder shaking the floorboards.
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      “He’ll come ‘round. You’ll see,” I told her, squattin’ back down to put myself at her eye level once more. I drew her hands into my own and felt the roughness of my calloused skin scrape against her knuckles. I shivered. “We havena been honest wi’ you, Rebecca. But I ken you already suspected as much, aye?”

      Her eyes widened—just a little—but she swallowed hard and nodded. A knot formed in my gut.

      I looked to Jasper, and then to Ellis. The pair o’ them gave me terse nods. Permission to speak freely.

      The doorway Everett stomped through a moment before was empty, but I could still hear his heavy steps as he crested the top ‘o the stairs. I prayed he wasna right. Rebecca wouldna do a thing to harm us—I didna know why, but I could feel it in my bones. Everett was wrong. And he would see that soon enough.

      Rebecca was concentratin’ hard on me. I could see by the set of her sharp jaw and the hardness o’ her gaze that she was bracin’ herself against what was to come. I didna want to put more stress on the lass than she had already, but she would find out soon enough if she stayed. There was only so much we could hide. Better she hear it from us direct than find out by some other method and be afraid.

      The very thought of her fearin’ any o’ us made my blood go cold. I didna want that. And I knew none of the other lads did, neither. Not even Everett.

      “We aren’t like you, lass,” I began, tryin’ to sort out the best way to explain. Jasper shuffled on the settee beside her so he could join me in explainin’.

      Ellis only bowed his head—waitin’ and listenin’.

      “We told you there were other creatures that exist in this world…” Jasper trailed off, like me, unable to come right out and say it.

      We were cowards, the lot of us.

      Too afraid of what she would think—how she would react.

      Would she run?

      Scream?

      Would she leave and never return?

      “The…the shifters—Endurans,” she clarified for herself. “And the, um…Vocili?”

      “Vocari,” Jasper corrected.

      “Right. That.”

      Her hands cooled in mine, and she grew very still. I swallowed past the lump ‘o cotton in my throat and pushed on. But before I could open my mouth to speak, she beat me to it.

      “You aren’t like them, are you? Are you wolf underneath? A—a vampire?”

      By the horror in her eyes and the way she pulled her hands back to rest intertwined in her own lap, I hated to think what she would do if the answer to that question was yes.

      Thank heavens it wasna.

      “No,” I told her in earnest. “Well, yes and no,” I amended. “We arena shifter kind. And we arena Vocari. On our homeland we were known as Alchemists.”

      Her brows furrowed. “So, you’re like—scientists?”

      I couldna help the small chuckle that left my lips at her assessment.

      “Not exactly,” Jasper added in.

      Ellis signed the motion for witch, but Beck didna seem to understand it, or if she did, she doubted what she saw.

      “Mortal kind know us as witches,” I said finally when the silence began to weigh too heavily to bear and Jasper made no sign of bein’ the one to tell her.

      Her face soured as though she’d sucked a lemon, and she tilted her head at me. “Witches?” she asked with a little sneer that told me she greatly doubted that. But then the pucker in her lips smoothed out and she let loose a little gaspin’ sound before she turned to look at Jasper.

      He nodded to her.

      So, he’d told her then. Jasper told her what happened to his face and much of his body.

      I hated that he had to live as he did. In hidin’ from those who sought to persecute him. Condemned to look at what they did to him every time he beheld his own reflection. He was the only one to escape the fire that day. Ironic, since of the eight so-called witches trussed up over the pyre—he was the only one guilty of the deed for which they were all to be punished.

      The best thing to do now would be to show Rebecca. To solidify what we were sayin’. I nodded to Ellis, and undertsandin’, he went across the room and closed the shutters firmly o’er the windows.

      Rebecca jumped at the sound of the latches clickin’ into place.

      “You’re safer here with us,” Jasper said, and she relaxed a little, but the color had left her face, and I was afraid that she might faint.

      “Perhaps we should continue this discussion in the mornin’,” I attempted, my skin bristlin’. I wouldna force her to hear somethin’ she wasna ready to.

      “No,” she replied quickly—her tiny hand snakin’ out to latch onto my forearm—to stop me from risin’. “I—” she began and swallowed, wettin’ her lips in a way that made my groin clench. “I want to know,” she said.

      “I trust you,” she added after a moment. “I trust all of you. Please…go on.”

      “Very well.” I lifted my hand, about to show her when I thought better of it. Instead, I turned to Ellis. His lips were pressed in a firm line, and his hands were clasped between his knees. He likely hated that he couldna speak plainly to her. He’d have been the best one to explain everythin’ if he were able. But this part he could do. Besides, his power was stronger than mine or Jasper’s.

      “Ellis,” I said wi’ a pointed look at Rebecca’s wounds. “You’ll do a better job than I.”

      He seemed to consider this and then rose to clamp a hand down on my shoulder in thanks. It was Ellis who’d healed me earlier, and thanks to him I wouldna have so much as a scar. My own power wasna trustworthy an hadna been in a long while. I was just as likely to harm her as I was to help her.

      Her worried face made me want to gather her into my arms, but I couldna. I may not let her go if I did. Instead, when I rose to move out of the way for Ellis I bent down and laid a swift kiss on the top o’ her head. I wasna sure why I did it. I couldna even remember decidin’ to. But she didna scold me or move away, and I couldna help the smile strainin’ my lips as I took my place behind Jasper, and Ellis took my place on the carpet before her.

      Ellis signed for her not to be afraid and Jasper translated for him in a clean, monotone voice that didna waver even in the slightest. Was he not as worried as I?

      I could barely watch as Ellis drew her left arm in front o’ her and pushed up the sleeve. A cold chill ran down my back when he drew out her right arm and did the same, liftin’ his hands to begin.

      “It won’t hurt,” Jasper whispered to her, and I saw how his hands lifted as though to comfort or caress her before they fell back down to rest against the settee. “But it’s important you try to remain still.”

      I felt as though I could sense how her heart was racin’—by the quick rise and fall o’ her chest it must’ve been racin’ as much as my own. Thunderin’ like Sorcha’s hooves over hard-packed earth.

      Ellis’ power came into him with a palpable force—the air in the room thick with its pulsatin’ energy.
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      Something in the room changed as Ellis lifted his hands to hover over the gashes on my arms. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but it made my skin tingle and the air around us crackle with something like electricity. Something within me stirred awake. Like a slumbering giant, petrified from the compression of time—breaking free of its stony tomb.

      Ellis’ fingers swirled through the air, and I watched in silent awe as a trail of glowing light followed the path of his fingers. As though he were drawing with light and the world was his canvas. It was a simple shape. The light wavered and pulsed as though alive as he bent it to his will. A circle with a line through the middle, glowing a faint yellow.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. I kept blinking to try to clear them. To make sense of what was right in front of me.

      It was beautiful.

      And terrifying.

      If it weren’t for Ellis’ kind smile behind it all, I might’ve run—or tried to move away. But that smile didn’t mean me any harm.

      And even though my breaths were coming hard and fast now, sawing in and out through my gaping mouth, I found I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. I was frozen—completely rooted in place.

      “Hush now, Rebecca,” I distantly heard Alex whisper as Ellis guided the glowing sigil lower, pressing down over it until it latched onto me, seeping into my skin like a salve. “You’re alright.”

      “You’re safe.”

      I couldn’t help the tiny shriek that escaped my lips as I felt a heat—near blistering—in my veins. And then as the glow seeped into my flesh, the itching started—itching unlike anything I’d ever known. I had to bite down on my cheek to keep from scratching my skin off to stop it.

      Thank goodness Ellis had moved to hold my wrists in place. Not roughly, but like a weighted blanket, goading me to be patient. To wait.

      “Watch,” Jasper whispered, and I saw he’d leaned in and his face was right next to mine. I followed the line of his sight and found that the wounds on my arms were all but gone. Before my eyes, the remaining bits of red, raised flesh, knitted back together. Even the smallest of the scratches faded until they were no more than pinkish lines, and then after a moment more, until they were nothing at all.

      Like it never happened.

      Like that bastard never had me pinned against rough stone—freezing in the water as he tried to force himself between my legs. I wouldn’t have to look at the scars and be reminded every time I saw them.

      I had no idea what the fuck Ellis just did, but they weren’t lying. It didn’t hurt. They didn’t hurt me. If anything, what he’d just done was a goddamned miracle. They weren’t monsters. They were healers.

      Wizards?

      No—alchemists…

      And looking at each of them in turn, I found my thoughts about them hadn’t changed. I had questions, yes, so many questions, but…they were still the guys who took me in. They didn’t turn me out into the streets.

      I flung myself from the settee and into Ellis’ arms, wrapping my arms tightly around him.

      He made a muted oomf sound that was more an expulsion of air than any real sound before I felt his hands move to return my embrace.

      “Thank you,” I whispered against his neck, and he relaxed, moving his head in a nod that was his way of telling me to think no more of it.

      And I wasn’t just thanking him for healing me. I was thanking them all.

      For trusting me.
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      Feeling rejuvenated the next morning, refreshed, I raced downstairs.

      I didn’t bother with an elaborate dress, instead choosing to throw a robe over the sheer nightgown. I would have to ask Ellis to teach me how to string up a corset—especially if I planned on staying here.

      Staying here.

      That thought no longer filled me with icy dread. If anything, the prospect of not staying here made my body tremble. I’d never been one of those women who enjoyed watching Hallmark movies—the cheesy romance, the dashing heroes, the protagonist who got everything her heart desired. But this? This was my fucking Hallmark movie, but instead of one guy, I got four. There was an undeniable spark between me and the…between me and the Alchemists. All four of them.

      I was determined to feed this connection, see where it led me. Led us. Jasper’s behavior in the bathtub hinted he may have the same feelings for me as I had for him. And then there was Alex’s chaste kiss on my hair. Ellis’s sweet, albeit timid, smile. Everett’s protectiveness.

      How could I have feelings for four entirely separate men?

      If it was present day, I would’ve suggested dating all four of them until I could choose…if I could choose.

      I wasn’t entirely sure I would be able to.

      Didn’t even want to try if I was being honest…but if I was stuck here…

      And then there was the whole time-traveling thing.

      I needed to tell them the truth.

      That revelation was even more damning than the ones I had about my feelings. How would they react? Would they hate me for keeping this a secret from them?

      I mean, they were like pretty much witches. If anyone was going to understand—to believe me—it would be them, wouldn’t it?

      But the thought of telling them still made panic—icy, icy panic—skate down my spine.

      I couldn’t bear it if they shunned me. If that precarious trust we gained shattered. What if they were upset that I lied to them? Pissed that I’d kept it a secret all this time?

      Woman up, Beck, I told myself firmly.

      Taking a deep, calming breath, I followed the raucous laughter into the kitchen. I opened my mouth to confess to everything—my origins, the drug, my family—but what came out wasn’t any of that.

      “What’s for breakfast?” I asked as soon as I entered, chickening out.

      “Mornin’, lass,” Alex exclaimed cheerfully from where he stood by what appeared to be an old-fashioned stove. Well, I supposed it was a modern stove considering the company I was in. He had a worn dishcloth tossed over one shoulder—the edges frayed. His blue-green eyes glinted in the early morning light as he smirked at me over his shoulder, stirring something that smelled absolutely divine on the stove.

      My eyes sought out Ellis and Jasper, both of who were conversing quietly in the corner. When they heard Alex’s greeting, they halted their conversation and turned to me. Ellis smiled sweetly, and Jasper nodded his head in greeting. It was a physical ache to see his mask back on and I had to work to hide the flicker of disappointment I was sure crossed my face when I saw it.

      With time he would grow more comfortable. He shouldn’t have to wear that thing at home. Out in public sure—people could be cruel—people wouldn’t understand. But here, with us, he shouldn’t feel like he has to cover up a part of himself. Right then, I resolved to make him as comfortable as I could from here on out. One day he would see that I didn’t—wouldn’t ever—look at him as anything less than human. It was the monsters who did it to him that deserved to be looked on with scorn and disgust. I’d tell them so, if I ever got the chance. Hell, I’d burn their damned faces to a crisp.

      And Everett…

      His arms were placed on the wooden table, head lowered. The muscles in his back rippled at my words, hearing me but not daring to look up.

      I took the unobstructed moment to survey him—his body hewn from stone, the thick, corded arms, and the very, very pinchable ass.

      Cheeks blazing, I whipped my head away and focused on Alex who was…who was smirking? There was no denying the teasing smile on Alex’s face as he watched me. My face turned even hotter at the realization he had seen me check out Everett.

      I missed his answer to my question, but it didn’t matter. The steaming aroma of whatever contraption he was whipping up made my mouth water.

      “It smells good,” I said cheerfully, moving to stand beside Everett. He tensed, muscles flexing, but didn’t immediately order me away. I considered that progress.

      “Aye, mum’s recipe,” Alex announced, gracefully rushing around the kitchen. His red hair was still wildly tousled from sleep, but he looked good. Sexy. As usual. The fact that he could cook, too made me admire him all the more. “Some tea, lass?” He asked, pulling the steaming kettle from another burner to pour into a large white pot.

      My lips parted to answer him, but before I could, my stomach twisted painfully. I let out a choked yelp at the stabbing pain, clutching my aching abdomen as bright stars danced in front of my eyes.

      Everett straightened, eyes widening as he took me in.

      “What’s happening?” he bellowed.

      “Beck, are you alright?” Jasper placed a gentle hand on my shoulder, but I barely felt it.

      Literally.

      It could’ve been a moth’s wing battering against my skin for all I knew.

      They were all touching me. Alex was helping me to stand, a look of pure, unadulterated horror crossing his gaze. Ellis’ dark face had paled, and his eyes widened as my knees gave out and he followed me to the floor, signing frantically.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered, eyes desperately scanning each of their worried faces. Jasper was reaching towards me, hand extended, and I wanted nothing more than to grab it. To anchor myself to him, but as I reached out, I found my body too weak to do more than lift my arm a few inches from my lap.

      My vision went double and then blurred—my stomach lurching in response.

      “What’s…happening…”

      Their voices all melded together, a garbled, distant cacophony of sounds I couldn’t discern. It was like someone had stitched weights to my eyelids and shoved cotton in my ears.

      Soon, their hands on my arms were gone. I couldn’t feel them there anymore. Couldn’t hear them. Or see them.

      I was suspended in nothingness. A drop of water frozen in time on the cusp of a faucet, drooping heavily, on the verge of falling.

      And then.

      I fucking plummeted…

      I fell and then kept falling. I knew this feeling. I knew, on some level, what this was, but I couldn’t grasp it in the frantic riot of my mind. I couldn’t do more than cry out as I spiraled down and away.

      Dimly, I was aware of three distinct voices screaming my name as the darkness swallowed me up.

      Falling. Falling. Falling.

      The air whooshed by me, wailing in my ears.

      And the pain stopped as abruptly as it began.

      White light sparked like an explosion before my eyes. Like a black curtain being drawn closed, I saw nothing.

      I heard nothing.

      Felt nothing.

      I was nothing.
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      I tried to tame my prowling beast that night—the one lurking just beneath the surface. Every fiber of my being wanted to go to Beck, comfort her, protect her. The need rode me, nearly stronger than common sense.

      I needed to see with my own eyes that she was okay. That she was safe after what those low-life mutts did to her out in the woods.

      On more than one occasion, I crept out of bed that night and poked my head into her bedroom. And yes, I was beginning to think of it as hers.

      There was something about Beck that fit with us, fit in this house. I couldn’t put my finger on it, and I didn’t know if I even wanted to.

      “What are we going to do about her?” Jasper asked as I entered the kitchen for breakfast that morning. I knew I had prominent bags beneath my eyes, and my hair was sleep tousled. I hadn’t been able to sleep that night, my thoughts too consumed by the beauty just down the hall. She haunted me—both awake and asleep.

      Alex was slaving away at the stove, red hair slick with sweat. The daylight streaming in from the window above the sink cast his hair in flickering flames of ruby, gold, and russet brown.

      Jasper and Ellis were huddled together against the wall, Jasper’s mask once more firmly in place, as they spoke in hushed tones.

      I eyed the man with no small amount of distrust and disdain.

      I loved my brothers, I did, but I didn’t trust their intentions with Beck. Jasper had removed his mask for her. Had bathed her, the ultimate act of intimacy.

      Jealousy churned in my stomach, mingling with the ball of nerves already there.

      We were brothers in the truest sense of the word.

      Family, we learned early on, was a choice. Fidelity and loyalty were choices as well, and we all chose each other. Some of us were left with no other options, but others had a choice—a choice they made with finality. The bonds we forged were unbreakable. Some may look at our group like a burden obligation—why would a bunch of misfits band together in the first place? We were broken, but that brokenness only solidified the links connecting us.

      But Beck…

      I never would’ve suspected a female could get between us, but I couldn’t deny even to myself the sting of jealousy and hurt and anger I felt whenever I looked at Jasper.

      Did he wish to court her?

      And how did I feel about that?

      And then there was Alex’s intrusive question and the thousands of implications behind it.

      What did he mean by that seemingly innocent enquiry? Did he want Beck out of our house? Did he regret revealing our secrets? Did he also wish to court her?

      My stomach was a tumultuous mixture of dread and anxiety.

      I didn’t know how I felt about Beck, but I did know I had this innate need to protect her.

      “We’re not doing anything with her,” I growled, placing my elbows on the table and leaning forward. Alex stopped in the midst of stirring, one red brow raising. If he was cowed by my intimidating presence, he didn’t show it.

      But, then again, they were used to me by now. My size and bulk surpassed them significantly.

      “She isn’t a possession. She can stay with us for however long she needs.” I hoped they could hear the sincerity in my words, the finality. As a general rule, I remained closed off from people outside my family. This—allowing Beck inside our home and our lives—was simply unheard of.

      Ellis stared at me with an unreadable expression, and I met his gaze defiantly. He could believe what he wanted about me, about my feelings towards Beck. For now, I would give nothing away.

      Jasper might have been the only one with a physical mask, but we all wore one. Me more so than others.

      I caught Beck’s signature scent—something flowery and enticing—a second before she entered, speaking briefly to Alex. I heard her words, but I couldn’t comprehend them.

      Everything about her awoke everything inside of me. My hairs stood on end. My cock stirred. My muscles tensed.

      She called to the primal side of me—the side solely reserved for the beast.

      That made her dangerous. That made me dangerous.

      With just a flamboyant flip of her hair, she ensnared my attention. I might not have been looking directly at her, but I could sense her.

      My beast perked up like a smitten, besotted dog, tail wagging and all.

      He wanted her, wanted to claim her. In his mind, she was ours.

      This had never happened before with the females I had courted—few and far between. And it wasn’t as if I had lived my life without female companionship at night.

      But never before had my beast shown an interest in any of my conquests. The curse that bound it to me gave it its own form of consciousness—or maybe it was a primal part of my own—but either way, that other part—the beast part wanted her almost as much as I did.

      Beck suddenly released a strangled sound, doubling over. I jumped up in alarm and ran towards her, searching her petite frame for injuries. As she bent lower, I tried to pry her back to standing, afraid that my grip might be too hard—that I might hurt her, but when she cried out a second time, I was done being gentle.

      Something was wrong.

      I could feel it in the marrow of my bones. Both my magic and beast began battering at the doors of my mind—vying to be released. I shoved them back. I needed sense and calm.

      Did she need a doctor? Had the filthy shifter done more than she said. By the way she was clutching her abdomen, I thought, what if he’d—

      I couldn’t finish the thought—if I did, there would be nothing that would stop my beast from bursting out in full force. And this close to the others someone was liable to be injured from the shift.

      I was fully aware of Alex, Ellis, and Jasper screaming her name, asking what was wrong. Ellis looked to me, fear in his golden eyes and my heart tugged. I didn’t like to see him like that—couldn’t handle that look—the one I knew was his silent plea for me to do something. He was asking me for guidance in the face of whatever had stricken Beck.

      “Stand back!” I bellowed, my magic shooting through my veins as I drew on its power. Whatever was happening to her—it was human. Mortal. She could be healed if we acted quickly enough.

      Seeing my intent, the others rose to form a circle around her shaking, mewling form as she clutched at herself, rolled into a ball of agony on our floor that made me want to rip the entire universe to tatters.

      I began the healing sigil, and the others did the same. The power of four healing spells would save her—no matter what ailment had taken her. I was certain of it.

      But what happened next wasn’t something any of us could have been prepared for. Before we could complete the spell, she began to fade.

      Like age on a painting, eating away at layers of color until there was nothing left but a faded imitation of what once was.

      When she disappeared, it started with her hands first. The skin began to dematerialize, disappearing before my very eyes.

      I stared, frozen in horror with my heart stopped dead in my chest. I was powerless to stop it as her limbs vanished. I whipped my head around, searching for whoever dared to harm her. My beast demanded release. He wanted to pounce, attack, claim. Kill.

      The precarious hold I had on him—on it—was loosening, slipping through my fingers like falling rain.

      Fear paralyzed me, cemented my feet to the ground.

      And when Beck fully disappeared, face twisted in one final look of horror, the beast…it snapped. I released a feral growl, trying futilely to contain my monster.

      But it was no use.

      As I stared at the place Beck just was, everything within me fell to shambles, including my control.

      I was contained in the small cage of my mind I usually reserved for the beast. A cage of darkness, of nothingness.

      And my beast? It consumed me.

      I was helpless to stop it, but I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to anymore. Not if she was gone.

      Beck…

      I roared.
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      A tickle on my cheek had me batting at my face, groaning when the sear of early morning daylight bombarded my eyes. My head throbbed as though it’d been smashed against a hard surface repeatedly, and all the muscles in my body were taut and aching. I curled in on myself, trying to keep in the urge to vomit.

      The cool floor was a balm against the heat of my skin, and I twisted so I could press my cheek flat against it.

      What’d happened?

      I opened my mouth to call for Jasper, or maybe Ellis. Someone who could help me back into bed. I was obviously feverish, and I assumed it had to do with the dip I’d had in the icy stream with the shifter called William. Of course, I was sick after that whole ordeal.

      The tickling came again, this time accompanied by a young, boyish laugh.

      Though it stung, I peeled my eyelids back to see who it was that’d made the sound and found a little boy crouched low to the floor, a mischievous grin on his face—a fluffy white feather in his hand.

      “Who—” I started, trying to sit upright, but pain exploded in my head and I whimpered at the force of it, reaching a hand up to press against the ache as though I could smother it through sheer force of will.

      The boy, startled, ran away into another room, and I could hear his high-pitched voice as he spoke to someone else in another area of the house. And the hushed voices of other people as they answered him.

      I didn’t recognize any of the voices. Where were the guys?

      Had they gone to fetch me a doctor?

      But no, that wasn’t right, they wouldn’t have left me lying here on the floor…

      And then I remembered the strange numbness I felt just before I passed out. The tightness in my chest and that feeling…the feeling that I was fading.

      An ache blossomed in my chest, and I clutched at it, my jaw clenched so tight I might’ve been on the verge of breaking teeth.

      No.

      Running footsteps down the hall alerted me that people were coming. I needed to move. I didn’t know these people. I couldn’t just lay here prone on the floor. I forced myself to sit and pressed my back against the cupboards to support myself.

      The light was hazy as it streamed in through the clouded glass and I surveyed my surroundings, trying to find something I could use to defend myself in case of attack.

      I gasped at what I saw, and tears shocked from my eyes, falling to drip against my robe before I could even work up a good sob.

      I knew this kitchen.

      I knew that table—though it was aged now, and two of the chairs had been replaced with bad replicas. Everett was sitting just there a minute ago.

      I spun, whirling to face the countertop, which had been changed from worn wood to a slab of pristine, sealed oak. Alex had been right here—right where I’m sitting.

      A woman entered the kitchen and yelped when she saw me. The small boy and two adults—who I gathered were his parents—entered after her.

      In that moment, looking at them, it all became startlingly, horrifyingly, clear.

      The woman who entered first was wearing slacks and a button-up shirt. Her brown hair up in a chignon. Jimmy Choo’s on her feet. But what caught my eye most was the nametag on her right breast; above the place where her name was written was a logo and the words, Heritage House Tours. If that weren’t enough, the woman drew a cellphone from her front pocket and began dialing.

      Dark spots crowded my vision as the panic set in. They were gone.

      No, I was gone.

      I felt the loss of them like a knife to my gut, twisting and pressing deeper in, trying to find my heart. The air was sucked from my lungs in a great rush, and I couldn’t seem to get it back again. Couldn’t breathe. What happened? Why had I come back?

      No, no, no.

      My heart felt like it was going to explode from the lack of oxygen and the pressure that was crushing it from all sides, causing it to ache with sharp pains.

      Vaguely, I recognized a voice trying to calm me while another one requested police and ambulance through the receiver of a phone.

      “Are you okay?” the voice asked me, a calm, motherly voice that I loathed because it wasn’t a voice I wanted to hear. I wanted Everett’s gruff baritone. Or Alex’s throaty Scottish accent.

      She tried to touch me, and I shoved her away roughly. “Get away!” I said, voice utterly broken. I pulled my knees into my chest and rocked…and rocked…

      I rocked; head buried in the darkness of the robe covering my knees. The robe that still smelled like the fire from the hearth in the drawing room, and…like them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BECK

        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      

      They said it wasn’t real.

      After the police were finished with me, they handed me off for a psych evaluation. The seventy-two-hour hold would have turned into a much longer affair if I hadn’t gotten smart and nodded along with their words.

      When they said that I’d been hallucinating and that I must’ve broken into the heritage house, I agreed. When they said that the reason I “couldn't remember” anything from the past few days aside from my “delusions” was because I was under the influence of drugs and alcohol, I agreed.

      There was no other choice, I realized with frightening clarity. If I told them the truth, they’d think I was batshit crazy and I’d never get out of here.

      But after seventy-two hours of being poked and prodded and questioned and examined—after seventy-two-hours of pulse-pounding dread…doubt began to set in.

      The only bit of proof I had was the thin white shift and fluffy off-white robe I was wearing when they came to take me away.

      And they said I’d stolen them from an upstairs closet—that they were display clothes. Not even real vintage, but fake—very well-done replicas of the wardrobe in the Victorian era.

      Could they be right?

      Could it all have been some vivid hallucination brought on by breaking into a Victorian era home while on really fucking strong drugs?

      I didn’t want to believe it.

      Refused to for a while, even… but it was a question that I knew would haunt me unless I found the answer.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Hmm?” I whirled around to face Aunt Deb, my heart in my throat and my slim black clutch tightly in my grasp at the door.

      “Oh, I thought I’d go down to the library,” I said in a rush. “You know, find a good book to curl up with until my flight on Saturday.”

      Not entirely the truth, but not a lie, either. I was going to the library—but it wasn’t to rent out a damned book.

      Deb watched me with barely concealed apprehension and scrutiny. She’d barely allowed me to leave the house since the hospital released me almost two weeks before. But I had to thank her—because she insisted she could watch me and would personally deliver me to my flight on Saturday, my father had agreed to remain home.

      Thank god because if he deigned to show up here right now and try to drag me home, he’d have the fight of his life on his hands. I was not leaving until I had answers.

      Besides, I was a goddamned adult. I knew they were worried. And I knew they thought maybe I’d developed some kind of drug problem, even though my blood panels came back negative for most every drug save for a drug that wasn’t a drug at all—but poison. And some other drug-like toxin that they didn’t even have a name for…but they were wrong.

      If I was guilty of getting addicted to anything—it was them.

      Alex, Jasper, Ellis, and Everett.

      I felt the itch to be reunited with them like an addict would feel the itch for a hit. I saw them now only in my dreams. A small reprieve. But it wasn’t enough.

      Three days—that was all it took for them to take root somewhere inside me. And those roots ran deeper than I could fathom. I’d tried to remove them, but they were set firmly in place, and every time I closed my eyes, I saw them.

      “I thought Amy was coming by today?”

      She’d come by twice now. Once to see if I was alright, throwing her arms around me as a blubbering mess of running mascara and smudged lipstick. I felt terrible knowing that she’d blamed herself for, how did she put it, oh yeah dragging me out with her and pressuring me to take that stupid drug.

      And the second time she came it was to return my wallet to me, still intact, with all my IDs and bank cards inside. I’d all but forgotten about it, and I remembered pulling out the slim bits of plastic and shaking my head—near laughing at the ridiculousness of money being stuffed into something as trivial as a bit of plastic for convenience.

      It seemed strange to me now. Lots of things that I never thought twice about seemed strange now, though.

      Yet another indication what I’d experienced was not a hallucination.

      It was all too real to have been imagined. They were too real.

      “She is,” I replied, swallowing hard to clear the cobwebs from my throat. I’d been hiding in my room so often lately, I hadn’t had much occasion to speak and it was like my mouth and throat had forgotten how. “I’ll be back by then.”

      “Beck—”

      “I’m fine, Deb,” I snapped, unable to help myself. Her curly silver hair bounced as she recoiled from the harshness of my tone. “I’m sorry,” I amended. “I just—I need some air,” I told her. Reaching for the door handle, I wrenched the door open and took a breath of the crisp, briny breeze. “I’ll be back for dinner,” I added as I stepped outside, stopping her before she could say another word.

      I glanced back to find her tight-lipped with a lick of hurt in her gaze behind her horn-rimmed glasses.

      Feeling the weight of guilt press down on my chest, I sighed. “I promise,” I told her. “I’ll be back.”

      Deb was just trying to be a good aunt. She was trying to protect her only niece—the last vestige of her blood relatives still drawing breath. And she was trying to do right by my mother. How could I fault her for that?

      But I’d had enough occasion to feel guilty lately, and I was done with the pesky emotion.

      It wasn’t as though it was my fucking fault I’d fallen through a gap in time or whatever the hell had happened. Not my fault at all. I didn’t want to have to apologize for something I had no control over.

      No matter if it was all a figment of my drug-addled imagination.

      But that was what I was hoping to find out.

      If not at the library, then at the ‘heritage house’. It had been their house. If I paid for a tour would I find some piece of them still lingered there? I wanted to look through the rooms—see if I could find any more things I recognized. Was the bed I’d slept in still in the room upstairs? Was the bathtub still the claw-footed monstrosity I’d bathed in with Jasper there blushing furiously at my lack of modesty?

      I had to see it all for myself. Maybe then I’d know for sure one way or the other.

      Was it real?

      Or was I really just on a massive drug trip, and when I’d fallen forward in time, it was just the last dregs of the drug leaving my bloodstream and sanity returning?

      I didn’t believe that…but I had to consider it.

      People didn’t just vanish for days on end—travel over a hundred years back in time. It wasn’t possible. I knew that.

      And yet it happened.

      The twenty-one-minute ride to London was a study in déjà vu. As I sat there, headphones blaring in my ears, I remembered getting on this same metro for an entirely different purpose. Except it’d been later in the evening then. I’d been all but alone on the train. This time, I was squashed between two businessmen on their way to the city, and the reek of their cologne clogged my nostrils with its musky scent.

      I craved the wild heather and horse smell of Alex. Or the soft vanilla scent that seemed to always cling to Ellis. Not this acrid odor that was so strong it nearly brought on a migraine by the time I got off in the heart of the city.

      The air outside was no better, and I found that I’d grown used to the cleaner air of…

      I stopped myself from finishing the thought. It was too painful to keep thinking about. If they were real, I intended to find proof. There had to be some record of them. And if they were—then I had a decision to make.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I weaved my way through the throng of people at the station and was eventually expelled from the stuffy heat of hundreds of bodies pressed close together into the coolness of the London street in early autumn.

      The sky threatened rain, but I didn’t pay it any attention. I’d withstand a lot more than a downpour to get what I was after.

      The walk to the library felt long, and I had to check the map on my new cell more than a few times to keep from getting myself lost in the labyrinth of buildings and one-way streets and dead-end alleyways.

      The rain started only a second after I found my way inside the old gray stone building with the tall walnut doors.

      By the time I’d made it there, my hands had begun to tremble at my sides, and it felt as though even my insides were quivering. The nervous energy fluttering through me almost made me dizzy with its strength.

      I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy. I’m not crazy.

      I’d chanted the words all the way there like a mantra. Even if I don’t find anything, I’m not crazy. Even if I found some proof they never existed—no matter how much the thought repulsed me—I still wouldn’t allow myself to fall prey to thoughts of insanity. I was not crazy.

      “Um, excuse me,” I said, my voice alternately rough and then squeaking as I clutched the edge of the information desk, unable to meet the woman’s gaze as she halted her typing on the keyboard and turned from the screen to look at me.

      “Yes, dear, can I help you?”

      A pit yawned open in my stomach, and I blurted, “I need to see your old periodicals.”

      “Oh,” she remarked. “Studying for an essay, are you? We’ve had a few come in lately requesting access.”

      “Right. Yeah.”

      Let her think what she wanted. I needed in that room, and I wouldn’t be leaving until I got in. “I’ll just need to see your membership card, dear, and then I can show you the way.”

      Fuck.

      Heat crept up my neck as I made a show of searching through my clutch for the card and rifled around in my pockets, knowing full well I wouldn’t find anything even vaguely reminiscent of a library card anywhere on my person. Finally, with an exaggerated sigh, I dropped my shaking hands and shrugged. “I seem to have left it at home,” I said, lamely.

      The elder woman pouted. “The Times Room and the area where we keep the periodicals is for members only, I’m afraid…” she paused, pulling her thin bottom lip between her lip as she considered a solution.

      “I’ve come a long way, and—”

      “Let me look you up. I’m afraid without your physical card we won’t be able to allow you to take anything out of the library, but you can at least take notes on what you find so you don't waste your time coming.”

      Jackpot.

      “Your name?” she asked, fingers poised over the keys—eyes turned back to the screen.

      Oh crap….

      “Um—it’s Amy,” I said, having to come up with something quickly. I couldn’t have the woman growing suspicious or I’d never get in. “Amy Harkness.”

      “Address?”

      Double crap. But at least that meant she actually found Amy’s name in the system…

      I blurted out her old address—the one I’d used to send her Christmas and birthday gifts after her parents moved them to the city. I knew she didn’t live there anymore, but I hoped she never updated it.

      “Ah,” the librarian remarked. “There you are.”

      My body sagged in relief, and the tremor in my hands lessened, if only for a second. Thank you, Amy.

      The librarian rose and came around the desk, whispering to the only woman there that she’d be back in a few minutes.

      “What time period are you looking for?” she asked conversationally as she waved a hand for me to follow her down into the heart of the library and to a staircase nearer the back.

      “1888,” I said without missing a beat. “The fall of that year…to be exact.”

      “Ah—the Ripper, then?”

      “The…what?”

      She led me down the stairs in a well-lit wide corridor and eventually, into a viewing room with what looked to be stacks upon stacks of shelves with large volumes bound in burgundy cloth with the little leather handled on the ends. Each one said Times on the top, and had a date printed along the base. The shelves went far back into the recesses of labyrinthine basement.

      “Jack the Ripper?” she asked with a quirk of her brow. “That’s usually the top of the times for that year—and a popular choice for creative essays.”

      “Right,” I stammered. “No, I just didn’t hear you. That is what I’m after.”

      She nodded, though I could see the beginnings of suspicion in her expression. “Very well. You’ll find what you need just down that corridor there. Careful with the bindings and pages—they’re fragile.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      The librarian hesitated, but after a moment, left me to do my research in peace. With my heart in my throat and my hands clasped tightly at my middle, I propelled myself down the stacks she’d indicated.

      I passed row upon row of tall bound articles. Decades of news—years of lives. It took me longer than I liked to find the section that held what I was after, but when I did my breath caught and I fell to my knees against the rough carpeted floor, staring straight ahead at three volumes with the gilded number 1888 embossed in the bottom.

      Wetting my lips, I settled it on the floor to read—unsure of my ability to stand back up again until I saw this through.

      You might not even find anything, I told myself.

      What were the chances that they would be mentioned in the news, anyway?

      I’d already phoned to check the ledgers at the old shipping museum on the other end of the city—the kind woman on the phone was happy to check and see if she could find the name Alex Reid when I told her he was a distant ancestor and I was trying to trace my heritage. He said he’d moved here as a lad—which meant there should have some record of them landing here.

      But the woman hadn’t found his name anywhere for any of the years I’d specified and there was no way Alex was older than thirty, or younger than eighteen. It struck me that there was still so very much I hadn’t learned about them. I didn’t know Ellis’ last name, or Jasper’s, or Everett’s. I didn’t know all of their favorite colors, or what sort of music they liked. There was still so much I could have learned—I wanted to know.

      Even if none of it was real—I’d happily go back into the fevered fantasy I’d conjured while I was high as a kite to get the answers to those questions.

      I’d bet Jasper liked classical music. And I had a feeling that Alex's favorite color would be green. He favored it in the clothing he wore. A kerchief of palest mint. And the sage colored trimming on the inside of his cloak.

      I’d keep looking for them as long as it took to find something—or to be proven a fucking loon.

      With renewed vigor, I tore through the remaining pages of the newspaper articles in the first book and shut it closed with a thud, discarding it next to me on the carpet as I drew out the next one. My knees were starting to grow sore and the muscles in my neck and back were stiff. Clicking on my phone, I saw that I’d somehow already been down here for more than an hour.

      I sighed.

      At least the content was…interesting, I mused as I flipped through a couple more pages of condensed text and bold headlines. The librarian had been right—there were a plethora of articles about Jack the Ripper.

      Funny—I hadn’t even known that was the year the famed serial killer had lived. I shivered as I realized that I could have been one of these headlines for not heeding the guys’ warnings about going out alone at night.

      Jack the Ripper Again.

      Ghastly Murder in the East End.

      Two More Victims Claimed by the East End Ripper.

      The headlines went on and on about him. And interspersed between were personals, entertainment pieces, and the like.

      After a while, it all started to blur together, and I thought I might have to go and find something to eat before I passed out where I was, leaning against the stacks for support.

      That was when I found it.

      At first, I thought it was just another article about the Ripper, but it wasn’t. I must’ve been looking in the wrong column because there it was. I sat bolt upright, uncaring that my back spasmed in protest as the sudden, jerking movement. I clutched the page, forcing it closer, blinking away the blurring substance that’d started to coat my eyes.

      It was them.

      It was all of them.

      I was vibrating as I read their names, my blood buzzing, a wide grin cleaving my face in two as a long peel of excitement escaped my lips.

      Alexander Ian Reid, Jasper Smith, Everett Leslie Turner, and Ellis Bishop.

      I didn’t realize I was crying until I had to wipe the tears away just to be able to keep reading the article.

      I couldn’t fucking believe it!

      I’m not crazy.

      Which meant I really did travel back in time. They existed. They were real.

      Choking on the continuing surgency of tears as they kept welling in my eyes and swelling behind my breastbone, I forced my eyes to focus back on the page, skimming back to where I’d seen their names printed in the ancient ink.

      My smile faltered.

      Wait…no—this wasn’t right.

      Brows knitted together, I struggled to comprehend what I was reading. It didn’t…

      No, it wasn’t…possible.

      Couldn’t be.

      And yet the newsprint didn’t change. What I was reading wasn’t going away—if anything—it was becoming clearer as the tears dried on my cheeks, the swell of happiness replaced swiftly with the crushing fist of horror slamming down like a wrecking ball against my battered heart. I reread the first few lines again, sure I’d imagined it.

      Considerable shock was caused yesterday morning in the east end as Alexander Ian Reid, Jasper Smith, Everett Leslie Turner, and Ellis Bishop were found to be brutally murdered and mutilated in their home on…

      I stopped reading. I couldn’t. When I blinked, an inky blackness tried to crowd in at my peripherals—all the blood draining from my face, leaving me shaking.

      They were…murdered?

      No, not just murdered. Mutilated.

      I felt like I was about to be sick, my throat thick with an acidic tang.

      Barely holding myself together, I forced my gaze back down and caught sight of the date printed at the top of the page.

      Wednesday, December 12, 1888.

      A little over two months from now in present day.

      Hope bubbled up within me, and I tore the page from the binding and folded it as neatly as I could with clumsy fingers, putting a hand to the bookcase to steady myself as I forced my legs to cooperate, vision swimming.

      Hobbling down the corridor of books with the bit of newsprint clutched tightly in an iron grip, I made for the exit, my heart racing to a point where I feared it might burst.

      But I wouldn’t let it—couldn’t—because I could still save them.

      And I had a feeling all I would need is a few of those little golden pills to do it…
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