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      I had come to a dangerous place, eagerly and with abandon fully latched to my soul. Stepping out of the mud-splattered jeep, I mentally cursed the wretched thing for the banging and jostling I had received on my way up through the trees. After a quick check that I had my knife and packs, I walked into the treacherous mysteries of the Vale do Javari.

      The Amazon rainforest was vast, many portions of it unexplored, this place least of all. The ground was sodden and soft, rain-soaked leaves licking my pants as I passed. The possibility that it could have been thousands of years since humans had lived here thrilled me to the point of such utter disbelief that I didn’t hear the person behind me, at first.

      “Olivia, are you listening to the man?”

      I tore my eyes unwillingly from the vine-laden trees, branches twisting toward me like they were reaching for me, beckoning me to explore their depths.

      Sighing sharply, I glanced over my shoulder at Kelby. He was the newbie on the team and, in my opinion, took too much stock in precautionary measures. No doubt the Brazilian official standing near his shoulder had been touting exactly that.

      My silence giving him answer enough, Kelby shook his head. “He warns us that the area is heavily populated with an unusual amount of jaguars and to be cautious.”

      Grinning, I touched the knife hanging on my belt. It was a beautiful number, eight inches with a mahogany handle worn from use. “Jaguars are nothing Chaucer can’t handle.” I slid the knife out a few inches, the cold steel still gleaming like moon-kissed glass after so many years. “Besides, those cats aren’t what I’d worry about. The Brazilian wandering spiders are harder to spot.”

      Kelby knew this, and I probably shouldn’t taunt him, but I was eager to continue, and I didn’t need to be lectured on local wildlife, however dangerous.

      The man beside my team member began speaking in Portuguese, and I raised my eyebrows. I had known, of course, that there were a couple of other teams that had been granted the rare and one-time opportunity to traverse this vast and largely untouched wilderness. I just thought that my team would have been here first. Upon further inspection, my eyes caught the slightly trampled underbrush and a narrow path leading to the very recently discovered ruins that had brought me to the Amazon.

      Thanking the man in Portuguese, I hurried down the trail, leaving the rest of my team behind to gather their equipment. I caught snippets of conversation as I neared the dig site, my steps quickening. The massive trees and dense wall of plant-life broke open, and I paused at the shaded edge to take in the reason I was here.

      A wide open space was patterned with squares of grass rimmed with carefully set stones, smoothed with age. Already, another team seemed to have found a way in as a man disappeared into a gap near the edge of one of the squares.

      Not as grand of a discovery as Machu Picchu or La Ciudad Perdida, but I was still itching to get into the depths of the ruins before me.

      Slapping a mosquito, I stepped into the full sunlight, a rare thing this far into the rainforest, and farther into the ruins where I could get a full view of the other two competing groups.

      “Late to the party, eh, Perez?”

      I had never favored the man leaning on the small folding table several yards away, grinning like a boy who had set bait out for a mouse. Who favors competition, anyway?

      Raising my voice so he could hear me across the expanse of grass and rock, I said, “Shouldn’t you have your head buried in the sand somewhere, Williams?”

      “I left Egypt as soon as I’d caught wind of this. No more dusty bones for me.” He rubbed his thumb and fingers together.

      Greedy ass. He was more ‘careless treasure hunter’ than ‘esteemed archaeologist.’

      True, I couldn’t honestly deny the thrill it gave me at finding something rare and wondrous, but I also didn’t take my findings immediately to the highest bidder. For me, it was more than the shiny at the end of the finish line. Of course, I wouldn’t even be in the race if I didn’t get started.

      My team arrived behind me, complaining mildly that we should have been the first here. I agreed but kept my thoughts to myself. Archeology was a more cutthroat business than most people knew, and it would get us nowhere to whine about being last in line.

      “Where to, Liv?” Sarah asked. She was the only member of the team I actually enjoyed being around on occasion. She didn’t jabber on needlessly like some or pelt me with question after question.

      I scanned the area and jerked my chin to a spot dappled with shade a few yards away. “Let’s set up there.”

      As the others set up the table and equipment, I resumed my study of the surrounding area. The two groups who had arrived before us seemed to have claimed the only point of entry into the ruins beneath our feet, with Dave Williams’ group having first dibs. That made us third, and I hated to wait.

      Continuing my study of the ruins, I pursed my lips. This had been no residence, or even a temple. If I was correct in the guess forming in my mind, these were tombs. The ancient indigenous were sun-worshipers and would have their temple, and their treasures, closer to where the golden rays would reach.

      I glanced at the carpet of grass, then back at Dave still poring over what may have been a map spread across the surface of the table. If I was correct, he had left behind dusty bones across the world only to unearth more here. Sure, he may manage to nab a trinket or two clinging to the time-weathered remains, but not the goldmine he was after.

      Stepping in a slow circle, I scanned the dense trees, and as I faced west, something hit me. It was a subtle sort of feeling, like a feather brush across my heart. Dehydration was easy to find, even in a place that was constantly dripping with moisture.

      I shook off the uneasy feeling and reached for my canteen, but it wasn’t at the usual place on my hip. I must have left it back in the jeep.

      As I headed to the table on our claimed spot, the unusual sensation hit me again, and I peered back toward the west.

      A reckless idea pulled up the corners of my lips. I managed to catch Sarah’s eye and gave her a small jerk of my head to the western wall of trees, then looked meaningfully at the other teams. She rolled her eyes but nodded. This wasn’t the first time I had decided to sneak off and hope I wasn’t noticed.

      Leaving behind the other archeologists, I pushed my way into the waiting jungle, intuition carrying me forward. The massive trees stretched toward the sky like sentinels of life long forgotten by the rest of the world. My entire surroundings were deemed to keep out trespassers bent on disturbance, corruption, and thievery, so I would need to be cautious.

      Though it was early morning, sweat was already trickling down my spine, wisps of loose hair clinging to my brow. Monkeys howled in the distance, letting every creature within a mile radius know about our intruding presence. A cacophony of birds warbled and trilled, the din as comforting and welcoming to me as a mother’s song. Moisture dripped from everything, and the ground gave easily under my soft and quiet steps.

      I steadily made my way up to higher ground, away from the lowlands and up to where the sun would have shone brighter. It wasn’t an easy trek. A few times, I found the path so entangled with vegetation that it was impassable, and I had to stop and backtrack.

      Branches broke to my left, and I jerked around, hand going to my knife. A group of spider monkeys, with long limbs and agile tails, moved swiftly across looping vines and twisting branches. I watched them for a moment before I continued on my way, still following that strange sensation that seemed to be leading me exactly to where I wanted to go.

      Reaching a small runoff in the upward sloping ground, I halted. There, in the soft earth beside it, were pawprints. I crouched down for a better look and carefully ran my fingertips along the small indents the pads of a massive jaguar had left.

      As I rose back up, I gazed down the way I had come. Should I go back for the team and perhaps one of the guides?

      Guides meant guns, but even that would offer no concrete guarantee against the large cats. Despite my voiced confidence in Chaucer, it would take a miracle to fight off a jaguar with my trusty knife.

      I puffed air past my lips. If I went back—if I requested a guide—other archeologists would be onto my path. I could lose the upper hand. Besides, what was life without a little risk?

      I traversed the edge of the runoff until I reached the base of a sharply inclined hill. Peering around the trees, I tried to see how high it went, but it was impossible to tell. I tightened the straps on my pack and began the climb.

      The terrain was difficult, the soil growing loose and rocky the farther I went. I braced my foot against a small tree for leverage as I moved over a small crevice carved into the earth from millennia of torrential rains, but the small tree released its grip on the hill, its spindly roots breaking free.

      Gasping, I barely managed to make the leap across the scarred earth to catch a hold of a low swooping vine. I regained my footing, though my shins had suffered some abuse. After brushing soggy debris from my pants, I glanced at the place I had been standing, then followed the steep decline.

      It was a long way down, and if I had fallen, more than just my ego would have been broken.

      Shaking off the near miss, I continued, using vines and small trees to help pull my way up. My eyes constantly scanned my surroundings for any signs of venomous snakes, spiders, or elusive and territorial jaguars.

      The noise of birds and monkeys fell away as I went, leaving me with just the evidence of the last rain sinking down through the canopy to the waiting leaves below.

      Strangely, the sensation was stronger, and it pulled me upward with a sense of urgency that clashed with my need to take it slow and cautious. A part of me wondered if it was just exertion. My muscles were burning, and my shirt clung to me. Then again, I’d felt the same as soon as I had arrived at the dig site.

      I’d forgotten about my canteen again. Perhaps this climb hadn’t been the most intelligent idea. But if one couldn’t bleed and sweat to find what history had hidden, what was the point?

      Finally, dappled light broke through the thick canopy ahead, and after a few more yards, I caught fragments of some sort of rocky surface through the trees. I was fully climbing now, not putting too much trust in the small trees whose roots spiderwebbed across the surface of the increasingly rocky hill.

      A tall rock broke free from the ground ahead of me, but as I neared it, I realized it wasn’t a rock at all.

      The trees had fallen away, and I pulled myself up over a ledge sparse in vegetation.

      As I climbed to my feet, my heart hammered like the ancestral drums of a long-forgotten tribe. The ruins around me reached toward the sky like the bony fingers of a skeleton, as if it could grasp the sun, which had once shone golden on the proud building's face, to pull itself back up from the clinging earth.

      Most of the building was crumbling, the broken pieces of it scattered at its base. The jungle had done its best to absorb the structure into its waiting arms. Vines roped through gaping holes, and much of the ancient walls were blemished with lichen. Rain had pockmarked the stones beneath my feet.

      This had to be a temple of some sort, and if it was a temple, there would be a way inside.

      And this time, I would be the first one to get there.

      It wasn’t until I neared the center of the structure that I realized the sensation that had been tugging at me had ceased.

      Taking a deep breath, I rested my hands on my hips and glanced down. My eyes narrowed, and then I was crouching, pulling away the vegetation that had managed to find life on the rock. I tugged and wrenched the plants free, tossing them over my shoulder, and then stood to gaze at what I had revealed.

      A four-pointed star was patterned into the rock at my feet in stones that were now faded but that must have once shone in golds and reds and blues. Something was etched into the center, the symbols marred by massive scratch-marks renting through the stone’s surface. I crouched back down and traced the marks as if my own hands had done the damage.

      Would a jaguar have scratched through the symbols? That wouldn’t make any sense. Or if one had, it wouldn’t have been intentional.

      I didn’t hear anything behind me, but the small hairs rising on the back of my neck told me I was no longer alone.

      Rising slowly, I turned.

      The largest jaguar I had ever seen stood no more than seven feet from me. The cat’s back would easily reach my waist. His thick neck and wide face told me he was a male, and his golden eyes locked onto mine, his long tail twitching back and forth. Even in my fear, I could admire his beauty, the dark rosette shapes patterning across his yellowish-tan fur.

      That is, until a growl rumbled up his throat, and his jaws spread, a wild cry of rage rising from his chest.

      The massive cat leaped forward before I had a chance to pull my knife free.

      I stumbled back and gasped, arms flying outward as the ground crumbled beneath me.

      The jaguar was gone. And I was…

      Where was I?

      I coughed and waved away the assaulting dust, adjusting the knife handle jabbing into my ribs. As I took in the chamber I had fallen into, an unease settled over every nerve in my body.

      Though I couldn’t explain why, this chamber was disconcertingly familiar.
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      My skin pebbled as I took in the small chamber, a strange sensation pulling at me. Light slanted in from above. I peered up through the swirling dust, half expecting the jaguar to leap down after me, but I heard no sign of the large cat.

      I climbed to my feet, grimacing as I rubbed on my hip, which I had hit the hardest during my fall. I shifted the fallen stones of the collapsed floor with my toe and craned my neck toward the gaping hole.

      It had to be close to twelve feet up.

      Not wanting to make too much noise and draw the jaguar back, I stepped over to one of the walls and ran my hand over the coarse surface, bits of the ancient stones crumbling beneath my touch.

      Pursing my lips, I turned to study the rest of my surroundings. Why did this chamber seem so familiar?

      I strained my mind, trying to recall any snippet of information that I may have forgotten about a place such as this, but I came up empty.

      “Well, now what?” I asked the ancient walls around me.

      As if in answer, that odd sensation pulled at me, beckoning me farther into the chamber.

      Stepping forward, I studied the long-forgotten space, then squinted as my eyes caught something. There, carved into the brownish-gray rock wall, were some sort of symbols. Definitely not hieroglyphs, though I wasn’t sure what to call them. They were most similar to Germanic runes, and yet, a close inspection ruled them out as such. I had studied countless ancient languages, but I had never seen the rune-line symbols I traced with my finger now.

      These symbols were completely foreign to me, yet I could almost read them. The way words could linger on the tip of one’s tongue, these words seemed to tingle just along the edges of my mind. There, but inaccessible.

      I shook my head. The fall, and this strange place, were messing with me. Trying to climb out or call for help would be the best thing to do.

      I stared down the chamber where it curved around a corner farther down. Then again, I may never have another opportunity like this one, and I was never one to shy away from a challenge.

      The runes only patterned the right wall. If I hugged that wall, I should easily be able to find my way back.

      I made my way into the beckoning dark, the shadowed depths much cooler than the humid rainforest above. The air around me was stale but void of any sort of dampness one would expect to find in this sort of environment. An occasional crack of light broke through from the ground above. Hopefully it would hold. The last thing I needed was for the ceiling to collapse on me.

      When something landed on my shoulder, I gasped and jumped to the side before collecting my wits. I brushed whatever it was off, glancing at the dusty floor as a very large spider scuttled off into the shadows.

      A shiver ran through me, and I grimaced. It was atrocious that a spider could get so large.

      After a deep breath, I continued following the line of symbols. I tried to work out what they said along the way, but it was no use. Despite the feeling of being so close to deciphering what the runes meant, I just couldn’t seem to access the words.

      Even more disconcerting was the soft noise that reached me, almost like whispers, sighs of the ancient deceased breathing over me, though whether in warning or welcome, I couldn’t say.

      I followed the symbols as they rounded a corner and then halted. Before me was a corridor much wider than the one I had been following. I started forward but then hesitated.

      Something seemed off.

      While the floors I had been stepping across had been crumbling with dust and disuse, these stones were smoother and placed in straight lines instead of a haphazard pattern.

      Crouching down, I held my hand over the stones. Air brushed lightly across my palm from the cracks.

      Air? From below?

      “But that would mean…” I pushed on one of the stones and scooted back quickly as it broke apart, falling into darkness.

      Leaning forward, I peered down. There was nothing there but blackness. Crossing my legs, I propped my chin on my hand. It was brilliant, really, that whoever built this place had somehow made a false floor. The desire to get across burned hotter in me as well, because why have a floor like this if there wasn’t something priceless to protect on the other side?

      I stared at the far wall with the realization that I could die down here and no one would ever find me. Or worse, someone would come searching for me and fall victim to this place as well, another body to rot to bones in the tombs of the earth.

      Still, it wasn’t a hard decision to make. No risk, no reward.

      My fingers drummed on my cheek. How to get across? The ancients would have made some way to bridge the gap.

      Studying the stones, I found more runes scratched into the surface of every one. None of them seemed similar.

      Taking a chance, I leaned back, stretched out my leg, and tapped the false floor. I drew my foot back as several pieces of the floor gave way. A few remained, however, and I squinted at them.

      At first, they appeared different, but the longer I studied them, the more I noticed a pattern. Each one had a pair of dots somewhere around the central symbol, as if they belonged in some sort of collection. Numbers, perhaps?

      Standing, I took a deep breath, my hands squeezing onto the straps of my bag as if it would tether me to the ceiling, and stepped onto the first stone. When the small square of floor remained solid beneath me, I released a slow breath. I was able to make it three more stones before I had to pick out similar runes from the rest of the floor to step to.

      But as I neared the end, my heel hit a piece of false floor behind me. It gave way, and I teetered back, throwing my arms out in an attempt to balance.

      I let out a shaky laugh when I didn’t find myself falling to my death. Hopping to the welcome sight of regular, aged stone, I peered over my shoulder at the fallen floor I had traversed.

      “That was probably stupid,” I muttered, but I couldn’t stop now. I’d come too far, and that strange feeling was still pulling at my bones, urging me forward.

      I kept a sharp eye out for any more traps. Thankfully, I made it to a fork in my way without incident.

      One path led upward, sunlight filtering from above. It was a lighter, and more welcoming, path. Meanwhile, the path on the left descended downward into repelling shadows.

      I’d bet my trusty Chaucer that the ancient people who had crafted this place assumed trespassers would take the lighter path for fear of the dark. Then again, the way those people had held reverence for the sun, treasures may have been kept higher up, and I would find nothing down the left path but darkness, dust, and time-worn bones.

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, mulling over the choice in my mind. When I opened them again, I was facing the dark path, as if my body had turned toward it of its own accord. The sensation in the pit of my stomach gave a sharp tug, and I gave in.

      Very well, then. Dark and dangerous it is.

      I dug a headlamp from my pack and fit it around my temples. There was no forgiving sun squeezing its way down there.

      The path was steep and, unlike the way so far, glistened with moisture dripping down the walls. It made me thirsty, and as I licked my dry lips, I told myself I would never forget a canteen again.

      As I crossed the slick stones beneath my feet, twice I had to brace myself on the cold wall beside me to keep from falling. Finally, I reached the bottom, where I entered a circular chamber with runes patterned across nearly every inch of the floor and walls. A cylindrical dais rose up from the center, and I walked carefully over to examine it: A pair of rings patterned with runes edged what appeared to be a lid. The same four-pointed star I had seen on the ruins above was stamped in the middle.

      Pressing my hand to it, a tingle feathered across my palm. But when I pushed at the lid, it didn’t budge. I braced my hands on opposite edges and twisted until the outer ring moved.

      I grinned. It’s a puzzle.

      But my smile quickly faded when a grinding sound echoed through the chamber, as if the earth itself was groaning.

      I pivoted, and as I looked back up the steep path, my eyes widened. The square of light from the doorway above seemed to be narrowing.

      Mind clashing with instincts, I panicked. I needed to flee while I had the chance. I would be trapped in this place if I didn’t.

      But if I left, I would be leaving behind the very thing I lived for.

      “Damn it.” I wheeled around and studied the runes, trying to ignore the door descending slowly behind me.

      None of the symbols were identical. I studied each one three times to make sure.

      The longer I contemplated them, though, the more tiny details emerged. Some of the symbols, while not exactly matching, held certain curves or angles. But there were too many with these subtle similarities. They wouldn’t match up to the smaller, inner circle.

      A quick glance over my shoulder showed the doorway was half the size it had been. Despite the chill in the air, sweat beaded on my forehead, and I swiped it away impatiently. Then, it clicked. I had been too caught up in searching for the similarities that I hadn’t realized the answer was in the differences. Placed throughout the runes were symbols that held none of the same angles, lines, or curves.

      I twisted the outer circle, matching up symbols that held no relation. Even with this discovery, there could be any number of combinations, but I had to try. The grinding stone behind me told me I was rapidly running out of time.

      I paired the symbols, closed my eyes, and sent a silent prayer up to every corner of the universe. With tense muscles, I pushed and nearly cried when the lid gave way.

      Not wasting a breath, I snatched a cloth-wrapped item from inside. It was like someone struck me in the chest as I clutched the item in my fist, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I started up the steep path as the stone door descended above. The moisture in these walls and stones had been no accident of nature. It was just one more safeguard to keep the unwanted from getting a treasure that was not meant to leave these depths.

      Gritting my teeth, I used one hand to scrabble at the wall on the left to pull myself up. My muscles burned as I drew in quick breaths, struggling, eyes locked on the shrinking gap.

      As a foot slid out from under me, earning me a sharp crack on the knee, a cry left my lips. Ignoring the pain, I tapped into a reserve of strength deep within me, pushing my legs until they felt like they would snap from the pressure.

      I wasn’t going to make it.
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      The doorway was still several feet away; I’d never be quick enough. I yelled, the answering echoes like an army around me. I refused to die here. My discovery needed to be shared with the world.

      With the last of my strength, I pitched myself forward toward the narrow gap ahead and hit the stone floor hard. As I pulled my body, scraping across the ground, a puff of dust clouded around me, and my lungs burned with each breath.

      It was a miracle I hadn’t been crushed to death, but something was putting pressure on my foot.

      My heart pounded at the loose bootlace trapped beneath the stone door. I retrieved my knife and cut through the lace, a panic still in my chest as I stood, as if my body hadn’t caught up with my mind that I’d escaped.

      Uncurling my stiff fingers, I stared at the item in my hand. Slowly, I unwrapped the soft, threadbare fabric and beheld the slender key that had nearly cost me my life.

      The artifact appeared to have been gold at some point but was darkened in spots with age. It was simple, not unlike any skeleton key used in locks and doors of ages past. A chain was threaded through the end and coiled beneath it.

      Lifting the key from the aged cloth, I found the golden chain just long enough to be worn like a necklace. Curiosity got the better of me, as it always did, and I looped the chain over my head.

      As the key lay onto my chest, the same strange sense of familiarity settled over me that had come when I’d fallen into this hidden place. My breath caught, and suddenly, my knees were shaking, limbs trembling before my muscles turned to water. The room spun around me, and my vision went dark even before I squeezed my eyes shut against the whirling walls.

      Voices came, hundreds of them, thousands. A cacophony of whispers and screams rushed through my head. My hands pressed to my ears, trying to drown out the sound, but it was coming from inside. A cold breeze ran across my skin, and I shivered as icy fingers dragged me farther into the dark.

      Somewhere in my shadowed mind, I found a wisp of clarity. I pulled myself closer to them, used them like an anchor to keep from drowning in the darkness. In and out. One beat. Two. Three. After a few minutes, I opened my eyes.

      The walls were the same, as was the dusty stone floor beneath me. No whispers or screams echoed around me. No cold breeze brushed across my skin. There was only silence, myself, and the key around my neck.

      I took it off, eyed it warily, then folded the cloth carefully back around it. Leaning my head back against rough stone, I drew in another steadying breath. I’d never wanted a big bottle of ice cold water as much as I did right then.

      That had to be the problem. I was dehydrated. First, the trek through the hot and humid jungle, then making my way down into the ruin, and, finally, the difficulty getting back out with the key. All of it must have taken its toll of me. I had passed out from thirst and exertion. There was no other explanation. An urgency to return to the dig site drew me shakily to my feet.

      I glanced around—I had one of two options. I could either try to go back the way I had come, though getting through the false floor with my unsteady muscles could prove difficult. Or I could go up the path on my left, the one that had sunlight glowing near the top like a welcoming beacon.

      Tucking the key into a deep pocket of my pants, I headed toward the light.

      The path was steep, though thankfully not as steep as the way to the key had been. I used the left-hand wall to steady myself as I made my way up. The stones on the wall grew warmer as I stepped farther into the light. Blue sky opened up ahead of me, and I quickened my pace. When I reached the top, I pulled myself out and blinked in confusion.

      I got to my feet on the ground and stepped into a small circle. The ancient ruin still stood around me, but I didn’t recognize the area. I must have been on the opposite side.

      A massive wall rose up sharply behind me, and another wall descended steeply down into the waiting arms of the tangled jungle, leaving me standing on a platform. Climbing up would be impossible and getting down would be dangerous.

      “Seems I don’t really have a choice,” I muttered with a shrug. Perhaps when I reached the bottom, I could make my way around the base of the ruin back to where I started.

      A sense of hesitancy held my foot as I went to place it on the edge. It was as if a line was tied to my ankle, not letting me move forward. I wanted to go on, to get away from this place and back to the dig site, but at the same time, I wanted to turn around and walk back into the ruin.

      I clenched my hands, shook my head, and squatted down to start my descent. Dehydration and strain was definitely messing with my head.

      I braced my feet in front of me as I scooted carefully down. If I started to gain momentum too quickly, there would be no stopping me.

      I was nearly halfway down, the dappled shade of the canopy falling over me, when the hair rose on the back of my neck. Behind me, a deep, throaty roar echoed through the air. It was an urgent, angry sort of sound.

      The jaguar.

      With a glance back over my shoulder, I thought I could spot the creature climbing down from the top of the ruin.

      Keeping my footing on the steep, ancient wall was difficult as I hurriedly slid my way toward the jungle floor. Sure, jaguars were territorial, but this was insane. The quicker I got back to the others, the better.

      My feet finally hit the soft ground, and my gaze swung to the right, certain that was the way that would lead me back to my starting point. I could find my way to the dig site from there. But as I started to head that way, the growl of the jaguar carried from that direction.

      I clenched my teeth and plunged into the undergrowth, the vines and water-slick plants trying to hold me back. If I got out of the large cat’s territory, it would quit pursuing me. Getting lost seemed a better option at the moment than winding up as jaguar food.

      The angry roars of the jaguar soon faded, and I took a chance to halt, bracing my hands on my knees as I pulled in breaths. Sweat trickled down from my forehead and dripped off my jaw. I swallowed, the moisture trickling down the greenery from above reminding me just how thirsty I was.

      Straightening my body and rotating slightly to the right, I attempted to find my bearings. As far as I knew, I had run a straight shot from the ruin. I angled my way farther toward the west. If I headed in that direction, I should cross the path I had made getting to the ruin in the first place. Hopefully. It was nearly impossible to tell, especially with the way my head still felt woozy.

      Voices reached me on the cusp of my decision. I squinted, looking behind me. These were no voices in my head. These were voices calling out through the rainforest, and they seemed to be coming from the ruins.

      It was completely possible, I supposed, that I had been followed, either by my own team or another. It was difficult from this distance to make out any words from the voices, but I assumed they were hollering for me.

      I cupped my hands around my mouth and called out, “Hello?” I started to head back toward the ruin, then hesitated. The last thing I wanted to do was to run into the jaguar again. “I’m out here!”

      The voices fell silent, and I furrowed my brow.

      I called out again, and this time, the voices came from the opposite direction. Whirling around, I listened. These voices had more substance, and I could almost make out the words. But whose voices had been calling out behind me?

      Echoes, perhaps?

      Things echoed strangely in the rainforest.

      I shifted my pack, my shoulder aching from its weight, and headed quickly in the direction of the voices. The green-tinted light that managed to reach the undergrowth from above was turning dimmer and the day was growing late. Getting stranded in the rainforest at night was definitely not on the list of things I wanted to do.

      The volume of the voices increased, and a breath of relief whispered up my throat as I caught wider patches of sunlight in the distance. The dig site. I opened my mouth to holler again, but my words lodged in my throat.

      Not one, but two jaguars pushed through the dense undergrowth. I recognized the one on the right as the one who had tried to attack me atop the ruin, if only by his unusually large size. The other one was much smaller.

      My hand wrapped around my knife handle as I pulled it out. I barely had time to blink as the larger jaguar lunged forward, ears back and jaw wide. He swiped at me with a sharply clawed paw and, as I stumbled back, my arm swung out.

      A painful noise came from the animal as he lurched to the side, holding his paw off the ground. Blood dripped to the leaves below him. The other hurried forward, and my grip tightened on the knife handle. A gunshot cracked through the air like the snap of a whip. Then a second. The smaller jaguar fell at the third shot, body twitching pitifully before growing still.

      My eyes shifted to the larger jaguar. He hadn’t moved, and his golden stare fixated on me. It was just an animal, but I could have sworn he was trying to tell me something with that steady gaze.

      Words and people started to tumble through the trees, and the jaguar finally broke away, dashing into the jungle as gunshots followed him.

      “Olivia, are you all right?”

      I blinked, tearing my stare from the retreating jaguar. I managed to jerk a nod, then I caught sight of Sarah’s canteen at her hip. In two strides, I was in front of her, snatching the small canister of water. My eyes closed as I swallowed large gulps of the lukewarm liquid.

      “Damn, Perez, what happened to you?”

      After wiping water from my lips, I gave Sarah back her canteen and glanced around at the others. Kelby was there, along with the guides, rifles in their hands, and Dave Williams. He was staring at me with his arms crossed, curiosity more than concern on his face.

      I opened my mouth, on the verge of telling him what I had found: not only the ruins, but the key, as well. It was an amazing discovery, one that could be a stellar breakthrough in my career.

      The words didn’t come, though. As much as I wanted to show him that I had managed to win this round, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      “I got lost.”

      Dave’s answering scoff confirmation that my excuse was pathetic. Anyone in this field of work knew better than to wander off into the dense rainforest and get lost.

      Dave shook his head and turned around to head back to the dig site. Even the guides seemed mildly annoyed.

      “You look like you need to lie down,” Kelby said.

      I shook my head. “Perhaps, but I’ll settle for more water.”

      Sarah handed me her canteen again, and I gave her a grateful smile before we started back toward the dig site.

      I should tell my team about my find. Logically, I knew I should. But with each step, the urge to protect the artifact like a secret grew stronger.

      I would remain silent about the ruins and what I had found there. The key, a weight in my pocket, was a heavy secret I would keep to myself. At least for now.

      At the slight itch between my shoulder blades, I rolled my shoulders . I couldn’t help but feel there were eyes watching me, as if the trees and rocks and ruins knew what I had stolen. As if the rainforest wanted it back.

      For the first time in my life, I was eager to leave a dig behind.
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      My fingers drummed incessantly on the steering wheel of my Subaru Outback. I’d left the city of New Haven behind and was edging my way to where the houses grew farther apart.

      My arrival back in the States brought me no relief. It was as if the rain-slick, twisting vines of the Amazon had coiled about my feet and were determined to pull me back. Even as I pulled onto my street, I couldn’t shove out the persistent anxiety that shadowed me.

      The only other person living on this street gave me an enthusiastic wave as I neared. Her steps closer to the road told me she wanted to talk, but I gave a quick, friendly wave and passed by. I couldn’t even be bothered to worry about being rude, eager as I was to be home.

      My eyes fell on the small Victorian home at the end of the tree-lined street with a swirl of nostalgia. How many times as a child had I looked upon the window-lined turret and felt as if I lived in a castle? I had chased imaginary dragons across the worn, maple floors countless times, always the knight and never the princess.

      The ox-eye window above the wide covered porch watched me as I pulled up the leaf-littered driveway. Hidden in the back, so as not to mar the beauty and character of the house from the street view, was the garage. I jabbed my finger onto the button overhead and sighed as the door inched slowly upward. There was barely enough room to squeeze in next to the 1951 Bristol 401 that hadn’t been budged since Dad’s passing five years earlier.

      I opened my door, careful not to hit the neighboring car. If I scratched the light green paint on the Bristol, I was certain I’d be able to hear my father’s berating, even from the grave.

      After popping the trunk, I dragged out the large suitcase and flung my bag over my shoulder. The air outside was as crisp as the yellow and red leaves beneath my feet. It seemed even cooler after the heavy heat of the rainforest, and I quickened my steps toward the back door.

      How could it be one season in one part of the world, and a completely different season somewhere else?

      Science, that’s how. But no matter how many times I traveled, I found it hard to adjust to the weather differences.

      Keys in hand, I flicked through them until I found the thick bronze house key. I twisted it into the lock and turned the doorknob to no avail. I tried again.

      “Oh, come on.” I growled at the lock. The original lock had been replaced long ago, though throughout the interior, the doors still held their skeleton keyholes. I never had trouble with those.

      Finally, after a lot of jiggling and a slight kick, the door opened, and I reminded myself for the hundredth time that I needed a new lock. I shoved the door shut behind me and leaned against it.

      I waited for the welcoming ease that never ceased to settle over me after a long trip, but it didn’t come. Despite being exhausted from my travels, I couldn’t shake the urge to move. I dragged my suitcase across the floor, flicking lights on as I went, peering into the lingering shadows.

      Growing up, I had friends tell me this place was haunted. But even when I was four years old and my father and I had moved here, I hadn’t been afraid that first night.

      Now, however, I couldn’t help but feel as if I were being watched. The house seemed larger and more quiet than it ever had before. As soon as I entered the living room, I abandoned my suitcase and flopped down on my massive blue couch. Determined to make myself relax, I sank into the thick cushion, toed off my shoes, and pulled my legs up. I couldn’t seem to get comfortable, though, and found myself shifting positions every couple of minutes.

      Finally, I gave up and stood. I rolled my shoulders against the persistent itch that had clung to me since the moment I had left those ancient, crumbling ruins in the Vale do Javari. It was as if someone were scraping fingernails down my back from inside my skin.

      I shook my head and glanced at the suitcase. The key was inside.

      Calling Elizabeth Andrews—head of the History department at Yale University and my employer—was usually the first thing I did after returning home. Instead, I headed toward the kitchen.

      Like many rooms in the house, the kitchen had been remodeled while keeping its original charm. Large, narrow windows let in the fading afternoon light. I opened the fridge and frowned at the bare shelves. I would need to go grocery shopping tomorrow.

      I reached into the re-stained oak cabinet above the sink and pulled out a glass. From the freezer, I grabbed an ice tray and shook a few ice cubes into the glass, then refilled the tray with water.

      After a few gulps, I carried the glass with me back to the living room and crouched beside the suitcase. Maybe I would feel better once I had everything unpacked.

      I unzipped the suitcase and let the lid flop open across the floor. I barely had time to get a handful of clothes into my hand before the sound of Bon Jovi’s Livin’ on a Prayer broke the silence in the house.

      I dropped my clothes back into the suitcase and dug around in my bag until I found my phone. A name flashed across the screen, and I shook my head. I should have known.

      “Hey, Elizabeth,” I said.

      “Hi, Olivia. I trust you made it back home all right?”

      “Yes, I just arrived.” I rummaged through the suitcase for something I could put away with one hand.

      “You returned earlier than I was expecting.” Disappointment and curiosity coated her voice. “I hear you had a bit of trouble?”

      My fingers landed on the old fabric still wrapped around the key. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “Didn’t find anything good, I take it?” Elizabeth’s tone was hopeful, and for good reason. Finding something priceless and remarkable would not only be good for the university, but for herself and me, as well.

      I pulled the cloth aside and picked up the key. “No,” I said. “Nothing noteworthy. I will type up my full report and send it to you by Monday.”

      “Nothing? Well, that’s a shame. Perhaps next time you will have better luck.”

      Elizabeth didn’t need to voice that if I were not successful soon, I would be getting the boot. My late father’s position as the best History professor Yale had seen would not hold sway forever. I needed to either give Elizabeth what she wanted, or try to find my own way.

      I thought of the key, unsure if the artifact would be worth exchanging for a step in the right direction.

      After a few more exchanges of pleasantries, a bit more than half-hearted on my end, I hung up and threw my phone toward the couch like a frisbee.

      I stared at the key in my palm, the fine chain spilling and looping over my fingers, and wondered why I wasn’t telling anyone about it. Perhaps if I were able to learn more about it, and the relic’s possible value, I would finally disclose what I had unearthed in the rainforest.

      Maybe it was too late to come clean, though. After all, wouldn’t they question why I had kept it hidden?

      A slight tremor ran up my spine, and I rubbed the back of my neck against the odd sensation. The key felt heavier in my hand than something of its size should. I couldn’t shake the horrible feeling that perhaps bringing it with me had been a mistake.

      I clicked my tongue at my foolish thinking and got to my feet. It was just a key—an artifact from ancient times and nothing more.

      I headed back to the kitchen, tossed my water into the sink, and dropped a few fresh cubes into the glass. I pulled a bottle of bourbon, a penchant passed down from my father, out of the cabinet and poured myself a healthy portion. I carried the glass and the key as I made my way through the house to the study.

      A smile tugged at the corner of my lips as I walked into my favorite room. The floral-patterned wallpaper was broken by open shelves spilling with books. It always smelled like tobacco in this room, though it had to be merely a memory because no one had smoked in here for years. A few glass-fronted cabinets held many trinkets and artifacts, as did the Queen Anne end tables standing here and there. The room was stitched together with rich and intricate trim, and in the center was the jewel to the crown: a massive, cherry wood desk.

      It was already covered in a scatter of papers, a few books, and my computer. I pulled out the wheeled office chair (my father’s back-torturing and ancient chair was occupying a corner behind me) and sat. Several seconds were spent shuffling through the papers in search for a coaster before I gave up and pulled a small notepad closer. I took a drink, the bourbon warming my throat, and set the glass on the notepad.

      I twisted the key in my fingers. It was the strangest thing, because the more I stared at it, the more I felt as if I had seen the relic before. That was impossible, of course, unless I had seen a former article or the like about it before and couldn’t recall. I would need to begin the search, whether through books or the internet, to try to dredge up whatever information I could find about the key.

      Squinting at the key, for the first time I realized there were tiny markings on it, something I had missed in the dim lighting in the ruins. I brought it closer but couldn’t make out if they were man-made or if it was simply marred with age. As I twisted to go in search of a magnifying glass, my elbow struck the bourbon, and the glass fell to the wooden floor with a crash.

      “Well, crap,” I muttered.

      The chair slid back as I crouched to pick up the pieces of glass. My breath hissed in as my finger slid across a sharp edge. I brought my hand up, inspecting the drops of red beading on my skin. It didn’t seem too bad, I thought, but then the blood began to spread. It trickled down my finger, and then I realized my other fingers were reddening, too. Had I cut them, as well?

      My palm grew red and wet, blood quickly soaking my hand. I could do nothing but stare with a pinch of horror and fascination as the crimson spread.

      Reaching toward the bloody smears, I found my other hand coated in blood, the key still in my palm. Moans and wails sounded around me, as if this house truly were haunted. I spun around, eyes growing wide as the ceiling ripped away to reveal blue sky and the walls sank into the ground paved in wide stones.

      I glanced down and found the four-pointed star of the ruins I had fallen through intact. A dark red liquid lined the cracks of the pattern. It looked like blood.

      I didn’t want to look up, but I couldn’t help it. The rainforest surrounded the ruins, though they couldn’t accurately be called that now. The stones were not crumbling, and sturdy walls rose up. Bodies lay everywhere. Men, women, and—my gut clenched—children. Many were dead. Some still lay writhing and screaming, blood pumping through the fingers pressed to their wounds. Everywhere was blood and death and screams.

      Almost unbidden, I glanced back down. The key was hanging on the chain around my neck, golden and shining as if it had been newly made.

      There was something in my hand.

      My knife, I realized, and the blade was stained red to the handle.

      I stumbled back, my knees hitting something, and I fell.

      My office chair slid back as I landed, tilting backward, and I flung a hand out to the desk to save myself from falling to the floor. My ears were ringing with the ghosts of the screams.

      A shiver rocked through me as I blinked myself back to my study, my eyes focusing first on the papers with their messy scrawls, then across the dull cherry wood of the desk, and finally landing on my hand that was still clenching the key.

      I opened my fingers, no longer stained with blood. That itch between my shoulder blades grew stronger, and the horrible vision that had flashed through me burned in my mind as I stared at the ancient relic.

      That memory… That vision of murder…

      It had felt like my own.
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      My footsteps were relentless across the study, my gaze flicking to the key on the desk each time I passed it. I had been trying for a good twenty minutes to wrap my head around what had happened. Things like that didn’t happen to me. Perhaps I had caught some sort of sickness while in the rainforest and it was messing with my head?

      I pressed my hand to my forehead. No fever. Besides, I’d had all required vaccinations. Getting sick was unlikely.

      Dropping my gaze to the broken glass on the floor, I tried to come up with the excuse that I had perhaps drank too much, but that feeble reasoning didn’t take root. After only a sip or two, my mind was completely lucid.

      Stopping my constant pacing across the floor, I crossed my arms and stared at the key. A prickling sensation shivered through me, some instinct deep within telling me something was wrong with the key. I had to drag up the heavy weight of logic that told me that was ridiculous. It was an object. Objects didn’t cause visions.

      Still, as I stared at the key, I couldn’t help but sense there was something off about it. Impossibly, it seemed like I should know why it felt strange.

      My stomach growled loudly, wanting something to fill it besides a writhing mass of nerves. I grimaced and rubbed at my tired eyes. Despite the exhaustion from my return trip home, I needed to get to the grocery store.

      I started out of the study but paused in the doorway. Glancing back over my shoulder, I stared at the key. Surely it would be fine. Right?

      I scoffed. Why wouldn’t it be fine? I highly doubted anyone would break into my house, let alone go for the key first thing. Nearly a minute went by before I crossed the room and snatched the key. Just in case.

      Thankfully, there was a small grocery store not too far from my house. I would just pop in for something quick and easy to fix, then hurry back home.
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      The old man behind one of the registers who had worked there for years greeted me, and I gave him a wave before yanking a cart out of the line-up. A quick meal of pasta would be perfect.

      I pushed the cart down the aisle, one of the wheels jiggling spastically, and kept an eye out for a nice sauce to go with the box of pasta I had already grabbed. My purse was slung over my shoulder, and I fought the urge to check on the key, again. I’d already looked at it twice. What did I think it was going to do, jump out?

      I shook my head and turned back to the rows of assorted sauces. Finally deciding on a large jar of sauce that boasted the savory flavor of basil, garlic, and organic Roma tomatoes, I took it from the shelf.

      The jar slipped from my hand and hit the speckled vinyl tile of the floor with an unmistakable crack. I groaned, already seeing the sauce leaking out from the jar, and squatted down. Picking it up, my eyebrows scrunched together. The sauce dripping from the cracked jar was much darker and thicker. The pace of the drips quickened, and I realized—as I stared at the growing puddle on the floor—it was losing much more sauce than it should, given the size of the jar.

      A metallic scent filled my nostrils as the warm, red liquid ran over my hand.

      Warm?

      I brought it up closer to my nose and inhaled.

      “Ugh.” I dropped the jar, and it shattered. Blood. There was no mistaking it. Why would there be blood in it?

      I wiped my blood-slicked hand on my jeans until I realized what I was doing. Now there was a dark spot on my jeans. My throat tightened as the stain grew, spreading up my thigh and down over my knee.

      “What?” I wiped at it with my other hand, as if I could stop it, but the blood just kept spreading, this time up my other hand.

      I shook my hand, trying to get to my feet and losing my balance. My right hand went to the floor to brace myself, and I gasped as the floor gave beneath it. I lurched away from the puddle of crimson.

      “Ma’am?”

      The elderly man from behind the register was standing in front of me. He held out a hand, a smile on his face. Didn’t he see the blood? It was still on my hands, my clothes, the floor. The toes of his shoes were in the puddle. I held up a hand, and he grabbed it.

      Before he could pull me up, the smile faded from his face. At first, he squinted at me, then dropped his gaze to our grasp. His eyes widened, and he let out a cry as slick and dripping blood crawled up his hand.

      He tried to wipe it off, but it was no use. His forearm turned red, then his elbow. When the blood started to stain his sleeve, he screamed, tugging at his shirt then pawing at his chest.

      It felt as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice-cold water over me. I was frozen even as he turned his wild, tear-filled eyes toward me.

      “What did you do?” he shrieked, still yanking at his shirt. The blood was drifting up his neck now. His knees hit the floor so we were eye-level. “What did you do?”

      The man before me being overtaken in blood was terrifying to behold, but what frightened me more was the alien sense of satisfaction that ran through me.

      Suddenly, the man’s eyes went calm. “Ma’am.” The words didn’t come from his mouth. They came from somewhere else. “Ma’am.”

      I blinked. The fluorescent lights above me seemed brighter, and the floor beneath me more stable. The elderly man stood in front of me, a smile on his face, but his eyebrows drawn together.

      He reached a hand out toward me. “Ma’am, are you all right?”

      Retreating back a step, I bumped into something. The cart. A gallon of milk and a box of pasta sat inside. I glanced at the jar of sauce in my hand, then at the floor. There was no sauce on the tiles, no blood. The jar was in my hand, unbroken.

      “Yeah.” My voice was tight with the panic and confusion I was trying to shove down. I cleared my throat, nodding. “Yes, I’m fine, thank you. Just thinking of something.”

      The man didn’t seem convinced as he walked away. I waited until he was out of sight, then swapped the jar for a different kind of sauce and headed quickly toward the check-out.

      The cashier kept up a string of chatter I barely paid attention to, something about a new club in New Haven that was all the rage. I remembered to smile and say thank you, barely, before I grabbed my receipt and hurried to my car.

      When I returned home, I didn’t even bother to return my car to the garage. I snatched my groceries with one hand and climbed out of the car, slammed the door shut, and went inside.

      That strange sensation, a foreign weight, clung to me as I locked the door behind me. I set the bags on the counter and reached into my purse. Grabbing the key, I tossed it none-too-gently beside the bag holding the milk.

      “There’s something wrong with you,” I told it.

      Closing my eyes, I rubbed my temples, trying to massage away the throbbing there. The idea of the situation being ridiculous had passed. As much as I wanted to brush it away, something wasn’t right. My mind whirled as I tried to grasp at an explanation, but I couldn’t find anything solid and logical to hold on to.

      My stomach would have to wait. I put the milk in the fridge, more exhausted—mentally and physically—than I was before. The bed upstairs was calling my name, and I suddenly wanted nothing more than to crawl beneath my blanket. I was three steps away before I was fighting with myself over the key. Reasoning tried to persuade me that it would be safe down in the kitchen, but I still couldn’t make myself leave the kitchen without it.

      I was able to forget the ancient relic in my hand for a few moments when I opened my bedroom door. It was always a welcome sight after a big trip, but this time, a soft wave of relief washed over me.

      I rarely did anything in my room except sleep, so the space was mostly taken up by a large four poster bed. The paisley-patterned duvet in gray and cream had been a gift to myself after a dig in Italy one summer.

      I placed the key on the top of a dresser, which just so happened to be as far from my bed as possible, and shucked off my clothes. Digging through the drawers, I found a pair of pajama pants and a soft tee.

      A sigh that felt as if it were drawn from the soles of my feet drifted past my lips as I shimmied farther under the blankets. My head sank into my pillow, and I cast a final glance at the key. A good night’s sleep. That’s all I needed.
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      When I woke, a cold sweat had my shirt clinging to my skin. The pale yellow sliver of light slicing through the crack in the curtains and slanting across the covers told me it was early morning.

      I groaned, stretching my arms and arching my back. I was exhausted. Both the heaviness of my eyelids and snippets of consciousness through the night told me my rest had been fitful, though I couldn’t exactly recall why.

      I wiggled out of my covers and grabbed the key before making my way downstairs. The floor was cold on my bare feet as I walked into the kitchen. Rummaging through the cabinets, I discovered a box of cereal. I gave it a shake before pulling a bowl down and pouring myself a hefty portion. Leaning against the counter, I shoveled spoonfuls of the slightly stale cereal into my mouth as the coffee pot gurgled behind me.

      Barking dogs. I recalled that from last night. My neighbor’s dogs had been having fits at all hours. Usually the pair of goldendoodles were mild-mannered, but for some reason, they had been hollering relentlessly. Perhaps that’s why I hadn’t slept well. After an additional half bowl of cereal, I tossed the dish into the sink and headed upstairs to change.

      I wasn’t usually a stickler for routine, but my morning run was always a must. It got the mental juices flowing and made me feel more prepared for the day.

      The key that I hadn’t been able to leave behind bounced against my chest as I jogged through the park bordering my property. I pulled in a deep breath, enjoying the slight chill that filled my lungs. It was a beautiful day, the sun brightening the fall leaves in a myriad of oranges, yellows, and reds. I tried to focus on this as I ran, on the gorgeous trees, the sunlight, and the crisp air of my favorite season.

      It was no use. I couldn’t run from the strange sensation chasing after me. It was as if someone was watching me, and no matter how many times I glanced over my shoulder to assure myself that wasn’t the case, I couldn’t shake the feeling of pursuit.

      As I rounded a turn that would lead me back toward my house, leaves rustled behind me. My feet faltered as I turned, half-jogging backward and gaze scanning over every leaf and twig.

      Nothing there now, but there was no mistaking there had been.

      Pivoting back, I picked up the pace. Home was only a couple of minutes away. I was nearing the end of those two minutes when sirens pierced the air. They grew louder as I ran. I broke from the edge of the wooded park and stumbled to a stop. The ground trembled beneath my feet, and I realized there was a mingling of screams amid the wailing of the emergency vehicles flashing into my view.

      My neighbors were in the street, stumbling onto the pavement with blood staining their hands and running down their faces. Smoke billowed upward in the distance, drifting across the blue sky and blocking out the sun. I caught the scent of charred wood and what I horribly thought was the sulfurous odor of burnt hair.

      Heart pumping a rapid beat, I tried to make sense of the chaos. Where had all of the people come from? There were more than just my neighbors screaming and crying in the street and the yards. What had happened?

      I forgot about the feeling of pursuit as I ran farther toward the confusion and yells. The earth shook again beneath my feet, but somehow, I remained steady.

      My neighbor’s house was on fire. Broken bricks and splintered wood scattered across the manicured lawn. More buildings in the distance were being devoured by flames. The entire scene before me was nothing but blood, smoke, and screams.

      I had to do something. There had to be some way I could help.

      I reached a middle-aged man, his arm wrapped around the arm of his wife who was stumbling and dazed. He turned an accusing glare toward me, his face a mask of blood. “You did this.”

      My lips, as if on their own accord, tipped upward in a smile.

      I wanted to shake my head, but I couldn’t. I just stood there, smiling, a sense of satisfaction drowning out denial.

      The key hanging on my chest pulsed, the weight of the chain almost pulling me deeper into the havoc. The horror that had first taken over me was nearly gone now, and why should I feel horror, anyway?

      My gaze ran across the people, smiling at their fear and wailing. Why would I need more than this?

      “Why are you doing this?” My neighbor stood behind me, arms crossed, hugging her shaking frame. “You killed them. Why would you kill them?”

      Clenched tight in my hand was my knife, the blade red with blood. I lifted my stare to the yard behind her, a pair of small bodies lying on the grass.

      The pleasure of the death and destruction fell away as I squeezed my eyes shut. I pulled in deep breaths from my nostrils, fighting against the urge to overtake everyone and everything.

      This couldn’t be real. It wasn’t real.

      A cool breeze brushed against my cheek. Slowly, I opened my eyes. Morning sunlight flooded my vision, swept across the grass, and warmed the crown of my head. It was quiet, save for the slight rustle of the leaves overhead. There was no smoke, no red and blue lights flashing, and no one screaming. My fingers were curled in a loose fist, as if the handle of my knife still filled my hand. Clenching the key around my neck, I hurried home.

      I dashed up to my study, pulled the necklace off, and tossed it to the table. I paced, shaking my head in an attempt to dispel the vision. I rolled my shoulders to try to push away the clinging weight that had settled onto me the moment I had first left for home with the relic as I braced my hands on the desk and studied the key.

      Knowledge had always been something that drove me. If I found something that didn’t make sense, I worked and studied it until I found clarity.

      The one exception sat on the worn surface of my massive desk.

      I should want to study it, to find out why it was causing these visions, because what else could it be?

      I also wanted to snatch it up and chuck it out the nearest window.

      My fist slammed into the desk, and a sharp scream flew from my mouth. A tingling sensation prickled across my skin as something burst from my hand, a flash of light and energy scattering across the wooden surface. Papers whirled briefly before drifting to the floor, books fell, and pens rolled.

      My attention was drawn to the ancient relic. An urge to take the key and go outside to bring to life the horrific scene already haunting my mind came over me. Power and destruction were calling my name. It would be easy with the key around my neck to bring the blood and screams to life.

      I shoved away from the desk, heart pounding. I lifted my hand in front of my face and could still feel the prickling remnants of energy that had burst from me. Even the aftershocks of that energy felt good. So dangerously good. And I knew what I had to do to feel more of it.

      I also knew I could never let that happen.

      I had to get rid of it.

      There was no longer any question in my mind. If I kept it, I would end up hurting people. I needed to get rid of it while there was still enough of me left to fight the urges. But what to do with it?

      The image of a shovel, of freshly turned dirt, came to me. I could dig a deep hole and bury it where no one would ever find it.

      I stared at the key. Taking it from that ancient, hidden place had been a mistake. I would return the relic to the earth, where it belonged.

      But as I reached to grab it, to take it to do just that, the key sparked violently, searing my skin.
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      The key did not want me to bury it.

      The tang of dread lay thick on my tongue as that thought went through my mind over and over. I clutched my hand loosely against my chest, fingertips still burning. Eyes narrowing, I glared at the relic that had seared me. The fact that the key was fighting not to be buried only made me want to do so more.

      There was no doubt in my mind that if I kept the key, the visions would continue. The worsening of each vision was proof of that. Surely, once I was rid of it, the visions would cease along with the unusual sensation inside of me. It was an intrusion, that tingling feeling of energy on the verge of bursting from me any second, and it was one I wanted gone.

      I couldn’t logically explain what was happening to me, something that frustrated me greatly. All I knew was that if I put the relic back into the earth where it belonged, things would go back to normal.

      I hoped.

      I cast a glance out of the six-paned window on the far side of the room. The morning light filtering through the filmy white curtains was quickly warming from gray to a soft yellow. It was still early; if I hurried, I would be able to get the key in the ground without anyone noticing.

      I crossed the room to peer out of the aged glass. My neighbors didn’t seem to be out and about yet. I drummed my fingers against the windowsill. I could wait until the cover of darkness, I supposed, but that posed a problem: spending more time with the key.

      The haunted relic sitting on my desk looked innocent enough, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I would leave before I changed my mind. Or before the key changed it for me.

      After a quick dash to my room to grab my favorite bag—a well-worn khaki messenger tote—I returned to the study. I carefully coiled the relic in the original wrappings before bundling it tightly. Then, for good measure, I grabbed Chaucer, my ever-trusty knife, to take with me as well.

      I eased the back door shut behind me, finding the situation a little ridiculous as I walked softly to the small garden shed nestled beside the garage.

      The contents inside the dark building were covered in dust, spiderwebs clinging onto every corner. I had tried my hand at gardening after the unexpected passing of my father to get my mind off of my grief. Unlike my mother, I didn’t have the knack for it. The glorious rose bushes at the front of the house were the only evidence of her I’d seen in my life. My father had taken care of those roses religiously. I was wise enough to hire someone to tend the landscaping for me. I was much better at pulling things out of the earth, than guiding them to flourish inside of it.

      “Except for now,” I mumbled.

      I rifled through an array of gardening tools on the cluttered table. Finally, I found a wooden-handled trowel. It would take longer to dig a decent-sized hole with it, but if someone caught me walking into the woods with a shovel, it would definitely appear suspicious.

      I tried to wipe the dust from the trowel but only succeeded in smearing the grime around, so I gave up and stuck it inside my bag to join my knife and the key.

      I made my way carefully around the back of the house on soft steps. I wasn’t exactly sure why I was being so sneaky—it wasn’t as if me going on a walk into the wooded park was anything unusual—but I couldn’t risk anyone seeing me hide the key. I had to protect it.

      Wait. I stopped at the edge of the trail. Protect it?

      Where had that thought come from? I didn’t want to protect the relic. I wanted to be rid of it.

      The new thought was well on its way to worming itself into my brain, though, and I found myself second-guessing. I couldn’t shake the growing feeling that what I was doing was wrong.

      My cheeks puffed out in a big sigh as my head swiveled between my house and the wooded trail. Then, like white-hot lightning, the memories of the horrible visions flashed in my mind, burning away any hesitation.

      No. I had to get rid of it.

      Now.

      The need trying to claw its way into me to keep the key only firmed my resolve. This relic had given me those visions, and it was clinging to me, whispering into my mind not to cast it away. I had to get rid of the visions...and that itching foreign energy shifting restlessly beneath my skin.

      I hurried into the forested park. It wasn’t until I was under the rustling canopy that I recalled the fact that, not long before, I had been certain I was being followed down this very path. Unease squirmed in my stomach as that sensation returned.

      I glanced over my shoulder but found no one. Scanning around me, I discovered no evidence of another person, either.

      I flipped open my bag, letting the flap wedge between the bag and my hip so I could quickly grab my knife if I needed to. Just in case. Whether I would be able to actually use it against someone was another matter, especially after the visions showed me what the blade would look like glistening in blood.

      With each step, my pulse quickened, hidden eyes on my heels. Once I was deep enough into the woods, I took a right and abandoned the trail. The park wasn’t massive—the other end of the trail came out at a town square with quaint shops—but it was large enough where I wouldn’t be seen if I was careful.

      I picked my way around the trees and over fallen branches, still attempting to be stealthy, until I found a spot that satisfied me. The brush was denser there, mostly young trees and briars. It definitely was not a place where someone would take an idle stroll. Besides, even if they did, they wouldn’t just start digging. Hopefully.

      I set my bag on the ground beside me as I got onto my knees. After another quick glance around to assure myself I was alone, I began pushing aside damp leaves and debris. I pulled out my knife, unsheathed it, and set it within reach. The trowel came next, and I got to work, thankful it was not yet far enough into fall for the ground to be stiff with cold.

      One scoop after another, I dug, glancing around with every addition to the small pile of dirt. Would the unseen eyes that had been following me leave after I buried the key?

      I sliced the trowel into the ground quicker, eager to get the relic out of my life. I wasn’t sure how big to make the hole. How deep did one need to dig into the earth to bury a cursed key forever?

      After fighting past roots and digging shoulder-deep, I figured it was good enough. I set the trowel down and drew the key from my bag. Though it was covered, I could almost feel the slender length of the key. Its weight almost seemed welcome in my hand.

      I shook my head against the thought of keeping it. The tendons popped in my wrist, and my palm tingled. It was almost as if my body was fighting to hold onto the key.

      My eyebrows pinched together as I worked my fingers loose one at a time. Tilting my hand over the hole was more of an effort than it should have been. The key dropped into the freshly dug earth, and I let out the breath I’d held trapped in my lungs.

      I grabbed the trowel and quickly started shoveling dirt over the key as the irrationality of my mind told me to snatch it back up. When finally I was finished, I patted the dirt down hard and pulled leaves and sticks back over the bare earth.

      “There. Back where you belong.” The words tasted like a lie on my tongue.

      I shoved the trowel and knife back into my bag and stood, brushing debris from the knees of my pants. Hairs rose on the back of my neck, and I peered through the trees, certain someone was still watching me.

      Perhaps if I walked away, the sensation would fade.

      As I left, I refused to look back toward the buried key, despite the urge to do so. Relief did not come to me as I thought it would. Instead, the more distance I gained between myself and the key, the more dread sank into my stomach.

      Leaning my back against the rough bark of an oak tree, I swallowed. My hands were cold and clammy as I clenched them. Every muscle inside me was taut as I fought with myself not to turn around and return to the relic.

      It was bad news. The key had already caused me problems, and I’d only had it for several days. I couldn’t imagine what it would have done if I had kept it.

      Well, no, I could imagine. Pain, death, destruction...and at my hands. Burying it was the right thing to do.

      Wasn’t it?

      Surely no one else would find it.

      Thinking on it some more, I wasn’t so sure. Finding it in ancient ruins had been extremely difficult, but finding it two feet underground in a public park? Wouldn’t that be a piece of cake by comparison?

      Maybe burying it hadn’t been the best course of action. Perhaps I should have worked harder to find out more about it. Doing so would have led me to a better solution.

      I looked back toward the way that would lead me to the key. It was dangerous, maybe even evil, but I couldn’t just leave it there. I had to dig it back up and keep it safe. Besides, I had this nagging feeling that I was meant to be in possession of the key.

      Groaning, I pushed away from the tree. “This is crazy. You’re crazy.”

      As I made my way back toward the key, I internally berated myself. What had I been thinking? I had given up entirely too easily. Where had my sense of adventure, my love for a difficult challenge, my thirst for knowledge gone to?

      They had been chased away by those horrid visions, I reminded myself.

      Maybe no one would find the key in the park. After all, I’d only found it in the ancient ruins because I knew that was where to find such things. No one would be digging around off the beaten trail of the path of some park.

      Yet, my feet still dragged me back to dig up the key.

      I stepped over a rotting log blanketed in moss. How long would the visions persist? Could the key actually make me do anything I didn’t want to do? Surely not.

      My steps faltered when I realized the key was getting what it wanted. I was returning to unearth it once more.

      I ground my teeth. No. This was my decision. If anything, I was only taking it back so I could keep others from getting their hands on it. As soon as I learned more about it, I would be able to get rid of it once and for all. Safely.

      As I neared the area where I had buried the key, shadows fell over me. I glanced up, confused to find the sky bright and blue, the morning sun glittering through the leaves. Where had the shadows come from?

      Ignoring the bumps prickling my skin, I continued. I was getting close now. Why was it so dark? And quiet? The usual chirping of birds had ceased. Not even the rustle of leaves met my ears. Energy buzzed inside me as my eyes landed on the area just ahead. Just to where the key was buried.

      And then, I froze.

      There, amid the patch of briars, was a figure.

      Someone was already digging up the key.
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      The shadowy figure had come through the trees with all the subtlety of a hushed whisper. I had heard no crunching leaves, no disturbed branches. This person had seemingly arrived out of nowhere. No, not out of nowhere. The eyes that had been watching me. I now knew where they had come from. Hardly daring to breathe, I watched.

      The man knelt on the forest floor, and his pale hands dug at the ground, long fingers pulling away the freshly dug earth.

      As he piled dirt on top of the leaves, I was momentarily caught up in his strange appearance. A deep hood hid his face, and a dark cloak draped across his broad shoulders. Silvery runes patterned the hem of the cowl and around the wide cuffs of the long sleeves he wore.

      I squinted through the suddenly dim woods. The familiarity of the unusual shapes of the symbols tapped at my mind. Were they in the same language as the runes in the rainforest had been?

      The man shifted and leaned forward to peer down into the hole. Though I couldn’t exactly put my finger on what it was, I found something ancient and otherworldly about him. The shadows that had fallen over the woods grew closer, as if the man were drawing them in. His hand reached into the earth.

      The key. He was going to get the key.

      My stomach writhed at the thought, and there was no doubt in my mind that, whoever this man was, I couldn’t let him have it. Would I be able to sneak close enough to catch him off guard and grab the relic?

      Half-hidden behind the wide trunk of an oak, I slowly, carefully inched my fingers into my bag and wrapped them around the handle of my knife.

      When the stranger looked up, my pulse quickened, and my gaze faltered in the dark depths of his hood.

      Foreboding crashed over me like an icy wave, leaving me cold and breathless. The forest fell away as the earthy fumes of woodsmoke and metallic blood filled my nostrils. I could feel the hot lick of flames searing across my skin, and the sharp wind that tugged on my hair carried horrific and terrifying screams.

      A rumbling groan sounded from deep within the underbelly of the earth, and beneath me, the ground shook. I held my arms out for balance, knees bending to try to absorb the shock. I glanced over my shoulder and coughed on the noxious smoke I’d inadvertently sucked into my lungs.

      The forest had been burned to the ground, leaving nothing but ash and charred stumps. Smoke trailed upward to join the dark, roiling clouds tinted with red.

      And then, my surroundings changed.

      Across the cinder-powdered ground, the buildings were nothing but piles of splintered timber, broken bricks, and cracked glass. People staggered in the streets that were scattered with rubble. Some of them wailed with loss. Others screamed in pain as blood stained their clothing. Many were lying on the ground, pale and unmoving.

      Death and destruction. No matter where I looked, I found nothing but devastation and ruin. It was everywhere, but at the same time, it wasn’t enough.

      More. My heart raced with yearning and pleasure at the thought. There needed to be more. More fire. More blood. More screams.

      I took a step forward, and a twig snapped beneath my foot. Peering down, I lifted my boot. The leaves and sticks were still wet from the morning, not crisp and charred.

      Swallowing, I watched as the leaves flickered. Burnt and brittle, then back to untouched. Something wasn’t right.

      It took a great deal of effort for me to squeeze my eyes shut and shove the images and the need from my mind. It was difficult, as if the thirst for death tried to cling within me. I didn’t want that obliteration. I didn’t.

      I pulled in deep breaths through my flaring nostrils and slowly opened my eyes. I was back where I belonged. The forest was unburned, filled with reaching maple trees. The briars still tangled through the undergrowth. Beneath my feet, the trembling, moaning ground was still.

      I lowered my arms. My fingers were still clenched around my knife. Another vision, and this time, the key had not been within my grasp.

      How had it happened?

      The man rose slowly, smoothly. His long cloak flowed to the ground, though the fabric made no noise on the leaves. He wore a tunic that fell nearly to his feet, with a wide sash wrapping around his middle. More silvery runes were patterned along its length and contrasted sharply with the dark color of his clothing.

      Every muscle along my body tightened as he reached up and pulled down the deep hood, letting it spill onto his back. Awareness tried to flicker to life in my mind. Somehow, I knew this man.

      His eyes, violet in color and glowing unnervingly, glared at me under sharp, slanted eyebrows. Dark hair swept back from his smooth, pale brow, wings of silver at his temples. Several days of stubble peppered down his narrow face, past his hollow cheeks to his sharp chin.

      Unexplainable abhorrence billowed from deep within, as ancient and powerful as the man standing several feet beyond me. A tingling sensation shivered just beneath my skin, and energy came to my hand, licking across my skin and curling around my fingers.

      I was still with uncertainty. I didn’t understand the strange power buzzing through me. It was dangerous and formidable. The strangeness of it set me on edge, but I also didn’t try to smother it out. Letting it go would be a mistake.

      I clenched my teeth. I couldn’t let this unusual energy go, not with my enemy in front of me.

      Enemy?

      I couldn’t dwell on the intrusive thought for more than a couple of heartbeats. The man had finally broken his stare with me and was peering at the aged fabric in his hand. With deft fingers, he quickly unwrapped it, letting the cloth drift to the forest floor. His thin lips quirked at the corners, and his violet eyes gleamed bright with triumph.

      The key. Blood pounded faster in my ears. He had the key.

      My heart sped with panic as cold dread trickled between my shoulder blades. More than anything else, I knew I had to get the ancient relic back.

      Instinct clawed its way up inside of me and settled into my bones. Uncurling my fingers, the knife fell from my hand. Energy rippled through me, and I moved without thought. I pulled my arm back and whipped my hand forward like an all-star pitcher. A writhing sphere of luminous energy rolled from my fingertips and cut through the air in a blur.

      The man tilted, rocking easily back onto the heels of his boots. His mouth turned down in a grimace, but it seemed more of disappointment than worry. In a burst of light, the energy I had hurled smashed into a tree behind him, bits of bark falling away and leaving the trunk charred black. Above, the leaves shivered from impact.

      I blinked. How had I done that? I didn’t have the key. Did that mean the magic had purely been…me?

      But if that was true, did that mean the desire to see death and destruction was me, too?

      Laughter reached me, and the familiarity of it raised bumps on my skin. The man’s eyes swept from the damaged tree and back to me. Then, he started speaking.

      The syllables rolled from his tongue. It was not a language I should have known, but incredibly, I understood every word.

      “You seem to have lost your touch,” he said. Even his voice was ancient, the words echoing up through his chest. They fell on my ears strangely, as if he were speaking in some large, empty cathedral.

      My eyebrows lowered. “Who are you?”

      “And you have forgotten much, as well. Perhaps my circumstances were not so unfortunate.” He took a step toward me, and there was something strange about the movement. It took another step from him for me to realize, though brittle fall leaves were beneath his feet, his footfalls made no sound. No snapping twigs or crunching leaves. Merely silence. “You have dwindled to this weak being with a memory of nothing more than dust, while my memories and my knowledge remain intact. This is almost too easy.”

      What was he talking about?

      “Who are you?” I repeated.

      “Who are you?” The man was steadily moving closer. Why wasn’t I trying to get farther away from him? I couldn’t bring myself to move. “You do not know any longer, do you?”

      “Of course I know who I am. I’m—” I bit down on my tongue. What was I thinking? I couldn’t tell him my name. I shook my head. “Look, I don’t care who you are. Just give me back the key.”

      I put my hand out, as if I were expecting him to just lay it in my palm.

      The stranger held the key aloft, inspecting it as it slowly rotated on the fine chain. A wisp of shadows lessened above, allowing a slant of sunlight to slice through the canopy and fall on the golden relic.

      “Why would I do that?” the man murmured.

      My eyebrows pinched together. “Because it’s mine.”

      He had stopped and was no more than five feet from me now. A few swift steps, and I could be on him, snatching the key from his hands. How fast was he? Would he catch me if I ran?

      Those gleaming indigo eyes bored into mine. “I think not.”

      It was insane, and I didn’t quite understand why or how I was doing it, but that energy wrapped around my hand. I charged forward and barely made it two steps. Raising his arm, the man turned his palm toward me. Shadows twisted from his hand and punched me hard in the chest.

      Grunting, I stumbled back, losing the energy. I barely managed to catch myself on a nearby tree.

      The forest darkened around us. The man tucked the key into the folds of his clothing. His chin lifted as he smirked down at me. “You will not win this time.”

      With that, he left in a swirl of leaves and shadows.

      I hurried forward, head whipping back and forth. Pivoting, I searched the trees and squinted at the brush. He had to be nearby. People didn’t just disappear. Right?

      The sunlight quickly returned, along with the morning chatter of birds and the distant hum of traffic. There was no sign of the man. He truly had gone just as silently and suddenly as he had arrived.

      For a moment, I stood, rubbing my sore chest where he had hit me with that shadowy energy. What was I supposed to do now?

      The sense of being watched had vanished with the strange man, but I couldn’t find any relief in its absence. I wiped my sweaty palms on my thighs and pulled in a shaky breath.

      I walked back several feet and stooped to pick up my knife then shoved it roughly back into my bag. What had I been expecting to do with it anyway? Stab the guy? Yeah, right. I would have only done such a thing to protect myself. At least, I thought so…or used to think so.

      I wasn’t so sure what I thought anymore.

      I started to head off toward the trail and glanced back at the hole. The key had been taken. As much as I had initially wanted to be rid of the thing, I couldn’t help but feel that losing it was going to be far more disastrous.
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      The man’s foreign words echoed in my mind as my boots hit the weathered trail. He’d said I wouldn’t win this time. What had he meant, not this time?

      I shoved the nagging question to the back of my mind as indecision rippled through me. I glanced toward home. I couldn’t go back now. My mind was reeling, and I was too amped up to return to the house. I started to the right and headed toward the small town on the other side of the forested park.

      I really needed some coffee.

      My gaze swept through the trees as I walked, keeping a lookout for that strange man. Who was he? I hadn’t told anyone about the key, so how did he know about the relic? Was it possible he had seen it before?

      Logic—something that had always been ingrained in me to trust—said that was impossible. But this new, fractured reality I was shakily walking across suggested otherwise. He hadn’t seemed real with his ancient and powerful aura, but I couldn’t deny what I had seen.

      The meandering trail was winding to an end. The small town was visible through the trees up ahead. I kicked a stick out of my way. I shouldn’t have let him take the relic. I should have tried harder to stop him. What was he going to do with it?

      Well, it didn’t matter now, anyway. The key was gone. I couldn’t change that.

      I shifted the strap of my bag into a more comfortable position. Pulling in a deep breath, I tried to look like I hadn’t spent the early part of my morning digging a hole in the woods for an ancient, and probably magical, relic followed by a confrontation with a man who seemed to be some sort of wizard from ages past.

      I’m just out to get coffee. Nothing unusual.

      Not quite sure why I was feeling paranoid, I found my way to the sidewalk that would lead me to the street lined with quaint shops and little restaurants then headed straight toward my favorite coffee shop, The Frazzled Bean Co.

      It held the same sort of charm many places did around here. A few small tables and chairs sat outside of the large windows, the only occupant an elderly man in a beige fedora reading a newspaper. The sign above the entrance creaked slightly in the soft morning breeze.

      When I pushed through the door, the bell rang over my head. There weren’t many customers, yet. I crossed the wooden floors to the wide counter, behind which stood the proprietor.

      Gina was a lovely woman. She had a beautiful mane of unruly red curls that she fought back into a ponytail to keep her hair out of her face while she was working. A woman in her late-forties, she had never married. She told anyone who asked that The Frazzled Bean Co. was her husband and it gave her enough trouble. You could see the love she poured into the place, from the warm brick walls to the mismatched chairs that managed to look charmingly quirky without appearing tacky. A massive collection of coffee cups hung in rows on a wall behind the counter, Gina’s crown jewel to her caffeinated empire.

      “Olivia!” Gina’s exuberant voice filled the room. Her smile was bright as I stepped up to the counter. “How are you?”

      “I’m doing all right.” That was the farthest I could stretch the truth.

      She nodded, and I was grateful she wasn’t one to pry. “The usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She busied herself concocting a perfect honey lavender latte. We kept up a casual conversation on the beautiful morning and what we were up to lately. Apparently, she had taken up crocheting on a whim, and I spoke of the dig.

      “Find anything good?” Gina asked as she slid my cup, full to the brim, toward me.

      I pulled some bills out of my pocket. “Nothing but dusty tombs and failure,” I answered with a smile. An uncomfortable sensation squeezed me at the thought of the key.

      “Oh well, maybe next time.”

      Giving Gina a tight smile, I paid for my latte as the bell over the door jingled and a pair of college-aged students came in. I headed toward my favorite spot, a faded red armchair near the front window. In the corner, I could sit and watch people walk by without any close seats for other customers to sit near me and intrude on my peace.

      I settled into the comfy chair and placed the cup on the table. I rolled my shoulders in an attempt to dispel the lingering sensation that persisted, even with the absence of the key. Would the feeling go away? What about that strange energy that had burst from me? Surely, without the relic nearby, that power would vanish.

      Wouldn’t it?

      The way that energy had bloomed above my hand had been so strange, and yet a part of it had been familiar. I had even enjoyed the buzzing across my skin, that light and power. It was a disconcerting thought because, surely, I would know if I had done that before.

      I stared at my hand, recalling the confrontation in the woods. It had just appeared without thought. Even now, I could almost feel the tingling across my palm. My heart pounded against my ribs. I wasn’t just recalling that tingling. It was happening again. Right now! A small bit of energy swirled over my hand, twisting like water between my fingers.

      I quickly thrust my hand under the table and squeezed my wrist, glancing wide-eyed around the café as I tried to snuff out the growing power. It seemed like minutes passed before I was able to pull back the energy trying to burst forth, though in truth, it had most likely only been seconds. I peered around again, but it didn’t appear as if anyone had noticed.

      My hands wrapped around the warm cup, and I sat back, taking a sip. I held onto the cup for dear life, as if it would anchor me from inadvertently bringing forth that power again. I pulled in deep breaths through my nose and tried to calm my racing heart, punctuating the breaths with warm, delicious sips. What was I going to do if this invasion didn’t go away?

      A shadow passed over me as someone strolled by on the sidewalk outside the window. A moment later, the bell above the door chimed. I continued to attempt to enjoy my latte, the strain finally beginning to ebb, when a new sensation came over me.

      I was being watched.

      I peeked up from my cup to find my eyes locked with a man across the room. A breath of relief sighed through me when I realized it wasn’t the man from the woods. I returned to my latte, but the feeling persisted. Another quick flick of my eyes found the man was still staring at me.

      The man wasn’t someone I recognized, though being all the way across the room, I couldn’t derive much besides dark hair and casual attire. I tilted my face back down and tried to ignore him.

      His staring continued; I could feel it. It wasn’t as if it was the first time I had been stared at, but I certainly wasn’t in the mood for any type of interest. After shooting him a slight scowl and angling my body away from him, I hoped he would take the hint.

      He didn’t.

      A peek out of my peripheral showed him still looking and leaning forward slightly. I shifted in the chair, growing uncomfortable. After another few minutes of his attention, I decided to get up and head home. I tossed my cup in the trash near the door and headed out with a quick wave at Gina.

      I was only several feet down the sidewalk when I heard the quiet jingle of the bell. I looked over my shoulder to find the man following me.

      Is this guy for real right now?

      My mind worked quickly. This wasn’t just some guy wanting to hit on me. His pursuit wasn’t a coincidence, not with the key and everything that had followed. Could he be working with that man from the woods? Perhaps I had witnessed too much, and this was the guy sent to finish the job.

      The intelligent thing to do would be to find refuge in a shop or restaurant. It was still early, though, and most of them weren’t open. Besides, what if this guy was dangerous? Would he hurt innocent people to get to me? I couldn’t let that happen. I would just have to lose him, somehow.

      Going straight home wasn’t an option. The last thing I wanted was for him to follow me to my house.

      His footsteps scuffed on the sidewalk behind me, and I picked up my pace. Taking a sudden left brought me between two buildings, and as soon as I was out of his sight, I ran. When I reached the end of the short alley, I took another left to double back.

      Dismay washed over me when I found him still on my trail. I twisted between buildings and crossed the street back and forth a few times. Trying to escape from a stranger with probably ill-intentions was difficult without raising the alarm of those beginning to venture out into the brightening day, but maybe that was a good thing. Maybe someone would notice, and he would stop.

      Did I need to call for help?

      But if I did, what dangers would I bring to anyone who tried to assist me?

      As I continued to try to lose him, it seemed that no matter where I went, he easily kept up. A horrible part of me thought about reaching into my bag and taking out my knife.

      Surely the situation was not desperate enough for me to stab the guy?

      But what if he was like the other man?

      Making a swift decision, I ducked into another alley. I waited. My body tensed as the man’s footsteps clomped closer. He rounded the corner quickly, then stopped. I didn’t waste a second. I grabbed a hold of his shoulders and jabbed my knee sharply upward. He immediately doubled over with a groan, and I shoved him aside.

      I ran, no longer caring if anyone found it alarming. Looking over my shoulder, I found that he had finally stopped his pursuit. Still, I couldn’t take any chances. I took a roundabout route back toward the woods. After another cautious search to assure myself the man was truly gone, I stepped onto the trail that would lead me back home.

      My hands clutched the strap of my bag. What was I going to do now? Would he keep searching for me? The other man seemed to have known I had possession of the artifact. Would it be so impossible for this man to find his way to my home?

      I kept a sharp eye out as I jogged down the trail, glancing frequently behind me to assure myself he wasn’t following. The only sound was the slight sway of the canopy of the trees and the occasional rustling of leaves from squirrels and birds. My cheeks puffed out in a relieved sigh as I neared the end of the trail.

      Finally, I seemed to be in the clear.

      Or so I thought.

      As I lifted my head to check how much farther my home was, the man stepped out from the trees in front of me. I wasn’t thinking as I embraced the tingling in my hand that flared up in response. The warm energy came easily, and I found myself welcoming the power. My feet shifted apart, and I held my hand back slightly.

      The man showed no outward shock at my sudden display of power. If anything, it appeared to make him angry. He lunged toward me, his dark eyebrows lowering over golden-brown eyes.

      Slowly, never breaking his stare from mine, he reached his hand toward me. “We don’t want to do this so close to civilians, do we?”

      My eyes flicked beyond him. I could see my house ahead while voices reached me from behind. People were starting up the trail.

      “I don’t have to hurt you.” His voice, deep and rich, was stern. He stepped closer, and I shifted back. “Just give it to me.”

      “Give you what?” I snapped, but I already knew what he would say next.

      “The key. Give me the key.”
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      Blood pounded in my ears. Energy still swirled around my hand as the man stared at me. He was silent, waiting for me to give him something I no longer had. I had to get away from him, but how could I without causing a scene? My newfound magic hummed through me, eager to scatter any caution to the wind.

      The man spoke, slow and soft. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Why did he keep saying that?

      “I just want the key,” he continued again.

      After my previous encounter with a stranger, I definitely didn’t trust this one. Obviously, he didn’t have anything to do with the man who had already taken the key, otherwise he would know it was already gone. How many others would be after me because of that relic?

      Perhaps it would be better to just tell him I didn’t have it, but a stubborn part of me didn’t want to admit that I had lost it. Besides, what would he do if he found out I didn’t have it anymore?

      “You can’t have it.” I could hear the neighborhood waking up; the occasional voice carried on the breeze, punctuated by the slam of a car door. “You need to leave.”

      My mind whirred as I tried to figure out how to get away from this man. What would happen if I hit him with the power whispering through me? Would it kill him, shred him apart with the force of it, or make him scream?

      I shoved the thought away. I didn’t want to hurt him, I just wanted him gone. If I could somehow get out of his sight long enough to get to my car, I could leave until I figured out what exactly was going on.

      “I can’t do that.” The man’s feet drifted apart, knees bending a fraction, and he leaned forward slightly. “I can’t leave.” His eyes flicked to my hand, to the new power there. “That key is dangerous.”

      I couldn’t deny that after what it had done to me. Picking up that key had given me some kind of magic, terrible visions, and now people were after me. That thought did something, triggered some sort of instinct to defend deep inside. Just like the energy that came when I had encountered the one who took the key and now this man, my body seemed to react. I shifted, readying myself for a fight.

      The man didn’t seem surprised, just as he hadn’t seemed deterred by the swirling energy around my fingers. That made him seem more dangerous to me. Had he seen these things before? Would he be able to tell me about what was happening to me?

      His foot inched closer to me, and then the man was running straight at me, faster than his physique suggested was possible.

      Before I could really think about what I was doing, I loosed the energy around my fists. He spun, the untethered energy smashing into the walking path. The ground trembled as cracks spider-webbed from the impact. I darted into the trees before he could reach me.

      The snap of twigs and shuffle of leaves told me he was in close pursuit. So much for trying to be subtle. I hoped nobody would come to investigate and get into harm’s way.

      I pushed my legs harder, swerved left and right between the trees to try to throw him off. I made a slight angle toward my house, hopeful that I could get away from him fast enough to get to my car.

      The power that had been coursing through me seemed to have evaporated. I pulled my bag around my hip, reaching into it to try to get to my knife. It was stuck. I gave it a particularly sharp yank, losing my concentration and tripping over a fallen branch in the process. I fell, and the knife flew from my hand. The man would be on me any second. I shoved aside leaves and debris, trying to find my trusty Chaucer.

      Twigs snapped, and a shadow fell beside me as my fingers closed around the handle. I flipped over to find the man barreling toward me. His intentions were clear: to grab me and take the key he thought I possessed. I leaned back, bending my knees and then shoving my feet hard into his stomach as he reached for me.

      The man tilted to the side and fell to a knee. I scrambled up with my knife and continued to dash through the woods. What was with this guy? Why was he so desperate to get his hands on the key?

      Through the trees, the angles of my house came into view. If I could just get to my car…

      A gasp filled my lungs as an arm reached out. The man’s hand gripped me, strong and relentless, and jerked me around. He shoved me against a wide tree, the bark digging into my back. His hand pressed against my collarbone, holding me firm against the trunk. His dark brows were low. Slowly, his face tilted down, and when he glanced back up, his eyes were wider.

      Held fast in my right hand was my knife, and I had the point threatening to slice a hole right through his dark blue T-shirt and up under his sternum.

      “Get your hand off me.” I spat the words through clenched teeth. The man froze for a second before still stepping closer to me. I opened my mouth to protest, and he held a finger to his lips.

      “Shhh.” It was then I heard the voices. The rhythm of a pair of feet hitting the trail reached me. A couple of people were jogging not too far away. “Don’t scream.”

      I lifted my gaze. His face was so close, I saw a few days’ worth of stubble peppering his jaw. He smelled like sweat with a peculiar undercurrent of citrus and petrichor. His body was practically flush with mine. It irritated me. I put pressure on the knife and scowled.

      “You don’t scream,” I muttered.

      His cheek jumped, though whether it was an angry tick or a barely contained smile, I couldn’t tell.

      The couple paused, and the two of us froze behind the tree as they remarked on the marred trail. I pulled in deep breaths as the man, who refused to give up, and I waited in silence. Finally, the footsteps continued and faded through the forest.

      I pushed against the man’s firm hand. “Back off.”

      I punctuated my demand with another slight upward jab of my knife.

      “You’ll want to be careful with that knife,” the man said.

      “I think you are the one who needs to be careful.” I didn’t break my hard gaze from his peculiar golden eyes. As I stared at him, I couldn’t help but have a strange sense that I’d seen him before. I worked to try to place him, but I was coming up blank.

      Slowly, he eased up on me. Just slightly. “Give me the key.”

      “You sound like a broken record.” I tried to edge to the side, but he shifted, too.

      The stranger’s nostrils flared wide as he pulled in a deep breath. “You smell like fresh dirt. Been doing some gardening?” His fingers drifted across my collarbone, dropping a little lower. What was he trying to pull? Was he that desperate to be stabbed? “Where is it?”

      He was looking for the key!

      “I don’t have it. Now, get your hands off me.”

      Making a deep noise that seemed like a cross between a sharp sigh and a growl, he finally backed off. “Just tell me where you buried it.”

      I jerked my head back toward the opposite direction. He merely grumbled something and started to make his way in the direction I’d indicated.

      “It isn’t there.” I was uncertain why I was choosing this moment to be honest with him. If I was smart, I would let him go off deeper and take my chance to get away.

      The man turned. His face was blank, and I wondered if it was the calm before the storm. That hidden, familiar power hummed quietly within me.

      “You just told me you buried it.”

      I shoved away from the tree, keeping my knife clenched in my hand. “I did. And then someone else dug it up.”

      He stepped closer. “Who?”

      “I don’t know. He seemed…familiar. I’m not sure why, though.” I paused, recalling the strange man. “He was ancient.”

      Eyebrows raising, the man near me said, “An old man took the key?”

      “I didn’t say he was old. It was more like, he felt...from another time.” I couldn’t quite explain the encounter myself. “He wasn’t a normal person.”

      The man nodded as if he hadn’t expected anything else. “Which way did he go?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He just disappeared.”

      Crossing his arms, the muscles banding his arm straining against his shirt, he glowered. “You let this man get away with the key?”

      “I didn’t let him. He took it, then attacked me.”

      “After you buried it.”

      I didn’t appreciate the accusing tone. Admittedly, looking back, it was probably a foolish thing to do. The key had brought those horrible visions, though, and, at the time, I had not seen any other option.

      I glared right back up at the man and crossed my own arms. I wondered if he noticed I kept my knife blade pointed in his direction.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “Why do you want my key?”

      “Your key?”

      I hadn’t realized I had called it mine. True, I had found it and whatever danger it had brought into my life, I couldn’t help but feel it had been meant to stay in my possession. “Yes. My key.”

      The man studied me for a minute. He lifted his hand. “I’m Kael Rivera. I work for PITO.”

      I waited for him to elaborate. No dice.

      “Never heard of it,” I said.

      “The Paranormal Intelligence and Tracking Organization.”

      I couldn’t stop the laugh that came. It sounded made up. His scowl deepened.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “The what organization? Come on.”

      He didn’t repeat himself. Instead, he started pacing. A deep growl rolled through his wide chest. He mumbled as he opened and closed his hands. Then, he suddenly whirled to face me. I brought my knife up in a knee-jerk reaction, ready for an attack.

      “I have to find the man who took the key from you. Or rather, found it after you buried it.” His eyebrows lowered, and he shook his head. “I have to get it back.” He jabbed a finger at me. “And you’re going to help me.”

      I really had no desire to see that strange man again. There was something dangerous about that ancient person. Still, I knew I would go with this man. Not because I trusted him. Far from it. If anything, I just wanted to figure out what this guy, Kael, knew about all of this. And above all, I knew I had to get the key back.

      The power within me seemed to purr in agreement.

      Besides, it seemed there was something dangerous about me, too.
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      I was eager to leave the woods with the CIA wannabe, but Kael insisted on seeing the spot I had buried the key for himself. My arms were crossed, my hand still holding my knife, as I met the man glare for glare.

      “I don’t see why you need to go over there. I told you, that other guy took the key.” My palms tingled at the thought of that man. Another reason for me not to go over there. What if it triggered the strange magic that had taken to bursting from me without thought?

      Kael took half a step closer, his hard stare fixed on me. “I want to see if I can catch his scent before it fades.”

      It was difficult for me to restrain from rolling my eyes. Catch his scent. Was that kind of lingo required when working for some kind of investigation unit? The man was a boulder in front of me, feet planted firmly, all crossed arms and bulging muscles. Nope, he definitely wasn’t going to give up.

      I sighed and rounded the tree against my back. “Come on.”

      I kept an eye out for anyone coming through the woods. Other than the couple who had already passed, the area seemed unoccupied. We reached the walkway that cut through the forested park, and I flicked a quick gaze at the marred surface. It was crazy that I had done that with a burst of energy from my hands.

      I curled my hand against the buzzing in my left hand. It was like the reminder of that loosed energy had the power inside of me singing for release.

      Quickening my steps, I left the path and started picking my way through the underbrush. Kael followed behind, something that left me uncomfortable. Just another reason to keep the knife in my hand. I had no problem threatening him with the weapon again if I needed to.

      He was unnervingly quiet behind me, and I peeked over my shoulder frequently to assure myself he was still there. How could he move so quietly?

      After getting turned around for a couple of minutes, much to Kael’s frustration, I finally picked my way through a patch of briars to the small clearing where I had buried the key.

      “I buried it over there.” I raised my arm, pointing with the blade of my knife toward the little patch of disturbed earth.

      Kael brushed past me. As he made his way forward, I stared at his back, a nagging feeling overcoming me again that I had seen him somewhere before. I worked to pull him from some forgotten memory but came up empty. I was fairly good with faces. Certainly I would have remembered his.

      I shook my head against thoughts of his face—I didn’t care how handsome it was—and stepped across the brittle leaves to join him.

      The PITO agent was squatting beside the hole, eyebrows lowered as he grumbled, “Burying the key. Brilliant idea.” He pulled at the dirt along the bottom of the dip in the earth, as if hoping to find it still in there. “Foolish. Completely foolish.”

      My hands went to my hips, and I huffed loud enough for Kael to hear me. But if he had, he obviously didn’t care. He ignored me as he straightened. The grumbling continued as he walked around the area with quick steps. He wasn’t so quiet anymore, his footfalls snapping twigs and disturbing the litter of leaves.

      After years of experience on digs around the world, I was accustomed to the careful search of clues. This was not how you went about it.

      “You know,” I said, as Kael continued his assault on the forest floor with his hectic pacing. “You’re trampling all over any footprints or other evidence that man may have left behind.”

      Kael growled and narrowed his eyes at me. I shrugged. It was the truth. He’d likely smashed any prints into oblivion under his worn leather boots. It certainly wasn’t my fault. After a moment, he glanced around, squinting through the trees.

      “I’m going to try to track the mage.” His gaze swung back to me. “Try not to freak out. I don’t want your screaming to bring the attention of anyone here.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Scream? At what, exactly? Your serious lack of careful investigative skills?”

      Kael’s lips curled back into a snarl. What was with this guy, always growling and grumbling?

      His searing gaze fell, and then he was crouching to untie his boots. What was he doing? Did he have a twig poking his foot?

      He pulled off the boots, then promptly followed with his shirt. I was too stunned to do more than stare. Luckily, he was nice to stare at, with his wide shoulders and hard muscles that made a great canvas for the occasional scars marring his slightly tanned skin. I always liked scars on men. They told a story, and likely not an easy one at that.

      When he started unbuckling his belt, I was jerked from my ogling with a quickening pulse. It wasn’t until he started shucking off his pants that I finally found my voice.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I didn’t know what this guy thought he was going to accomplish, but I was definitely out. It was like he was trying to get stabbed.

      Two steps of retreat was as far as I got before my backward movement faltered. Energy flared from my hand in response to the abnormality happening before me. Kael’s body was jerking and folding in an impossible way. His bones cracked and broke at unnerving angles as his limbs twisted.

      Kael had expected me to scream. I didn’t, but it was difficult when one moment I was staring at his disturbing, contorting body, and the next, a massive jaguar stood in his place.

      His sides rose and fell with each breath, the spots patterned across his fur shifting slightly with the movement. The big cat’s head lowered, peering at me with pale yellow eyes.

      I knew this massive jaguar. He was the same one I had encountered in the rainforest in South America. He was the same one that had tried to kill me.

      My grip on my knife was slick with sweat. He pulled his unnerving stare from me and tilted up his head, whiskers flaring as he sniffed the air. Without another glance in my direction, he disappeared through the underbrush.

      This is getting too weird.

      The man had just changed into a jaguar. Letting the energy caressing my fingers wisp away, I turned and left. I hurried through the trees, not even bothering to be quiet. Kael would likely be angry at my retreat, but dude just shifted into an animal without warning me. What was I supposed to do? Stick around?

      I needed to get out of the woods and get home.

      As I broke from the trees and hit the pavement, an odd sense of déjà vu rippled through me. How many days had it been since I’d been fleeing under a swaying canopy with the large cat running nearby?

      A few minutes later, I reached my house. I swept around to the back and went in through the door leading into the kitchen. The whole situation was crazy.

      I dropped my bag on the floor and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. It was two-thirds gone in one go before I set it back. I leaned against the counter. The man had turned into a jaguar. Not just any jaguar, either, but the very one that had pursued me in the rainforest.

      I wanted answers, but first I had to process this.

      My stomach growled, reminding me I had other needs as well. Not feeling up to anything fancy, I set my knife on the counter and reached into the cabinet for a box of cereal. I turned back toward the fridge and gasped, dropping the cereal.

      Kael was standing in my kitchen.

      He was no longer a massive jaguar and was once again fully clothed. By instinct, I reached back and grabbed my knife. I pointed it toward him. How had he even come inside without me noticing? Did he retain some sort of jaguar stealth?

      The man just shook his head. “Haven’t you already tried that?”

      I scowled. “Get out of my house.”

      The man had the audacity to ignore my request, and my weapon, and stride past me into the dining room. He pulled out one of the chairs and plopped heavily into it. He looked a bit winded as he leaned his elbows on the table.

      I stalked after him. “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t just come in here and—”

      “Do you have any water?”

      I really wanted to bite back that no, I didn’t, but Kael did look like he was in desperate need of hydration.

      His chest rose and fell rapidly with strands of hair slicked to his forehead. I snatched a bottle of water from the fridge and set it on the table a good two feet from him. Getting too close to him wasn’t something I was keen on after seeing him transform into a carnivorous wild beast.

      On the opposite side of the table, I pulled out a chair and waited for him to gulp the entire bottle of water. He could probably use some more, but I wanted answers first.

      “What are you?”

      Kael leaned back into his chair and folded his arms. The sweat-heavy shirt made his muscles look even more pronounced. “I told you, I work for the—”

      I waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah. The Supernatural Investigative and Tracing Organization.”

      “It’s Paranormal Intelligence and Tracking Organization.”

      “Whatever. That isn’t what I meant about what you are, anyway.” I narrowed my eyes. “You turned into a jaguar. How?”

      Kael muttered something about humans, then said, “I’m a shifter. A jaguar shifter. Everyone who works for PITO is a shifter of some kind.”

      Of some kind.

      Implying what? That those who worked for this organization were capable of turning into some kind of animal, not just jaguars?

      I shook my head to dislodge the thoughts screaming at the impossibility. “You were in the rainforest when I was there. When I found the key.”

      If he had any surprise that I recognized him, he didn’t let it show. “I was. I’ve been assigned there for a few years now. And now, because of you, I have to be here.”

      Slowly, I set my knife down. I left it sitting on the glossy surface of the table where Kael could plainly see the weapon. I sat against the back of the chair. “You tried to stop me from getting the key. Why did you want it?”

      “I didn’t want it. I was protecting it.” He gripped the edge of the table with tight fingers. “Protecting it from people like you who want to take things that don’t belong to them and mess everything up.”

      “You tried to kill me.”

      Kael bared his teeth, a gesture that somehow seemed more unnerving now that I knew about the beast hiding beneath his skin. “I tried to stop you, not kill you. Your thievery cost my partner his life. You’re lucky I didn’t rip your throat out.”

      Until that moment, I had forgotten about the other jaguar. He had been shot and killed by the guides.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, a sick feeling pinching in my stomach as the weight of that reality crashed into me.

      He sighed, the sound whispering from his bones. “What’s done is done. Not that it gives much comfort to his mate.”

      Was he trying to make me feel worse? In an effort to move past the sudden, stabbing guilt, I asked, “So, did you find anything?”

      “Not a trace. Which is unusual.”

      “Sooo… What are we going to do?” We. Already I was referring to us as ‘we.’ I was a part of this now, though. I had to help get the key back.

      Kael laid his forehead in his hand, massaging his temples with fingers and thumb. “I may know someone who can help us.” He lifted his head and fixed me with a calculating stare. “Are you certain you want to go?”

      Did he expect me to hesitate after basically telling me I’d killed his friend and some woman’s husband? What was I supposed to say? ‘Your problem, not mine?’

      “Yes,” I said, a familiar but different feeling bubbling up inside of me.

      I knew some of this feeling was the excitement of adventure. I felt it before every dig. But this time, it was accompanied by fear. And not a fear of failure, but a fear for my life.

      “Good.” Kael’s chair scraped across the floor as he stood. “Get some rest today and pack some things. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone. We’ll leave this evening.”

      He toed his boots off in the middle of my dining room floor and proceeded to make himself at home by flopping down on the couch in my living room.

      I shoved away from the table. “Don’t you have somewhere else you can go until then?”

      Kael cracked an eye open. “Not really. Besides, someone has to keep an eye on you.”

      “I’m not going to leave.”

      He attempted to mash one of the throw pillows into something comfortable to rest his head on. “I would notice if you tried.”

      I didn’t like the way he looked at me just then, a mix of caution and determination on his face.

      “Besides,” he continued, “normal humans can’t do the things you can. Until I figure out what you are, you’re stuck with me.”

      His words were unsettling, but no more than the fact that I didn’t know what I was anymore, either.

      “So, where are we going?” I asked.

      “Pinnacle. It’s a nightclub.”

      The name seemed vaguely familiar. Was that the club the cashier at the store had been rambling about?

      I didn’t bother to pry for more information, though. I left the interloper taking up my couch and headed upstairs.

      If I was going to leave on some mission to find an ancient, powerful being to recover a cursed key with the help of a cranky jaguar shifter, all while trying to figure out what was going on with my suddenly occurring magical powers, I had to prepare.

      I opened the door to my study. Research was calling my name.
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      Kael Rivera was in my kitchen, helping himself to the pasta I had intended on cooking for supper the evening before. The man had some nerve. I dropped my suitcase onto the wooden floor, and his attention snapped to me.

      I propped my hand on a cocked hip. My messenger back was resting against the other, weighing down on my shoulder. “Are you eating my food?”

      He grabbed the paper towel next to his mostly empty plate and wiped sauce from his mouth. A quick glance at the clock hanging on the wall to his left, and his gaze swept back to mine. “It’s nearly eight. Time to go.”

      Most of my day had been spent in the study, rifling through every scrap of paper, books, and journals of notes I could get my hands on. My vision had gone bleary from staring at my computer screen. I’d taken a nap, had a shower, and packed. Kael never deigned to tell me exactly what I would need or where we would be going, so I had chosen a variety of clothing. I’d skipped lunch, too busy and too stressed to worry about food at the time.

      And now he was lounging in my kitchen, eating my food, and acting as though I was the one holding things up.

      I marched across the kitchen to the stove and lifted the lid on one of my pots. There was hardly a tablespoon of sauce left. “You ate all of it?”

      As though not the least bit fazed by my annoyed scowl, Kael pushed back the chair and stood. He put his dirty dishes in the sink, at least.

      “I’ll grab you something on the way,” he said.

      I was about to tell him I was capable of buying my own dinner, but then again, he had eaten my food. A meal on him was definitely called for. “Fine. Whatever.”

      The PITO agent quickly washed his dishes as I laced my boots and gathered my jacket.

      Glancing down at my outfit, I added, “I’m not exactly dressed for a club.”

      He stacked the washed dishes in the drying rack beside the sink. “Doesn’t matter. Come on.”

      He headed out the back door as I hefted my suitcase, but I paused in the doorway. Turning, I peered at the kitchen and into the adjoining dining room. A prickling sensation ran over me. One I couldn’t put my finger on. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be seeing my home again for a very long time.

      I flicked off the light and locked the door behind me. As a goodbye squeezed my heart, my fingers brushed against the rough brick edging the doorway. I’d left countless times, but this was...different.

      “Olivia, hurry up!” Kael barked, jolting me from my silent farewell.

      A small sense of shock jolted through me. Had I told him my name yet? I didn’t think I had. I grumbled under my breath as I headed toward the garage where his voice had sounded. Had he been snooping through my house while I had been preoccupied upstairs?

      Despite his gruff tone, Kael was eyeing my dad’s Bristol with approval. Men. If he thought we were driving my dad’s car, he was crazy. Even I had never gotten behind its wheel. It was more like a monument to my dad than a vehicle to me, and it would remain untouched and pristine as long as it was in my care.

      Popping the trunk on my Subaru, I shoved my suitcase inside. Kael rounded the front of the car and headed toward the driver’s side.

      I froze, hand on the trunk lid that I hadn’t even snapped back down yet. “Uh, no. I can drive my own car.”

      He held his hand out, for my keys, I assumed. “I’m driving.”

      “Don’t you have a car?”

      “Back in Brazil, I do. Now come on, we don’t have all night.”

      I ignored him and headed for the driver’s side door. When he didn’t budge, a glare narrowed my eyes. Stabbing him would probably be extreme now. My window of opportunity for reasonably getting away with that had passed. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a chance of shoving him out of the way, either. With his wide shoulders and hard muscles, it would be like trying to move a boulder.

      “I can drive,” I repeated.

      He leaned closer, golden gaze hard. “Listen. I’m assuming what you can do—” His gaze flicked to my hands. “—is something new. The last thing we need is for your hands to light up like a Christmas tree just because some jerk cuts you off or something.”

      Where was his sense of personal space? My mind flashed back to the woods, to when he had me smashed up against the tree. Duly noted: he didn’t have a sense of personal space. Did he think he could loom me into agreement or something?

      Irritatingly, though, Kael had a point. I couldn’t imagine what would happen if that magic burst from my palms while I was in the middle of traffic.

      A tingling whispered across my skin, and I tampered it back. “Fine. Here.”

      I shoved my keys against Kael’s chest. He didn’t jostle an inch. I had been right. The man was solid as a rock. I wheeled around and watched with a small bit of satisfaction as he shimmied with difficulty into the front seat, trying not to get the door too close to the Bristol. I settled in and wedged the messenger bag in beside my feet.

      Chaucer was inside, along with the few scraps I’d been able to glean from the study in my research, most of which likely wouldn’t amount to anything. I clicked on my seatbelt.

      “Food first, then the club,” I said.

      Kael drove like a bat out of hell. I wasn’t the safest driver around, but this man made wearing a seatbelt seem like minimal protection. If he wrecked my car, I’d kill him. It was a wonder I’d been able to hold in the power humming through me. The only time I didn’t have my hands smashed under my thighs was when he stopped to grab me a double cheeseburger with extra bacon. At least he had the grace to stay parked while I scarfed, even if he did sigh and drum his fingers on the steering wheel the entire time.

      I nearly stabbed myself in the eye with my straw as he took a sharp turn to the right. He had insisted on waiting all day to leave, and now he couldn’t seem to get there fast enough.

      “What’s the rush?”

      “Pinnacle is only open from eight to midnight. The guy I want to talk to will be gone after that and won’t return until next week. We can’t miss this window.”

      After taking advantage of a red light to gulp a drink, I said, “So, this guy we’re seeing will be able to help?”

      “I hope so.” Kael glared at the slow truck in front of us. “We need to get the key back before the guy who took it gets too far.”

      There wasn’t much I could say to that other than, “Sorry,” and I’d already apologized enough. So I leaned my head against the window and stared at the city as we passed it by.

      The nearer we got to New Haven, the closer the buildings out the window stood to each other. Streetlights flashed by like the energy waiting beneath my skin.

      Without turning to look at Kael, I asked, “Do you know what’s happening to me?”

      “I don’t.” His voice was rough. “Whatever it is, though, makes you dangerous. The key seems to have tainted you.”

      I looked at him then, with a tilting up of my chin. “I’m not dangerous.”

      Kael smirked. “Right, because safe women threaten men with knives and shoot energy from their hands.”

      Wow. Humor and sarcasm. Who would have guessed?

      I didn’t agree with him about the key tainting me. True, the visions had started when I had plucked the key from beneath the earth, but a growing certainty inside me told me the relic wasn’t the reason. It was almost as if the key had unlocked something inside me that was already there. The power felt unnervingly familiar.

      I leaned against the door as a trio of giggling teenage girls made their way down a sidewalk.

      What was it that the dark, ancient man had said to me? That my memory was nothing more than dust? He had spoken of how I didn’t know who I was anymore.

      I glanced at Kael, who was still glaring at every vehicle unfortunate enough to get in front of us. Did he know more than he was letting on? He was an agent in that PITO organization, which I gathered was like the FBI or CIA, but for supernaturals. Why would he be assigned to watch the key if he didn’t know much about it?

      A part of me was irritated that I should know more about it, and my thoughts looped back to the thief’s words again.

      Shifting my legs around my bag to a more comfortable position, I contemplated telling Kael what the man had said to me. He was a stranger, after all, and you couldn’t just tell people you didn’t know that some evil-seeming man indicated you’d met before. Not only met, but maybe had known things, been someone else, and forgotten it all.

      I didn’t trust Kael. That would be foolish. However, I didn’t distrust him to the point that I felt the need to keep my mouth shut. After all, he hadn’t really done anything to harm me except eat my food, drive my car like he was trying to win the Monaco Grand Prix, and annoy me to the point my thoughts resulted to violence.

      Caution, meet wind.

      “The creeper who took the key said I’ve forgotten who I was.”

      At a stoplight, Kael breaked shorter than necessary, and my hands flew out to brace against the dashboard. I met his wide eyes with an annoyed glare.

      Kael was peering at me like I’d grown horns or something. “He what?”

      I shrugged. “He said things like ‘your memory is dust’ and ‘you don’t know who you are any longer.’ Things like that.” I hesitated to say any more, but if I was spilling, I may as well do it thoroughly. “He also said I would not win this time.”

      Whatever that meant. Win what, exactly?

      Kael’s nostrils flared. Was he angry or trying to smell something? Could he do that in this form?

      The car behind us honked loudly. The light had turned green. Kael shook his head.

      “Perfect. Another task to add to the list.” His voice was dripping with annoyance, but tight lines at the corner of his eye spoke of something worse.

      I didn’t like that I was apparently a “task” now, like some riddle to be figured out. Crossing my arms, I turned my attention back to the window. We were in the downtown area of the city of New Haven now. The buildings lining the street were a clash of old world feel and modern advances. They had some good restaurants in this area. It had been ages since I’d had the time to come here and enjoy the nightlife. I was married to relics and research these days.

      There was one building I was certain hadn’t been there the last time I had visited. Well, the building had been there, but the makeover was certainly new. The red brick had been painted a pristine white, and the brickwork over the lower arched windows was now a rich gold. The windows above were flashing with a riot of lights from within. A mass of people lined the sidewalk in the front, waiting to be let in. There were even cars outside being tucked away in an adjacent garage by valet.

      This was apparently our destination. I craned my neck up as we neared to read the vertical sign of neon brilliance shining against the side of the building in gold and silver.

      Pinnacle.

      My stomach tightened as Kael parked along the sidewalk. There could be answers inside. I just wasn’t sure I was ready to know them.
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      I scooped my bag from beside my feet and settled the strap over my shoulder. Before I could open the car door and head for the strange club, Kael’s hand landed on my shoulder. I shrugged his hand away and turned to him.

      “This place could be dangerous for you.” Kael was leaning close, his odd citrus-and-rain scent swirling around me. It was almost as if he brought the rainforest with him. “Let me do the talking in here.”

      Sniffing, I eased away from him. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      Besides, I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself.

      His amber eyes narrowed. “This is serious. You don’t know what we’re walking into. Just follow my lead.”

      I rolled my eyes and opened my door. Kael rounded the front of the car, spoke quietly to the valet, and took me by the elbow. He was nearly at the front door by the time I got over the shock of his man-handling and wrenched my elbow from his grip. He didn’t seem to notice my glare slicing him apart as he walked up to the person letting people in. The man looked us up and down and promptly told us to go to the back of the line.

      Kael was unfazed. “I’m here to see Renathe.”

      The man’s eyebrows rose a fraction. He leaned over and spoke quietly to another Pinnacle employee who was trying to explain to an irritated trio of young women that the wait wouldn’t be much longer. Their voices were too hushed for me to hear what they were saying, but Kael’s shoulders loosened slightly.

      The man Kael had first spoken to turned back to him. “This way.”

      We followed, the complaints of the women at the front of the line growing louder as we passed.

      The doors swung open, and we stepped into what appeared to be some sort of waiting room. I could hear the thundering bass from music behind another pair of double doors. We were deposited next to a man behind a podium. After a few words, the first man left.

      This man was dressed sharply, reminding me that we were not. My jeans and olive jacket would stick out like a sore thumb. “You’re here to speak to Renathe?”

      “Yes.” Kael’s word was hard and clipped. Was he always a grouch?

      “Is he expecting you?” The man’s voice was laced with confidence and a little bit of skepticism. He knew this Renathe guy wasn’t expecting us.

      Kael must have picked up on the man’s tone as well. He reached back into his jeans’ pocket and snagged his wallet. He flipped it open and showed the man something. “He’ll see me.”

      Being nosy, I craned my neck to try to spy what Kael had showed the man. I couldn’t catch a glimpse before he was stuffing his wallet back into his pocket. It was really unfair that a man could wear jeans so well. I was fairly confident I didn’t look as good in my own jeans. At that moment, I realized I was staring at his ass and forced my eyes upward.

      The man behind the podium picked up a small phone and muttered into it. After a moment, he set the phone down with a click. “He is too busy to see you tonight. You are more than welcome to call his office and make an appointment next week.”

      Kael stepped closer to the podium, his body nearly brushing against it. His hands curled into fists at his side. I couldn’t see his face, but I had the impression that he was about to throw the podium out of his way.

      “Tell him this is urgent business.” Kael glanced over his shoulder at me, then back to the man. “Tell Renathe I have brought a magic-touched woman he would be interested in meeting.”

      I scowled as the man stared at me curiously. He once again picked up the phone, this time relaying the information Kael had given him.

      “Yes, sir,” he said. He hung up the phone. “This way, please.”

      I was beginning to sense a trend.

      Kael and I followed him through the double doors and into the club. It was huge, the center taken up by a large dance floor. Tables and chairs lined the walls, and a long bar stretched along the left side. The colors of the outside jarred with the palette within.

      Where the exterior was white and gold, inside was a riot of blues, pinks, and purples. The thumping pulse of the music echoed in my chest. An array of lights flashed through the massive space, their rainbow shards falling on the dancing crowd.

      We made our way through the throng. It was dark, save for the lights. The air was heavy with a mix of perfumes and the occasional tang of sweat. I peered around as I followed Kael’s wide back and did a double-take when I passed someone who appeared to have small horns on their forehead.

      They weren’t the only unusual beings I captured a glance of, either. Pinnacle was ripe with people sporting pointed ears or revealing fangs in their laughter. Even someone with glowing violet eyes.

      I shook my head. It had to be a trick of the light.

      “Wait here.” The man had led us to the bar. “Someone will be down to collect you.”

      The pulsing crowd swallowed him. Kael took a seat, and I sat beside him, swiveling to fully lance him with a glare.

      “Why did you tell that guy I was ‘magic-touched’?” Shouldn’t it be some sort of secret or something? I didn’t see why it was necessary.

      Kael was momentarily spared answering by the woman behind the bar. I’d never actually seen a woman with a mohawk in person. Hers was bright pink. She eyed Kael with open appraisal.

      “What can I get you?” she asked him with a smile.

      True to his nature, Kael gave her a short, “Nothing.”

      The woman glanced at me, and before I could ask for a shot of bourbon, Kael cut me off.

      “We don’t need anything,” he continued. “We’re only waiting for someone.”

      Clearly unhappy that we were uselessly taking up space at her bar, she strode down to the next people on sharply clicking heels.

      I wasn’t letting Kael off the hook. “Why did you tell him that? You made me sound like some rare possession.”

      Kael grabbed a handful of pretzels from a black bowl nearby. He crunched on a few before answering. “If there is one thing Renathe cannot resist, it’s unusual women.”

      “I’m not an unusual woman.”

      Kael shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a bad thing.”

      A tall man stepped up beside us. He looked about to bust out of the snazzy black suit he was wearing.

      Kael gave him a nod. “It’s been a while, Steve.” The man did not look like a Steve. More like a Hank, or a Brutus.

      “Kael.” My companion’s grumpiness was catching, apparently. The man named Steve walked away, a clear sign to follow.

      We entered a glass-fronted elevator on the far side of the room. I stared out at the crowd as we ascended, trying to find anyone else who looked out of place, but it was impossible through the darkness and moving, colorful lights.

      The elevator halted at the top floor, six stories up, and the doors slid open. A brightly lit hallway stretched before us, carpeted in dark purple. Annoyingly, Kael stepped quickly so he was in front of me. I burned a hole in his wide, and definitely not attractive, back as we traveled the length of the hallway.

      Finally, Steve stopped in front of a door on the right. He stuck in his head to announce us and then backed out of our way. Kael nodded at him as he passed.

      I smiled and said, “Thanks, Hank.”

      He looked at me strangely and then shut the door behind me. Kael didn’t comment on my name switch for the man. He was peering across the room.

      After the vibrancy of the rest of the club, I had expected the same here. Instead, it looked much like my study. Rich, wood floors and classy beige walls with dark trim. Comfy but angular furniture scattered the space. Near the windows facing out toward the city was a large desk, behind which stood who I assumed was Renathe.

      The man rounded the desk and closed the distance. “Kael. It’s been a while.”

      Kael’s shoulders were stiff, arms crossed. I had gathered Renathe was some sort of acquaintance of Kael’s. Kael didn’t, however, seem very pleased to be here.

      “Renathe.” His tone was cold, hard. Whoever this Renathe guy was, it was clear Kael disliked him.

      Renathe turned his attention to me. Now that he was closer, I was able to get a better look at him. He seemed to be in his upper twenties, though there was something odd about him. It was almost as if he were older than what his face told. Maybe it was his eyes. They were an unusual shade of teal shot through with silver, and somehow ageless. His dark blond hair was messy, in a purposeful sort of way. The shaggy layers fell around his ears... ears that I just realized were tapered. Were they prosthetic?

      The top couple of buttons on his light blue shirt were undone, and he wasn’t wearing a jacket. His shirt wasn’t even tucked in. He looked like a playboy, a conclusion that was made all the more firm by the dazzling grin he sent my way.

      “And who is this?” he asked.

      Kael didn’t seem too keen to give out my name, so I elbowed past him and did so myself. “I’m Olivia. Olivia Perez.”

      “Perez,” Renathe mused. “South American?”

      “My grandparents moved here from Brazil.”

      “A pleasure to meet you, Olivia.” He took my hand and pressed his lips lightly to my skin. Oh yeah, he was definitely turning on the charm. He straightened, a curious glint in his eyes. “I am Renathe, of the Seelie Court.”

      Whatever that meant.

      He smiled. “However, my friends call me Ren. Come, have a seat and we will see what your sullen friend has to say.”

      I allowed myself another glance around the room as we walked toward a pair of chairs in front of the desk. Though there were a couple of framed portraits on the walls, many of the photos were of classic cars. There were even a couple on the desk, I noticed, as we settled into the chairs.

      “Seelie Court?” I said. “I’ve never heard of it.”

      Kael’s sigh was heavy with exasperation, as if I should have known of the place. “He’s a fae.”

      He said fae like it was a dirty word.

      “Fae?” I looked at Ren. “Like a fairy?”

      Ren chuckled, the sound ringing like bells. “Somewhat, though I left my wings in my other jacket.” His eyes were dancing. He was kidding, right? “Not all fae have wings, Olivia. Some have horns, or fangs and claws.” His gaze ran over me, as if he were trying to see beneath my skin. “Some have magic.”

      What was he implying, exactly?

      “I’m not a…a fae.” The words felt strange on my tongue.

      Ren waved a hand. “Of course you aren’t, darling. Not a fae.”

      His tone implied he knew more than he was telling.

      I took the bait. “Do you know what I am, then?”

      Kael broke into the conversation. “We didn’t come here to—”

      The fae held up a slim finger. Kael grew silent with an annoyed huff. Wow. Ren would have to teach me that trick.

      “May I have your hand?” he asked me.

      I held my hand out, and he took it, flipping it palm up. He traced a cold finger down the lines etched in my skin. “The magic writhing inside of you—have you always had it?”

      I swallowed. It was disconcerting how casual his question seemed. Was it normal for him to meet women possessed with magic? “No, I haven’t. Only a few days.”

      “Hmm. Now that is unusual.”

      My heart thrummed faster. “Why do you say that?”

      Kael shifted restlessly beside me. He was leaning forward now, too, as though waiting for an answer just as much as myself.

      Ren’s finger still tickled across my palm. “Because I have never felt a power so ancient.”

      I pulled my hand away, fighting down the power scratching beneath my skin to be released. An ancient power?

      “It does make me curious, how did a human come to find herself possessed with such magic?”

      I glanced at Kael. Should I tell Ren?

      When Kael read the question on my face and nodded, I told Ren about the dig in the tangled rainforest of the Vale do Javari and what I had found there. My hands grew clammy as I spoke of the visions.

      Kael twisted toward me, clearly surprised I hadn’t spoken of them to him. I barely knew him. I didn’t even know why I was speaking of the visions now except Ren seemed like someone who could help me figure out what was happening to me. I told him about burying the key, and the dark, ancient man who had taken the relic.

      I finished my tale, and Kael said, “So, do you have any information you can give us?”

      Ren pursed his lips, then leaned forward, propping his crossed arms on the surface of his desk. “Yes, I do have information for you. However...” A sly smile quirked at his lips. “...it’s going to cost you.”
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      The fae pinned his vibrant teal gaze on me, and my skin crawled. What, exactly, was it going to cost?

      Kael spoke before I could think to open my mouth. “No. No, absolutely not. No deal.”

      Ren sent him a slight grin before raising an eyebrow at me. “Is that a no, Olivia?”

      I didn’t like the amusement coating his tone. Irritated, I frowned at Kael. “You don’t speak for me.”

      Twisting so he was facing me, Kael grabbed my arm. He pulled me so close to him our faces were nearly touching, stealing my breath and making my heart skip a beat; I hadn’t anticipated how being so close to him would make me feel warm all over.

      “You can’t make a deal with him,” Kael pleaded. “Making a deal with a fae is dangerous. There is always something slithering behind their words. Whatever he wants, I guarantee there will be something else he is truly after.”

      I would be a fool to ignore Kael’s warning. He knew about fae much better than I did.

      Still, what about the key? If this guy couldn’t help us, who could?

      I had to take a chance.

      I pulled my arm out from Kael’s grip. Though the jaguar shifter had been whispering, Ren was smirking at me as if he had heard every word.

      “What sort of cost are we talking about?” I ignored Kael’s irritated growl and crossed my arms.

      Ren stood and walked over to a wet bar I hadn’t noticed against the right wall. He busied himself making drinks while he answered. “I want two things from you, Olivia.”

      I waited for him to continue, but he didn’t do so until he was walking back toward his desk with two glasses of something sparkling gold in his hands. He set one of the drinks on the desk in front of me. I caught the slight shake of Kael’s head. Whatever was in it, I decided it would be best to leave it untouched.

      The fae smirked at me. “It’s just champagne.” His narrowed gaze flicked toward Kael. “Shifters are such suspicious creatures.” Ren eased back into his office chair and pinned me with an amused smile as he took a sip of the golden liquid. “I do hope you will not be this averse to drinks on our date.”

      My eyebrows shot up, and a surprised laugh flitted up my throat. “Excuse me? Our date?”

      “Yes.” Ren set his drink on the desk. “Price number one for the information you’re trying to get from me.” Ren’s grin was charming. How many women had he managed to turn into a puddle of mush with that smile and those unusual eyes? Judging by his confidence, I’d say many.

      I shook my head. “You’re not really my type, Ren.”

      “Oh?” Ren leaned forward, resting his forearms on the desk. “And what exactly is your type?”

      I shrugged a shoulder. Dating was something I didn’t have time for these days. Not many guys wanted to go out with a woman who had a tendency to get called away frequently across the world. When I did go out on the occasional date, it most certainly wasn’t with guys like Ren.

      “I like my guys a little rough around the edges. Strong, not afraid to get their hands dirty. Sorry, but you’re a little too pretty for me.”

      I gave Ren a smile to take the sting out of my words. He was gorgeous, but I would have a hard time being with a man who seemed to spend a great deal more time on his physical appearance than I did. Perhaps all fae just woke up the embodiment of perfection, though.

      Ren tilted his head back and laughed. “Seems to me Kael may have more of a chance, then.”

      My eyes widened before I could rein in the reaction. No, no, no. That was definitely not what I meant. I risked a glance at Kael, but he was staring daggers at Ren.

      “No matter.” Ren shook off the rest of his mirth and cleared his throat. Back to business, then. “One date, or no deal.” He laid a hand on his chest. “I promise I will be the perfect gentleman.”

      I thought about what Kael had said about fae always having something hidden behind their words. “Just dinner?”

      “Dinner and dessert.” Ren almost purred out the word dessert, and the way he was looking at me definitely didn’t have a hidden meaning behind it.

      That part was going to be a big nope from me. “I’m not much of a dessert person. Dinner only.”

      Ren studied me, the corner of his mouth quirking up. “Fine. Dinner only, but I get to pick the place.”

      “Fine. One date, dinner only, at the place of your choosing,” I clarified. Beside me, Kael grunted and muttered something that sounded like “idiot.” I ignored him and kept my attention on Ren. “Now, what about the second thing?”

      The smile on Ren’s face grew downright wicked. “I want something of yours that you would never dream of parting with.”

      I swallowed. My mind instantly rocketed toward something like my hand, or even a finger. Wasn’t that the kind of thing you heard about in stories? People needing a sacrifice of blood or something to seal a bargain?

      Ren laughed, teal eyes dancing. “Not something so macabre, Olivia.”

      How had he known what I was thinking? Perhaps his tapered ears were able to pick up my racing heartbeats.

      I scooted my chair back and stood. “Give me a minute.”

      It would have to be something good or Ren would never go for it. I paced across the room, ignoring the pair of male eyes following my steps.

      What was something I would never want to part with, but also something that Ren would want to have? My house had quite a bit of valuable possessions from digs over the years, both from me and my father. I had a feeling Ren would not be interested in some vase pried from the sands of Egypt or a carved, ivory-handled knife from China.

      My gaze swept across the office, searching for a clue.

      I didn’t like what I found.

      Cars. He had all of those vintage cars in frames and models of cars on shelves and his desk. Ren appeared to like vintage cars…and I had one sitting at home in my garage.

      My gut twisted in a knot. My dad’s car was all I had left of him. I never drove it, but I still sat in it sometimes just to keep the connection with him. That Bristol had meant so much to my dad that I had put the urn of his ashes inside.

      The logical part of me knew it was just a car, that I still had my memories of him. The sentimental part of me wanted to cling to the vehicle, to keep it shining and in perfection the way he had done throughout his life.

      Ren would agree to it, I knew, solely because of how much the car really meant to me. I turned to him, a scowl already building on my face. This was his fault, and I was hating him for requiring me to make such a decision.

      “I have a 1951 Bristol 401 in pristine condition. It’s the only thing I have left of my late father’s that holds any importance to me. You can have it in exchange for the information we need.”

      I had to force the words from my mouth. Pulling in a deep breath, I tampered down the burning in my throat. It was ridiculous, I told myself as I made my way back to the desk. It was just a car.

      Ren smiled. “Very well. One date and your father’s Bristol, correct?”

      I gave him a short nod. I wanted to slap the triumphant grin from his pretty face.

      “Describe this man that took the key.”

      I’d glossed over the description of him when I first told Ren about the incident, concentrating more on the key itself. This time, I laid out every detail that I could recall. A shiver tapped down between my shoulder blades as I thought of those ancient eyes pinning on me and the feel of his power. It was crazy that I had agreed to go on this manhunt with Kael. I could go the rest of my life without seeing that man again.

      I finished my description and looked back up at Ren. I was surprised to find his delicate brow pinched with concern.

      “Do you know him?” I asked.

      “I know of him.” He fell silent, as if lost in his own thoughts.

      Wow. He really was worried.

      “Well, who is he?” I pressed.

      Kael had his hands on the ends of his armrests, leaning forward.

      As Ren spoke, his voice was quiet, as if the words he were speaking shouldn’t be heard by anyone else. “He is a mage. Not just any mage, but a dark mage. Powerful, and as ancient as the bones of the earth.” His gaze flicked to me, a spark of curiosity in his eyes. “The elders have told stories of such a being. He thirsts for power. Nothing else matters to him except dominion over every other being in existence.”

      Ren stood once more and turned to peer out the window behind the desk. His hands were folded behind his back, and I couldn’t help but notice the white-knuckled grip with which he held them together.

      Was this mage really that bad?

      “Why would he want the key?” I asked.

      “If this mage grows stronger, he will be able to overpower all manner of people and creatures on this earth. We fae will not be able to control the weather, the witches will be unable to cast and heal.” Ren pivoted to pin a stare onto Kael. “Shifters will be unable to transform.”

      I could have sworn a slight shiver rippled through Kael.

      He clenched the armrests harder. “And the key will help him be able to do this?”

      Ren’s shoulders rose and fell. “I would assume so. Why else would he want it?”

      I bit my lip and scrunched my brow. He was guessing about the key, but his logic probably wasn’t that far off. The mage had wanted it for a reason, and whatever the reason, it likely wasn’t good.

      “Where would he take it?” Kael asked. His teeth were bared. Was it the news about the dark mage or the fact that Ren didn’t seem to know much about the key that made him upset?

      Ren’s fingers tapped on the wooden surface of his desk. “There is someone who may be able to help you.” He reached for a pen and a piece of paper. “Her name is Cordelia, a witch. She has a little shop down by the waterfront.” He pulled back his sleeve and studied his watch. “She usually stays open until ten or so. If you hurry, you may be able to make it in time.”

      Witches, fae, shifters, dark mages. I was a naturally logical person, and learning about all of these beings in the time span of twenty-four hours was making my head spin.

      Kael took the paper from Ren with a reluctant nod and stood. I followed.

      “I do need to warn you,” Ren continued. “Cordelia is not as forthcoming with information as I am. She will likely require a gift.”

      Ren, forthcoming? That had to be a joke. I couldn’t imagine someone worse than Ren.

      But the expression on his face told me he was being serious, and my heart sank. What else was I going to have to give away?

      “Olivia.”

      I looked up to find Ren studying my face. He stepped around the desk.

      “Here.” He grabbed my hand and turned it palm up. “A little something to show good faith in our bargain.”

      The fae cupped his hand over mine, and I felt something cold against my skin. My eyes widened when he removed his hand.

      There, in my palm, was a tiny fox that seemed to be chiseled from ice and kissed with starlight. I snapped my mouth shut and looked up at Ren. He was grinning again.

      “You can try to bribe Cordelia with this. It will never melt.” I must have still looked stupefied, because Ren smiled and said, “Fae can control the weather, remember?”

      Ren shook his hand as if he were flinging away the cold. A handful of snow whirled from his fingers. Kael waved his hand in front of his face with a look of disgust, trying to keep the flakes from falling on him.

      The scene reminded me that I had my own magic. “I have one more question.”

      Ren arched an eyebrow, and I hoped he wouldn’t ask for anything else.

      “The, uh, magic inside of me. It came from the key, right? Like a…like a curse or something?”

      The possibility of living with a curse made my insides clench.

      Ren tilted his head and squinted. “I don’t believe it’s a curse. What you have inside of you is more like an awakening, or a homecoming. The key may have helped fan it to life, but that magic is all yours.”

      A breath whispered past my lips. My magic? Why on earth would I have magic?

      “Another mystery for you to solve on your travels, it seems.”

      Behind me, Kael grumbled. No doubt my mysterious powers were just another bother to add to his list.

      Ren continued, “Take a care with Cordelia. Witches can be blessedly helpful but wildly unpredictable. Even dangerous.”

      Great. A potentially dangerous witch. A perfect way to end the night.

      “Thank you for your help,” Kael said, his voice strained as if he had to pry the words from his tongue.

      “My pleasure.”

      Kael walked off.  I started to follow, but Ren caught up to me. I stopped as he put a hand on my shoulder while Kael hesitated in the doorway.

      “Here.” Ren handed me a business card. “Call me when you return from wherever it is our shifter here is dragging you. I look forward to our date.”

      He winked. The man was persistent.

      I clenched the tiny frozen fox in my hand and nodded. I hadn’t missed something, had I? There wasn’t some trick to that date agreement I’d overlooked?

      The look on Kael’s face had me doubting myself.

      I really hoped I wouldn’t come to regret making that deal.
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      A dark mage had stolen a cursed key from me; a key that had awoken some kind of ancient magic deep inside myself. Now I was stuck with a grumpy man who could change into a jaguar, and he was driving my car out to find a shady witch who may be able to help us find said evil mage.

      My day had definitely not gone as planned.

      I just got back from a trip to South America. I wasn’t supposed to be chasing down cursed keys and dark mages. I was supposed to be kicked back on my couch watching sitcom reruns or writing up a report of my findings from the excavation.

      My report! Shit!

      I gasped, and Kael jerked his head toward me.

      “What? What happened?”

      “I forgot about typing up a report of my trip to the ruins.”

      Elizabeth Andrews was not a patient woman. I groaned, fishing my cell out of my bag and then tapping at the screen. It wasn’t until I had sent her a quick email telling her an emergency had come up that I noticed Kael’s growing agitation.

      The jaguar shifter had taken up a near constant string of growling and grumbling the closer we got to the waterfront of New Haven. Luckily, we were only going down toward Long Wharf Park and didn’t have to cross over to the East Shore or we probably wouldn’t have made it in time.

      I tried to ignore Kael’s incessant grumbles of irritation, but curiosity got the better of me. “What’s wrong?”

      He  didn’t take his eyes from the slow van in front of us. “This is turning into a wild goose chase. First, I had to chase you down. Then, go to Renathe. Now we have to go and speak to this witch.” His knuckles were white on the steering wheel. “I don’t like witches. Can’t trust them.”

      My shoulder hit the door as Kael took a violent swerve around the van. “Do you mind?” I straightened. “You didn’t seem to trust Renathe, either, or is it fae in general?”

      “I have yet to find a trustworthy fae.”

      Did others feel the same? Did fae have a distrust for witches and shifters? Did witches distrust shifters and fae? It was crazy any of these beings even existed.

      I peered out the window as the streetlights flashed by in the darkness. What else was out there? Vampires? Zombies?

      Kael sighed. “If we’re going to catch the mage, we may have no choice but to put our faith in unsavory beings.”

      I remained silent as we continued our drive. Finally, the GPS informed us we were nearing our destination.

      Kael parked along a line of shops facing the pier that stretched into the calm waters. I stepped onto the sidewalk and craned my neck to peer up at a sign that read “Cordelia’s” in delicate, looping letters. The hours posted on the door showed we had five minutes to spare. Kael walked in, and I followed him inside to speak to a witch.

      When I had heard we were going to a witch’s shop, I had been expecting a creepy sort of place. I thought of pentagrams, candles melted onto shelves, and perhaps a black cat curled up on a shelf of spellbooks.

      Instead, I found a tea house.

      The various tables were covered in an assortment of floral-patterned tablecloths and ringed with mismatched chairs. A small fireplace crackled on the right side of the room. I took a deep breath and pulled in the mouth-watering aroma of cakes and scones.

      A door creaked, and a woman walked in from the back. She was slightly plump with a long braid the color of warm brass hanging over her shoulder. Her cheeks were tinted pink, and while I had the impression she usually had a smile on her face, a frown weighed down her lips as she peered at Kael.

      The tiny tassels on her shawl shivered as the woman pulled the cloth closer around her. “You are not welcome here.”

      Kael rolled his shoulders back, somehow making himself look a bit larger. He stepped forward a couple of feet. “We are looking for information.” His voice was strict, authoritative. Ever the agent.

      I groaned quietly. I was sure there were times his commanding presence worked to draw words from people’s mouths. This was not one of those times. He had managed to move in front of me again, so I elbowed past him and smiled at Cordelia.

      “Hi, there. I’m Olivia. You have a lovely shop. May I ask how much for a cup of tea?”

      Cordelia narrowed her eyes, clearly trying to decide if it was worth the trouble. Finally, she sighed. “Very well. Tea is four fifty per cup.”

      I dug into my bag for a twenty as I followed Cordelia to the register. I bought a cup of tea for myself and Kael, plus some scones with Devonshire cream and jam.

      Cordelia told us to sit wherever we wanted as she hurried into the back. I sat at one of the small tables and raised an eyebrow at Kael until he sat down. A smile cracked my face to see the gruff shifter at the delicate tea table with a rose-patterned porcelain cup in front of him.

      After a glance over my shoulder to ensure Cordelia was still in the back, I leaned forward. “So, why is it you dislike witches so much?”

      Cordelia, while a bit on edge, seemed perfectly nice to me.

      Kael’s eyebrows lowered,  and he didn’t break his stare from the doorway Cordelia had disappeared through. “A witch cast a hex on me once. It lasted an entire month.”

      A witch put a hex on him? That sounded terrible. “What was the hex?”

      “Every time I shifted that month, I would change into a kitten instead of my jaguar.”

      I waited for him to tell me he was joking, but his tone was completely serious. A giggle bubbled up my throat, and I pressed a hand to my mouth. He finally glanced at me, his expression less than friendly.

      “I’m sorry,” I choked out. It was a struggle to get my laughter under control. Every time I thought I was fine, an image of Kael shrinking into a tiny kitten had me laughing all over again.

      Kael growled.

      I held my hands up in surrender as I leaned back into my chair. “Sorry. I’m sure your tiny, razor-blade kitten claws were very menacing.”

      I allowed myself another laugh and finally managed to rein it in as Cordelia returned with the tea and scones.

      As the witch poured our tea, Kael peered into his cup with suspicion. My lips quirked slightly. Cordelia started to walk away, and I twisted in my chair.

      “Cordelia, would you mind joining us?”

      Her glance shifted from our table to the front counter. “I suppose for a minute. I’ll need to close soon, though.”

      “We won’t be long.” I took a sip of the tea and cut Kael a glare as he opened his mouth impatiently. A bite of the scone proved her cooking skills were even better. “This is marvelous.”

      Apparently, Kael couldn’t hold himself back any longer. “I want to know—”

      I kicked him under the table and glared. Then I cleared my throat as I smiled at Cordelia. “Actually, Renathe sent us over. He said you might be able to help us with something.”

      Cordelia finally smiled. It really lit up her face. I’d been right, smiling seemed to be something she did a lot. Why the warning from Renathe about how dangerous she was? He must have been as superstitious as Kael. Men.

      “I see that old man’s still sending people over to me when he’s too stumped to figure things out on his own.”

      Old man? Renathe couldn’t have been much older than me. Kael took advantage of my confused silence to launch into the story of the mage. He told the witch how the dark mage had taken something of theirs, but I noticed he didn’t say it was the key.

      Cordelia’s fingers played with one of the tassels on her shawl as she considered us. “I will need payment for my services.” Her gaze swept to Kael as he reached for his wallet. “Not money.”

      I pulled the tiny ice fox from Ren out of my pocket. It hadn’t even picked up any pocket lint. “How about this?”

      The witch took the fox from me. “Formed with everfrost?” She smiled. “That fae always has enjoyed gifting valuable rarities to beautiful women. Very well.”

      She pocketed the fox. I tamped down the thought of just how much that fox-shaped ice cube had cost me.

      “The mage took a key that she found in ruins in the Vale do Javari.” Kael tossed me an accusing glare. He described the artifact in such great detail, I wondered if he had seen it before.

      “I know of the key. However, I cannot say more in front of a human,” Cordelia said. “You should know this, shifter. You are held by the same limitations.”

      I slowly spun my teacup on the saucer. “I’m not just a human...anymore.” My own words surprised me. What exactly was I now? I most certainly wasn’t normal. What was I going to do after we caught the mage? Would the magic go away? What if it didn’t?

      “What do you mean, you are not just a human?” Cordelia asked.

      “Ever since I found the key, I’ve had…magic.” Was that the proper way to describe what I could do? Ren had said it was something that had been woken inside of me, but I still didn’t understand what he’d meant.

      Cordelia fixed me with a hard stare. “Show me.”

      I glanced uncertainly at Kael. He was busy stuffing a scone into his mouth, but he nodded. I pulled in a deep breath. The magic wasn’t something I had been able to just summon at will. So far, it had mostly happened when I was in danger.

      I sat very still, the witch and the shifter eyeing me silently. A buzzing energy waited eagerly beneath my skin, warming my body. I embraced it.

      The energy came forth, magic curling around my fingers in fuchsia tendrils. I stared at the energy and wondered what I could do with it. It grew larger, dripping from my fingers and crawling across the tea table like smoke.

      Power. I could sense it writhing inside of me. If I unleashed it, what would happen?

      Cordelia waved a hand, and my magic snuffed out like a candle.

      I stared at the witch, and suddenly Ren’s warning about her being dangerous seemed very real. Shadows crawled out from behind the rattling, decorative plates and tea cups clattered in their saucers. Goosebumps raised on my skin as the air grew stale and chill. The cheery tea shop had been a façade.

      My stomach twisted, every instinct screaming at me to run. My fingers gripped the edge of the table, anchoring me. Beside me, Kael growled.

      As the shadows and cold vanished, making the room warm and inviting again, Cordelia stared at me. “Your magic is an ancient thing. Weak and untested, but ancient. Practice will help it grow stronger.” She folded her hands in front of her. “I will help you find the stolen key, because you are the only one who has a true claim to it.”

      I glanced at Kael, who seemed as clueless as myself, then back to Cordelia. “I don’t understand.”

      “Not all things are for me to reveal. Some things you must figure out for yourself.”

      For every mystery we solved, three more unfurled. “Okay, fine. What about the key? Where do we find it?”

      “In order for you to find the cursed key you plucked from the earth, you must first find another relic.”

      “Another relic?”

      She reached over and put her hand on mine. “Another key.”

      Oh God. Please don’t tell me this key is going to be cursed, too.
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      Had I heard the witch correctly? Surely not. Cordelia’s stare was completely earnest. My narrowed gaze slid from her to pin onto Kael.

      “What kind of PITO agent are you? Isn’t a second key something you should have known about?” I twisted in my chair. “It would have saved us a lot of time.”

      Perhaps my sharp tone was misplaced, but I couldn’t help but be angry. Though Cordelia had been cordial enough, despite the sliver of danger she’d let shine through her façade, had it been necessary that we come here? What about the fae, Renathe? I had sold my father’s beloved car to him in exchange for the tip to visit her. Had the key been in the ruins with the first, and I had missed it? If Kael had known about a second key all along…

      “I didn’t know about a second key.” His voice rumbled, an echo of the anger inside of me.

      “Isn’t that your job?”

      Kael’s dark hair trembled as he shook his head. “It must be outside of my jurisdiction.”

      Outside of his jurisdiction? Did that mean it hadn’t been in the ruins with the first key?

      Still, I wasn’t about to let the shifter off the hook so easily. “Your knowledge is incredibly lacking considering you were in Brazil to protect the key. Why are you having to chase down people who know about it?”

      “We are not always told what we are protecting, only of its importance. It protects the objects, in case we are captured and interrogated.”

      I sighed sharply, my finger tracing a silver spoon patterned with flowers on the table beside my teacup. If Kael’s knowledge was so limited on this case, was he really the best to be working with?

      His hand landed roughly on my shoulder, jerking me to face him again. “I am perfectly capable of moving forward. I have resources you will need. Without me, you will fail.”

      His dark eyes held mine, and I swear I heard a slight growl rolling from his wide chest.

      I ignored the tingle the feral sound sent across my skin, more delightful than I wanted to admit. Scowling, I brushed his hand from my shoulder. “Excuse me, but I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. I obtained the key in the first place without aid, remember?”

      Kael leaned forward on his elbows. The delicate table creaked beneath his weight. “Indeed you did, and look where it got us.”

      “If I hadn’t found the key first, the mage may have.”

      “Or maybe he wouldn’t have. And even if he did, that’s a moot point, seeing as he got his hands on it anyway, thanks to you.”

      My new power buzzed for release, rising with my anger, but I pushed it down. “Well, at least we have clues to work with. If the mage had gone into the ruins, you wouldn’t have any idea where to start.”

      “The dark mage is going to get even farther away if you two do not cease squabbling like children.”

      Cordelia sat with her back straight, a disapproving frown weighing on her lips.

      Kael leaned back against his chair. I had the spoon in a tight fist. What was I going to do, stab the insufferable shifter with it? Ridiculous. I released the spoon and turned toward Cordelia.

      “You’re right.” My neck had warmed a bit at the witch’s reprimand. What had gotten into me, arguing with someone like that? It was Kael’s fault. Apparently, he had the ability to bring out the worst in me. “Could you please tell us about the second key?”

      After a long and weighing gaze, Cordelia said, “The relic has been known in my bloodline for centuries.”

      “So, you know where it is?”

      Cordelia reached for the teapot on the table. She poured more tea into my cup and hers. Kael’s own tea was probably cold by now; he hadn’t touched it. Was he suspicious about the contents? Maybe someone had slipped something into his drink once. The witch that had hexed him previously, perhaps? Tea with Crème de la Kitten?

      I covered the threatening giggle with a smile and thanked Cordelia for the cup of fresh tea.

      The witch wrapped her hands around her steaming cup but didn’t lift it to her lips as I did. “I do know the whereabouts of the second key. It’s in Scotland.”

      I nearly spat the hot liquid from my mouth. My throat burned as I quickly swallowed the mouthful.

      “Scotland?” Though it was only a plane ride away, it seemed so far. The mage could get even farther from our grasp as we chased after this other relic.

      Kael’s chair creaked as he shifted. He looked ready to bolt to the airport that instant.

      “The relic is protected by a coven,” Cordelia continued. Her spoon clanked as she stirred cream into her tea. The woman looked as if she had settled into a brunch instead of discussing evil mages and cursed keys. “It will be dangerous, no doubt more difficult than it was for you to obtain the first key.”

      Her words struck me. More difficult than obtaining the first? My thoughts raced back through the sweltering jungle and to the crumbling ruins. It had been difficult to get through those ruins. I could have died quite easily in several places.

      The strange runes floated back to me, then. They had guided me safely through the earth’s deep and forgotten clutches.

      I tilted my chin up and smiled. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      Cordelia barked a laugh, cold and without mirth. “You had better hope you can handle it, child. If not, you will either lose the key or end up dead. There will be no in between if you choose to pursue this relic.”

      Right. As if I had a choice.

      “I will be there with her,” Kael reminded the witch.

      She leveled him with a hard stare. “Yes, and I have already seen the evidence of what I am sure will be a stellar and successful partnership.” Her tone oozed with sarcasm.

      I glanced at the shifter. I really did need to at least attempt to get along with him. If we didn’t get our act together, we would most certainly fail. He seemed to come to the same conclusion as I did. The tenseness in his shoulders lessened a bit.

      “Where do we need to go?” I asked.

      Cordelia excused herself and headed to the back. I sat silently sipping my tea as Kael took the opportunity to stuff another scone into his mouth. When the witch returned, she had a small, creased and wrinkled map in her hand. How often had she looked at it?

      “This is where you need to go.” Cordelia shuffled over a sugar bowl, and I moved my cup. She tapped her finger on a place called Kinloch Hourn. It looked to be a small place settled in the western portion of the Highlands.

      In all my travels around the world, I had never been to Scotland. Bagpipes and muscular men with glorious hair filled my vision. I could dig Scotland.

      Cordelia’s voice broke through my likely inaccurate Scottish visions. “You will find a small bed and breakfast there. The woman who owns it is named Aileen. She is the witch you need to speak to.”

      Kael stood as though too restless to sit any longer. “Why would she tell us about this other key if she is supposed to be protecting it?”

      “Because of you, Olivia.”

      My gaze shifted from the towering Kael to Cordelia. “Yeah?”

      “Show them your magic, just as you showed me. They, too, will be able to sense its ancient breath.”

      A hundred questions bubbled up in my thoughts every time my magic was mentioned. “I honestly don’t know what to do with my magic.” Between the mage, this new relic, and having to race to Scotland, I wasn’t even sure when I would have time to learn more about it. “What if it isn’t enough to help?”

      “In order for your magic to help, you will need to stop fighting it. Magic is like a muscle. You must work it for it to gain strength.”

      What if I didn’t want it to gain strength? What if I didn’t want this magic to be a part of me?

      Cordelia leaned toward me and laid a hand on my arm. A smile quirked at her lips, the first sign of genuine friendliness I had seen on her face since the moment we had come through her door.

      “Do not doubt yourself,” she told me. “This magic is not something you are suddenly cursed with, Olivia. It’s always been inside of you, just recently awakened once more. Embrace that, or you will not be able to withstand whatever the mage may throw at you.”

      Veiled answers and a slew of new questions. It was enough to make my head hurt.

      Kael paused behind my chair. “What about the mage? What can you tell us of him?”

      Cordelia removed her hand from my arm and pursed her lips. “I can tell you he has been asleep for centuries. Now that he is awake, he will do whatever it takes to gain power and avoid being defeated again.”

      “How was he defeated last time?”

      The witch stood and grabbed the map. She folded it before handing it to me. “If you wish to know how the mage was defeated, Olivia, you must find the answer inside yourself.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Something strange ghosted across Cordelia’s gaze, as if she were seeing something that wasn’t there. Wisdom, ancient and deadly, seemed to glow around her like a haunting aura.

      “Your visions. They are not—” Her head snapped up, and her gaze narrowed toward the door. “Someone is watching.”

      Kael was little more than a streak as he barreled toward the door. I lunged out of my seat and hurried after him. I bolted from the door and into the night. Kael was lethal as his quick pace ate up the cold sidewalk.

      A wild and untethered snarl tore up Kael’s throat. My magic rippled beneath my skin, tapping for release at the sound. The man fleeing before him didn’t stand a chance as the jaguar shifter’s fingers curled into the back of his leather jacket. Kael jerked him backward.

      “Livvie!” he yelled, tossing the man roughly at my feet.

      Ignoring the shock at the sudden nickname Kael graced me with, I moved without thought. I knelt beside the man. Somewhere between the tea table and the cold night, I had wrestled my knife from my bag.

      My breath rose before me in wisps as I pressed Chaucer’s blade to the eavesdropper’s throat.

      “Who are you?”
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      The night had turned quiet, the air as cold and sharp as the blade I pressed against the stranger’s skin. I didn’t dare move, hardly dared to breathe, as I stared at him.

      I had a knife at a man’s throat. What was I doing?

      Kael prowled closer, his steps slow and calculating, as if he wasn’t quite certain what the man lying in front of me was capable of doing. His face was hard as he knelt beside the man, gaze flicking between the knife to my face with a silent question. Was I all right holding the knife? I was, I realized, and that was slightly disconcerting.

      “Who are you?” Kael asked.

      The gaunt man, with his skin tinted gray, remained silent. The thinness and colorless complexion of his face made him seem older than what I assumed. He shifted under my touch, and I pressed the blade harder onto his throat.

      Kael tried a different question. “What do you want?”

      His voice was low, growling.

      There was something strange about the eavesdropper’s appearance. In addition to looking as if he hadn’t had a decent meal in weeks, his clothes were tattered and torn. His bony knees peeked out from holes in his faded jeans. He had to be freezing beneath the light jacket hanging loose on his thin frame.

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “Who are you?”

      The man remained silent.

      Kael’s nostrils flared, muscles jumping in his jaw as he ground his teeth. He wasn’t going to tolerate silence long. I couldn’t bring myself to let the blade of my knife cut the man, but I dug my fingers into his shoulder. Perhaps the sharp bite of my fingernails would persuade him to talk before Kael tore into him with the claws of his jaguar.

      I knew he had heard valuable information. We couldn’t risk letting this man go without knowing his intentions.

      “Who are you?”  I pressed again.

      His eyebrows pinched in, and his lips mashed together.

      I tightened my grip on his shoulder. The magic that churned beneath my skin began to hum. He had to say something. Though I had a sinking feeling he had something to do with the mage, I had to be sure.

      My hands tingled. Magic spilled from my fingertips and onto his shoulder. It crawled onto his skin, where his veins began to protrude across his skin like blue spiderwebs. His mouth opened and closed as if he were a fish above the water’s surface. The man’s eyes watered, and a taut moan squeezed up his throat.

      “Olivia.”

      Kael’s voice broke through a fog I hadn’t realized I’d been trapped in. I blinked and pulled my hand from the man’s shoulder. I glanced up at the shifter, his steady gaze unreadable.

      Wordlessly, he turned his attention to the eavesdropper. “If you do not begin speaking, my friend here is going to release some real power on you.”

      My gut twisted. Had I just tortured the guy? I hadn’t meant to hurt him. I’d only wanted answers. I had to get this magic under control before I did something I would regret.

      Sweat glistened on the man’s forehead. He stammered, struggling to string words together. When he finally spoke, his voice cracked with thirst.

      “My master sent me to find you, to see if you pursued him.”

      I glanced at Kael. The mage had people following us?

      “He hoped you would follow him,” the man rasped, “and that, before you found him, you would remember.”

      “Remember what?” I asked.

      The man twitched, eyelids fluttering. At first, I thought it must be a nervous tick, but he didn’t stop. He began to jerk violently, arms and legs thrashing.

      Kael and I got to our feet and stepped back. My eyes widened. Blood trickled from the corner of the man’s mouth and ears. Then, as suddenly as the fit started, he stilled. He somehow looked thinner, paler. In the light of the nearby streetlight, his eyes were glassy.

      My heart raced. Had I done that? I clutched my hand to my chest. I hadn’t been touching him, though.

      “Is he…dead?” I asked.

      “A puppet,” said Cordelia as she came up behind me. Had she been watching the entire time? Her steady gaze was locked on the body at our feet.

      “A puppet?” Kael rumbled.

      “Poisoned with a yearning to deliver the message to Olivia and nothing else. He’d been driven to the point of exhaustion and starvation. The mage’s doing, most certainly.”

      The blood dripped from the man’s lips to the cold sidewalk.

      “But it’s barely been two days since the mage stole the key,” I said. “He wouldn’t have gotten in this state in such a short amount of time.”

      The witch pulled her shawl closer around her shoulders. “The mage’s dark magic would work quickly. This man didn’t have a prayer.”

      Who was he? Had he chosen the mage as his master, or had it been forced upon him? It hit me then, as I stood with a shifter and a witch in the darkness, that we were standing over a dead body.

      I glanced around. The last thing we needed was for someone to call the police. My gaze fell to the man’s jacket as if I could see the fingerprints I had left there.

      “I will get rid of him,” Cordelia said. “You need to hurry if you have any hope of catching the mage before it’s too late.”

      So many questions burned in my mind about my magic and the crazy visions, but it appeared I would have to find the answers elsewhere.

      “Thank you so much for your help, Cordelia.”

      She gave me a small smile and a nod.

      What was she going to do with the body?

      Before I could ask, Kael grabbed me by the elbow and quickly towed me to my car. He seemed eager to put distance between himself and the witch.

      “Stop manhandling me.” I jerked my arm from Kael’s grasp. “Or next it’ll be your throat I set my knife against.” I wiggled Chaucer in front of his face.

      Kael scoffed, unfazed. He opened the door for me, waited for me to settle into my seat, then shut my door before rounding the front of the car. How was it that one second he seemed ready to physically haul me to Scotland, and the next he was being a gentleman? The guy was an enigma. Were all shifters like this?

      We passed buildings and sidewalks as we made our way to the airport. I tried not to think about the possibility of anyone else trying to follow me.

      “Why did you call me Livvie?” I asked in the silence.

      I got a shoulder shrug in answer.

      I rotated my knife in my hand, studying the dark grains in the handle as we waited at a stoplight. “No one has ever called me Livvie besides my dad.”

      “You must have been really close to him,” Kael said quietly.

      “Yeah, I was.”

      Kael took a turn to the left, making the final stretch to the airport. “What happened to him?”

      “His wretched car wouldn’t start. Instead of calling a cab or asking for a ride like a normal person, he decided to get out his old bike and head to campus his own way.” I paused, a tightness in my chest. “He was struck as he crossed the road. I was on a dig in Mexico at the time.”

      Kael was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry.”

      I shoved my knife back into my bag. “He died being his normal, stubborn self, doing something he shouldn’t have been doing in the first place. It was the way he would have wanted to go.”

      “It sounds like you.”

      “No,” I said as we pulled into the airport. “When it’s my time, I want to see it coming.”

      It was a sixteen-hour flight to Inverness, Scotland. I slept on the flight, cramming myself next to the window in an attempt to not fall asleep on Kael. I still woke with my head lolling onto one of his broad shoulders. He hadn’t seemed to mind. Thank goodness I hadn’t drooled.

      I was still exhausted as we boarded a bus that would take us on a two-hour ride to Kinloch Hourn. It was there we would find Aileen, the witch who would hopefully help us find the second key.

      A sense of excitement rippled through me as the countryside ambled past us. It always did when I found myself in a land steeped in rich history. The archeologist in me yearned to explore crumbling castles, ancient abbeys, and secret ruins.

      The wistful wanderings of my mind were interrupted twenty minutes into the ride by Kael’s loud snoring. It was borderline snarling. I was glad there were only a couple of other people on board. They cast a couple of annoyed glances our way but didn’t say anything.

      The bus finally arrived at our destination with loud, squealing brakes. The doors at the front opened, and I didn’t miss the opportunity to jab Kael sharply in the ribs to wake him. He jolted upward with a mumble and looked at me with bleary eyes. His hair was rumpled on one side, sticking up in all directions like one of those crazy-furred guinea pigs. I stifled a laugh as I nudged him, jerking my head toward the front of the bus.

      “Come on. This is our stop.”

      Kinloch Hourn was a small village. It consisted of narrow roads lined with small, white-washed houses and low stone buildings. The large hills of the highlands crowded the entire area like earthen sentinels, the peaks and lowlands alike wreathed in mist. Despite the ages, it seemed just as wild and ancient.

      Shifting my bag onto my shoulder, I gripped the handle of my suitcase. It jostled and bounced along the uneven road as we made our way to what appeared to be a pub of some sort. There were a pair of young men outside, laughing over some joke about an old man and a blonde.

      “Pardon me.” Kael stepped up to them, his own large canvas bag heavy in his hand. “We’re looking for the bed and breakfast?”

      They pointed us in the right direction, which turned out to be a mile out of town. Luckily, neither of us minded walking. Kael peered into every dip in the grass and glared at every rock.

      Was he always this paranoid?

      Birds chirped in scraggly brush beside the road that was little more than dirt and loose stones. The waters of the Loch Hourn were still in blues and grays beneath an overcast sky that threatened sharp wind and rain to come. In the distance, a few deer, with their crooked antlers spreading wide, crossed a meadow.

      I was a bit annoyed at the shifter stalking beside me, staring down every patch of weed and mossy stone walls. He was killing my mood.

      “Look, I know we’re on a mission to track down a powerful mage of darkness and recover a relic that unlocked some crazy inside of me, but seriously, could you lighten up a bit?”

      “This isn’t a field trip, Olivia.”

      “Well, it’s not a funeral, either.”

      “There it is.” Kael pointed to the bed and breakfast, effectively axing any further argument.

      The bed and breakfast was a little place with stone walls and a sharply pitched roof. Smoke wound skyward from a chimney, and square windows glowed with soft light. I gave a little sigh, imagining myself reading a book by the fire and sipping a cup of tea.

      “It looks charming,” I said wistfully.

      Kael rumbled again that we weren’t on a vacation.

      “How do you manage to get through life with such positivity and joy?” I asked sweetly.

      He sighed and didn’t deign to answer.

      I opened the gate, and we walked to the front door. A cast iron bell hung beside the door. I pulled the string before Kael could start banging on the door. The resulting clang echoed around us, seeming to bounce off the hills themselves.

      The door opened, revealing a woman with dark curly hair and blue eyes. She glanced behind us curiously, then swept her gaze to me.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Are you Aileen?” I asked.

      “Yes.” The witch shifted her weight. “I’m sorry, but you have to reserve a stay here. I’m not scheduled to receive visitors for a couple more months.”

      “We aren’t here to stay in your lovely…what I mean is, we came here to speak with you.”

      Aileen’s eyes narrowed past me and toward Kael. Her nostrils flared, a sharp glint in her eye. Could she sense he was a shifter?

      “No,” she said. “I don’t think so.” Just as she started to close the door, a cat slipped out. “Nutmeg, get back here!”

      The cat trotted right over to Kael, peering up at him with her striped face.

      He crouched and scooped up the cat. It instantly started purring as Kael scratched it behind the ears and under the chin. Her head bumped against his cheek, tiny claws digging into his jacket as she climbed farther onto his shoulder.

      Both me and Aileen gaped at Kael. The man was snuggling a cat.

      “Nutmeg,” Aileen started, “is a great judge of character. I suppose if she likes you, then you may come in for a short visit.”

      The witch let us in and showed us to a quaint and cozy living room with fat chairs and sofas spilling with small pillows and throw blankets. She gestured for us to sit in a pair of plain wooden chairs. Clearly, she didn’t want us getting too comfortable. She settled on a pale green sofa across from us.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “We were sent here by Cordelia.”

      A slight widening of eyes was the only effect my words seemed to have on Aileen. She waited quietly.

      “We are here for a relic,” Kael explained. “A key, to be specific.”

      Aileen went very, very still.

      My wrists pulled down to the arms of the chair and my ankles pressed back against the wooden legs. I pulled but there was no use.

      What was going on?

      Beside me, Kael’s chair groaned as he wiggled and jerked against his own invisible bonds.

      Aileen didn’t break her stare. The room grew darker, shadows creeping out of the corners and out from under the furniture. My breath rose in wisps, goosebumps prickling across my skin.

      Something broke from the darkness behind me and another from behind Kael. The shadowy forms stopped beside Aileen, and when they turned around, I saw they were women. Their faces were cool, void of emotion.

      “What is this, sister?” the woman on the left asked. “Have you invited thieves into our midst?”
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      I was tied to a chair in a house in Scotland under the hard, unwavering gazes of a trio of witches, while a shifter rumbled beside me. When this whole thing was over, I’d never take a mysterious relic from a ruin again.

      I ground the lie between my teeth.

      Aileen didn’t break her stare from me as she spoke to her sisters. “This girl claims they came here seeking a key.”

      Girl? I scoffed. I wasn’t a girl. I was a strong, capable woman, and I would not remain restrained in this chair for long.

      “I assure you we have good intentions,” I said. I spoke calmly, though anger buzzed inside of me. They had no right to treat us like this.

      Kael, strangely, seemed to have stopped struggling. He was watching the witches with his head cocked, as if trying to figure out a puzzle.

      “The world has stumbled many times in the hands of people with good intentions,” said the sister on the right. Her hair was black as ink and her eyes a startling blue, frozen and carved from ice. I could almost feel the cool touch of her gaze on my skin. “Besides, we know nothing of the key you seek.”

      So, that was how they were going to play it? “I think you do know what key it is we are seeking, and if you would rather it not end up in the hands of a dark mage, you should probably tell us where to find it.”

      Aileen narrowed her eyes. “What mage would that be, child?”

      I sighed. I was growing tired of repeating the same story over and over, of telling other people of my failure. Kael was silent beside me as I repeated the recent events, though his shoulders stiffened and jaw clenched when I spoke of taking the key out of the ruins.

      Was he more angry at me, or at himself?

      As I spoke of the mage, a glance passed between the trio of witches. It wasn’t a question that sparked in their eyes. With slight nods between them, I knew they already had knowledge of the mage.

      “So, he already has one key,” I finished. “We have been told the second key may be able to help us track him down, so we can recover the first.”

      “How do we know what you say is true?” asked the third sister. She was a mirror image of her black-haired sister, except her eyes were a rich brown. Perhaps they were twins.

      “Cordelia is the one who told us about you. She sent us here. Call and ask her.”

      Aileen shook her head. “We don’t use phones. Besides, Cordelia hasn’t set a toe in these lands for a very long time. For all we know, her allegiances have changed. She could be a traitor.”

      Show them your magic. Cordelia’s words flitted back to my mind. They, too, will be able to sense its ancient breath.

      “I can prove it to you.” I struggled against the invisible bonds. They chafed and itched against my skin, as if they were twined with coarse rope. “Can you turn me loose? I promise I won’t hurt you.”

      Aileen sniffed. She was obviously seriously doubtful that I could harm her or her sisters. Good. Perhaps if they thought of me as no threat to them, as a “child,” they would let me loose. She looked at Kael, her lips pressing into a thin line.

      “You don’t have to untie him yet. Just me so I can show you.”

      The witch turned to her sisters. The way they stared at each other made me wonder if they could silently communicate through their minds.

      Aileen nodded. “Very well.”

      The pressure fell from my arms and ankles. I massaged my wrists and got slowly to my feet. If I made a wrong move, I had no doubt these witches could destroy me where I stood. I pulled in a breath and tried to focus. There was a window behind Aileen, and I peered through it, losing myself in the wild hills and gray skies. I closed my eyes.

      Magic whispered across my soul. I pulled at it, bringing it to the surface. My skin warmed, and my fingers tingled. I knew my magic was there on display, but I didn’t open my eyes. I didn’t want to break my concentration. I was afraid to let it out of control, even if my magic was screaming to be let loose.

      It was a horrible and gratifying feeling to sense the power swirling within me. I could blow the roof right off this place, crack the rafters, and scatter the stones across the cold fields outside like a jar of upturned marbles.

      Something bumped against my leg, and I jumped. I opened my eyes as the magic shrank back into myself. On the floor beside me was Aileen’s cat, back arching against me for attention.

      The weight of judgement was heavy in Aileen’s gaze as she considered me. Behind me, Kael’s chair groaned under his weight. He crossed his arms. Aileen must have released him. At least he wasn’t glaring at the witch.

      The blue-eyed sister turned to grab a kettle. “Tea?”

      She offered a small smile. She was still cautious, but at least she was making an attempt.

      “Please,” I said. Kael echoed me.

      Steaming tea cups were handed out as the sisters settled into chairs around the small sitting area. I took a tentative sip of the tea. Chamomile with a hint of honey.

      Aileen fixed me with her unfaltering gaze over her cup as she lifted it to her lips. “You struggle with your magic. You need to embrace it if you wish to tap into its true power. The little light show around your fingers will do nothing against the dark power that could be unleashed on the earth.”

      Embrace my magic. People kept telling me to do that. They didn’t understand it would be like embracing a wolverine, didn’t know the wild danger lurking within me.

      The witch with the brown eyes stirred extra cream into her tea. “The magic inside is something from your bones, stitched into your very being. It is ancient and it is your own.”

      “What do you know about it?” I asked.

      The trio of witches regarded me with a long and steady stare. It was Aileen who answered.

      “I cannot say, exactly, but I have a feeling that if you seek out the mage, you will find your answers.”

      The mage’s words came to my mind, words that had been in some ancient unknown language I had somehow understood.

      Who are you? You do not know any longer, do you? You have dwindled to this weak being with a memory of nothing more than dust.

      Unease shivered through me. I was beginning to lose my grip on my identity. Who was I?

      I shoved the mage’s words away. I didn’t want to find answers from him. The only thing I wanted from him was the key.

      Kael spoke, his deep, rumbling tone breaking through the silence. “Where do we have to go?”

      Aileen gestured for her sisters to come closer, and the trio huddled together. Kael’s finger drummed against his arm, the steady beat the only sign of impatience I could see from him.

      “I will take you,” Aileen said as the sisters broke apart. “The journey is not an easy one. If we leave now, the ruins will likely not be reached until tomorrow morning. If you prefer to wait, you may stay here tonight and make the trek tomorrow without needing to stop.”

      It seemed like the more logical plan, but a sense of urgency was beginning to settle on me. I was restless, as if the key hiding in the feral hills of the highlands was calling to me.

      “Thank you for the offer, but I would prefer to leave now.”

      Beside me, Kael nodded.

      “Very well,” Aileen said. “I will get our transportation ready.” She turned to her sisters. “Will you ensure they have everything they need?”

      Half an hour later, Kael and I stepped out of the door of the bed and breakfast with heavy packs laden with camping supplies and food. Aileen was standing with her hands on the reins of three horses. A delighted smile broke across my face. I always enjoyed riding. I had done so many times to get to ruins and digs that were too difficult to get to by vehicle or on foot.

      The horses were small but sturdy creatures with thick legs and necks and wide backs that would hold even Kael’s weight. Tightening the straps on the pack and my back and making sure my own bag was settled on my hip, I walked over to grab the reins Aileen held out to me. I gave the brown and white horse a pat under her shaggy mane and swung easily into the saddle with the ease of a practiced rider.

      Kael’s horse sidestepped away with a snort and held his ears back when he tried to grab the gray gelding’s reins. Even my horse was staring at Kael cautiously, her hooves shifting underneath like she was ready to bolt. It was as if the horses could sense the predator prowling beneath the shifter’s skin. He got awkwardly into the saddle, and our group started off. Kael complained under his breath that he could get there just as fast, if not faster, if he were to shift.

      I snorted. “Yeah, and leave me to carry all of our stuff?”

      The gray horse tossed his head, and Kael instinctively tightened his hands on the reins, making the horse stop.

      Aileen looked over her shoulder from atop her own horse. “If you’re afraid, your horse will sense it.”

      “I am not afraid.”

      I smirked. Kael looked funny on the small horse. I turned my attention away from him and to the scenery around us. The rising, mist-wreathed hills and swirling gray skies were breathtaking. Perhaps someday, when I wasn’t chasing down an evil mage bent on destruction, I would come back to spend time here.

      We picked our way around rocky outcrops and into the trees. The dark, tangled forest wrapped its way around us quickly, until there was nothing to see but trees and snippets of sky through the wind-rattled branches.

      We crossed a creek. Kael’s horse jumped over it, nearly unsaddling him. After a couple of hours, the terrain rose too steep for the horses to climb without stumbling. Aileen told us to stop. Kael climbed quickly off of his saddle, looking ready to never ride again.

      The witch gathered up the reins of our horses. “This is where I leave you.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” I asked.

      “I cannot accompany you. The journey is part of the test. Continue north east. The ruins are in a small clearing, where the owl resides.”

      “The owl?” Kael asked. “A small clearing with an owl? In all of this?” He gestured to the tangled expanse of the forest around us. “How are we supposed to find that?”

      “North east.” Aileen gave us a nod as she climbed back on her horse. She left us alone without another word.

      We stared after her for another moment before gathering our packs. I took a compass out of my bag.

      “I’ll lead the way,” I said.

      “No, I’ll take point.” Kael started to go around me.

      I took a couple of quick steps to keep in front of him. “I’m perfectly capable.”

      Kael’s brows pinched together. “I have tracking experience. I know what I’m doing.”

      I closed the distance between us and glared up at him. “I’ve spent years making my way through untouched forests and jungle. I’m not some newbie, Kael. Besides—” I held my hand up, letting the writhing energy inside of me flow just enough for my fingers to glow. “—I’m the one with the magic.”

      Kael’s face contorted, still human, but enough for his eyes to turn cat-like and his lips to peel back, revealing sharper teeth. “Yeah? Well, I’m the one with the fangs.”

      I crossed my arms. What did he expect his jaguar teeth to accomplish out here?

      “We can flip for it,” I said. I dug a quarter out of my pocket.

      “I call tails.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course, the jaguar shifter would call tails. I flipped the coin and grinned as it landed on heads. Kael scowled.

      “Don’t be such a sore loser. It isn’t very becoming of a professional such as yourself.” I headed up the hill, thankful I had on a sturdy pair of boots as crumbling rock crunched underfoot.

      “At least the view is good,” Kael said.

      I started to agree with him when I caught his grin and realized he wasn’t talking about the surrounding scenery. Would it be rude if I threw a rock at his head?

      I wasn’t sure how long we climbed up through the trees and across rock that had likely been untouched for years. The forest was growing dark. We couldn’t see the sunset, but the shadows were growing deeper and the temperature was beginning to drop. We topped a narrow ridge and paused to catch our breath.

      “We should rest here for the night,” Kael said. “If we try to continue, one of us is going to break something.”

      For once, I agreed with the shifter. My muscles ached after the long ride and the tough climb. Beside me, Kael’s nostrils flared as he pulled in the surrounding scents.

      I cleared away branches and debris to make space for our fire. “What are you sniffing for?”

      “Danger.”

      “I’m fairly certain the only animals around are squirrels.” I’d seen them skittering across branches all day.

      “Not that kind of danger.” Kael’s voice was quiet, and I found myself peering into the trees.

      “Do you really think someone would follow us up here?”

      Kael shrugged and dropped his pack to the ground, then rolled his shoulders. “We really can’t be too cautious with a dark mage involved.”

      I made a point to have Chaucer at the ready as I pulled in nearby rocks to make a ring for the fire.

      My partner on this endeavor set up the single tent Aileen’s sisters had provided us. “We can take turns,” Kael said. “One of us can keep watch for a few hours while the other sleeps.”

      He kneeled next to me beside the fire and pulled out a small pot. He unfolded a tripod and set it over the flames, then hung the pot from a small hook. He emptied in two pouches of camping-style food that turned out to be pasta and meatballs.

      As he stirred the food, the light from the fire highlighted the lines of his face and warmed his tan skin. There were probably worse people I could be stuck with in the Scottish wilderness.

      We ate in silence. I was too exhausted and too caught up in my own thoughts to keep up a conversation. A breeze blew with enough of an icy bite to make me shiver. A coat would be too cumbersome if I had to move quickly, but I wished I’d had a thicker jacket.

      I set down my empty plate and scooted closer to the fire in an attempt to soak the warmth into my skin. I pulled my shoulders in and held my hands as near the flames as I dared.

      A heavy weight fell over my back and shoulders, and I blinked in surprise to find Kael’s jacket covering me.

      “You looked cold,” he said.

      Kael was only wearing a long-sleeved shirt that stretched across his wide chest and clung to his muscles.

      “Won’t you get cold?”

      The shifter grinned. “I never get cold.”

      I didn’t want to keep the jacket—it wasn’t as if I were some delicate, swooning woman—but it was warm.

      When Kael started scooping out a second helping of food, I pulled the jacket in tighter, inhaling his earthy, rainy scent, which clung to the wool-lined leather.

      Kael volunteered to take the first shift, though he looked as bone-weary as I felt.

      I shrugged out of his jacket and held it out to him. “Here.”

      He waved me off. “You’ll need it during your watch in a few hours.”

      I paused to see if he was sure. When he didn’t reach for the jacket, I slipped it back on.

      “Thanks,” I said quietly before heading to the tent.

      The canvas tent shifted slightly in the wind as I climbed into the sleeping bag and set my knife beside the small pillow. I shivered, pulling the sleeping bag tighter around me. This was why the majority of my digs took place in jungles and rainforests. I hated the cold.

      I had so much on my mind, I figured it would be impossible to get any rest, but exhaustion and the steady crackling of the fire made my eyelids droop.

      The crackling started to grow louder, hissing and popping. Did Kael put more wood on the fire? I rolled to my back and my eyes widened. The canvas of the tent was glowing a pale yellow.

      I shimmied the sleeping bag down. My clothes clung to me with sweat. The snapping of burning wood was growing louder.

      I grabbed my knife and opened the flap of the tent.

      The forest was on fire, and Kael was nowhere in sight.
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      “Kael!” My shout was burned away by the writhing flames and sizzling air. Heat clutched at my breath as I straightened outside the tent.

      I snatched up my bag leaning against the side of the tent and threw it over my shoulder. I called for Kael again, hoping he would hear me before the smoke started to choke my lungs.

      Where had he gone?

      A loud snap drew my attention behind my shoulder. Furious flames licked their way up a nearby tree, the bottom already marred in crumbling, black bark. The tree creaked and groaned, then began to tip.

      I rushed out of the way as it fell with a crash. The top of it smashed into the tent, flattening it under its weight.

      If I hadn’t hurried out when I did I’d be dead.

      The smoke burned my eyes as I called for Kael again. I couldn’t stay in this place much longer.

      A rumbling snarl reached me, and a shape broke free of the gray smoke. It was a large jaguar, his padded feet silent as he ran straight toward me. I panicked for a second as the massive cat quickly closed the distance between us before remembering it was just Kael.

      He shifted back as he reached me. The fact that he was naked from head to toe couldn’t even elicit a reaction from me in the current situation. He snatched up his clothes from near the fire ring and began shoving his legs into his jeans.

      “What happened?” Kael asked. He pushed his feet into his boots.

      I didn’t like the suspicious scowl on his face. “I didn’t do it. Where were you?”

      “Checking the perimeter when I smelled the smoke and saw the fire.”

      Checking the perimeter, I thought, rolling my eyes. You could take the shifter away from PITO, but you couldn’t take the PITO out of the shifter, apparently.

      “Where did it come from?” he asked. “It wouldn’t have spread that far and quickly from the ring.”

      That was true. I blinked my burning eyes and studied the fire ring. There was no charred trail leading to the forest. “It had to have been set by someone.”

      The fire glowed closer. Flames dripped from the blackened branches to crawl across the ground at an alarming speed as embers swirled through the air like stars of hell.

      “Grab what you can,” Kael said. “We have to get out of here.”

      I hardly paid any mind to what I was grabbing. I just snatched what I could before Kael began to tug me up the mountain. We hadn’t gone several feet before the fire closed into an unforgiving wall of flames ahead of us. I pivoted to find the way down was the only clear way out.

      Something was trying to force us to abandon our mission.

      Kael pulled the bag he’d managed to snatch up farther onto his broad shoulders. “We have to go back down. Maybe we can find another way around.”

      Aileen’s words found me then, like a breath on a crisp breeze in hell. She’d said to head straight north east and that the journey was part of the test. I vaguely heard Kael holler my name, but I didn’t budge. Something was strange about the fire. Why would it come out of nowhere? Kael tugged on my shoulder, but I shook him off as I stared at the blaze before me.

      I drew on my magic. Energy swirled around my fingertips, begging to be let loose. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I molded the energy into a sphere and threw it at the fire. The orange and crimson flames parted around it as the magic shot through. My heart raced, and I threw some more with the same result. I whirled to Kael. Sweat was dripping down his stubbled jaw.

      “I think I can get us through the fire.”

      His gaze flicked to the fire then back to me. “If you think I’m going to let some novice mage turn me into barbeque—”

      “I have this power for a reason. Just trust me.” I waited for an argument, but Kael fell silent. “Follow closely.”

      I stalked straight toward the flames, ignoring Kael’s low swearing and questions of my sanity at my back. Magic sleeved my arms in a brilliant blend of fuchsia and silver.

      Extending my arms, I threw the energy forward. By widening my arms, I was able to extend it out. The flames moved away, parting a path directly in front of us. I hurried through it as my boots kicked up puffs of warm ash. Heat pressed in on me from the sides, making it hard to breathe. Though it had to be only seconds, it felt like minutes to get through the flames.

      As soon as we cleared the blaze, the fire vanished.

      The campsite was little more than charred grass and glowing embers. The tent was still smashed under a blackened tree, and whatever else had been left behind had been incinerated. Other than that, there was no more signs of burning. It was as if a massive breath had suddenly snuffed the fire out.

      “A test,” I said. “It had to have been a test.”

      Kael was still beside me for several quick breaths. “Let’s get out of here.”

      The shifter’s eyes shone in the light of the magic still caressing my fingers. I held my palm up and let the glow illuminate our way through the dark trees. I was just as eager as he was to get away from the flame-ravaged campsite.

      We trekked upward in silence until we were far enough away that I could no longer catch the scent of acrid smoke in the cool air. When the light of my magic fell on an area that was somewhat flat and seemed to be less peppered in rock than the surrounding area, we stopped.

      Kael dropped the pack he saved heavily to the ground. I’d barely managed to grab my bag and a canteen that felt as if it were only half full of water.

      I squeezed my middle with one arm in an attempt to ward off the brisk breeze. My other hand still held onto my magic. Though my mind could still recall the terrible heat of the sudden flames, my skin pebbled with the cold.

      Kael sank to the ground and leaned against a wide tree. My legs were shaky as I lowered myself down beside him. I thought we should perhaps make some sort of temporary shelter, but exhaustion kept me on the cold ground.

      “Your jacket was in the tent.” Puffs of mist feathered my words up in front of my face. “Sorry.”

      “It’s just a jacket.” Kael’s voice was soft. His hair still stuck to his forehead in messy swirls. His head rested against the rough bark of the tree.

      I stared at the magic wrapping my hand. It was dimmer now, and I could tell I was beginning to run low on energy. The darkness closed in as I let the magic go with a weary sigh. Though my magic had been providing me no warmth, the chill in the air now seemed to shiver straight to my bones.

      Kael slipped an arm around my shoulders, and I tensed.

      “It won’t do any good if you freeze to death. Try to get some sleep, Livvie. I’ll keep watch.”

      Livvie, again. I wanted to argue, but exhaustion was already beckoning me to sleep. I closed my eyes and inched slowly closer to Kael’s warm side, wondering if he would notice.

      There was a steady thumping in my ear, and something soft and warm beneath my cheek. I opened my eyes to the pale morning and realized with a shock that my head was laying against the side of a jaguar. The heartbeat faded away as I sat up slowly.

      This was the closest I had ever been to a large cat, even if it was Kael. I admired the pattern of his dark spots against his golden coat and felt a ridiculous urge to pet him. I studied his face. He was making a slight huffing noise. The edges of his mouth lifted up and down, and his left ear twitched. I smiled. Was he dreaming?

      Slowly, I reached down and touched the spot between his nose and his eyes. The fur there was incredibly soft and I ran my fingers up between his ears.

      Kael’s golden eyes flew open.

      I jerked my hand back and opened my mouth, but no words came. What do you say to a guy that just caught you petting him?

      The cat regarded me for a long moment before getting to his feet. He stretched, claws digging into the ground and mouth opening in a wide yawn. He shook his head before walking toward his pile of clothes. I turned around to give him privacy. He’d already caught me petting him. I didn’t want him accusing me of ogling him, too.

      Breakfast was a non-existent affair. With nothing around us but stark, gray trees and cold rock, our stomachs would just have to keep rumbling until we were able to make the trek back down the mountain. With little chance of finding any sort of stream this far up, the pair of us took measured swallows from the canteen before we started again.

      I studied the compass and pointed toward the north-east. Kael took point this time, and I was still too tired to argue.

      It seemed as if we had walked for hours, and still there was no sign of any sort of clearing or of the owl Aileen had mentioned.

      “We have to be getting close,” I said hopefully.

      Kael let out a short laugh. He bent down to help me up a particularly steep section of rock jutting out of the cold ground. “That’s what you said twenty minutes ago.”

      “Thanks.” I came to stand next to Kael. I peered into the branches, half-expecting to see an owl watching us. “I wonder if the owl is a shifter.”

      “Who knows?”

      “Can you tell a shifter in their animal form when you see one?”

      Kael shrugged a shoulder. “Sometimes you can smell the human on them and be able to tell. Other times, it’s difficult to know.”

      “Are there shifters of all kinds? Like elephants, or flamingos?”

      “Ha!” Kael threw his head back in laughter, the most mirth I’d seen from him yet. The sound bounced off the trees and rocks, echoing around us. “I feel bad for the poor person that would end up a flamingo shifter. Most shifters are predators, though I’ve known one horse shifter in my life.”

      It seemed strange that there were shifters on this world living among us in the guise of fangs and fur. How often had I seen a wolf or caught a glimpse of a jaguar or leopard that had in fact also been a person?

      “Look!” I pointed.

      Ahead of us, the trees thinned, letting in what little light there was filtering through the blanket of ever-gray clouds above.

      We hurried over the rough terrain, Kael moving with grace, leaning forward as if he were ready to shift into a jaguar at the first sign of danger. I pulled out my knife and caressed the magic swirling inside of me. We emerged through the trees as they opened up.

      The clearing.

      It was made of pale, wispy grasses that swayed slightly in the soft breeze and was bordered with twisting trees. Massive boulders and stones, blanketed with patches of moss and lichen, were piled together in the center.

      Kael stalked out slowly, and I followed. We reached the boulders and waited in silence. No owl flew down from the trees. Kael grumbled.

      “Can you, I don’t know, sniff it out or something?” I asked.

      Kael frowned. “I’m not a bloodhound.”

      I walked around the boulders, and Kael trekked around the perimeter near the trees. We met back up at the center, both clueless.

      I raised my voice. “Um, owl?”

      The shifter scoffed and leaned heavily against a boulder. My heart jumped.

      “Watch out,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.” I shoved at him.

      He was too heavy for me to actually budge him, but he sighed and got out of the way.

      There, right where he was leaning, was moss in the shape of an owl.

      “It’s the owl,” I grinned, “it has to be.”

      I leaned down closer, and there at its center was a tiny rune. A whisper came to me on the wind, pulling me closer. The rune beckoned me to touch it, to utter foreign words from my tongue. I reached for it, but a hand grabbed my wrist.

      How did Kael’s fingers get so frigid if he never gets cold?

      I tilted my head to ask him what his problem was and found the mage. Fear rippled through me. I wasn’t ready to face him. Not yet.

      “I see you,” he said, words crackling like heat lightning. His lips turned up, his smile lanced through with cruelty and darkness. “You would do well to turn back now.” His hand constricted more, threatening to snap my wrist with the pressure.

      I gasped, and then Kael was standing there. I blinked several times. It had been a vision. Even without the key in my possession, the mage was still messing with me.

      Kael closed the distance between us. His hand squeezed my shoulder. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Two things,” I said. The air seemed colder, a bone-marrow freezing chill clutching at me. “One, the mage knows we are here. And two.” I glanced at the mossy owl. “I don’t think he wants us going in there.”
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      Time faded away with each rapid beat of my heart. How long until the mage tried to stop me? How long before our efforts were too late?

      Kael grabbed my shoulder. “How do you know the mage knows we are here?”

      “I saw him.”

      “When?”

      “Just now! He was right...” I gestured past Kael. “Well, right there.”

      “Either way, we need to hurry.” He took his hand off me and squinted at the moss-formed owl. “How do we get in?”

      I stared at the rune in the center. Once again, it seemed to whisper to me. I touched the rune, and the whispers pulled ancient words from my mouth. The owl and the surrounding rock crumbled beneath my fingertips.

      I gasped and stepped back as the last few stones rolled across the cool grass, revealing an open doorway. Inside, there was nothing but blackness.

      Kael edged closer to the doorway and peered inside.

      I stepped up beside him. “Well, what does your kitty sense say?”

      He turned to me with an amused smile. “Kitty sense?”

      “Yeah, does your inner jaguar smell anything?”

      “It smells…cold.” Kael rubbed at his nose. “Uncomfortably so, like if you take a deep breath when it’s below freezing out.”

      I took a sniff. I didn’t smell anything.

      Kael shuffled beside me and pulled off his clothes. Guess he was going to shift. How long would it take me to get used to him just shucking off his clothes?

      “Be careful in here,” he said.

      I didn’t glance at him, but I rolled my eyes. Careful. Clearly, he had a lot to learn about me.

      In the next moment, his jaguar form was standing beside me. This time, I did peer at him to find his yellow-gold eyes staring back.

      “Let’s go get that key,” I said.

      He nodded, and we entered the ruins side by side. It was fortunate we could walk next to each other. It would have been difficult for me to argue with a giant cat about who got to venture in first.

      My boots scuffed across gritty ground, and darkness enveloped us. I held up my hand and let the magic warming my veins twist around my fingers. The light of it dimly glowed on the surrounding rock walls, though not as brightly as it should, as if the cold stone was leeching the brightness away.

      A path of steps led downward. My footfalls echoed around us. Kael’s padded feet were silent as he walked beside me, and his ears twitched back and forth, as though listening for any danger.

      I stepped off the bottom and onto a flat floor with smooth stones. Behind us, a loud grinding noise shook the dark space.

      Kael growled, and I wheeled around. A massive stone door settled into the floor with a puff of dust, blocking us from the steps.

      I pushed uselessly at it, then noticed a keyhole. “Locked.”

      Kael stared at the door with lifted lips, his scrunched face revealing sharp teeth.

      “I think the only way out will be to find the relic,” I said.

      I put my back to the door and studied our surroundings. I hissed in a breath through my teeth. I hadn’t noticed the skeletons, at first. There were dozens of them, most yellowed with age, but some fresher. Apparently, we weren’t the only ones who had tried to find the key and become trapped down here.

      I never planned on becoming nothing more than a pile of dusty bones in a ruin, and I didn’t plan on starting, either.

      Carefully, so as not to tread on any bones, I stepped across the floor with Kael trailing me. The whispers started again, beckoning me forward, tempting my soul and pulling me across the stones. Where were they coming from?

      A snarl ripped through Kael. I pivoted to find the bones of the surrounding skeletons scraping across the rough stone. My startled cry bounced off the rock around us. The skeletons shifted as they stood upright, their thin and tattered clothes that draped across their frames drifting on a breeze that wasn’t there.

      Pale, mottled skin materialized and wrapped around their bones, stretching on their faces like wet paper as they opened their mouths and screamed.

      The animated bodies charged. Kael let out another snarl, pulling me from my shock. He leaped at one of the bodies, deadly claws out. A deep-rooted instinct took a hold of me, and I had no time to think of anything else to do other than to give in to the ancient urging.

      Magic tumbled from my fingertips and twisted forward to grab one of the bodies around the neck. I jerked my arm and flung the creature into the wall. It hit with a sickening crunch, and when it fell, bones rattled across the floor.

      A cold, rigid hand painfully grasped my shoulder. I whirled and sank my knife into the body’s chest to the hilt. I hadn’t even realized I’d reached for Chaucer. A scatter of bones fell at my feet, the skull coming to a stop to peer at me with empty eyes.

      I caught a brief sight of Kael leaping from one pile of bones to sink his teeth into the neck of another assailant, but my view was soon blocked by a pair of new attackers. One of them had a knife of their own, the blade seeming to be made of hardened mist.

      I arched back as the weapon sliced through the air, narrowly missing my throat. Only quick footwork saved me from continuing backward. I shot forward another burst of the fuchsia energy. It hit the one with the knife in the head. As the head exploded and a bit of skull thwacked me in the face, my stomach twisted.

      Gross.

      The other body that hadn’t faltered lurched toward me. Sweeping out my leg, I sent it crashing to the floor. I kicked it in the side, and my foot sank into its ribcage with a disconcerting amount of give. I yanked my foot free of its side before dropping to my knees to stab it in the chest.

      My pulse hammered as Kael fought off a trio of the zombie-like attackers. His ears were flat against his head and his teeth were bared as he swiped out with his claws. He managed to catch one in the leg. When it fell, he wasted no time springing forward and ending its life. The other two rushed at him, and the shifter spun with a feral roar that ripped through the darkness.

      Kael’s terrible claws tore into one of the attackers, and the undead creature’s bones collapsed to the floor. The other one brandished a mist-forged sword. Only a quick curling of his body saved Kael from losing his head. He dodged another stroke of the sword and swiped out with a paw.

      He didn’t see the other attacker breaking from the shadows and rushing toward his back with a knife.

      “Look out!” My voice bounced from the walls as I ran.

      I was on the verge of releasing more magic to send the thing crashing into a pile of bones when hands grabbed me from behind. I shrieked as a pair of bodies clutched at me. With a sharp twist, I broke free of one of their grasps and shoved my hand against its chest. It erupted into a scatter of charred bones. The other body tightened its hold on me with cold, unforgiving fingers.

      “Get off!” I had no idea if the thing even understood words, or what made me think it would release me if it did.

      Across the room, Kael roared. Bones clattered to the ground, but I couldn’t see the shifter. I fought against my own attacker’s grip. As I made another twist to try to break free, he threw me. I hit the hard, stone ground with a grunt. My right elbow smacked sharply, and I nearly let go of my knife as pain reverberated down my arm.

      I gasped, and my stomach dipped. The floor beneath me tilted, as if it had been sitting on a massive hinge, and I skidded downward toward an edge that ended in darkness.

      Try as I might to grab a hold of anything to stop me, momentum was already in full force. The edge rushed to meet me. I tipped off the floor and then was jerked to a stop. I gasped, the strap of my bag digging into me. Below me, there was nothing but darkness. I turned my head to find Kael, the strap of my bag clenched tight in his teeth. He huffed, and his claws scraped on the slanted floor as he struggled to pull me upward.

      As soon as my arms reached the edge, I braced them on the floor and hauled myself up. In the tumble, my magic had left me, but I summoned it once again. My breath was shaky, and my heart raced as I peered down into the black space that could have been the end of me.

      “Thanks.”

      Kael sat beside me. His pattern of spots shifted as his sides heaved in and out. I glanced behind us, worried there would be more attackers, but there was only silence and shadows.

      Was that a test, or were they put there by the mage? The uncertainty made me more uneasy than the animated bodies.

      I squinted before us. There was nothing but the dark drop below us and a rock wall on the other side. It was too far for us to jump across, and there was no bridge. We couldn’t climb across on the sides, either; it was too sheer. Even if I had been able to find footholds, I doubted Kael could make it across as a jaguar.

      He sighed deeply beside me and tilted his head as if to say, “Now what?”

      “There has to be a way,” I muttered.

      I peered over the edge again. Whispers seemed to float up to me from the depths, calling, beckoning me to follow.

      My grip tightened on my knife. There was no other way…except down.

      “I think we have to drop off into the dark.”

      Kael got up and started to pace. He snarled and shook his head.

      I stuffed my knife into my pack. “It’s the only way. It has to be. We can’t go back and unless you can sprout wings, we can’t get across.”

      I scooted closer to the edge and swung my legs over.

      The shifter grabbed the back of my light jacket with his teeth and gave me a sharp tug as he growled. I tilted my head back. His eyes flashed angrily in the light of the magic caressing my fingers. Lightly, I reached back with my free hand and stroked the soft, spotted fur of his cheek.

      “Listen, you’re really pretty, but I don’t know you well enough to have your teeth on me yet.”

      Kael released me with a surprised huff, and I hurried to drop off the ledge.

      I was chased into the shadows by a frustrated snarl. My arms cartwheeled as cold air whistled past me. The freefall lasted a few heartbeats, then icy water surged over me. I kicked my legs until my face broke the surface; I heard a splash somewhere behind me.

      The current was strong and tugged at my limbs as it swept me farther into the dark. I let out a startled yell as I crashed into a rock. My face bounced off it, and then the water twisted me, pulling me downstream.

      I struggled to bring up my magic again as the current tried to suck me back under. Finally, I managed to grasp it just in time to see a wide bar of dirt and stone hugging the base of the massive rock wall. I kicked toward it with all my strength and heaved myself up with shaking arms. I rolled to my back and pulled in deep breaths as my muscles burned.

      The water splashed to my left, and I turned to find Kael shaking water from his fur like a dog. He hurried over to me and sniffed loudly all over me. He nudged at me incessantly, an almost whining sound humming in his throat.

      I pushed him away. “I’m fine.”

      He stuck his nose to my cheek, and his warm breath brought a stinging sensation. I reached up to find a cut, most likely from crashing into the rock.

      I shoved him away again. “It’s just a scratch.”

      Kael sat back on his haunches and growled.

      “We didn’t have a choice. We’re alive, aren’t we?” I didn’t know jaguars were capable of rolling their eyes.

      I climbed to my feet with a groan. A shiver rocked through me. It was freezing down here. I was going to die of hypothermia before we even reached the relic.

      I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. My magic swirled and hummed beneath my skin. I drew on it, and with the light around my fingers came warmth. It didn’t dry my clothes, but I was no longer shivering.

      Cool. I have a built-in heater, I thought with a smile.

      Kael gave another shake to dispel more water. His wet fur glistened in the light of my magic. Was he cold, too? At least he was in his jaguar form. His spotted coat would probably keep him warmer.

      I tipped my bag, and water poured out. I grimaced. How much of my stuff was ruined?

      “Well, now what?” I asked.

      Kael rolled his shoulders. I walked along the ground with my boots squelching. There had to be a way. The whispers had led me down here.

      I peered toward the water rushing by. Maybe we hadn’t ridden the current far enough. I shook my head. That didn’t seem right. The way was around here somewhere. I strode to the wall with Kael padding silently beside me.

      The cavern stretched into darkness on both sides. Wall in front and river in back. There had to be a way.

      A slight breeze kissed my cheek and brought a chill down my neck. I rubbed at the goosebumps, then froze.

      A breeze?

      I turned my face toward the cool sensation. There, at the base of the wall, was a dark opening I’d missed before.

      “Kael, over here.”

      I crouched by the opening. It was just big enough for us to squeeze through one at a time. I started to go first, but Kael shouldered me over. He growled and swiped at me with a clawed paw. His teeth shone in my small light.

      I sighed. “Fine. You go first if you’re going to be a grouch about it.”

      His lips lifted in a terrible grimace. What was his deal? I said he could go first. Then, with a laugh, I realized his grimace had been a smile. He turned and crouched low to crawl into the opening. I shifted by bag to my back, ready to follow him. His tail disappeared into the darkness.

      Just as I was about to crawl in, the opening slammed shut.
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      Kael snarled from inside, the sound muffled as if he were far away.

      “No!” I pushed at the rock and dug my fingers around the base in an attempt to find a way to lift it back up.

      I found nothing.

      I stood and kicked the rock with a frustrated yell, instantly regretting it as pain shot up my foot. I leaned my head against the cool, gritty surface of the wall and rested my hands against it.

      Kael.

      The whispers found me in the darkness again, the pitches and rhythms of an ancient language like silk in my mind.

      Help, I said to the voices. Whoever you are, help.

      Warmth bloomed beneath my magic-wreathed hand. I leaned back and gasped. A rune glowed in the darkness. As I traced it with my finger, another rune sprang to life above it, then another, and another.

      I craned my neck. They went up and up into the darkness like a blazing trail, following a narrow path of jutting rocks, just wide enough for me to be able to climb up.

      A way out.

      I glanced down where the tunnel had been. What about Kael?

      I would be of no use to him here. If I could find a way up, maybe I could figure out a way to find him, too. Taking a deep breath, I took a hold of the first narrow bit of rock and began to climb. Thankfully, though the handholds and footholds were small, they were firm and didn’t crumble beneath my boots.

      The runes kept up their steady glow as I scaled the wall, but their light faded as I passed. When I peered down over my shoulder, I could see nothing but darkness. Unnerved, I studied the runes to take my mind off the looming black.

      For the first several yards, the luminescent symbols were nothing more than guides like starlight in the night. Then they started to change, or maybe, my perception of them began to shift.

      I could read them.

      At first, it was only a few words here and there, as I had been able to read them in the depths of the earth in the Vale do Javari.

      My fingers brushed over the ruins, and as I climbed higher, my grip firm on the rough rock, a story unfolded.

      The tale spoke of a time of magic and wonder. There was peace amongst all peoples and races. I climbed higher. Balance and harmony had encompassed all things. I could almost see the beauty before my eyes, the ghost of magic, a thousand different colors swirling into the shadows. I drank in the shining symbols with a sense of disbelief. The earth had been an unbelievably breathtaking place.

      The runes twisted, moving from soft curves to sharp, harsh lines. The story changed, and I grew as cold as the rock beneath my fingers at the words that whispered in my mind.

      A dark force rose up from the bowels of the earth. It had been unforgiving in its consumption of all things beautiful and wondrous. A war of power broke the world and left a path of destruction in its wake. No corner of the world was untouched by screams and death.

      My heart beat faster.

      A sacrifice.

      I could almost see the vision in my mind as my fingertips traced the rune. My touch brushed to another set of runes, and my pulse quickened at the mention of keys. I stepped quickly onto the next set of footholds, eager to learn the answer.

      The runes ended in fragments of light. Deep gouges tore through the rock across the runes.

      Whatever the answer had been, it would remain hidden.

      A soft light bloomed above. I hadn’t even realized I had reached the top. Bracing my hands on the edge, I lifted myself up on burning muscles. I rolled onto the flat surface and lay on my back. For a few moments, I did nothing but stare at the dimly lit rock ceiling and catch my breath.

      I finally turned my head and took in the room. It was shaped like a shallow bowl with the domed ceiling only twelve feet or so above me. The floor looked like water turned to smooth stone. Though it was still beneath my feet as I stood, it seemed to swirl and eddy beneath my boots.

      The light didn’t seem to be coming from anywhere in particular, but it glowed the brightest in the center.

      I became aware of another presence before I saw anyone.

      My eyes widened. Three people stood in a triangle around a pedestal in the center.

      A key sat on the rune-wreathed pedestal.

      My footfalls were the only sound in the room as I walked over. The two women and one man did not turn toward me. Were they even aware of my presence? I studied the trio as I closed the distance.

      There was something inhuman about them. Their dark green robes fluttered around them on a breeze I couldn’t feel. I realized with a shock that the floor at their feet didn’t just look to be rippling like water; it actually was shifting as if touched by a current. A subtle scent of rain-soaked moss and decaying leaves filled my nostrils as I stepped up to them.

      They finally turned in my direction, and the whispers that had been following me swirled around me.

      “Um, hi.” I gave them a lame wave of my hand. I cleared my throat. “I’m Olivia. I’m here for the key.”

      “Who are you to believe you are worthy to take the key?”

      The people—druids, my mind seemed to whisper—spoke in unison. Their words sounded as if they were spoken through a long tunnel, bouncing and echoing hollowly through the yellow light warming the stone walls.

      “The witch, Aileen, sent me.”

      Again, the druids answered as one. “We do not answer to Aileen.”

      What was with these people? Could they not see the magic swirling around my fingers? I held up my hand, just in case, but they merely stared at me.

      I dropped my hand. There was only one question to ask.

      “How am I supposed to prove I am worthy?”

      The stillness of the druids was unnerving.

      “A test,” they said.

      As if I haven’t already worked myself into exhaustion to get up here. Wasn’t that test enough?

      “What kind of test?”

      I was met with silence.

      I reached hesitantly toward my bag. Did I need to get my knife out? Was I going to have to fight them? Though they did not appear to be warriors, they were no doubt powerful.

      “What kind of a test do you require?”

      Again, they didn’t answer, but the whispers grew louder. The hushed voices, a myriad of ancient syllables and twisting of tongues, became so loud they screamed in my head. I winced and pressed my hands to my ears. The robes of the druids fell in a pile, and the water beneath them hardened like the rest of the smooth floor.

      The mage stood in their place.

      My heart lurched. He had beat me here. I glanced at the piles of robes, but there were no skeletons there. What had he done to them?

      His harsh laughter cracked across the hard walls and sent goosebumps prickling up the back of my neck. He walked toward me. The floor shook with each step, tiny fissures spider-webbing beneath him. Dust snowed from the ceiling.

      I was going to die here.

      I clenched my hands together. No. I had come so far. I would not die here.

      “You should not have come, Olivia, is it? You should have left well enough alone. Now you and that poor shifter you let get trapped below will have nothing but a slow, painful death to look forward to.” His eyes held me trapped in their gaze. “Just as you had given to so many others.”

      “What do you mean?” My words came surprisingly steady past my fear.

      “You still do not remember who you are, do you? You do not know your origins?” He paused, and the corner of his mouth lifted in a knowing sneer. “You do not even know what language you are speaking.”

      Until that moment, I hadn’t realized I was speaking the same ancient language as the mage. What did he mean? That I was someone else?

      The mage’s gaze flashed like lightning, blinding me. I blinked a few times and gasped.

      I was standing back in the rainforest. Damp heat pressed on my skin, pulling up beads of sweat that rolled down my forehead. The air was heavy with a scent like rust and earth. I glanced down to find blood in the cracks of stone beneath my feet. Screams should have filled the air, but they did not. I was surrounded by people, their faces a mixture of determination and fettered grief.

      Every person who came forward, one-by-one, walked willingly to the blade in my hand as the mage behind me struggled.

      “Sacrifice to surrender.” My reach arced forward, and I cut down the man in front of me. “Blood to bind.”

      The image ripped away from my mind like a torn piece of paper. The mage stood in front of me once again.

      Sacrifice to surrender. Blood to bind.

      Was that how he was to be defeated? For a moment, I didn’t dare react. Had he meant to tell me that? Had it been a mistake? The mage merely stared at me and made no more advances. Something wasn’t right.

      I told myself I was crazy as I pulled at the magic dancing across my skin. I formed it into a sphere and threw it at the mage with a yell. He dodged, and I ran straight at him. I wasn’t thinking, wasn’t questioning if I could defeat him or not. All I knew was that I had to try, so I charged toward him with my magic in one hand and my knife in the other.

      Right before I got to the mage, a sensation like icy water splashed over me. I gasped and blinked.

      The mage was no longer before me, and I found myself staring at the trio of druids once again.

      “You have passed the test.”

      “I…I did?”

      “Yes, by confronting the mage willingly.”

      In unison, they took a step back, the floor rippling fluidly beneath them. I walked toward the pedestal. My hand hesitated over the key sitting there.

      “It’s not cursed, is it?”

      No answer.

      I drew in a deep breath and picked up the key.

      It wasn’t gold like the first one had been. This one was smooth and a dull white in color. It reminded me of bone. It was carved intricately. I brushed my thumb over the relic.

      A pulling sensation tugged at me, as if a string had suddenly tightened around my mind. I could have sworn I almost sensed something like poison trailing up the tether.

      The mage.

      I closed my hand around the key and turned to the druids. Now that I had the key, I needed something else.

      “Who am I?” I asked.

      The vision of the jungle and the sacrifices, the mage bound behind who I was certain had been myself, flashed through my mind.

      “In some cases, it is necessary for the past to be reborn in the future. You have been reborn to walk the path to stop the dark mage once again.”

      I should have known. All of the hints had been there, but hearing it aloud…I didn’t even know what to think. I wanted to deny it, to fight it somehow, but through my exhaustion, I couldn’t even muster up an excuse.

      Knowing what I had seen in that fleeting image had been true, bile burned in my throat. I was a monster.

      Sacrifice. Was that what it would take to stop the mage?

      I shoved the thought from my mind.

      “Where is Kael?”

      The druids’s silence was deafening. Even the whispers had left, I realized. I began to fear the worst for Kael.

      “What happened to him?”

      Without an answer from them, the rippling floor beneath their feet swirled, and water splashed up at their robes. The swirling floor spread, and I took a step back too late. The stones beneath me grew unsteady, giving in beneath my boots. I sank in to my ankles as the water pulled me down. I could do nothing as the icy water splashed up.

      Too fast.

      I was being pulled in too fast.

      My hand tightened on the key as the water rushed over my head. I barely managed to close my mouth in time as the strong currents wrenched at my arms and legs. Water filled my eyes and ears.

      I was drowning.
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      As I hurtled upward, light, crisp air hit me. But just as fast as I went up, I went down, slamming into the ground.

      “Livvie!”

      I spat out a mouthful of water and coughed. Kael?

      A pair of firm hands grabbed my shoulders and gave me a light shake. Then, fingers brushed wet hair from my face. I wiped my eyes and blinked to find the shifter kneeling in front of me.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer. I peered around. We were back in the clearing. To my right was the entrance. Had I been shot out of it like water through a whale’s blowhole? That was a first.

      My gaze swept back to Kael. “How did you get out?”

      His eyes were wide with worry. He shrugged a shoulder. “That tunnel led right back out here.” His gaze dropped to my chest, and his mouth popped open. “You got it!”

      I followed his gaze to find the key now nestled below my collarbone on a fine chain. I lifted it up. “I did.” I smiled. “And I know where to find the mage.”

      Kael pulled me to my feet. “That quickly?”

      The sharp breeze of the mountain cut through my wet clothes like a shard of ice. I crossed my arms tight across my chest and nodded. “Yeah, it’s like this string is tied to him and I can lead us right there.”

      The shifter’s sharp gaze studied me. “First things first. We need to get down from this place. Think you can make it all right?”

      I arched an eyebrow at him and glanced back at the ruins I’d just survived. “Are you kidding?”

      Kael laughed as we started our trek back down the mountain. “I have to admit, you are surprising.”

      “Surprising how?”

      “I’ve seen my fair share of archaeologists. Most of them were stuffy old professors who had hardly spent any time on actual digs. They live by the facts, and those who do spend time in ruins are only interested in digging up evidence to support the same claims that have been etched into the books throughout history.” He paused as we took the time to climb down a steep path of rock and thick roots. “You aren’t like that. You seem like the kind to dive headfirst into the unknown in hopes of finding something new and unbelievable.”

      Wow. Talk about hitting the nail on the head. He had me pinned. “Well, I don’t see the point in delving into the earth if I’m not going to dig up long-forgotten secrets.”

      “Yeah, and look where it got you.” Kael stared pointedly at the key around my neck.

      I grinned. “Occupational hazard.”

      I had to admit, even with the volatile countries, treacherous landscapes, and dust-laden tombs, I’d never expected to unearth anything like what I had found. I had gone from an ambitious archaeologist to a magic-cursed woman with the knowledge of shifters, fae, witches, and mages, one of which seemed to be some reincarnated ancient being.

      Life had gotten way too complicated. Perhaps, this time, I had bit off more than I could chew.

      The way back down the mountain was not nearly as difficult as the trek upward. Not only did the downward sloping terrain provide easier travel, but the urge to follow the key to the mage seemed to make me more driven. I used my magic to help warm myself as I had done deep in the long-forgotten Scottish ruins.

      We spent another night under the rattling canopy, though this time there was no fire to flee from. As we reached the base of the mountain the following day, the pale light of morning still clung to the gray branches and brittle brown grass.

      “Too bad we don’t have the horses here.” I wouldn’t have minded getting off my feet for a bit. Perhaps Aileen would allow us a brief rest at her bed and breakfast. A hot cup of tea in that cozy living room sounded amazing.

      “I’m not big on horses.” Kael slung my bag over his shoulder after offering to carry it for a while. “They sense the predator in me.”

      I’d thought as much after watching the horse on the way up dancing beneath him.

      Even without the horses, we made fairly good time, and by mid-morning, the bed and breakfast came into sight. Our pace quickened, but as we neared the quaint cottage, Kael stopped abruptly. Though he was in his human form, something about the lowering of his chin and the raise of his shoulders made it look like his hackles were raised.

      “What is it?” I asked as he handed me back my bag. I took my knife from it.

      “I’m not sure.” Kael’s nostrils flared. “Something smells wrong.”

      Before I could ask him more, he was shifting. The jaguar stood beside me as I walked to the cottage. I knocked on the door and was met with silence.

      “Aileen?” I called.

      Nothing.

      Unease unfurled in the pit of my stomach as I eased the door open. I barely made it over the threshold before a deep rumble rolled through Kael’s chest. He continued forward, but I froze.

      Blood was everywhere.

      It was splattered across the walls, staining the rugs, and peppered across the blue and white throw pillows on the fat sofa. A tray was upended near my feet, the tea cups broken and tea soaking into the worn rug.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. A vision. It had to be another vision.

      When I opened my eyes again, I found the jaguar, Kael, stepping carefully around the dark crimson stains. He sniffed, tail twitching in agitation, as he moved stealthily throughout the cottage. I watched from where I stood, holding out hope that Aileen and her sisters were all right.

      After several minutes, I went outside, unable to bear the sight of the blood and the crushing guilt it brought. It had to have been the mage’s doing, or those under his influence, as the man outside of Cordelia’s shop had been.

      If we hadn’t come here in the first place…

      I jumped at a sudden touch on my leg. Aileen’s striped cat—Nutmeg, I thought her name was—bumped her head against me. She sat on her haunches and meowed shrilly, obviously distressed. Kael joined me then, clothed and human. He crouched to rub a knuckle on the cat’s cheek as he reached up to hand me a small piece of paper.

      The paper was torn on one edge, as if it had been ripped from the writer. The scrawls were messy, hastily written. A few droplets of blood had stained the white paper. Only three words were written.

      ind the mage.

      The first part of the first word was missing.

      Kael straightened beside me. “Find the mage.” His voice was rough but subdued. “There was no sign of the witches other than the blood.”

      I nodded and stuck the piece of paper in my pocket. Find the mage. It made sense, and the most logical explanation was that Aileen or one of the other sisters had written that demand. It was, after all, the most imperative task of my life at the moment.

      But why write me a note for the obvious?

      As we headed toward town with hopes that a bus would happen our way, I couldn’t help but feel that wasn’t what was written on the note.

      Bind the mage.

      As I thought the words, the sensation leading me to the dark mage gave a tug, as if it was in agreement.

      Sacrifice to surrender. Blood to bind.

      The image that had flashed before my eyes within the druids’ chamber came back to mind. The mage had to be bound...but sacrifice?

      I kept up a steady pace behind Kael as my thoughts whirred. I could never bring myself to sacrifice anyone, let alone the multiple people it had seemed to take in the vision. Would it be worth it, though, to stop the mage? Would a sacrifice of ten, twenty, thirty people be worth it to stop the mage from growing in power and unleashing himself on hundreds or thousands of people?

      I blew out a sharp breath, as if I could dispel the dark thought through my lips.

      “Are you okay?”

      Kael had stopped in front of me, and only his hand on my shoulder stopped me from running into him.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “I can tell when you’re lying.”

      I glared up at him. “How could you possibly know whether I am lying or not?”

      Was it some kind of shifter instinct? Could he smell the lie on my tongue?

      Kael’s gaze narrowed slightly as he studied me. “When you lie, your nostrils flare out just a bit, as if pulling in extra oxygen will bring truth to your words.”

      “How did you notice something like that?” I stepped around him, and he kept pace with me. He must watch me more than I thought.

      The shifter laughed, an earthy, rich sound. It was something I was starting to enjoy. I wished he would laugh more often.

      “Reading people is my job.”

      Right. PITO agent. Not a special interest in me.

      I shifted my attention to a stone as I kicked it and watched it roll to the edge of the road.

      “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on?” he pressed.

      I rolled my eyes. Stubborn shifter. What was I supposed to say? Sorry, but I need to sacrifice innocents if we plan to stop the mage from wreaking havoc on Earth? The honorable agent would refuse. I would refuse, or at least, I wanted to refuse. The human in me fought against the idea of sacrificing lives, but that ancient, magic-wreathed being inside of me whispered that sometimes a heavy price must be paid.

      Sacrifices may stop the mage, but what would it cost me, in the end?

      Guilt over the witch sisters’ deaths sank into my bones. Lives were lost because I had found a key, but it still wasn’t the largest part of the truth, or the worries, gnawing on my mind.

      “It’s my fault they’re dead.”

      “Livvie.”

      My steps faltered at the nickname, and I brought my gaze to Kael’s earnest face. He frowned as he slowly brought a hand to my shoulder and squeezed. “It wasn’t your fault. They knew the risks of holding such information. The mage, or those working for him, would have gotten to them regardless.”

      I hated the pity on his face, but a small part of me also wished he would wrap those strong arms around me and hold me until the worry and guilt was squeezed right out of me.

      “There’s a bus,” I said, stepping away from his touch. What in the world was getting into me? That fae guy back in the Pinnacle club had been right: Kael Rivera was my type. But that didn’t mean I had time to entertain such thoughts.

      Kael broke his stare and waved his hands at the upcoming bus. It merely let out a squeaky honk as it rumbled by. So much for getting a ride back to town. I was muttering insults about the rudeness of people when Kael grabbed my hand and started yanking me down the road.

      “We have to hurry.”

      I knew getting to the mage was of utmost importance, but did we have to run the whole way back? Kael didn’t slow his pace when I complained.

      “Olivia, what do you think whoever is on that bus is going to find when they get to the bed and breakfast?”

      My eyes widened as Kael pulled me faster. Oh. He had a point, but the fact we were high-tailing it from the scene of the crime wasn’t great, either. The shifter had been so careful not to step in any of the blood as his jaguar checked out the house, which meant it couldn’t even be blamed on an animal.

      Had I been as careful?

      Kael kept a hold of my hand the entire way back, despite my protests and glares. True, he was faster than me, but he didn’t have to practically drag me the entire way.

      When the occasional car went past, we took to the fields and hid as best we could. Finally, the bus came back our way, going much faster than it had been on the way down. It was only a matter of time before the authorities got involved and our descriptions began to circulate.

      We made our way down the streets of Kinloch Hourn while doing our best to look inconspicuous. I tugged up the hood on my light jacket, thankful the sky was beginning to drizzle so my action did not seem out of place.

      “Which way to the mage?” Kael muttered as we leaned against a white-washed building.

      I pointed to our left. “That way. What’s in that direction?”

      He followed where I’d pointed and sighed. “Eventually, England. England is in that direction.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll have to try and make some calls. I’m not technically allowed to step foot in England.”

      “You’re not allowed in England? Why?”

      Kael gave me a crooked grin. “I had an unfortunate disagreement with a wolf shifter pack in London, once.”

      He had to be kidding.

      “Are you telling me there are werewolves in London?”

      He let out a short laugh. “Something like that.”

      A siren wailing in the distance broke the light mood.

      “Time to go find our mage,” he said.

      We crept out of the town as the sirens grew louder at our back.

      “So, what did you do to earn the dislike of the wolf shifters?”

      “You help me find that mage, and I may be inclined to tell you.”

      Shifter dirt. Was that my reward for getting the mage? Seemed I deserved a little more for my efforts. Maybe that’s all I got for unearthing the key in the first place.

      Kael was trekking determinedly down the road. “The sooner we get to the mage, the better.”

      I wasn’t so eager. As we made our way down the road, all I could think about was binding the mage, and if I would be able to be strong and horrible enough to make the sacrifices necessary to do the job.
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      Kael scowled again at his shirt with the words “I Love Scotland” scrawled across the front in bold letters as he waited on the phone. I pushed up the sleeves of my own shirt I had acquired at a souvenir shop somewhere in the middle of the country. It had a picture of the Scottish flag with something written in Gaelic beneath it that probably said something like “I’m An Idiot” or “Tourists Suck.”

      After fleeing the area of Kinloch Hourn, we traveled through Scotland under the guise of adventurous tourists. We stayed away from more populated areas and stuck to the narrow, winding side-roads, hitchhiking when we could. We slept in small bed and breakfasts, in the open country, and once with an elderly woman who said Kael reminded her of an estranged ex-husband of hers from thirty years back. That was an entertaining night; Kael had been more than happy to leave.

      Despite the off-the-beaten-path route we took, we reached the border of Scotland and England in good time. I had enjoyed myself for the most part, regardless of the fact we were fleeing a murder scene. Kael had spent a great deal of time using a phone whenever he had the opportunity since both our cell phones had been lost in the campsite fire. He was working on getting the clearance he needed to get into England.

      Judging by the red tint and pinched eyebrows on his face, the latest phone call didn’t seem to be going well.

      I shifted in my seat at a corner booth in the small pub. It was early afternoon and not very busy. Most patrons probably arrived at the close of the workday to relax with friends before heading home. I sighed and turned my attention to the window. There was a man on the sidewalk attempting to walk his dog, and I smiled. For every inch the man pulled the dog forward, the dog put on his brakes and tugged back another three.

      My smile faded. Lately, I’d felt like that leash.

      It had been like I was being pulled apart the entire journey to the border. One part of me was being urged toward the mage. It was as if the key tightened the tether to the mage with every step we took, and my magic hummed eagerly with every mile.

      The other part of me, the human part of me that wasn’t tainted with magic and a harsh past, balked at the idea of sacrificing innocents.

      Where would I get them, anyway? The people in my vision, or memory, I supposed, had been willing participants. They had walked up freely to kneel down before my blade and add their blood to the cracked stones at my feet.

      Between my stress and Kael’s frustration, things had been tense.

      Kael finally hung up the phone and slid into the booth across from me. He was grumbling under his breath as he took a bite of the thick sandwich that had been waiting for him.

      “Why can’t we just sneak into England?” I kept my voice down, despite the small number of patrons. I dropped my tone to a whisper. “We’re already laying low in case we’re suspected murderers. What’s the difference?”

      “I have to follow the law.” He set down his sandwich. “Shifters like me are held to a higher standard.”

      I leaned back in my seat and propped my feet on the bench at Kael’s side of the booth. “Shifters like you?”

      “Wolf shifters, and other types of shifters that usually live in groups, belong to a pack and are therefore pack-bound. They have no choice but to follow the laws of their packs. They are universally believed to be more trustworthy. Jaguar shifters are solitary, and there’s an unfortunate misconception that we do things only for our own means.”

      I frowned. “That’s hardly fair.”

      Kael shrugged a shoulder. “That’s just how it is. Shifters like myself have a difficult time getting into places like PITO. Even bear shifters, like Stella. And she isn’t even a field agent. She works at the front desk.”

      An absurd image of a grizzly bear sitting behind a desk and typing at a computer popped into my head. Kael turned his attention back to his sandwich, and I pushed the secretary bear, Stella, out of my mind to study the shifter across from me.

      Kael was an honorable man. There was no doubt about that. He didn’t want to follow the rules just because it was his job. He wanted to follow the rules to prove that he was as capable and trustworthy as the rest of them.

      What would he do when he learned the cost of stopping the mage? Would he argue, try to stop me, or would he be the first to volunteer to fall?

      The latter made me shudder.

      “Cold?” Kael asked.

      “A bit.” I pushed the sleeves back down my arms for emphasis.

      Kael narrowed his eyes, and I knew he had caught me in another lie.

      The phone rang up near the bar, and the bartender quickly answered. “John Mason?”

      Kael stood. “Here,” he said in response to the alias he had given.

      He took the call while I sipped my drink. After a couple of minutes, he ran a hand through his hair and nodded, but a muscle jumped in his cheek.

      When Kael returned to the table, his tone was sharp. “Let’s go.”

      He barely gave me time to gather my things before I had to chase after him.

      I stepped up beside him as he started past the buildings and toward a bus stop. “Well, what’s the verdict?”

      “I got the clearance. We’re allowed in, provided we go with an escort.” Kael shook his head. “I don’t like the idea, but we have no choice.”

      We boarded the next bus and took a short ride to a small town in England. I had difficulty sitting still in my seat as the bus slowed to a stop. I was uneasy about meeting another shifter. What would this shifter do when he learned what it would take? Would he be pack-bound to protect the lives of innocent people, and in doing so try to stop me?

      We had barely stepped foot off the bus when a man approached. Kael took a half-step in front of me, and I tried to decipher if it was because the man was dangerous. He certainly didn’t appear to be. If anything, he looked incredibly ordinary. Nice jeans and a buttoned shirt. Short-cropped, neatly combed hair. There was absolutely nothing about him that said “wolf shifter.”

      The man gave the shifter beside me a short nod. “Kael.”

      “Tobias.” Kael barely inclined his head. If he clenched his teeth any harder, they might break.

      Obviously, the pair knew each other and were far from friends.

      The wolf shifter turned his attention to me, and whatever ill will he felt toward Kael fell quickly from his face.

      He gave me a bright smile as he stepped forward. “And who might this be?”

      I flicked my gaze to Kael, uncertain if I was supposed to give my real name.

      “This is Olivia.”

      I put out my hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” Tobias ignored my hand and went straight in for a quick hug. He smelled like pine needles and mountain air. It was an odd contradiction to Kael’s citrus-and-rain scent. Did it have something to do with the type of shifter they were? I’d have to look into it more, but at that moment, I needed to put my shifter-sniffing aside.

      Kael let out a subtle growl.

      The English shifter straightened and spared Kael only a brief glance before returning his grin to me. “You’ll want to be careful with this one. He has a bad habit of taking what isn’t his.”

      My eyes swept between the two men glaring daggers at each other. Whatever their troubles were, they had girl problem written all over it.

      I had no desire whatsoever to join in on the new shifter’s side of things. In the short time we had been together, Kael had quickly become a friend; I would remain loyal to him.

      I grinned at Tobias. “Well, I’m in good company, then. I also have an unfortunate habit of taking things that aren’t mine.”

      Kael barked a laugh, and Tobias was obviously backtracking on who exactly I may be.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      It wasn’t difficult for me to figure out. That sensation between myself and the key was stronger than ever. I pointed in a southwest direction, and Tobias nodded.

      “This way,” he said, waving for us to follow him. “I’m parked over here.”

      Kael and I trailed him to a sleek, black car, one of those deals that looked like a luxury vehicle on the outside but probably had the soul of a race car. Kael hardly wavered a few inches from me; he kept his hard stare locked on Tobias. Even his shoulders were stiff, and his hands clenched in and out of fists.

      What was his deal?

      Tobias opened the front door for me, and I slid into the passenger seat while Kael shuffled into the back, an arrangement that he was less than thrilled about if I was reading his steady scowl correctly.

      Fortunately, the ride into the countryside wasn’t awkward. Tobias kept up a constant stream of pleasant conversation about my former travels and how I was liking England. Every time I peeked at Kael, he was leaning forward in his seat with his gaze pinned on Tobias.

      We were only about twenty minutes out of the small town when Tobias took a right up a narrow lane.

      “I live down here. Just need to make a quick stop and grab some supplies.” Tobias stopped in front of a small house with neat hedges and a light blue door. “Need to go to the bathroom before we go on?”

      I started to open my mouth, but then Kael’s hand snaked between my seat and door. His fingers squeezed my arm.

      I gave Tobias a smile. “No, thanks.”

      “You certain? We may still have a long way to go.”

      I nodded, and he unbuckled.

      “I’ll only be a moment,” he said.

      Tobias hurried up his short walkway. As soon as the door shut behind him, Kael was squeezing himself in between the front seats. He plopped down in the driver’s seat, threw the car in drive, and quickly pulled away.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” I glanced back at Tobias’s quickly shrinking house behind us.

      “He smelled like Nutmeg,” Kael growled.

      “What? Nutmeg? Maybe the guy likes to bake. That’s no reason to steal his car, Kael.”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “Not the spice. The cat.”

      It took me a moment to catch up. Aileen’s cat, Nutmeg.

      My mouth dropped open. “You mean Tobias was there?”

      Kael’s gaze shifted to mine. “He smelled like their blood, too. As soon as we got in this car, I could smell it.” He rubbed his nose as if he could dislodge the scent. “He’s working for the mage.”

      I glanced behind us, half-expecting a pack of angry wolves to be chasing us. “What about your job? You were supposed to stay with an escort? Are they going to believe you?”

      The shifter’s knuckles went white as he tightened his grip on the wheel and pushed harder on the gas. “Sometimes we have to do something for the greater good, no matter what it may cost in the end.”

      The pair of us fell silent as the green and brown hills swept by. Kael’s words resonated with me more than he knew.

      The greater good, no matter the cost.

      I bit my lip and hoped Kael wouldn’t try to talk to me anytime soon. I knew what I had to do.

      A sacrifice.

      My hand curled around the key of chiseled bone. I wasn’t evil. I didn’t want to be evil. But if I could stop the mage, I’d give up the part of me that flinched at the terrible past in my veins. I would be the monster, if I must, and figure out how to live with the consequences later.

      The key gave a hard pull, and I lifted my head.

      “We’re close.”
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      Tobias had horrid taste in music and great taste in sweets. I abandoned the pre-set stations and poked at the radio button until I found something that wouldn’t grate on me. Then I popped a piece of toffee into my mouth and studied the map I’d found in the glovebox.

      Kael’s grand theft auto had taken us into a large green blob on the map that was the Yorkshire Dales National Park. I didn’t need a map to tell me where the mage was—I could sense that on my own—but knowing where we were would definitely be helpful when we had to get back out.

      I peeked at the side mirror for what must have been the fiftieth time. Surprisingly, there was no one behind us. I thought for sure Tobias would have quickly engaged in hot pursuit. Not that I really wanted a fast-speed chase down the narrow roads of England.

      “Do you think he will still come after us?” I asked.

      Kael only had one hand on the steering wheel and was leaning back against his seat, though I was certain we were going well over the speed limit. I really hoped he had well-tuned reaction time. “I’m sure he isn’t far behind.”

      I glanced behind us again. “I haven’t seen anything.”

      “Trust me, he’s doing everything he can to catch up. He may not care if we get to the mage, but I guarantee he won’t want PITO or his pack to find out he’s gone rogue.”

      His pack. It brought up a point. “I thought that shifters in packs were bound to follow the rules.”

      Kael nodded. “They’re supposed to be, which makes me believe he is certainly tied up in dark magic with the mage if he was able to break free.”

      Now we had evil shifters to contend with. Super.

      Forested land zipped by us in the form of rolling hills and dark trees. The magic inside me swirled, growing warmer with every minute. I felt taut, as if my skin were barely able to contain the eager magic inside of me. My hands clenched on the seat beside me, and my pulse quickened.

      I wouldn’t be able to hold it in much longer.

      As my stare landed on a particularly dark patch of forest, I straightened. “Stop the car.”

      Kael pulled over onto the grass bumping up against the side of the road.

      I swallowed. “He’s in there.”

      I pointed toward the trees. My palm tingled, and I had to curl my fingers into my skin to keep the magic from bursting out.

      The shifter climbed out of the car, and I did the same, throwing my bag over my shoulder. He popped the trunk and headed toward the back of the car.

      Kael let out a long whistle, then grinned. I hurried to see what had his eyes looking like a kid who had found a box full of free candy.

      The trunk was full of weapons. Guns, mostly, but there were also some knives, a couple of swords, and a lethal-looking ax that would only be possible for someone with Kael’s shoulders to actually use effectively.

      My partner snapped up a pair of sleek pistols then glanced at me expectantly. Guns weren’t really my thing. Those swords were pretty sweet, but I’d probably be more likely to inadvertently stab myself.

      “No, thanks,” I said. “I’ve got Chaucer.”

      Kael shook his head, though whether it was at the nickname for my knife or my refusal to choose another weapon, I didn’t know. He started off toward the woods.

      “Wait, shouldn’t we move the car? If Tobias comes along, won’t he know where to find us?”

      “I don’t think it really matters. I’m sure he knows where to find the mage, and he knows that’s where we’re headed.”

      My gaze locked on the forest ahead of us. The key felt as if it were ready to jump right off my chest from where it hung. I pulled in a deep breath as we stepped through the browning, brittle grass.

      This was happening. We were really doing this.

      Images of sacrifice and blood bubbled up inside of me, and I grabbed Kael’s arm.

      I had to tell him.

      The shifter paused and glanced down at me. His eyebrows knitted together while I tried to come up with the proper way to tell him what I needed to do.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, misreading my apprehension “I’ll be right there with you. We’ve got this.”

      He loped off again toward the forest before I could say anything else.

      I hurried after him. First, find the mage, I told myself. Then I can worry about stopping him.

      The magic inside of me hummed. Would I be powerful enough to kill him? Why was it that he had to be bound? Hazy memories that scarcely felt like mine tingled at the edge of my conscience.

      “Olivia, come on.”

      I glanced up but couldn’t find Kael. It took me a moment to realize he was already in the shadows of the trees. Apparently, my thoughts had been weighing on my steps as well as my mind. I ducked under some low-lying branches and joined Kael in the forest.

      A snarl came from Kael, a ripping, throaty noise that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. His stance shifted, legs apart and a hand on one of the pistols. It didn’t take me long to figure out why he had suddenly gone on alert.

      Tobias broke away from the shadows with an easy grin on his face.

      It was absurd, but I looked for wings. The man had to have some to get here as fast as he did.

      Beside me, Kael sneered. “Giving yourself over to dark magic already, Tobias? It isn’t enough to betray your own kind, now you’re letting the mage use you?”

      “What can I say? It certainly beats driving.”

      Magic. That was how he had gotten here so quick.

      Tobias took a step forward, the movement hardly disturbing a leaf below his boots. “As for betrayal, that is simply a matter of perception. Look at you, taking up with a mage of your own.”

      The wolf shifter’s gaze swept to me, and his smile deepened.

      “Stay away from her,” Kael growled.

      The other shifter laughed. “See what I mean? Loyalty is just a word people throw around when it’s convenient. You loathe magic-wielders, fae, and witches more than anyone I’ve ever known, yet you have no problem using such a woman to help you get what you want.”

      I refused to glance at Kael, though I desperately wanted to see if I could spot the denial in his face. Kael hated magic-wielders? Was that the reason he was always so surly around me? Was he really just using me, or was Tobias trying to create a rift between us?

      “No amount of sly talk is going to stop us from ending you, Tobias.”

      Tobias had his hands in his pockets, and a small smile at the corner of his lips. “Perhaps not, but these guys might provide a bit of a challenge for you both.”

      Either Kael’s sense of smell wasn’t working or he hadn’t had the chance to tell me, but three more men and one woman drifted from the trees. Kael mumbled something about “pack traitors.”

      “Olivia,” Tobias said, drawing my attention back to him.

      I set my jaw “What?”

      “There is no need for us to harm you.” He held out his hand. “Give me the key, and this can all be over.”

      A slow, wide smile parted my lips. “Go to hell.”

      A couple of the shifters behind Tobias growled, the woman snarling the loudest.

      “Don’t kill the girl. She’s needed alive,” Tobias said without a backward glance at those coming to stand with him. “The cat is mine.”

      The forest exploded in yells, stomping feet, and gunfire.

      Four wolf shifters ran straight toward me. I had just enough time to pull out my knife and toss my bag to the ground before they were nearly on me. The closest one was no more than five feet. As a gun shot rang out, I braced myself.

      The man fell to the ground, a disturbing meld of a holler and a yelp coming from his mouth. He grabbed his ruined and bloodied knee as the other three ran past. In my peripheral, I could see Kael raising the pistol again, but there was a loud growl and then a massive wolf tackled into him. Snarls came and, as the trio of shifters charged at me, I knew a jaguar had joined the fight.

      I held up my knife, and the three shifters came to a stop in front of me. They didn’t come any closer, but two of them broke away and started circling me. My gaze darted back and forth, trying to keep an eye on all three of them at once.

      A blond man in the front edged a bit closer. “Come on, sweetheart, put the knife down before you hurt yourself.”

      Excuse me?

      I shifted my feet and leaned forward a bit. Finally, I let loose the magic burning in my veins. It blossomed around my hand and licked at my fingers.

      “Oh, look. The little mage wants to play,” came the female wolf shifter’s voice from behind my shoulder.

      Several yards away, Kael and Tobias were in a snarling, teeth-gnashing brawl. I could hardly make sense of the jaguar and the wolf engaged in what I was certain would be a battle to the death. I wanted to help Kael, but at that moment, the trio of wolf shifters closed in.

      I spun and let a ball of the magic-infused energy roll from my fingertips. It crashed into one of the males and sent him careening backward. He landed hard and didn’t get back up. Regret flashed through me as I pivoted away from him to lock eyes with the blond male. I didn’t want to kill anyone, even if they were working for the dark mage. The male rushed at me, a feral growl humming up his throat as he closed in. At the same time, the female came at my right side. I stretched out my magic-wreathed hand and sent a blast of magic at her. She tried to dodge it, but it caught her in the side, and she tilted with a pained cry.

      A body slammed into me, and my back hit the ground. I struggled against the large male and tried to buck him off. I brought up my hand with the knife, but he grabbed my wrist, fingers squeezing so tight I half-expected my bones to break.

      The other three shifters walked over, even the one who had been shot, though he was limping. Kael roared in the background. I desperately wanted to see if he was all right, but I was blocked by a wall of shifters now crouched around me. As they peered down at me, I stopped struggling. Their eyes were bright with victory, triumphant smiles on their faces.

      I would not be defeated. Not after all of this time. Not before I got to the mage.

      I closed my eyes as the shifters laughed. They probably thought they had already won. I didn’t want to kill anyone, but I forced that moral part of me down. The deep-rooted magic inside of me and the ancient being tethered to me was begging to be let out.

      And I set her free.

      My eyes flashed open. Heat burst from my hand as I lifted my hips to tilt the blond shifter off of me. He screamed. The fumes of burning flesh accosted my nostrils. My fist came into contact with his face, and then the other three fell on me and tried to pin me down.

      I struggled against their hold. One of them snarled, and in the next moment, a wolf’s jaws clamped around my upper arm. Pain ripped through my muscles as I attempted to jerk away. Without another thought, I took my knife and plunged it into the wolf’s neck.

      Blood sprayed, and the wolf jerked away with a strangled yelp. His legs kicked at the ground as he fell to his side. In the next moment, he grew still, his light gray fur darkening.

      Light flashed before me as a fist connected with my face. In my shock, my knife fell from my hand. The male and female shifters hauled me to my feet. Across from us, Tobias, in wolf form, had Kael down, his jaws snapping toward Kael’s neck.

      I may have defeated one of the shifters, but I wouldn’t be able to save myself from the others in time to rescue Kael.
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      Kael.

      The sight of him in danger had me exploding. I jerked away from the woman’s hold and wheeled toward her. There was no hesitation as I raised my hand and sent a volley of magic straight at her chest.

      She was dead before she hit the ground.

      The last man standing backed away. Tobias let out a sudden yelp. The man glanced at his leader, then back to me. His jaw clenched, then he shifted into a wolf. I planted my feet and braced myself for the attack. The wolf dodged past me, and I pivoted to find his long strides carrying him quickly away.

      Coward.

      I raised my hand, the ancient, ruthless part of me ready to end him before he took another step. But instead, I pulled in a deep breath and lowered my hand. Hitting someone in the back was not something I would do, no matter how much the magic inside of me wanted it.

      Behind me, the forest grew silent, and I turned, half-afraid of what I would find.

      Kael had Tobias in his jaws. He dropped the black wolf, who then fell limply to the ground. Kael loped over, his yellow eyes looking me up and down. He tilted his head.

      “I’m all right,” I said.

      It wasn’t an exact truth. Blood from the wolf’s bite was soaking the sleeve of my jacket, and my head was ringing.

      Kael strode to my bag and nudged it. I took the hint and pulled out the spare set of clothes we’d bought a couple days ago. I turned around while he shifted and got dressed.

      “Livvie, I don’t care.”

      My brow furrowed. “What?”

      Kael stepped in front of me. “About what Tobias told you. I don’t care that you’re a magic-wielder.”

      That made me way happier than it should have. I shouldn’t care what Kael thought of me one way or another, but I did.

      The shifter pulled some bandaging out of my bag and pushed up the sleeve of my jacket. He started winding the bandage around my arm, and I barely held back a wince.

      “You’re a good fighter,” he said as he finished.

      “I wasn’t trying to be. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

      Much less kill three people.

      I shoved the thought back. I wouldn’t think about it.

      Kael nodded. “I know you didn’t.” His gaze swept over my face. “You got a cut on your cheek.”

      I hadn’t even realized. It must have happened while I was struggling against the shifters. Kael reached up to touch the cut under my eye. His hand lingered on my cheek, his rough, warm fingertips sending a heated flash down my body.

      Then his hand jerked back, and I gasped.

      The ground shook, and the fingers of a sudden chill traced across my skin. Dark magic rippled through the air. It tugged at the key and beckoned me forward like a confident, sneering villain. I grabbed my bag and knife and started through the forest, leaving the bodies of the wolf shifters in our wake.

      Silently, we stepped around the dark, damp trunks of the trees. Fog billowed in, wrapping around our ankles and cloaking our way. My skin pebbled with the growing cold. After a while, Kael paused and squinted at the fog. I peered around as well, and my gaze fell on an unusual tree.

      The trunk was contorted into the shape of an old man, the face and beard formed with twisted, ancient bark. Two warped knots formed eyes that appeared to be staring at me. I pulled my gaze from the unnerving tree as Kael started forward again.

      At first, the key led my way through the trees, but as the fog thickened, everything began to look the same. Trees and fog and silent, bare branches. I tried to lead the way, but after an hour, I found myself facing the old man tree again. I led the way again, confident that this time I would get us closer to the mage. My heart sank when, once again, I was facing the familiar tree.

      There was no denying it. We were lost.

      “Let me give it a try,” Kael said.

      I followed his wide back through the forest. How would he know where to go? Could he sense the dark magic permeating the air, too? Could he smell it?

      We wove through the trees and thick mist. Suddenly, Kael let out a sharp sigh.

      We were facing the warped tree again, the knotted eyes fixed mockingly upon us. I grabbed the key around my neck and, willing it to work, headed off into the forest. Kael grumbled under his breath behind me.

      “I’m trying,” I snapped, throwing a glare at him over my shoulder. Couldn’t he see that? It wasn’t like he did much better.

      “Well, why isn’t the key working?”

      “How am I supposed to know? Wearing the key around my neck didn’t suddenly make me an expert on ancient, magical relics!”

      Kael scowled. “You don’t have to yell.”

      “I’m not yelling!”

      Okay, that time I was. A little.

      The air grew thicker, the fog pressing in closer. Within my clenched fists, my nails bit into my palms.

      The shifter came closer to me as the ringing in my ears grew louder. “Why would you bring us here only to get us lost?”

      I wanted to pull my arm back and send it smashing into his face.

      Wait. No, I didn’t.

      I unclenched my grinding teeth and looked down at my fists. What was I doing?

      I closed my eyes and shook my head in an attempt to dispel the ringing in my skull. When I glanced back up at Kael, his scowl turned into a confused frown. He had come to the same conclusion.

      Something was trying to turn us against each other.

      “Let’s just get out of here.” Kael’s own fists loosened as he turned and headed into the trees.

      I hurried after Kael before the fog could swallow him, but paused. Something was urging me to go in all directions, some invisible force tugging me this way and that. I spun in a circle, and magic unfurled in my hands. What was pulling at me?

      Whispers sifted through the fog, and goosebumps crawled across my skin.

      The mage, the voices said.

      My heart jumped. I peered around through the thick mist, only vaguely processing that Kael was no longer in sight.

      More whispers brushed my ears. The key has found the mage.

      My breath quickened as I searched and searched, afraid the dark mage would snatch me from the shadows at any second. Then, all at once, the tugging sensation stopped. I stood still in the quiet and the mist.

      The mage is found.

      My scalp prickled, and my heart thrummed faster. The whispers couldn’t mean me, could they?

      I reached up to grab a hold of the key, and my lips parted in surprise. I glanced down to find not one, but two keys.

      I swallowed. How had I gotten the first key back?

      I squinted at it. The gold was stained with dark red. I dropped the key in surprise. My hands were covered in blood.

      No.

      What was going on?

      Crackling echoed behind me, and I spun around to find the forest on fire. Flames licked up the trunks of trees and chased away the thick blanket of fog.

      Several feet in front of me, Kael lay on the ground, his blood quickly soaking into the damp earth. Bile burned up my throat as I hurried forward and knelt beside him. His eyes were wide, and he stared at me as if…as if he were afraid of me.

      “Why did you have to sacrifice me?” he asked. A trail of blood bubbled from his mouth.

      “I…I didn’t. Kael, what happened?” I grabbed his shoulder, but as soon as I touched him, he burst into ash.

      I shrieked and rocked back on my heels.

      “Hey! What are you doing? Hurry up!”

      I blinked. The scent of blood and smoke dissipated. Kael peered at me over his shoulder a few yards away.

      It had been a vision. Just a vision.

      My knees shook as I got to my feet. I hurriedly checked but found only the key from the ruins in Scotland. I rubbed my temples as I trekked toward Kael.

      Was the vision from myself, or the mage?

      I quickened my pace in an attempt to catch up to Kael’s retreating back. Impatient man. He was moving much too quickly. He disappeared around a large tree, but when I got to it, I could no longer see him.

      “Kael?” I called out. My voice was swallowed in the fog. There was no answer. In the distance, I caught the muffled snapping of twigs, and I hurried toward the sound. “Kael, wait!” Branches whipped at me as I ran, unease sinking into my stomach as I thought about what could happen if we were to get separated. “Kael!”

      “Over here.”

      I let out a breath as I found him beside a tree. I threw him a scowl as I caught up to him, but he didn’t seem to notice. He merely turned and walked briskly away.

      “I think I know where we are going now.”

      “How?”

      He didn’t answer; he merely let his long strides lead our way through the forest. Though everything looked the same, a sense of familiarity tickled at me. We had been in this part of the forest before. Kael was doing nothing but leading us right back to where we had started.

      “Kael, I don’t think this is the way.”

      He didn’t respond. He didn’t look back or say anything.

      “Hey, did you hear me?”

      Nothing.

      “Kael, stop.” I jogged to get beside him. “I said, stop.”

      Kael finally halted and looked up. He wasn’t looking at me, exactly...more over my shoulder. “This is the way.”

      His gaze seemed to glide past me, as if he were afraid to make eye contact.

      Curious, I peered behind me to see if there was something he was more interested in looking at. It was the tree again, with the old man’s face. The magic inside of me was twisting, uneasy. The tree seemed different, almost warped, as if it was trying to move and reshape as I stared at it. I stepped closer to the trunk. Slowly, I reached my hand up. Inches away from the twisted bark, my palm tingled.

      “There’s no time.” Kael grabbed my shoulder. “We have to hurry.”

      As he started to leave again, I tore my stare from the tree and took a few quick steps to catch up with Kael. I grabbed his arm to stop him. His skin was icy, and something in me knew that was wrong.

      Shifters didn’t get cold; he’d told me so himself.

      I pinned my gaze on his face, but he still wouldn’t make eye contact with me. My stomach squirmed, and I let go of his arm.

      “Who are you?” My voice was firm, showing more conviction than I felt. “You’re not Kael.”

      “Of course I am. Stop being so ridiculous. We don’t have time for this.”

      I shook my head. “Tell me now. Who are you?”

      He edged closer, leaving barely a few inches between us. His chilly fingers slid under my chin and lifted my face up. He finally looked at me. His eyes were rimmed in red.

      “It’s me. You know it’s me.”

      I retreated back a step and pulled out my knife.

      The man laughed. “What, are you going to stab me, Olivia?”

      Olivia.

      Kael had taken to calling me Livvie.

      This was definitely not Kael.
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      I didn’t know where the real Kael was, but I wouldn’t be able to worry about that until I dealt with this imposter.

      My grip tightened on Chaucer. I jumped at the man and plunged the knife into his chest.

      The blade pierced the sturdy, muscle-wrapped shifter more easily than it should have. It sank hilt-deep, and his face contorted, but he didn’t make a sound. As the Kael in my vision had done, this one exploded into a cloud of dark gray ash. The soot filtered to the forest floor, and a laugh echoed through the trees, rocking through my skull and humming in the pit of my stomach.

      I pulled in an unsteady breath.

      The mage.

      Was he really laughing from nearby, or was it in my head? Was he in my head? Reality was like motes of dust in a beam of light. I could see the fragments of it, but I couldn’t quite grasp anything to be sure what was real and what wasn’t.

      “There you are.”

      Kael, or at least someone who looked like him again, came jogging through the fog. His chest heaved as he bent to rest his hands on his knees.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. What the hell are you doing?” He cast a curious glance at the knife in my hand, then peered around as if expecting an enemy.

      Was he really Kael?

      He came toward me, and I retreated a few steps.

      The shifter cocked his head, and his forehead puckered. “Livvie, are you all right?”

      Livvie. It was the real Kael.

      I loosened the grip on the knife. “Yeah, I’m just…” I blew out a sharp sigh. “I guess I just got lost.”

      “Are you sure that’s all?” he asked.

      I couldn’t tell him about the visions. The man already looked worried enough, and if I told him about that, he’d want to know if I’d had other visions, or why the Kael in my vision had asked why I had to sacrifice him. “Yeah,” I lied. “Just glad you caught up to me.”

      “Well, don’t get too excited. I’m still not sure where we go from here, and doesn’t seem like you’ve had any luck either. We can’t keep wandering around this place.” Kael grimaced at the mist-shrouded trees. “Everything seems to change with every step we take.”

      Yeah, everything except that tree.

      I gasped. “Stupid!”

      “Yeah, it is stupid.”

      I brushed past Kael. “No, I’m stupid.”

      Kael followed as I stepped over to the old man tree. It was no longer shifting and writhing, but it still stared with the bulbous, knotty eyes.

      “What do you mean?”

      I stared at the twisting bark. “This tree is the only thing in this place that has remained the same from the moment we stepped foot here. That has to mean something. I should have seen it before.”

      I put my knife away. The magic inside of me tingled, tapping to be free, and I let it blossom in my hand. The energy licked across my fingers as I placed my palm on the rough bark. There was something there, like a void waiting to be filled. I poured more magic into the emptiness and hoped that wasn’t a big mistake.

      The forest around us groaned, as if it was some giant beast waking from slumber. Trees cracked around us, the large trunks shifting and swaying. Kael hovered beside me with his hand on my shoulder.

      “Over there.” He pointed to the right.

      A narrow strip of trees leaned away, and the fog rolled back to reveal a pathway. I withdrew my hand from the tree. The old man’s eyes were closed. Creepy. I released my magic and rubbed my palm on my pants.

      Together, we started down the path. Once again, the key seemed to be tugging me forward. I feared we were in for a long walk, but the worry was unfounded as we soon came upon what must be our destination.

      Either time or magic had hidden the ancient building before us, though I suspected the latter. Surely, if the crumbling abbey had been discovered, the general public would have known about it. The ruins stretched proudly upward through the trees, the archways rimmed in moss and the stones tinted with green. Great columns ran the length of the building. Though the roof had fallen long ago, most of the walls still stood.

      Within those cracked and crumbling stones, the mage waited.

      Kael stopped me as I started toward the ancient beauty. I threw him an impatient look.

      He had better not tell me to wait here.

      “I am stronger as a jaguar,” he said. “I’m going to shift.” He paused, then placed his hand on the side of my neck. “Be careful. Just get the key.” His eyes locked with mine. “No matter what it takes, or what you have to do, just get that key.”

      Kael was smarter than I gave him credit for. No matter what it takes. Did he know about the sacrifice? He didn’t mean him, did he?

      Before I could argue, he was shifting. I stuffed his clothes in my bag and then together we walked toward the ruins. We headed straight for the largest archway, right in the center. I had my hand on Kael’s back. He didn’t seem to mind my fingers resting on his soft fur. I couldn’t help but be half-afraid he would disappear again.

      As we passed under the massive stretch of curving stone, I let my touch run across the cool, rough surface of the entrance. There were runes chiseled into the ancient wall. I caught a few words like “bound” and “sacrifice.” The same words that had been haunting me the entire trip.

      We stepped out of the shadow of the entrance and paused inside. Rich, green grass carpeted much of the inside, broken only by the occasional scatter of stone. It looked peaceful, and yet it was cold, almost too still.

      Despite the openness, the place felt like a tomb.

      A low growl rumbled through Kael’s chest. The mage stood in the center of the massive space.

      He was facing away from us, arms crossed behind his back as if he couldn’t be bothered with, or feel threatened by, intruders. I started forward. Beside me, Kael lowered his head, his sharp gaze fixed on the mage in complete stalking and throat-tearing mode.

      The mage’s voice carried through the space, though his voice was quiet. “A pleasure that you could finally join me.”

      He turned to face us. His long robes, edged in silver runes, swirled over the short grass. His violet eyes glowed as they locked on me. It was a struggle to keep the magic within me from lashing out under his gaze. An ancient and forgotten hate washed through me as I glared at him.

      With all the grace and assurance of a king, the mage came toward us. Kael’s growls rolled louder, but he didn’t move. Together, we stared at the man.

      He was less pale than I recalled. Admittedly, his dark hair, slanted eyebrows, and wings of gray at his temples gave him a sense of regal bearing. As he drew closer, the sense of familiarity I’d had about him the first time I had laid eyes on him came back to me, only this time much stronger. From deep within my mind, a name came to my lips.

      “Vehrin.”

      The corner of the mage’s lips lifted in a small smile. “And you are Olivia now, yes? It has been too long. In ages past, you were known as—”

      “I don’t care,” I interrupted. The last thing I wanted was to know more about that part of me. I pulled my gaze from his deepening grin and let it drop to his chest.

      The key. It was just hanging there on the front of Vehrin’s robes. He wasn’t more than eight feet away now.

      “You have a new pet, I see. You always did have a fondness for cats.”

      I glanced at Kael. His lips lifted to reveal his sharp fangs.

      “He’s not a pet,” I snapped.

      Vehrin waved a dismissive hand. “Well, he is certainly not the proud shifter guardian his ancestors once were.”

      Kael snarled loudly. Oh yeah, the shifter was ready to tear into the mage.

      Unfazed, Vehrin turned his attention back to me. “You have grown stronger since last we met, when you were so kind as to leave me the key. You even managed to retrieve the second one for me.”

      My hand closed around the relic on my chest. Retrieve it for him? So that was why he hadn’t killed me, why he had led me on this chase. He knew I would get the key, and I had just brought it to him on a silver platter.

      He held out his hand. “If you would so kindly give it to me.”

      “No way.” I was picking a fight with the dark mage, but what else had I expected to happen? “You give me your key, and maybe Kael won’t rip into you.”

      Kael huffed beside me. Okay, fat chance of that happening.

      Vehrin laughed, sending chills down my neck and shoulders. “If you would like it, Olivia, come and get it.”

      He held his hands out to the side, and when dark shadows twisted up from his palms, I couldn’t help but take a step back. The sense of his magic weighed heavily on me, the power of it astounding. It was vile, sliding over me like a thick coating of rancid oil. His magic almost felt alive itself, the twisting, dark wisps yearning to taint and consume everything and everyone in its path.

      This was why he had to be bound, not killed. If I were to kill the mage, his magic would be free, and who knew where it would end up.

      “It appears we have some business to attend to, but we wouldn’t want your shifter to feel left out, would we?”

      Dark magic spilled from Vehrin’s hands and spread across the grass like a blanket. From the smoke rose a massive, ebony panther. I gaped at it. The cat had to be eight feet at the shoulder. It snarled, and the sound reverberated through my chest.

      “To remind you of what you should have been, shifter.”

      I cast a glance at Kael. Was the mage saying that Kael, back in ancient times, would have been that big?

      The massive panther prowled closer. How was Kael going to fight it? He tilted his head toward me, and even though he was a jaguar, I could almost see the stubbornness in his spotted features. He dipped his head, and I gave him a nod, as well.

      Kael uncoiled from where he stood and rushed toward the panther. I ran toward the mage.

      I hardly dared to think, instead letting my magic wrap around my hands. I threw the energy at the mage. Vehrin merely laughed and dodged to the side as my attack hit the grass in a spray of earth.

      The mage threw both hands forward, and a swirl of dark magic hit me hard in the chest. I grunted as I landed near a wall and managed to duck from another attack just in time. Stones crumbled around me, and I scrambled out of the way.

      With a groan, I got to my feet. Kael was snarling. I glanced over to see him dodging the giant paws of the panther. My heart jumped as the giant cat took another swipe. Only a quick twisting of Kael’s body managed to save him from being skewered on the deadly claws of the panther. His ribcage was heaving in and out, and his steps seemed a bit too slow. If he wasn’t fast enough for just a second, he could be killed.

      I cried out as another blast of magic slammed into me. It pushed me up against the rough wall of the ancient abbey.

      Idiot, I told myself. I had let myself get distracted, let myself worry too much about Kael and not enough about the task at hand.

      I struggled against the black wisps of magic pinning me to the wall, but to no avail. It tightened around me like a giant fist, crushing me. I gasped as the air was squeezed from my lungs. I tried to summon more of my magic, but the effort to just breathe kept making me falter.

      Spots danced in front of my eyes. Somewhere beyond myself and the mage, the massive panther’s roars shook through the air.

      The mage advanced. His steps were slow and certain. He knew the same thing I did as I fought for my last breaths.

      After all this time, all this effort, I had failed.

      I was going to die.
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      An angry snarling seeped through the growing haze at the edges of my mind, followed by a startled yell. My knees hit the ground, and I sucked in a lungful of air. I blinked several times to clear the spots before I finally looked up.

      Vehrin was flipping over where he had been knocked to the ground by Kael. The shifter vaulted over the top of the mage and was moving to attack from behind when the massive, black panther leaped into my vision. Kael dodged a swipe, but only barely. I shot to my feet as Kael darted toward me. He bumped my hip with his head and let out an impatient snarl, a clear sign to follow.

      “Get them!” Vehrin hollered behind us.

      The thumping footfalls of the panther drew quickly closer. I pumped my legs faster, pushing past the strain and burning muscles. Kael ran beside me and kept his own speed in check to match with my human strides. He was going to get killed just to stay with me.

      The pair of us reached the wall of the ancient abbey just in time to duck around a corner and avoid the snarling panther’s grasping claws.

      “This way.” I lurched toward the right, and Kael followed me down a crumbling passage.

      “Go after them!” the mage yelled, his ancient timbre urging the panther on.

      The walls shivered beside us and dust shook free to fall in our faces as the panther thudded into the ruins. If he kept that up, we would all end up buried in stones. Kael snarled and bumped into me so hard I nearly fell, but we managed to avoid the giant paw that reached in through an arched window.

      As we ran, I caught flashes of black and occasionally the sharp eyes of the panther. We had to do something. We couldn’t run forever.

      A swirl of dark magic in the air rose the hairs on my head. Shouts suddenly echoed up through the passageway behind us. I risked a glance over my shoulder. What appeared to be soldiers were now in pursuit.

      Like the panther, they must have been created by the mage. They moved with too much fluidity to be human. In their hands, they carried weapons, blades and arrows that seemed cut from black glass. One of the arrows whistled by, narrowly missing my face.

      Kael’s claws scratched at the stone beneath our feet as he took a sharp turn to the right. I followed as an arrow hit the corner at my back with a soft click. It was hard to tell how many soldiers exactly were following us, but by the thudding of their feet, it was more than a few.

      I gritted my teeth. “We have to get back to the mage.”

      I could see Vehrin through a window as we ran past. Pulling in a steadying breath through my nose, I let my magic curl around my hand. Only a couple more yards and we would reach another window. I would have a clear shot.

      My feet pounded across the gritty floor. I held my breath as we reached the window. Vehrin couldn’t see me.

      Just as my magic began to roll from my fingertips, the world around me crumbled. The panther broke through the wall, and I tilted to the side.

      My attack flew past the mage by a good two feet.

      I’d missed.

      The panther roared, and I winced as the sound reverberated through my skull. The walls continued to groan around us, and loose stones fell heavily. I blinked away the dust falling in my eyes. The building was coming down around us. It was now or never.

      Thankfully, Kael seemed to be in sync with my rapid thoughts, and the pair of us leaped through an archway and back out into the open.

      I skipped back from the crumbling wall and steadied my feet, then turned my back on the rubble to scan the area in front of me.

      The mage was nowhere to be seen.

      I saw nothing save for dust and chaos.

      The magic-wrought soldiers poured out of the ruined abbey, and I could no longer search for the mage as the assailants rushed toward me.

      Kael departed from my side with a snarl, and my own magic warmed my palms. I let loose a volley of energy at the oncoming soldiers. I managed to hit one, and he burst apart in a blast of ash. Two of them broke away to swing to either side of me. My head twitched back and forth as I tried to keep an eye on both of them at once. I took a chance, and even though it left my back open for attack, I surged toward one of them.

      My assault hit my target square in the face, and he crumpled wordlessly to the ground, disintegrated. The other soldier rushed up behind me. I could sense him, like a black shadow pressing against my skin, but before I could turn, his arms wrapped around me.

      For a moment, I struggled against his grip. Then he pressed a knife, cold and thin as ice, to my throat.

      He tugged me backward, and I had no delusions that he was taking me anywhere but to the mage. But I was determined to get to Vehrin on my own terms. Not wasting another breath, I quickly jabbed my captor in the ribs with a sharp elbow.

      I may as well have hit a pillow. His body seemed to mold around my strike. He quickly pinned my arms against my sides.

      How was I supposed to get away from somebody I couldn’t even attack?

      Magic.

      It had worked on the other shadowy soldiers. It would be difficult to launch an attack with my arms held to me, but I was able to get my hand to his leg. I let my power go free.

      The man didn’t yell, but I could feel a buzzing sensation rippling through him. He jerked away. I pivoted and thrust a blazing fist into his chest. He arched back and hit the ground in a burst of cinders.

      After stepping back from the remains, I wheeled around in search of the mage. He was standing quite a distance away, his arms folded behind his back and his stare intent as if he were watching a riveting show.

      Before I could make my way to him, more of Vehrin’s soldiers charged toward me. I ground my teeth. I didn’t have time for this. Somewhere behind me, Kael snarled.  He was surely locked in a battle with the massive black panther once again.

      Anger burned hot inside me as fierce as the magic that wrapped around my fingers. As the group of soldiers neared, I rushed forward to meet them. I would have never believed I would be capable of fighting so many attackers simultaneously, but whether it was frustration or adrenaline, I sent forth one attack after the other. With each hit that landed, the soldiers erupted into puffs of black smoke.

      Finally, there were only two left. They tried to catch me off guard by breaking away as the ones before them had, but I sidestepped into one of their paths. As he reached for me, I ducked and hurdled my body into his. We hit the ground, and in the turmoil, my hands managed to find his throat.

      Again, the shadow-wrought man made no noise. His mouth opened wordlessly, and his eyes bulged under my touch until he burst into fine ash, leaving my hands dark with smears of soot.

      In my peripheral, the remaining soldier charged at me. I threw my arm out, letting my magic fly from my fingertips just as the man reached for me. I squeezed my eyes shut against the cloud of ebony dust that billowed out.

      I drew my arm across my brow to stop sweat from dripping into my eye, though I likely did little more than smear the ash across my face. I peered around, allowing myself a momentary breath of relief that no more soldiers seemed to be heading my way.

      It didn’t seem possible that I had killed all of them, but now I had a clear path to the mage. His gaze met mine across the grass.

      I took a moment to get my mind right. Then I took a step forward.

      A thunderous roar broke through the chill air. I tore my gaze from my target and looked back. Kael had managed to latch onto the massive panther’s leg, his teeth and claws sinking into the cat’s ebony fur. Vehrin’s panther thrashed as it tried to dislodge the shifter. Finally, with a shake of his paw, he sent Kael slamming into a wall. The jaguar crumpled limply to the ground.

      “Kael!” My voice cracked, and my heartbeats felt weak, my breaths shallow. There was no way he could have survived that blow.

      Then, his tail twitched ever so slightly.

      He was alive. The giant panther padded closer with calculated, predatory steps, its sharp shoulders rolling smoothly as he advanced, prepared to finish Kael off.

      I chewed on my bottom lip as I glanced between Kael and Vehrin. The mage’s cheek was lifted in a slight smirk, as if he knew the difficult choice straining my thoughts.

      I wanted to save Kael, but in doing so, I would leave myself vulnerable. However, if I went for the mage, I would be abandoning Kael to certain death.

      A frustrated yell roared up my throat. I pulled my gaze from Vehrin and tore across the grass and toward the panther. He had set a giant paw on the smaller cat, and Kael struggled beneath the pressing weight, his legs kicking and strained growls issuing through him.

      Something in me snapped.

      I couldn’t stand to see Kael hurting in such a way. My lip curled back over my teeth as my boots pounded the ground. As I neared the panther, my fingers curled around the handle of my knife. I hadn’t even realized I’d pulled it out. Magic would have likely done me more good at that point, but I couldn’t bring myself to loosen the hold on my trusty Chaucer.

      The panther was so intent on crushing my partner, he didn’t notice my quick approach until I was nearly upon him. At the last second, he turned toward me with an indignant snarl. His body uncoiled as he lunged at me. Either by instinct or pure dumb luck, my feet slid forward and my back hit the ground. I thrust my arm up as the panther hurtled over me. My knife bit through fur and flesh. With a loud thump, the panther landed behind me. I flipped over and tensed, ready for another attack.

      The panther was on his side, and his ribs expanded weakly with strained breaths. He was making a pitiful gurgling sound, and blood pumped through a wound in his throat. Then, he stilled.

      A hissing caught my attention, and I looked down. The steel of my knife was hissing and corroded with growing pockmarks. Pieces of the metal began to drop to the ground. I let out a forceful sigh through my nostrils and dropped what remained of the knife my father had given me to the ground.

      Behind me, Kael groaned. I pivoted to find he had shifted back into a man. I hurried over to him. His face was pinched, and I could tell he was in pain but trying not to look as if he were. He had a hand pressed to his side, blood pulsing through his fingers.

      My own blood boiled.

      I pulled my bag from my shoulders—it was a miracle I still had it—and tossed it on the ground beside Kael.

      “I’ll be back,” I told him.

      Kael’s brow furrowed. “Wait…Livvie.” His voice was strained, tight. He reached toward me with a red-stained hand.

      “Put some pressure on that.” I jerked my head toward the gash on his side. I hoped he would be okay, but I couldn’t worry about it now. “I’m going to take care of the mage.”

      Kael sputtered out protests, but I stepped away and headed across the grass. Energy warmed my palms, licked my wrists, and tumbled down my fingertips.

      My magic came from within me, powerful, callous, unforgiving. I locked my gaze with Vehrin and let my own ancient mage come out.

      The dark mage was more powerful than myself, and I feared Kael would not survive that injury, but for him, I would try.
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      My magic grew warmer. My steps were calm and steady as I closed the distance between myself and the mage, though my heartbeats thundered and my stomach churned with unease. The atmosphere shifted, as if everything were buzzing with anticipation at what was undeniably an upcoming showdown.

      Vehrin still appeared eager, confident. His arms were folded neatly behind his back, and he regarded me with what could only be described as amusement. Ancient power roiled inside of me. It was eager, too. I was eager. Though I was unsure of what the outcome would be, I was ready for this challenge, and when I looked at Vehrin, I didn’t find a new enemy...but an old one.

      Since the first time I set eyes on him, flickers of recognition had flashed in my memory. Over time, the fog of unknowing had begun to dissipate. As I looked at him, I found I was not only beginning to recognize him, but myself, as well. The forgotten mage inside of me was waking up from her long slumber. I could almost smell the blood and hear the screams and crumbling earth left in my ancient wake.

      That sense nearly made me falter. I didn’t want to leave blood and ruined earth and death behind me. It made me wonder who I was, what I had been, and if I could stop myself from being that again. I didn’t want magic and power. I just wanted my life back.

      Vehrin regarded me with a bright spark in his eyes. “There you are, finally. We meet again.”

      He was not speaking to me, Olivia Perez, the archaeologist with a thirst for adventure and an unfortunate habit of getting into tricky situations. No, he was speaking to the one who had taken him down long ago, the waking mage inside of me. The mage I had let free.

      My magic nearly burned beneath my skin, ready to be let loose at the sound of his words. “You’ll want to be careful,” I said. “History has a nasty way of repeating itself.”

      “That is truer than you know.” Vehrin cocked his head and eyed me curiously. “Tell me, Olivia, how much do you remember?”

      Why did he want to know? Would it be better to be ignorant? I mean, it wasn’t as if I actually knew a great deal. Or, should I let him know I was capable of besting him because, apparently, I had done so before?

      I tilted up my chin. “I remember enough to take you down.”

      Why not play up the confidence? The power within was searing, writhing. I wouldn’t be able to hold it back much longer. I found I didn’t want to hold it back much longer.

      Vehrin’s lips twisted in what may have been an attempt at a smile but was ruined by the jumping muscle in his cheek. “We shall see.”

      I hadn’t been expecting such a sudden attack. There was no sign, no shifting of feet or furrowing of a brow. One second he was standing still, and the next, his hands thrust forward to release a blast of shadow-wreathed magic.

      It punched me right in the gut, and I fell to the ground. I gasped and managed to get to my knees as Vehrin walked closer. His cold chuckle shivered over me, and I gritted my teeth. After hurrying to my feet, I threw my own hands forward. Magic burst from me, wild and eager. Vehrin dodged easily, and I shifted away from him so I could try to find a better vantage.

      The mage sent another bolt of magic toward me. I was not so easily struck the second time. I sidestepped and rolled my shoulder back so the attack shot past. I twisted my arm to strike up toward his face. He slashed in a downward motion, and his black magic sliced cleanly through mine before it reached him.

      How had he done that?

      He attacked again, and I tried to mimic his defensive move to no avail. As the hit slammed into me, a sharp cry left my lips. Again, I picked myself up from the ground, forcing myself to ignore the pain. My ears were ringing so loudly I struggled to hear Vehrin speaking.

      “I am a little disappointed at the weakling you are now,” he said. “You always had so much potential, especially when we were working together.”

      My heart jumped, and I blinked. I stared at Vehrin, and he gave me a sly smile, as if he had just revealed a secret.

      Worked together?

      None of my visions had shown such a thing. Still, thoughts of blood and screams and destruction came to mind. Had those been from Vehrin, or were they memories of my past?

      Who had I been?

      I shook my head and stubbornly shoved the thought away. It wasn’t as if I didn’t know myself. He had to be lying.

      I shifted my feet and anchored into the grass as I prepared for another attack. “Liar.”

      Vehrin smirked. “Believe what you will.”

      I coiled up and rolled away from the attack he sent, only to have to spring up and lurch to the side to avoid being hit by another strike. I tried to retaliate, but the mage was more lithe than he looked, and he escaped all of my attacks with frustrating ease.

      My muscles burned, and a sharp stab pulsed in my lungs with each breath as I dodged Vehrin’s volleys of magic. Try as I might, I couldn’t get on the offensive. I was hanging on by my fingertips. With each miss, my energy waned more. Another attack caught me in the shoulder, and I twisted, barely managing to keep on my feet.

      Sweat stung the corners of my eyes. There had to be another way. My body couldn’t take any more beating. One more slip, and I’d be a goner. I had to muster up enough to hit Vehrin with a strong attack. Not too powerful. I didn’t want to kill him and end up with that dark magic inside of myself. I just wanted to get the key. Then, I could bind him.

      With a sharp intake of breath, I lurched out of the way of another attack and nearly hit a low wall in the process. I quickly scrambled over and ducked behind it. The timeworn stones cooled my back through my sweat-soaked shirt. My heart raced, and while a part of me wanted to hurry and get back into the duel with Vehrin, the other part of me had to think.

      Get the key. Bind the mage.

      It was what I had to do, but what about the sacrifice needed to accomplish it? All of my wasted energy would mean nothing if I didn’t do this the right way. I thought I would have been able to knock the mage out, or take him down some way, but I hadn’t even come close.

      A sacrifice.

      I couldn’t bring myself to look at Kael, half-afraid of what I would see. He was the only other being around, and I was unwilling to harm him, even if it did stop the mage. My stomach twisted. I didn’t know if Kael was even still alive. I screwed my eyes shut and tried to come up with the solution. There had to be a way to stop Vehrin, to stop the death and destruction he would surely bring upon the world if I didn’t succeed.

      There just had to be a way.

      My eyes opened, and I let out a slow breath. There was one way I could still stop the mage, one other person present I could sacrifice.

      Me.

      Behind me, I could hear the soft steps of Vehrin as he paced across the grass, either impatient or teasing me with his confidence. He must have believed he had me beaten. I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat but quickly moved into action. If I hesitated, if I gave this too much thought, I would falter. I couldn’t afford to change my mind. The world couldn’t afford it.

      Vehrin seemed a bit surprised by my sudden rush toward him.

      My magic unfurled from within, and I almost felt as if I were glowing. The key hung on Vehrin’s chest, and I locked my gaze with the relic.

      Sacrifice myself. Bind the mage.

      Something seemed to tear inside of me as I dodged a twisting coil of dark magic. Vehrin sent another attack, and I slashed down my arm, successfully cracking through his magic with my own.

      With a sudden growl that Kael likely would have been proud of, I threw everything I had at the mage as I hurtled toward him with unbreakable momentum. I was ready to bind him with my magic, my mind, and my very life.

      I had to. It was the only way.

      With a flash of despair, my onslaught of magic seemed to do very little to deflect Vehrin’s own assault. I slammed into him as our attacks broke around us, and the pair of us hit the ground in a blinding flash of light. My teeth clacked with the impact, and the mage cried out. I gasped, trying to bring air into my suddenly battered lungs.

      I grew still as I caught my breath and waited for the ringing in my ears to lessen. Blades of grass tickled against my cheek as the earth swayed beneath me. Vehrin would finish me off any second. After all of this time, I had failed. I had failed Kael, and I had failed myself.

      Only, an attack didn’t come.

      For a long moment, I waited. I heard nothing. No shuffling of soft steps or taunting words. Not even the sound of breathing save for my own careful breaths. I could see nothing except the grass and a section of wall that had remained in tact some distance away.

      I turned my head to peer in the other direction. Vehrin wasn’t there, either.

      I sat up slowly with a groan. The mage was gone. I wasn’t sure how, or why, but he was nowhere in sight.

      It was only then that I realized something was in my hand. I uncurled my fingers, stiff from a sudden and hard grip.

      The key I had taken from the ruins in the Amazon.

      A sense of relief washed over me.

      I had done it. I had retrieved the key.

      It felt heavier than I remembered, and the longer I stared at the relic, the more I could almost sense that something was wrong. I rubbed my thumb over the intricate key, and as I did so, a twin sensation rubbed over me.

      My breath caught. I ran my thumb over the key again, and it felt like an invisible hand brushed over me. There was something there. It was almost the same type of sense I had when using the second key to find the mage, only stronger. A tighter bond, a more powerful tether.

      No.

      I had meant to use myself to bind the mage and his powers.

      Instead, I had bound my soul to the key.
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      Blood pounded in my ears as I stared at the key that was knotted to my soul. I tightened my grip on the relic in an effort to keep my hand from shaking, but even as I did so, I could sense a tightening around myself.

      “Livvie?”

      I jumped at the voice breaking through the silence and looked up. “Kael.”

      His name came hushed and surprised from my lips.

      He crouched beside me, and I had to blink a few times to assure myself he was really there. Relief washed over me. My shoulders sagged, and my throat constricted.

      Kael.

      I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around him without thought. He was alive. “Are you okay?”

      His chuckle hummed against me. “Aren’t I supposed to be asking you that question?”

      I leaned back. He had taken one of my shirts—a yellow one that made me look like a canary, but that I was still fond of—and had it balled up and pressed to his wound. A great deal of the bright fabric was stained with rusty splotches. Thankfully, the blood didn’t seem to be spreading, though it was a miracle. For a man who had been climbing into his deathbed not long before, Kael seemed to be doing rather well.

      “You don’t seem that bad off,” I noted. I was tempted to move his hand away and peel back the shirt to have a look, but I didn’t want to make it worse.

      Kael grinned. “Well, sorry to disappoint you.”

      I shook my head. “No, I mean, you’re not bleeding to death. How come?”

      “I heal fast.” He shrugged a shoulder when I continued to gape at him. “It’s a shifter thing.”

      Of course, it was.

      “Well, that’s convenient,” I muttered. I wished I could say the same for myself. I felt bruised and battered everywhere.

      Kael stared at my hand.  “Hey, you got the key!”

      My fingers were still wrapped around the golden key, my grip so tight my knuckles were white. “Yeah.”

      “Wait, where’s the mage?” The shifter glanced around, his eyes narrow and shoulders tensing. He was expecting an ambush, no doubt.

      I squeezed the key against my palm, and it was almost as if I were squeezing myself. My soul was bound to the key. I swallowed. What had I done? More importantly, how was I going to fix it?

      Kael reached up to touch my cheek. His fingers lingered there, warm and surprisingly comforting. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat, then nodded. “I…”

      His eyebrows pinched together, and he tilted his head. He knew something was wrong. “Are you hurt?”

      His gaze ran over me, though he didn’t withdraw his hand. I knew he couldn’t see any bruises; I couldn’t even see any bruises. Vehrin’s magic attacks had left me hurting on the inside, below my skin and into my muscles and bones.

      I paused, glancing up at Kael before dropping my stare back to the key.

      Should I tell him? What would he do when he found out? What did it mean to have your soul bound to an object?

      Certainly, I was no expert on this new supernatural part of my life, but I was fairly certain that had to be some kind of dark magic. Kael was so honorable, a rule follower. He worked for PITO, an organization that protected magical artifacts, and here I was having just tied myself to a very powerful one.

      Did that impede his mission? Would he be upset? Would he report me?

      “Livvie, what is it?” Kael pressed.

      I worried at my bottom lip, then inhaled a sharp breath through my nose. “I bound my soul to the key.”

      The words came out rushed, as if saying it quickly would somehow make it seem not so bad.

      Kael leaned back. “You what?”

      I couldn’t read his expression. Was he angry?

      “I was trying to bind the mage. Our powers sort of collided. We went down, he disappeared, and then—” I held up the key as if he could see my soul nestled inside. “―I guess I bound my soul instead.” I neglected to tell him the whole story, choosing to keep to myself, for now, the part where I had chosen to sacrifice my own life. “I’m sorry, Kael. I didn’t mean to.” I took a deep breath and ground my teeth. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I just—”

      “Stop.” Kael got to his knees and brought his hands up to frame my face. His stare was intense, and I became acutely aware of just how close he was to me. “It’s okay.”

      He wasn’t angry. If anything, his expression was pale and pinched with worry. Or maybe he was just in pain from his wound. I would have glanced at it again, but he had my gaze trapped on his, my face caged in his firm grasp.

      I hated what I had done to myself. It gave me an itch between the  shoulder blades of my soul, one that I couldn’t scratch. “What am I supposed to do?”

      Kael sighed deeply and dropped his hands. “Well, first thing we need to do is get out of here. I don’t know where the mage has gone, but he could be back, and I don’t think either of us are in a state to confront him again.”

      He got to his feet and reached down to pull me up. I stifled a groan as my muscles protested. As soon as I straightened, everything around me seemed to dip and spin. A whooshing filled my ears. I could scarcely make sense of anything—not the ground beneath me, or the crisp touch of cool air, or even Kael.

      Desperately, I reached for my magic. The familiar energy swirled within me, but something else was present as well.

      Something dark and powerful.

      I didn’t like it.

      My stomach curled at whatever this new thing was within me. What had happened? Was this part of the mage’s power? Did he do it, or did I?

      Kael’s strained voice cut through the loud rushing, but I couldn’t break my thoughts from this power. My heart was racing. What if it consumed me? What if it made me do things I didn’t want to do? What if it—

      “Olivia!”

      I startled at the loud voice and blinked to find Kael frowning at me.

      His gaze was wide, anxious. “What’s the matter?”

      I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I couldn’t tell him about the strange magic coalescing with my own. I didn’t even know what it was.

      Kael’s gaze dropped to the key still clenched in my fist. “Maybe I should hold onto the relic for a while.”

      He reached down and placed his hand over mine. I didn’t release the relic. Then, he started to pry my fingers loose.

      My pulse quickened. Every instinct screamed at me to keep the key close.

      “No!” I reached out with my other hand and pushed on his chest to ease him back. Or, at least, that was what I had intended to do.

      Instead, Kael yelled and went flying backward across the grass-carpeted ground. He landed hard with a grunt several yards away.

      Magic seared through my veins and bristled beneath my skin like static shock. I couldn’t make sense of it, couldn’t decipher if it was mine, the mage’s, or something new entirely. All I knew was that I wanted it to stop—needed it to stop—before I burned myself to a cinder and got scattered on the wind.

      I sucked in deep breaths. I shifted my feet, feeling the ground beneath the soles of my boots and using that reality as an anchor. I stretched my senses farther, to the feel of a slight breeze, the scent of damp earth. Slowly, the magic coiled back to the depths of myself. I opened my eyes and found Kael moaning on the ground.

      My blood ran cold.

      I had to force myself to move, will myself to wrestle through the horror of what I had done and move forward to see if Kael was all right. I ran over to him as he rolled to his back. He sat up with a wince, and guilt lanced through me.

      My hand pressed to my mouth, if anything to shove back down the burning in my throat. I took a few unsteady breaths as I got a hold on the magic rampaging through me. Wild, unfettered…deadly.

      “I’m…I’m sorry, Kael. I didn’t mean to.” I started to reach for him, then hesitated and drew my hand back. Perhaps it wasn’t safe. Perhaps I wasn’t safe.

      I hung the key around my neck with trembling fingers. I felt a little better with it out of my hand.

      Kael tilted his head back to fix me with a calculating stare. I waited for the disgust and the fear. I waited for the hatred toward this horrid being I seemed to be becoming.

      Instead, a small smile touched his lips. “You’re not the first woman to knock me on my ass.”

      He got to his feet and stepped toward me. I retreated with a shake of my head. The last thing I wanted to do was accidentally hurt him again. He stayed where he was, though he looked like he wanted to draw closer.

      “We need to find someone who can help figure out what’s going on with you.” Kael paused for a moment, and when he spoke again, his words came out slow, careful. “I think I know who we can ask first.”

      “Who?”

      Kael’s face twisted with annoyance. “Renathe.”

      I had completely forgotten about the fae man who had given us our first clue. Though now that I remembered, I also recalled that I still owed him a date. Looks like I could crack two stones with one chisel.

      “Okay,” I said. “I guess I’ll be able to fulfill that ridiculous promise for a date.”

      The shifter grew silent as I gathered up my bag. The handle for my knife was nearby, and I stooped to pick it up. I ran a finger over the handle. It was charred a bit on the end where the blade had disintegrated. I sighed, a sense of loss weighing on my shoulders at the ruined gift from my father.

      It was as if the last anchor to my past had been eaten away.

      I dropped it into my bag. All I had now were the two relics hanging on my chest, one key from the Amazon and one from the ruins in Scotland, a surly shifter companion, and a future that seemed to be dragging me deeper into someplace and someone I didn’t want to be.

      I shuffled my bag across my shoulders. Together, Kael and I left the crumbling abbey, once again on a search for answers.
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      I grimaced at myself in the mirror, or rather at the dark blue dress that hugged my figure. I hated dresses, was barely tolerable toward anything that was impractical for getting dirty, but I supposed appropriate attire for my date with Renathe was called for.

      I felt…strange. It wasn’t the dress, though. After everything that had happened, a date felt so…mundane. It shouldn’t be. I rarely had time to go out. It should be something exciting, especially with an exotic male fae, but it wasn’t. Exhaustion weighed me down. I would have rather crawled into bed.

      I blew out a sharp sigh and tucked the pair of keys around my neck into the front of my dress. With a final glance in the mirror, I headed out of my room.

      Kael’s eyebrows shot up when I clicked off the landing in the heels I was certain would twist my ankles before the evening was through.

      “Wow, Livvie, you look…”

      “Awkward?” I suggested.

      He smiled, his eyes darting between my face and the floor. “I was going to say beautiful.”

      My face went hot, all the way to my ears. “Oh. Well, thanks.”

      I tugged on the end of my hair, which I had opted to leave down. The get-up was fancy enough without spending an hour or two on my hair, as well.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      I grabbed a small, black purse from the kitchen table. “Yep, let’s go.”

      Kael opened the driver’s door to my father’s Bristol. “Everything will be all right.”

      I gave him a nod and shuffled awkwardly into the seat. Stupid dress. He shut the door and climbed into my own car.

      I wasn’t only fulfilling the date side of my bargain with Renathe. I was handing over my father’s prized 1951 Bristol, too. Kael would follow behind me in my car so I had a ride back home.

      As I headed into town with my phone giving out directions to the restaurant Renathe had chosen, my chest tightened. My father’s car. After losing my knife, I couldn’t help but regret my decision to promise Ren the car. It was going to be harder to release than I had realized.

      Did the fae man know how much I would want to keep it in my possession? I sighed. No use lingering on it now. I should be worrying about other things, like the magical mishap I had managed to get myself into.

      I finally made it to the restaurant. I couldn’t recall the name of it, but it was scrawled across the front in golden, looping letters in what I assumed was French. I parked in front and brushed my fingers along the pale green paint of the car in a silent goodbye. Kael had found a spot farther down, and he jogged up to meet me.

      “I’ll be nearby,” he said. “I don’t trust fae.”

      “You don’t trust mages, either,” I teased.

      He grinned. “Only one.”

      I gave him a little wave as I headed toward the door. After I told the man inside the name of my date, he led me to the table. Though it was a small restaurant, it was fancy with white tablecloths, golden chandeliers, and burgundy cushioned seats. Suddenly, I felt underdressed.

      Renathe’s gaze fell on me with a bright smile from a table tucked into a private corner. He looked resplendent in a crisp, black suit, though he still had a playboy air about him. Perhaps it was his blond hair, not quite styled or messy. I had forgotten how beautiful he actually was, especially in a sea of humans. How had no one noticed his tapered ears? Maybe they thought it was a cosmetic oddity, as I had first assumed.

      He stood and rounded the table. “Olivia, you look lovely.”

      I shrugged one of my shoulders. “I feel underdressed.”

      “Nonsense.” Ren took my hand and laid a quick kiss on the back of it, but his fingers lingered on mine. He held my gaze with his dancing teal eyes. “My, my. You have been busy, haven’t you, darling?”

      His thumb brushed the back of my hand, and I knew he could sense the magic within me.

      “Yes, I have.”

      I was unsure of what exactly Ren expected this date to entail, but I was certain he didn’t want to be hammered with questions right off the bat, so I didn’t launch into that discussion just yet. I would play it out until the time was right.

      After the waiter took Renathe’s drink order—wine for the both of us—I turned to him. “I have something for you.”

      “Do you?” The silver streaks in his teal eyes seemed to sparkle.

      I pulled the set of keys for the Bristol out of my purse and set them beside his hand resting on the table. “My father’s Bristol, as promised.”

      “Two gifts in one day. Lucky me.” He winked, and I couldn’t help but smile. My presence was a gift, was it? He quickly pocketed the keys. “I have something for you, as well.”

      My shoulders stiffened, and I couldn’t help but hear Kael’s grumbling voice in my head, which told me fae never give anything to anyone without expecting something in return.

      I must have been wearing my uncertainty on my sleeve, because Ren chuckled. “No strings attached. I promise.”

      He slid a dark blue, velvet-covered box toward me. I narrowed my eyes at him suspiciously, then flipped the lid open. Inside was a crystal charm in the shape of a snowflake. I touched one of the delicate points. It was beautiful, and small enough that it wouldn’t be flashy on anything I put it on.

      “Do you always give women jewelry on first dates?”

      He grinned. “Not usually, but there are exceptions, especially with someone such as yourself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Renathe merely smiled and opened his menu.

      We fell into small talk over dinner, though I hardly touched my food or wine. I didn’t think I could stomach it with the way my insides were churning with nerves. All I wanted were answers, and I despised being patient.

      Finally, Renathe threw his arm over the back of his chair. He shook some stray hairs away that had fallen over his face. “So tell me, Olivia, why were you so insistent on this date? Is it my irresistible good looks?”

      I smiled. “Not that you aren’t a fine specimen, but…”

      Ren laughed. “I understand. As I recall, I am not your type.” A knowing smile crept onto his face.

      A brief thought of Kael flashed through my mind as the waiter stopped by to see if everything was fine. I gave a nod. After Renathe assured him the food was perfect, the fae turned his attention back to me.

      “You wish to discuss something with me. I have watched you squirm on it all throughout dinner.” He didn’t seem angry. Rather, quite amused. “What is it?”

      I picked at the edge of a cloth napkin, then looked over my shoulder. If people overheard me, they’d think I was nuts.

      “Don’t worry, darling. No human will hear a word you say.”

      I didn’t like how he said that. Did he mean some of the other patrons, or staff, were not human?

      “Well, we visited the witch you told us about…” I gave an entire account of our journey, from Cordelia’s, to Scotland, the traitorous shifters in England, and finally to the showdown with the mage in the hidden and ancient abbey. “Then, I tried to bind the mage, but instead of binding him, I bound my soul to the first key. Not only that, but I feel…different. More powerful. And not in a good way.”

      Ren nodded slowly and tapped the table. “You attempted to sacrifice yourself to bind the mage, didn’t you?”

      “What?”

      I jolted so violently I nearly fell out of my seat. Kael rounded a corner. When he’d said he would be nearby, I didn’t think he’d meant within eavesdropping distance. He stalked up to the table, leaned onto his knuckles, and stared down at me. Looming.

      “Did he just say you attempted to sacrifice yourself?” Kael’s words were stiff and clipped. “Please tell me he’s wrong.”

      “This is rather rude, you know,” Renathe interjected mildly. He took a sip of his wine and watched our interaction with a calculated expression.

      I could nearly feel the heat of Kael’s anger pressing on me. I tilted my chin up and turned toward him. His nostrils were flared and his brows low.

      “In order to stop the mage, I had to provide a sacrifice.”

      “Where did you learn that?”

      “In Scotland, when I was with the druids.”

      Kael’s jaw was granite. “You have known that long, and you didn’t tell me?”

      I crossed my arms and considered standing so he wasn’t hovering over me so much, but we were probably making a big enough scene as it was. “I didn’t owe you any kind of explanation.”

      Hurt flashed quickly over his face. It had been the wrong thing to say. I shouldn’t have snapped, and my throat tightened with guilt.

      I continued with a softer tone. “Kael, it was either you...or me. What else could you expect?”

      He leaned toward me, but I didn’t shrink away. Kael was so close I could catch his peculiar citrus-and-rain scent. “What else do I expect? I expect you not to try to get yourself killed, Livvie.”

      “There was no other way. I didn’t want to hurt you.” I held his gaze. “I had to stop him. I tried to do what was necessary to save thousands of lives.”

      The shifter fell silent. Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t argue with my logic; if he had been in my position, he would have done the exact same thing, and he knew it.

      “Well, this is certainly the most interesting date I have been on.” Ren smirked at me. “Aren’t we supposed to be the ones with the romantic tension?”

      I sniffed, though heat crawled up my neck. Kael and I did not have ‘romantic tension.’ I glanced at my glass of wine and really wished I had something a bit stronger.

      Kael pulled a chair from an empty table and scowled so viciously at the waiter who started to complain that the man quickly backed off. He sat slowly and propped his arms on the table.

      “So, what’s wrong with her?” He waved his hand at me.

      “It’s a common female ailment known as stubbornness,” Renathe said.

      The man beside me growled. “Not her attitude.”

      I shot Kael a glare. I did not have an attitude. Across from me, Ren grinned. He knew exactly what Kael had meant.

      The fae finished off his wine, then said, “I would assume that when she tried to bind the mage with her own life, she missed, and hit the key instead, thus trapping her soul within.”

      “Can I…get it back?”

      Ren ran a finger around the lip of his empty wine glass. A waiter stepped around the corner and poured him another. “I am not certain. However, I would be willing to look into the matter for you. I am rather well-connected.”

      I bit the inside of my lip and studied Ren through narrowed eyes. His face seemed open and honest enough, but I knew better.

      “I suppose this information will cost me something?”

      Renathe’s eyes danced. “Perhaps another date, since this one was ruined by a pesky cat?”

      Kael growled. He was getting tense. It was time to wrap it up.

      “Well, you have my number, Ren.” I scooted my chair back. “Thank you for your help, and for dinner. I had a lovely time.”

      “And yet you are leaving with a different man.” He shook his head sagely, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      “You know, you seem to have ensnared the attention of a group of women over there.”

      Ren leaned over to peer around me and grinned. “So I did.”

      He wouldn’t be alone for long. I supposed most women found him irresistible.

      I gave Ren a final smile and turned. He caught my wrist, and I glanced down at him.

      “One more thing.” All playfulness had gone from his eyes. “Whoever possesses the key will also have the ability to control you and your power. Keep that in mind, Olivia.”

      I merely nodded, but I caught an expression of worry on Kael’s face as we made our way through the tables.
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      I groaned as I slid a large box full of books out into the hallway where I intended to take them down to the garage at some point. Back in the study, I squinted at the section of bookshelves I had cleared and wondered if it would be enough room. I had been re-organizing the room for three days. I wanted to add a section on all things supernatural.

      Puffing out a heavy sigh, I leaned against my desk to give my arms a break from the heavy lifting. It was a quiet day. The sky was blue through my window but a step outside would bring a crisp breeze, the first whisper of winter a couple of months away. A faint hint of woodsmoke permeated the house. I loved sitting downstairs in the living room in front of a warm, crackling fire—it was usually calming—but the flames had been unable to soothe the restlessness I had felt over the past few weeks.

      My phone chirped behind me, and I twisted to grab it. I swiped the screen and rolled my eyes. It was Renathe. Again.

      I ignored the call. I’d call him back later. I had yet to hear anything from him about a solution to my magical problem, and since he had gotten into the habit of calling me frequently without offering one, I’d fallen into the habit of assuming his calls would be unfruitful.

      I didn’t mind him calling too much, but I couldn’t decipher if he was being flirtatious, friendly, or just interested because I was some kind of magical oddity, a delightful puzzle to figure out. He had ended up asking for another date as price for looking into my problem, though he wanted this one to be one hundred percent sans shifter.

      I pushed away from the desk and walked over to the window. I opened the curtain and peered out at the empty street. I hadn’t heard from Kael since he had left, the day after my date with Ren. He had gone back to wherever his PITO headquarters were to report to his superiors. He’d told me he also intended on disclosing the information we had discovered about the pack of wolf shifters in England.

      I twitched the curtain wider to let in more sunlight and shook my head. I really hoped he wouldn’t get into trouble. We had left quite a mess behind us. Not only the deceased sisters at the bed and breakfast, but also the dead wolf shifters. It had been fortunate that Kael was able to call in some favors to get us back to the States before more about us was found out.

      Kael hadn’t called once since his departure, and I wished he would. I plopped down in my chair at my desk.

      “It’s not like I miss him or anything,” I muttered to myself.

      His sudden absence made me feel disconcertingly adrift. I was introduced to this world of magic and shifters and fae, with Kael largely by my side since the beginning of the entire ordeal, and then I had been dropped right back into reality with some rather hefty baggage I didn’t know what to do with.

      I tugged the keys out of the front of my shirt and stared at them. I didn’t like wearing them all of the time, but when they weren’t on my person, I was uncomfortable. Especially given the fact that one of them had my soul trapped inside.

      I ran a finger down the tarnished, golden length of the key I had plucked from the depths of the rainforest. If I held it long enough, I swear I could almost sense my soul...and the ties binding it to the key.

      I clicked my tongue and dropped the relics. What was I supposed to do now, besides wait for a date with the fae and worry about my bound soul?

      Getting back to some actual work would likely be a good thing. I had a research paper to turn in, and my boss was breathing down my neck. My sudden trip hadn’t sat well with her, seeing as I had just returned from South America.

      My laptop sat opened and mocking on the surface of my desk, and I glared at it distastefully. I used to enjoy my work, but lately it had seemed tedious and dull. I yearned to be back out in the field, though Kael had cautioned me against it before he had left. It was dangerous, he’d said, given the little tidbit Ren had graced me with about others being able to control me if they got a hold of the golden key.

      A dull throb pulsed at my temples, and I rubbed the heels of my hands against my eyes. The headaches had been a mild annoyance that had pestered me frequently since my return home. No amount of medication, sleep, or caffeine had chased it away. It hadn’t been a stretch to assume it must have something to do with the magic churning inside of me. Since Renathe hadn’t come up with any information yet and Kael had gone quiet, I had turned to the only other person nearby who I thought would be able to help me…Cordelia.

      When I went into her tea shop last week, the witch had been a bit more welcoming, presumably because I didn’t have a grouchy shifter in tow. We sat sipping tea while I told her about the adventures I’d had since the night we stepped through her door. I’d meant to tell her about her witch friends who had gone missing, but as soon as I’d started to tell her, she’d lifted her hand and shook her head.

      “I already know, Livvie,” she’d said. “I felt it...I felt it the moment they…” She swallowed and looked away. “I had hoped I was wrong, but I scryed for days. Their spirits are no longer on this earth.”

      “I’m...so sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say. But she just wiped her eyes with her wrists, plastered on a smile, and told me to tell her the rest.

      After I told her about my confrontation with the mage, and what had come of it, Cordelia sat in quiet for some time. Finally, she told me my headaches were from suppressing my magic and that it wasn’t made to be shut in. Though part of me—almost a living thing—the magic would grow restless if I didn’t exercise it.

      I didn’t see that I had a choice but to keep it in. Whenever I thought about practicing, I saw Kael being tossed across the ground. I had done that to him with hardly a thought, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone again.

      I shoved away from the desk and grabbed a teacup I had left on one of the shelves I’d been cleaning. The tea inside had grown cold, but I still downed it in a couple of swallows. I grimaced. It wasn’t the best-tasting tea, but Cordelia had given it to me, and it did help with the headaches for a time. She also gave me a basket of scones; my stomach growled at the thought of them.

      I think there’s still a couple left.

      A glance at the clock revealed it was nearly noon. I had skipped breakfast, too restless and eager to organize my study. I headed out of the room and eyed the massive box of books. My lips pursed. I needed it down in the garage, though how I was going to do that without making a dozen trips to carry a few at a time, I wasn’t sure.

      Maybe I could slide it down the stairs with a little guidance. Get it done in one trip. I shoved the box toward the top of the steps, until it was at the very edge. Then, I shifted around it. I grabbed the box and tilted it down. I walked backwards down the steps with my hands braced on the sides, stepping carefully and going slow. Halfway down, my calves started to burn.

      “Livvie?”

      I jumped at the sudden voice and lost my grip on the box. The momentum of the books didn’t stop and the heavy box knocked into my legs. I started to fall down the stairs when there was a loud thumping and suddenly a hand on my back. An arm reached around me and smacked into the box, stopping it from further assaulting me.

      I twisted, and my heart beat faster. “Kael?”

      He didn’t answer me, at first. He merely guided me down the stairs and finished sliding the box down to the floor with ease.

      “What have you got in there, bricks?”

      That’s the first thing he says to me after going mute for three weeks?

      “They’re books. What are you doing here?”

      Kael looked down at me. I hadn’t realized he was still standing so close. I couldn’t help but draw in his strange scent. He quirked a smile. “Saving you from being crushed to death by boxes, apparently.”

      Only because he had startled me. “Assault by book avalanche aside, what are you doing here?” It came out snippier than I’d meant, but the man hadn’t even had the grace to give me a call. Who does that, then just shows up at someone’s house out of the blue? I crossed my arms. “You can’t just walk into my house.”

      I’d caught on to that fact a moment too late. I needed to get into the habit of making sure all of my doors were locked.

      “I have something important to tell you.”

      “So, that warrants trespassing?”

      Kael’s eyebrows drew together. “What’s with the hostility?”

      My mouth popped open. “What’s with the hostility? You disappear for three weeks and don’t bother to give me a call or anything. How am I supposed to know what’s happening or what I should be doing?”

      He blinked. “You wanted me to call you?”

      I threw my hands in the air and stepped around him to go to the kitchen. I wanted my damn scones.

      “Livvie, wait.”

      I grabbed both remaining scones—no way was I letting him have one—and started eating.

      “Are you angry?” he asked. He leaned against the counter beside me, and though he eyed my scones, he didn’t ask for one. “Sorry I didn’t knock.”

      Men. This wasn’t about him not knocking.

      “You’re always welcome here, Kael,” I admitted. “I just—”

      My phone blared, and I pulled it out of my pocket. Renathe again. I tossed my cell to the counter. Kael was silent, waiting.

      “I guess a phone call would have been nice. I was worried.” Ugh. This was so not like me. “A bit, I mean.”

      “I’m sorry.” Kael’s voice was quiet. “I should have called. Something came up.”

      His tone made me uneasy, as did his suddenly worried frown. “Something…bad?”

      “Can we sit down?”

      Was it that bad?

      I nodded. We sat at my kitchen table, and I shoved the spare scone over to him. He took it, but didn’t lift it to his mouth.

      Unease unfurled in my stomach. “Is this about me?”

      Had he discovered something about my magic? Was I going to die, or turn into some kind of evil being?

      “Well…”

      My phone rang again. I huffed impatiently and scooted my chair far enough back to reach my phone. I scowled at the name on the screen. That fae man was getting a little desperate. I silenced my phone and settled an expectant stare on Kael. He looked tired. His face was a bit pale, and shadows underscored his eyes.

      “Did you get in trouble?” I asked, willing to wait on his explanation for being here.

      Kael shook his head. “Not really. I’m not under investigation, but I’m certainly under a watchful eye.” He held my gaze and leaned forward, his hands pressing to the table. “Listen, the mage is on the move.”

      My pulse quickened. So, Vehrin was alive. I hadn’t been certain, since he so suddenly disappeared after our altercation.

      “According to our resources, he seems to be searching for something.”

      “Searching for something? Not coming after me, then?”

      “It doesn’t seem so.”

      What could the dark mage be searching for?

      I leaned back against my chair. “Okay, so what does this mean?”

      Our heads jerked to my front door as it suddenly opened. Renathe strode through my living room.

      “What is the deal?” I exclaimed. “Do supernatural beings lack any sort of manners?”

      Ren walked straight to the table, ignoring Kael’s scowl, and stared down at me. “Why haven’t you been answering my calls?” His tone was clipped, irritated.

      I jerked my head toward Kael. “I’m a bit busy at the moment. Apparently, the mage is looking for something.”

      Leaning against the counter, he picked at his fingernail. “Yeah, well, he isn’t the only one. I’ve gotten word that there is a fledgling mage around, one with a great and ancient power ripe for the picking.” His lips quirked up in a smile. “And you, darling, are the shiny apple.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “You are the new, little mage some are whispering about.”

      “There are people who know about me?”

      Ren nodded. “So it seems. Those relics of yours wouldn’t have stayed hidden long, or your magic. It can be sensed. And you, Olivia, can be caught.”

      “What are you saying?”

      He stepped over to me, and I couldn’t help but notice Kael leaning closer. The man was going to have to work on his prejudices.

      Renathe crouched so his peculiar, teal eyes were level with mine. “I’m saying that you need to leave. It’s no longer safe for you here.”

      “I can’t leave. I just got back.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Kael said. “We can’t risk someone capturing you, using your power.”

      I blew out a sharp breath. “Well, where am I supposed to go?”

      Kael stood. “I’ll take you back to headquarters. It’s the safest place for you until we figure out what the mage is up to.”

      I glanced at Ren, and he nodded. I pursed my lips. I shouldn’t want to have to leave my home again so soon, but I found myself eager. Perhaps it was my thirst for adventure, foolish as it was, or maybe I just wasn’t ready to settle back into normalcy yet. Maybe I couldn’t have normal again until I figured out who I was now.

      “All right. Let me pack my things.”

      “Do not think this means you can skip out on our date,” Ren said, shooting me a grin. “You still owe me.”

      Kael growled lowly, but said nothing to Ren, which was a surprise.

      “Where are we going?” I asked Kael.

      “Charleston, for now. Keeping you safe from those who will be after you is our first concern. But we also need to find out where Vehrin is going, and what he’s looking for. If it’s more important to him than you, it can’t be good.”

      I left the shifter and the fae so I could gather my things once more. I would be leaving to go to PITO headquarters. Another hunt for the mage was on the horizon, and my magic swirled in anticipation beneath my skin at the thought.

      I clenched my fist, as if I could trap the magic inside. Standing in my study once more, I eyed the work I had done for no reason. I didn’t know what the future held for me or what dangers may lie ahead. All I knew was I possessed magic that needed to be tamed, and an enemy my past would not let me forget.

      If I could find the mage, perhaps I could do something to reverse this curse on me and get rid of the relics I had tied myself to.

      In the process, I knew I would be threatened. Hunted. But I refused to stay in hiding forever. I would take action. I had to.

      I’m coming for you, Vehrin.
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