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      BLURB

      Grades don’t matter anymore. Now I know what’s important. I need to protect the girls—no matter what. No matter who, or what, tries to come for them. No matter what it means for me.

      Evan Wakefield’s life changed when he met the red-headed girl sitting next to him in class. It’s not just the pretty, quiet redhead with the fox ears who needs his protection anymore. There’s a new girl who needs him, and she’s nothing like the self-possessed raven-haired beauty with the amber eyes or the smart and quiet blonde who’s always quietly watching and helping.

      This girl is different.

      And she's got a problem that only Evan can solve, using his newfound powers as a Protector. Now, Evan just has to navigate the drama with his multiple girlfriends, all while racing against time when it comes to the oncoming demi-human war.

      There's not much time for schoolwork when the clock is ticking toward the apocalypse.
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      The rain woke him up.

      If it hadn’t been for the rain, it would’ve been dusk falling. Through the open window, William Wakefield could see rolling hills of green, rain pattering on the roof and the walls, even in the pitch blackness of his remote home. He groaned as he got out of his bed, his muscles aching despite how young he was.

      He swore under his breath as he looked at the empty bottle on the floor next to him. After everything he had worked on, he thought that he finally understood it—that he finally got the formula needed to make sure he could control his circadian rhythms. To make sure he wasn’t going to immediately fall asleep the moment dawn broke over the horizon, his body a slave to the sunlight.

      If it had just been him, he could’ve gotten used to working only at night, to getting the crops and vegetables he could harvest early in the morning before daylight.

      But it wasn’t just him.

      The women who relied on him to protect them were withering, and there was nothing he wanted to do more than help them. Every time one of his experiments didn’t work, William could tell that he was closer to failure.

      He turned toward the kitchen to find Olivia working on something that smelled delicious, a wooden spoon in her hand as she stirred something in a pot, her silhouette just visible through the open door. Often, he wondered how she was able to take care of all four of them on what felt like nothing, but she still did. Always with a smile brightening her face, too. Her clothes were so snug that William thought the buttons on her sundress might burst, but they never did, no matter how much he wanted them to.

      “Hi,” Olivia said, her voice sugary sweet as usual. “Did you wake up hungry tonight?”

      William shook his head, suddenly aware of the nausea he felt. It made it hard to swallow. “No,” he said, standing up. “I’m going to work.”

      “William…”

      “It’s okay,” he said, taking a step into the kitchen, his hand on the curve of her hips. “I’m so close. I can feel it.”

      Olivia’s eyes narrowed as she stopped working so she could look at him and chewing on her lower lip instead. “We’re all worried about you.”

      “Don’t be,” he said. “I’m doing this for you. For all of you.”

      “I know. But I just wish there was another way you could do this. Perhaps if you didn’t insist on checking whether the concoctions you’re making up there are poisonous.”

      “There’s no other way,” he replied. “I need to see if they work, and I will not make any of you do it.”

      “I know,” Olivia said, her expression softening. “I just wish there was a different way to do this. Even if it just meant that you wouldn’t have to ingest everything you made.”

      His grip around her tightened. “I’m okay,” he said. He didn’t like it when she worried about him too much, but she was always concerned. “I promise I’ll be careful.”

      She sighed. “I’ll make sure Helen and Anne don’t bother you.”

      “Thank you,” William said, her smile enough to make him waver. She was worried. But he was doing this for her—for all of them. Olivia had to understand that. She was a practical woman, and he had always appreciated that about her. “I’ll come downstairs in a little while.”

      She glared at him. He knew what that look meant, but it didn’t matter. This was more important than Olivia’s feelings. He pressed a kiss to her cheek and walked away from her until he was climbing the stairs, hoping he could avoid the other women.

      He knew he got lucky when he closed the heavy wooden door behind himself as he walked into his study. The room was small and cluttered, but he knew exactly where everything was.

      The books he’d read on alchemy were stacked on one side of William’s large writing desk, his journal opened to the last night of notes. Sighing, he hunched over his desk, jotting the results of the night before.

      The substance had only made him feel nauseous. It hadn’t helped him stay awake for longer than he normally did, but he had been monitoring his pulse, and he had noticed that it hadn’t slowed quite as quickly as it normally did. It was a minor advance in the process, it could hardly be called a breakthrough, but it was something.

      And something was all that William needed right then.
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      Maya stirred next to me.

      She opened her golden eyes and picked up her head as she nuzzled into my chest. I threw my arm around her and held her close to me, smelling the sweet scent of her shampoo. Her round black ear twitched when I exhaled against her neck, and she giggled under her breath.

      “Stop,” she said. “You’re tickling me.”

      I smiled. “That sounds like a challenge,” I said.

      I grabbed her arm and flipped her over so that she was on her back, smiling at her as I brushed my hands up her bare ribs and she squirmed under me. She threw her head back, and I inched closer to her so I could rake my teeth down her long neck. She heaved a sigh under me, her tis moving up and down when she did, and I picked up my head so I could capture her mouth in mine.

      She parted her lips and raised her head to meet my kiss, sighing into my touch as I moved my hands from her ribs to her stomach, under the soft white crop top she had worn to bed. As soon as I brushed my hands against her breasts, she mewled quietly, melting into me, and I had to pull my face away from her so I could look at her.

      Maya was always so beautiful, but she looked especially stunning in the morning, with her long black hair fanned around her and her ears on display. Her gaze darted toward me, and she cocked her head a little as she smiled. “What?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” I replied. “Just enjoying the view.”

      “Stop it,” she replied. “We have to get up.”

      “No, we don’t,” I said as she sat up. I pressed my lips against hers again, knotting my hand in the back of her long black hair as she opened her lips to allow my tongue into her mouth.

      She gasped as I drew my hands closer to her hardened nipples, and she gasped as she arched her back and reached down for me. I grabbed her hand and pinned her to the pillow under her head, my gaze meeting hers when I did. She smirked, her amber eyes shining as she tried to reach with her right hand. I encircled my fingers around her wrist and pushed her arms against the bed, towering over her, just close enough so that she could try to kiss me but I would be able to move away in time. “Are you going to behave, Maya?”

      She arched her knees and chewed on her lower lip. “Depends what you mean by behave,” she replied. I loosened my grip on her so she could sit up. She held her hands up against my chest and pushed me down so she could get on top of me and kiss me, grinding her hips against my hardened cock. “Are you going to behave, Evan?”

      She tried to kiss me, but I moved my face away. I wrapped my arm around her waist, instead, pulling her down close to me so I could align my cock with her pretty pussy.

      “I’m not doing anything,” I said as she leaned down to nibble on my lower lip. “I’m not moving and you’re in charge. If you want to use my cock to fuck yourself, all you have to do is move.”

      I could feel how wet and ready she was as she pushed her body away from me and slowly sunk down on my hardened cock. She paused every second or so, letting herself get used to me as I stared at her, my gaze darting between her heaving breasts and the soft curve of her stomach until I picked up my gaze to find her half-closed eyes. Her mouth was parted as she sat up and I pushed my cock inside of her heated core. She stayed like that for a few seconds, trying her best to catch her breath, until her eyes shot open entirely. I could see how dilated her pupils were, and I watched her tits bounce as she started to gyrate her hips on my dick, my cock searing into her with every single one of her movements.

      “I want to feel you come around my dick,” I managed to say, stifling a hungry groan as her eyes narrowed again and a smile spread in Maya’s face. “Touch yourself.”

      She reached down and flicked a finger over herself as she fucked herself on my cock, her cunt tightening around me as her legs shook, her orgasm spreading all over her body as she tilted her head back and gasped under her breath. She was always so carefully quiet, it was fun to make her scream.

      I pushed up with my elbows, thrusting into her as I did, just hard enough to make her moan quietly.

      “Oh, fuck,” she said, desire thick on her tongue as I swung her so that she had her back on the bed again and I was on top of her.

      She was so hot, I could’ve easily finished just from looking at her. But she was particularly sexy when she was having an orgasm, so I thrust my cock into her as she arched her back and held onto the sheets under her, her fingers curled as they dug into the mattress, her head tilted back as her legs tightened around me. She was strong enough to pull me forward and I kissed her on the mouth as I fucked her harder, and then her pussy was tightening around me again, hot and tight and perfect as my name escaped her lips in a quiet, throaty groan, the sound she was making half-pain, half-pleasure.

      “Come inside of me,” she said, her eyes bleary when she opened them again.

      I took a deep breath as I pushed my cock inside her. “Okay,” I said, grabbing her hands. She curled her fingers around mine and she begged me for more as I plunged my cock into her scalding pussy. She tried to lift her hips to meet my strokes, but she was too overcome with pleasure, and her entire body tightened and tensed as I spilled myself into her and her grip around me tightened, her fingertips digging into the back of my hand as she screamed.

      I collapsed on top of her, breathing softly against her skin as she tilted her head to kiss me again. She pressed her lips against mine and sighed quietly as I pulled myself away from her.

      “I thought you had to leave early today,” she asked between heaving sighs, her hands under her face as she rolled over to look at me.

      I picked my head up so I could look at the electrical clock I kept on top of the wardrobe near the window. I still had ten minutes to spend in bed, but I couldn’t give Maya all my attention.

      And there were more important things than class. I still needed to pass—I was going to pass—but I needed to find something to help Lucy.

      Maya, Faye and Ali all had little bits of the artifact that made it so they were able to have normal lives, but the moment night fell—and now, in the dead of winter, it was falling earlier—Lucy would almost immediately fall asleep, practically collapsing the moment the sun sank below the horizon

      I knew the other girls weren’t excited about helping Lucy, but this was more than just an inconvenience. Since she couldn’t return to the residence halls, she had been staying with me until she found other accommodation. But I didn’t want her to leave.

      I liked her being around.

      Things were tense with everyone else, though. I didn’t think they were ever going to get along. That’s why I knew it was best that I didn’t bring up my quest to help her in the morning, after class, because I knew Maya would only be angry.

      Even when she tried her best to hide it, I could see the anger barely contained in her eyes whenever I paid attention to Lucy specifically. She wasn’t like that about Faye or Ali. I couldn’t exactly call her out on it, since Maya was in charge of helping the two of them, but I wished she had a little more compassion for Lucy.

      From what I understood, without the artifact, it wasn’t just her sleep that was affected. It was everything.

      And she would die a lot sooner than the three of them. Just because she didn’t have a magical device on her. It felt incredibly unfair.

      Her eyes narrowed as she inched closer to me, leaning her head on my shoulder. “What are you thinking about, Evan Wakefield?”

      I kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “What’s your day looking like?”

      “Long,” she replied. I watched her get to her feet, the soft light coming from the window touching the curve of her hips as she walked to the wardrobe. She opened a drawer and grabbed her underwear, turning her head back a little to see whether I was watching.

      I knew she enjoyed showing off, and I was happy to watch her for as long as she wanted.

      “Oh?” I asked as she wriggled her ass into her panties, her long round tail wiggling behind her body. She always acted so composed, it was great to see how she actually felt from the way her body moved.

      “I have to go do some research,” she said, rolling her eyes as she turned around to face me. I watched her take her white crop top off, her tits bouncing when she did. She picked up a tank top from the carpeted floor and put it on. She didn’t bother with a bra, and I could see her nipples poking through the fabric. She laughed quietly and it made her breasts wiggle. “Enjoying the view?”

      “Always.”

      “Anyway,” she said, taking a step toward the bed, then lowering her face down so she could kiss me. “There isn’t much written about the artifact because the person who made it and found it wanted it to be a secret, but I think I’m close to finding something.”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Like a code about something else, like the history of the university. We’re tied to this place—to this city, right? And it has to be for a reason. No matter how many times we try to leave, we always end up coming back.”

      “Maybe the three of you just like it.”

      Maya cocked her head as she slid skin-tight jeans over her long legs. “I’m not just talking about us,” she said. “I’m talking about every single demi. We’re all attached to this place. This is why this fight has been going on for so long. Why they’re still after us.”

      I shook my head as I pushed up to my feet and made my way toward the bathroom. “I don’t understand,” I said. “Maybe I didn’t get what you were saying, but it sounded like all of you were running and hiding, and you were sick of it.”

      “We are,” she said. “That’s all true. And yet we keep coming back here. The city is our battleground.”

      “What’s the code thing?”

      “It might be nothing,” she replied. I watched her twirl her hair around behind her head so she could put it up in a bun. She dropped her voice to a whisper as she approached me again, her black ears twitching when she spoke. “Don’t tell the others yet, okay? Like I said, it might be nothing, and I don’t want to give them false hope. It’s just… I really want to know where we came from, but I can’t go to them without any concrete evidence.”

      “Concrete evidence of what?”

      I watched her reflection on the bathroom mirror as she sighed, her shoulders dropping. She was getting impatient, but after the long ass time they’d taken to reveal who they really were when we were first getting to know each other, I wasn’t willing to beat around the bush anymore. “Concrete evidence of who we are, and where we came from,” she said. “And why the three of us got to keep pieces of the artifact while some of the other demis didn’t. Don’t you ever wonder about that?”

      Yes, among a million other things. “Sometimes,” I said. “Most of the time, I’m just glad you have the artifact. I can see how…”

      She waited for me. I had almost let it slip that I knew how much not having it was getting to Lucy. Maya cocked her head behind me, eyeing me suspiciously.

      It wasn’t the time to play my hand yet. “I can see how much it helps you,” I said, turning around after I ran my hand through my hair, which was getting annoyingly long. Ever since meeting the girls, my hair had been harder to deal with, and I’d had to start wearing an annoying hat just in case people could spot the ears.

      But the worst part was my teeth.

      They looked sharper than before, my canines more pronounced, and I could only hope that they weren’t scaring people.

      “Evan,” Maya said, taking a step toward me and wrapping her arms around my waist. She nuzzled into the crook of my neck, breathing hard against my skin. “I can tell you’re up to something. I know I can’t tell you not to do whatever it is that you’re planning to do, but please be careful. Okay?”

      She tilted her head to kiss me on the lips, her body so close to mine I could feel the heat of her skin even through the fabric of her clothes. “Okay,” I said. “I promise.”

      I just wished I didn’t have to lie.
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      I waited for Maya to leave the apartment before I stepped into the living room. I enjoyed spending time with her, but I knew she was going to want a ride to school, and I didn’t actually plan on being careful.

      She didn’t need to know that.

      The living room was, as always, a mess. Lucy had spent the night on the sofa and she had barely rolled up the blankets she had used, stacking them on top of a mess of pillows. She really needed to find another place to live, I thought, because sleeping on my Ikea sofa couldn’t be that comfortable.

      Still, it was nice to have her around, and I loved being able to walk out of my bedroom and smell her scent on the fabric of my furniture. She always smelled so good, they all did, and I…

      Was busy.

      I couldn’t afford to get distracted, I told myself. I needed to help her. I caught a glimpse of my reflection on the black screen of my television before I stepped out of my apartment. I was still getting used to this transformation, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      At least the girls seemed to like it.

      As soon as I left my apartment, I could feel her presence, her scent lingering in the hallway. “Lucy?” I called out.

      I heard her groan from around the corner and I held back a smile as she walked toward me. “That’s not fair,” she said, her eyes shining. It was cold out in the hallway, but she still wore a short dress that barely went halfway down to her knees, her blue coat snug around her narrow waist and her curved hips, a black baseball cap on her head. It shouldn’t have worked, but it was sexy.

      “You don’t have to be out here,” I said. It clearly bore repeating, since I had told her she could make herself at home when she stayed with me over and over again. She didn’t seem to believe it, and I couldn’t really blame her, considering how protective the rest of the girls were.

      She sighed, throwing her head back as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I know,” she said. “Not when it’s only you inside. But you’re not the person I’m trying to avoid, Evan.”

      I waited for her.

      “Honestly, I just need to find another place to live,” she said, turning so she could look up at me, her brown eyes wide when she set her gaze on me. “You’ve already been exceptionally kind. I don’t want to inconvenience you.”

      “You’re not an inconvenience, Lucy,” I said.

      “They hate me.”

      I held back a smile. It was rare to see her be this vulnerable.

      “Stop,” she said, as if she could read my mind. “This isn’t cute. I’ll be out of here before the week is over.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yes, I do,” she replied, her eyes narrowing. “I don’t think there’s anything Ali, Maya and Faye want more.”

      “So what?” I asked her. “They’re not in charge. And they’ll get used to you.”

      She sighed, her chest heaving when she did. “I don’t want to live with people who are used to me,” she said. When she spoke again, it was barely above a whisper. “Plus, to be honest with you, the walls are thin, and you guys are not quiet.”

      “You don’t seem to have trouble sleeping through it.”

      She laughed under her breath. “That’s cute,” she said. “You’re funny.”

      “Anyway, you don’t need to leave at all,” I said. “I know the place is a little small, but they should be able to go back to their apartment this month.”

      She cocked her head, her eyes narrow.

      “I would’ve rented a bigger apartment if I’d known so many people were going to have to live in it,” I said.

      She laughed again, throwing her head back a bit when she did, loose brown hair swaying behind her when she did. “Maybe next semester, right?”

      “Right,” I said. “What are you doing today?”

      “Class,” she replied, glancing down at her watch. “Nothing too exciting. I might go see someone in the accommodations department. I pay enough tuition that they should be able to find me something.”

      “I have a bed, and you’re more than welcome to use it.”

      She smirked, her brown eyes shining. “Are you hitting on me, Evan?”

      I shook my head. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

      “Also, no,” she said. “How often do you wash your sheets?”

      I laughed. “I’m busy.”

      “I know,” she replied, sticking her hands in the pocket of her coat and taking a step away from me. She was close to the landing before she turned around and smirked at me. “I can hear it.”

      I was used to the other girls acting like this, but Lucy rarely flirted, and this felt like she was. I could sense something else there, too. Impatience had crept into her voice, and I could tell that her living situation was getting to her.

      Even after only a few weeks of knowing her, I could tell that it was hard for her to talk about her feelings. Still, it surely couldn’t help to ask. “How are you doing, really?” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed as her shoulders squared. “Do you actually want to know?”

      “Yes. That’s why I’m asking.”

      “It’s fine, Evan,” she said, shaking her head and waving her hand in front of her face. “I know this might be difficult for you to understand, but I’m used to this life. I’m not complaining. You might not like it, but that’s on you.”

      “You shouldn’t have to live with these restrictions.”

      She smiled. “Everyone does, Evan,” she replied. “You’re just spoiled.”

      “Ouch.”

      “It wasn’t an insult. More of an observation.”

      “It felt like an insult.”

      “So sensitive,” she said with a smile, a glint in her eyes as she cocked her head. “Are you always like this?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me,” I said. “Since you seem to be paying very close attention.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” she said, tucking her long brown hair behind her shoulder. “I’m not just hanging on to every little word you say, and every little thing that you do.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “Stop it,” she replied, her expression softening. “I really do have to go to class.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m going to school. Do you want a lift?”

      “You don’t mind?”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t offer it if I minded,” I said. “Plus, you’re good company.”

      I thought she was going to bite back with something snarky, but she just looked down, her cheeks reddening, and my heart skipped a beat. What was it that Maya had said? I could bring anyone in. I wanted to bring Lucy in, but I didn’t think she was ready.

      “Okay,” she finally replied, picking up her head to train her gaze on mine. “If you insist.”
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      Lucy didn’t talk much on the way to school. She was clearly lost in thought, and the day was darker than the last few had been, so I could tell she was struggling with her energy levels. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, breathing heavily when she did, her hands folded over her lap.

      “Lucy,” I called out to her.

      Her eyes darted open as she straightened in the seat. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to drift off.”

      “It’s okay. I can drop you off in front of the accommodation building, if you want.”

      She smiled gratefully, turning to look at me. She was bleary-eyed and obviously trying her best to suppress a yawn. “Thank you,” she said. “I really appreciate all your help. I know it’s been… intense.”

      “It’s been fine, Lucy,” I said. “I won’t let anyone hurt you again.”

      “I can take care of myself,” she replied, a little too quickly, and I had to hold back a smile.

      “I know,” I replied.

      I pulled up to the office where she was going to get out, and she sighed as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “This is why I hate winter,” she said. “Everything gets so dark so early and I feel like I can’t get anything fucking done.”[1]

      It wasn’t even really winter yet, but I wasn’t trying to make her worry. “You really don’t have to leave,” I said. “I’m sure they’re going to go back to their apartment soon. The landlord is still cleaning it, but…”

      “I don’t need to stay. Thanks, though.”

      She opened the door and climbed out of the car, and I watched her until she disappeared behind the door. She didn’t even look back once, but I waited until I couldn’t see her anymore.

      My phone vibrated in the console and I smiled when I saw Faye’s name pop up in the notification.

      Hey, Evan. I just got off my shift. Ali and I are having breakfast together before class. Do you want to meet up?

      I wanted to meet up, but there was something I needed to do first.

      I have to go home today. I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.

      I silenced my phone after that. I didn’t want her to ask why I was going home, considering I had class to think about. I needed to be quick. I rarely went back to the house I had grown up in, partly because I had engineered my life so I could stay away from it. Even when the circumstances weren’t quite this dangerous, it wasn’t an enjoyable place for me to be, and I was worried I would attract attention to myself by leaving.

      The other demis were obviously watching me from the shadows. They didn’t interact—they wouldn’t have dared—but I could tell they were waiting for something to happen, and I didn’t know what it was. Talking to the girls about it was out of the question, because they were going to ask questions, and try to help.

      I wanted to let them help, but more than that, I wanted them to be safe. If that meant that I needed to keep some things from them to make sure that they stayed that way, then that was what I had to do. I’d tell them, eventually. If I found anything. There was a genuine possibility that I wouldn’t.

      My parents had been normal people. When I was growing up, there had been no sign that this would be how my life would turn out. Everything about my childhood was perfectly ordinary. The most interesting thing about my life had always felt like my house, and that was because I had grown up in one of the oldest houses of my city. That was it. There was nothing to it, except that it got really cold in the winter and really hot in the summer. When I was growing up, my friends always commented on how different the house looked inside than it did outside—my mother had always enjoyed a more modern look, and my father really didn’t care as long as she remained happy.

      We weren’t rich, so it took my dad a long time to remodel the house, but he did it. Slowly. By himself. And it kept my mother happy, so he kept doing it until I was old enough to help him. By the time I was in high school, the first floor had been modernized and it looked completely different to the outside of the house. The space wasn’t open, they had kept the original layout of the house, but they had done a good job of making it look way more contemporary than it had been before.

      The place was nice and airy, and until they weren’t around anymore, it always felt like it was full of laughter and friendly conversation. My father’s pen would scratch over the paper in his books, quickly scribbled notes the background sound of all their interactions. And then they weren’t around anymore, and the silence in the house was stifling.

      I’d thought about selling it, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. There was something to be said for the idea that I could just return, even if I never did.

      I had to. Even if it was a shot in the dark—even if it was nothing.

      And all I had to do was spend a couple of nights at home. It couldn’t be that bad.

      I just needed to figure out how to stop running from my past.
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      At first, the drive home wasn’t too bad, but as soon as I got on the highway, I could feel the nausea building. I knew that leaving the girls behind was the best thing I could do--the only thing I could do to protect them--but as I drove further away from them, I had to suppress the fear creeping up my spine.

      They needed me to protect them. That was the reason Ali had brought me into their world, specifically so I could make sure the girls were protected from other demis...and I was leaving them behind.

      I tried to tell myself that it was just anxiety, that the girls had remained alive long before I had come into their lives, and that they would be fine without me. At least for a couple of days.

      What was the worst that could happen?

      I cracked my windows open, found a driving playlist on my phone and tried my best to relax as I focused on the journey instead. It helped until I checked my dashboard and realized I had to stop for gas. I glanced at my rearview mirror to see that the car that had taken the same exit as me to leave town. The black Dodge Charger was pretty unremarkable and I had barely noticed it during the drive, but when I merged right so I could take the next exit, the driver of the Dodge Charger did the same thing. Their windows were tinted, so I couldn’t even see their outline from my car.

      I told myself I was just being paranoid. The events of the last few weeks still had me a bit on edge, and I could tell that I was letting it get to me for no reason. I pulled into the closest gas station, found the pump closest to me, and watched the Dodge Charger speed past me as they found a place to park.

      Maybe I had been wrong. I felt like I could breathe a little easier as I pumped gas into the car, the grime on the gas nozzle dirtying my hands. I looked down to see the oil on the cracked pavement under my feet as the dingy gas pump clicked. I took it out of the car, put it back in its place next to the pay-at-the-pump signs. I needed to go inside to wash my hands, so I planned to get some snacks and coffee to keep myself awake for as long as possible. Driving had helped me fight the anxiety, but it was making me sleepy.

      Near me, I heard the sound of a car door being opened, music drifting from it. I picked up my eyes so I could look in the direction of the Dodge Charger, but I didn’t think whoever was driving had gotten out of the car. I thought about hanging back for a minute, but it was pointless. I was just being paranoid.

      I walked inside to find the store was warm and busy, a baby crying in the distance A few people stood in line at the counter, while others perused the aisles.

      It all felt perfectly ordinary, except for the smell.

      There was the musty smell of the air conditioner, but something else, too--something rancid. I looked around, trying to find the source of the smell, scanning my gaze over the large wall of built-in coolers, trying to focus on any of the other patrons in the store.

      It was too hard to tell. There were too many people around, because clearly everyone had decided that this was the exact day and time when they should travel.

      Just my luck.

      After I made myself some coffee, I brought it to my nose so I could focus on that instead, but the smell lingered. It didn’t feel like it was getting any better at all, but it didn’t worsen, and it was still too hard for me to figure out where it was coming from. At first, I tried to write it off as an unfortunate side effect of my newfound powers, but it nagged at me until I remembered where I’d smelled that acrid odor before.

      The last time I had smelled something like that was in the presence of diurnal demis, when Tristan had threatened the girls. It had come from him, and I’d had to kill him.

      I really didn’t want to have to kill anyone in a fucking gas station in the middle of nowhere. That had been such a mess.

      I paid for my coffee and the few snacks I had grabbed and left the store, keys jingling as I opened the door to step outside. I had thought the smell would be replaced by sunbaked pavement and fuel as soon as I took a step out the door, but that wasn’t what happened at all. The smell felt like it was closer, and it made my eyes water.

      I looked around, trying to find the source, but there was nothing. There were so many people around me, it was hard for me to tell where anything was coming from—smells, sounds, scents. The rancid aroma lingered in my nose, until I felt like I was going to throw up, and my eyes were swimming with tears.

      Fuck.

      I really needed to get back to my car and get the fuck out of the gas station.

      It was important that I drive home and forget all this shit. I was just letting my anxiety get the best of me, I told myself, and then someone walked past me and the smell got so bad that I had to clasp my hand over my mouth to stop myself from gagging in public because I was pretty sure that gagging in public was rude.

      Fighting the tears in my eyes, I let my gaze dart around until I found the tall figure slowly moving away from me. He was blurry through the tears swimming in my eyes because of the stench, and even though I could see him craning his neck to look back at me, I couldn’t really make out any of the figure’s features. There was only a silhouette, a leather jacket over denim-clad legs, dark hair, and absolutely nothing memorable.

      He got into the black Dodge Charger he’d parked near the gas pumps, and I gave myself a few seconds to gather my wits so I could find some information about the driver. But he didn’t leave, and as a knot tightened in the pit of my stomach, I knew he was going to follow me all the way to my parents’ house.
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      I got back to the house late at night. The streetlights were so dim that it was hard to see the outline of the one-story houses around me, but I could’ve driven home with my eyes closed. As the city grew, parking space got more and more scarce, and I expected to have to maneuver around all the cars parked on the street in front of my driveway, but there was no one around.

      The place felt deserted, and I wasn’t sure why. The houses on the block were pretty close to each other, and I had always heard my neighbors at home, especially from the porch. But there was no sound except for cars driving past my house, a dog barking somewhere in the distance. I tried to fish my keys out of my pocket, but my hands were sweaty, and I was having a hard time just gripping my keyring.

      I shouldn’t have been that nervous about going back home, but being back in my parents’ house always made me feel a little off kilter. It wasn’t just that their memories lingered, even if there was an element of that--it was that there was something about the house that felt a little off. It was hard to describe, and it wasn’t at all justified. A chill hung off the walls, and it looked darker than the rest of the houses surrounding it.

      But my parents had always said that it was just my imagination, and they had often been right. I didn’t need to stay for too long, I just needed to find out if there was anything in my father’s papers about any of this. I couldn’t help but hope that there wasn’t. If I was wrong—if it turned out that going home had been pointless because none of this had anything to do with my family—that would be all the better for me.

      I flicked the lights on as I stepped across the threshold, taking a cursory look around. The house was dusty and it smelled like humidity, but other than that, it seemed entirely normal; none of the acrid smell from the gas station hit me. I took my phone out of my pocket and swore under my breath when I realized I had no signal. I should’ve expected that—getting a signal in the house had been an issue since I was old enough to have a cellphone—but I hadn’t thought about it until I saw my reflection on the darkened screen. I was a bit surprised when I saw my reflection, since my appearance had recently changed, my usually short brown hair longer and lighter, my eyes more amber than hazel, my jaw sharper and more sculpted than it had been before. I opened my mouth to look at my teeth, sliding my tongue over the sharp tips of my oversized canines.

      It was probably best that I wasn’t distracted by trying to get in touch with the girls anyway. I just hoped they wouldn’t worry too much.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw headlights on a slow-moving car outside, and then the sound of the engine receded, and I told myself that I needed to get some sleep before I dove into my father’s belongings. I’d lost the Dodge Charger somewhere along the way, after they had turned off a few exits before mine. That was what it took to convince me that I was right, that I was simply being overly cautious.

      Nobody was out to get me. No one was following me.

      The house still felt wrong—I hadn’t even packed my parents’ stuff up because I couldn’t face putting it away, and the house had always felt like it belonged to them instead of me. The journey had been surprisingly long and tiresome, so I wanted to get to sleep as soon as possible so I could start searching early in the morning.

      I walked upstairs, opening every door, flicking the light on in my parents’ bedroom as I scanned my gaze around. I didn’t like looking at it for too long, but I needed it to remain the same. Their bed was made, the door to the bathroom cracked open, the portraits on the wardrobe half-turned away because my mom didn’t like “to sleep with people watching her”, whatever the fuck that meant.

      I was about to close the door and make my way to my bedroom when something caught my eye. My mom had been a meticulous person, and ever since I was little, she’d kept a hanging calendar right next to the door. I never looked at it because I hated to see how it looked like it was frozen and I wasn’t going to mess with one of the last things my mom had touched.

      But something was different. I didn’t know exactly what it was, so I made my way inside my parents’ bedroom, my breath caught in my throat. Even just being there felt like an imposition, but something was definitely off.

      The image on the calendar had changed. It was a landscape or something, but there was something that was different.

      Different enough to make my heart drop.

      Someone had definitely been inside my fucking house while I was away. And they had decided to fix the calendar without asking me about it.

      I tried to think about anyone who might’ve gone into my parents’ bedroom to do this, but nothing made sense. The cleaners I hired to maintain the house only went downstairs and they knew better than to go upstairs and disturb my parents’ bedroom. I had given them explicit instructions.

      I told myself to remain calm, even as I looked around their bedroom to see if there was anything else out of place, but I couldn’t spot anything. I needed to pay attention, but it was hard when there was no way for me to find any idea of what had happened.

      I paced around the master bedroom, trying my best to find anything out of place, but there was nothing. I rubbed my temple as I saw headlights outside, the car driving past doing so slowly, and my heart skipped a beat.

      I really hoped these things weren’t related, but it was obvious that I needed to go find out.

      As I turned around, ready to leave the bedroom, I stopped for a second to look at the calendar. I didn’t have to look for too long because I saw that the calendar was on the current month of the current year.

      Of course, there were no events marked on it. Nothing in my parents’ hands.

      Nothing at all except for a big X on the last Sunday of the month.
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      I could feel my nails digging into my palms, my hands fists at my sides as I tried my best to remain calm. Someone had broken into my house and left almost everything exactly the same as it had been before. Except they had gone into the master bedroom and fucked around with the calendar.

      It made no fucking sense.

      There were valuables in the house, expensive things that the person who had broken in could’ve easily stolen. From what I could tell, the house remained untouched except for someone flipping the calendar to the right month. Maybe the cleaners had simply disobeyed me, but that made no fucking sense—they could’ve easily cleaned the master bedroom when they were in there, and from the thin layer of dust over the furniture, I could tell that they hadn’t.

      I heard someone kill an engine outside. I tried to keep my breathing steady, ignoring the anxiety cooling my thoughts, and I surveyed the room to make sure there was nothing else that was out of place. I could see nothing out of the ordinary, but it had been so fucking long since I had been there that there was a chance I just wouldn’t be able to tell.

      Swearing under my breath, I left my parents’ bedroom and closed the door softly behind me. I made sure to leave the light on—I wasn’t sure why, but it felt important—and then flicked all the lights on in the hallway. Shadows fell softly on the landing atop the stairs, on the white railing. I tried to still my heart, apprehension gnawing at me as I looked around the hallway. The beige walls were entirely bare out here, and the house was surprisingly quiet. Considering how close it was to downtown, I certainly expected it to be louder. It wasn’t loud. It was too quiet, practically silent, and the only thing I could hear was the sound of my own heart hammering.

      I edged closer to the wall, pushing my back up against it, tilting my head back and closing my eyes as I tried to control my breathing. Letting my fear get the best of me wasn’t a good idea, but I was aware I was at a disadvantage if I was being watched.

      Maybe I wasn’t. Maybe this was just all in my fucking head, and I needed to stop being so fucking paranoid. It was a spooky old house full of painful memories...definitely enough to put me on edge.

      Since it was clear to me that I wasn’t going to be able to get any sleep, I decided that it would be best if I just went to my father’s study and perused his books. Maybe there would be something there. In the morning, when I wasn’t so tired and could explore the house a little more clearly, I would call some friends over and they could help me install a video doorbell, at least. I should’ve done that before I went back to school, but something about disturbing the way things looked in my childhood home had felt wrong.

      At some point, when I was little, my dad had commandeered the third bedroom as his study. When he wasn’t doing repairs and upgrades to the house, he spent most of his time either up there or down in the basement. I could hear tools from upstairs, but dad never asked me to help him, and the basement was strictly off limits for the majority of my life. My mom wasn’t allowed to go down there, either.

      He always said that it was because we could get seriously hurt by going down there, but I thought it had a lot more to do with how much my dad wanted some time to himself. That’s why, even when I was obviously not going to be in danger, I let him be.

      I shook my head. This wasn’t the time to think about this. I needed to focus on the things I could control, and I couldn’t go back to the past and change anything about the way things had happened.

      Outside, I heard the sound of a car door being opened. I glanced up and toward the door, holding my breath...but there was nothing.

      After waiting a few minutes, I told myself I was being paranoid. Whoever had broken into my house was clearly long gone.

      My dad’s office was just as I’d left it, cluttered with books and notes. With my heightened senses, I expected the smell of dust to make my eyes water as soon as I walked in, but it didn’t—there was no scent, nothing I could detect, and it was instantly confusing. I didn’t realize just how much I had come to rely on my nose, or how much sharper my sense of smell felt when compared to what it had been like before.

      The lack of scent, along with the lack of sound, was unsettling. It felt… intentional.

      Manufactured.

      But nobody could manufacture silence, especially not when we were so close to the city. I ripped my hat off my head and threw it on the floor, as if that was going to do anything, all while I fished my phone out of my pocket.

      Of course. Still no fucking signal.

      I was going to have to step out of my house so I could check on the girls, and I knew that if I left, I wasn’t going to be able to make myself go back inside. I was too worried about them. I told myself that I didn’t need to be, that they had kept each other safe without me for the longest time, but that wasn’t exactly true.

      They had needed me.

      They still needed me.

      And it meant I had to be careful, because I knew that whoever had broken into my parents’ house hadn’t done it because they were after me. They were probably after the girls and their artifacts.

      I looked around, my eyes darting between my dad’s entertainment center, the low bookshelf placed under the window, his rolltop desk undisturbed, the cover closed. Exactly the way he had left it.

      I hesitated for a second before I rolled it down to open it. It felt like a huge invasion of his privacy, but he wasn’t going to care, and I should’ve been past the point of caring myself. He wasn’t just going to walk in and find me going through his stuff.

      Still, sitting in his chair felt like going too far, so I traced my fingers over the wooden desk until I found the book he had been reading last before he died. There were other things on his desk, but the book with the blue cover was right in the middle, directly in front of where he had always sat to work. When I opened it, the book immediately fell open to a dog-eared page, and my breath caught in my throat as I looked down at the markings within.

      When I was a kid, and I had asked him why he wrote in his books, he told me that was how he liked to keep notes. But these weren’t notes I could understand—the letters looked scrambled, consonant after consonant, and I couldn’t make sense of anything.

      I tried to swallow, my throat dry. He hadn’t been keeping notes on the stories he’d read.

      He had been losing his fucking mind.
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      I couldn’t make sense of what my dad had written on the edges of the pages, no matter how much I looked at it. I slammed the book shut and sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of my nose. Of course going home hadn’t resulted in anything except the discovery that someone had broken into my house.

      I needed to leave. I needed to go back, go home to my actual apartment, and warn the girls that something was going on. I was tired from spending all day on the road and I didn’t know if driving back to school was a good idea, but I was frustrated and still a little scared and I didn’t know what staying in my parents’ house was going to do.

      I wasn’t going to be able to find more information. It wasn’t going to be helpful. Going home had been nothing more than a colossal waste of time, but worse than that, I had left the girls unprotected and I needed to get back ASAP. Whereas I’d thought my ancestral home might have answers about how to help the demis with their circadian rhythms, it seemed all I’d find here was painful memories and the scribbled notes of a madman.

      My parents had gotten sick slowly--so slowly that I should have known something was wrong. But I’d been so distracted with school and then work that I didn’t pay attention, and even with my training I didn’t realize that they were showing all the symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning.

      Back when I had decided to go back to school, I told myself that it was only because I wanted to make the world a better place. It was more than that. Something had happened to my parents. Even having a full length conversation with them felt like a monumental effort, because they frequently got confused.

      I thought it was old age or something, but they weren’t that old, and I should’ve realized there was something seriously wrong. Dwelling on it didn’t get me anywhere, though, and I couldn’t go back and change the past.

      I groaned as I fell into my father’s chair. I was only vaguely aware that it had happened as I looked around the office, trying to find anything else out of place. It was, of course, pointless. I hadn’t been in my father’s office for long enough to memorize anything, though I had taken more notice of the space than ever before. I fished my phone out of my pocket and snapped as many pictures as I could, trying to make sure that everything remained the same when I came back.

      The plan had to be to go back and get the girls. There was nothing else I could do. I grabbed the book my father had been working on so I could take it with me when I drove back, my hand tracing around the edge of the book as I walked downstairs.

      My plan was to go immediately back to my car, but I saw a Dodge Charger parked outside as soon as I walked downstairs and my gaze darted toward the windows, and the knot in my throat tightened.

      I wanted to leave my house to check their tag, but I didn’t need to. I knew that they were the person who had followed me all the way from my apartment near campus.

      The lights were on, so whoever was outside could clearly see inside my living room, and I was at a major disadvantage. I thought about calling the cops, but I didn’t want to waste their time when this was something I was almost certain I could handle myself.

      I just needed to do this quickly.

      I flicked the light switch off and grabbed my phone so I could turn on the flashlight. I pointed it at the windows, able only to see the movement of my phone in the reflection. I turned my phone around so the person outside couldn’t see the pinpoint of light, and took a deep breath as I made my way to the front door. If they were waiting for me, it was probably somewhere near my front porch. I went to the kitchen so I could leave through the back door instead. All the doors in my parents’ house locked as soon as they were closed, so I had no idea how anyone would’ve gotten inside. But it didn’t matter.

      I closed my eyes and listened for footsteps, but there was nothing. I tried to catch a whiff of a scent, any scent, but all I could sense was dust and the barely lingering smell of cleaning products. This was throwing me off.

      I stayed close to the wall, mostly because I didn’t want anyone to see me, and tried to step lightly over the grass around the house. This was more of a challenge than I planned, as the dry grass crunched underneath my feet, twigs snapping under my weight. Resisting the urge to swear under my breath, I slowly edged closer to the corner of the house so I could survey the driveway. I couldn’t see or sense anyone, and I allowed myself to breathe a little easier as I walked closer to my car, my phone in one hand and my dad’s book in the other.

      I was on the way to my car when I heard someone break into a run near me. They had been standing between the driveway and the sidewalk, and I could only see their long shadow as they ran away from me. I didn’t think about it, I just let myself follow their shadow.

      “Wait!” I exclaimed.

      The figure didn’t wait. But when they got to the black Dodge Charger, they simply ran past when they could’ve easily gotten in and driven away. I didn’t think the driver and the stalker were the same person, and that was enough to send a shiver of alarm up my spine.

      One person watching me was enough to make me uneasy, but this was more than that. It was bigger than that, and I was struck with fear for the girls.

      I told myself not to freak out, but I’d let myself get carried away, because when I looked around, I couldn’t see the person running away at all. When I craned my neck so I could look back at my house, I saw someone open the driver door of the black Dodge Charger. I watched, my mouth dry, as the engine sputtered when he turned the key in the ignition. There was no way I was going to be able to catch up to him, but I was still going to try. I ran to my car as quickly as I could, out of breath by the time I managed to put it in gear and peeled out of my driveway. The driver had gone right, but it looked like the black car was long gone.

      I drove along the street, but when I got to the stop sign around the corner, I knew I was screwed. My hands tightened around the wheel as I tried to calm myself enough to stop my hammering heartbeat, but I had to try not to jump when I heard my phone vibrating in the console next to me.

      I slid my finger over the answer button, barely registering that it was Faye who was calling me.

      “Faye?”

      “Evan?” she asked. “I know you’re busy, I just…”

      “It’s okay,” I replied, my heartbeat slowing. I hadn’t expected her voice to calm me down this much, but I intended to take advantage of it. “I think I’m cutting my trip short. What’s up?”

      “I was just wondering if Ali is with you,” she said. “We were supposed to meet up for breakfast but she never showed. I thought she forgot, but Maya hasn’t been able to get a hold of her, either.”

      I swallowed, not feeling calm anymore. “When did you hear from her last?” I asked, trying to keep the panic from creeping into my voice.

      “This morning,” she said. “She texted me to confirm, so this isn’t at all like her.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, my anxiety turning into low simmering panic. “She’s not with me, Faye,” I said. “Listen, do me a favor, okay?”

      “Okay…”

      “Go home,” I said. “To my apartment. Make sure Lucy and Maya are with you. And don’t open the door for anybody, okay?”

      “Wait, Evan,” she replied. I could hear the apprehension in her voice. “What do you mean?"

      “Just let me know if you hear from her,” I said, hanging up on Faye as I sped away from my childhood home and back to the people who actually needed me.
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      Getting back home wasn’t going to take me too long. I was driving so quickly I was zooming past every other vehicle on the highway. I tried to call Ali again, but her phone sent me to voicemail, and my blood cooled in my veins.

      When I had rescued Lucy, I had been lucky. I hadn’t known Tristan had kidnapped her, and the people who had attacked us seemed to back off at just the perfect time. Technically, no one was after Lucy. People were definitely after Ali.

      Other demis were after her.

      “Hey, Ali,” I said when her voicemail beeped after the automatic “this person is not available” message. “Call me back as soon as you get this. I’m having a hell of a day and I’m worried about you.”

      I hung up and swerved in and out of lanes as I tried to speed past a small traffic jam. My phone rang again and I picked up the call without looking. “Ali?”

      “No, sorry,” Maya said. “You haven’t managed to get in touch with her?”

      “No,” I said. “I assume you haven’t either?”

      I could hear the barely disguised panic in her voice when she answered. “I haven’t,” she said. “I thought she was with you all day.”

      “She wasn’t. I’ve been alone all day,” I said.

      “Right. I know,” Maya replied, the panic in her voice replaced by quiet anger. “What’s going on? Why did Faye come get us? Are you sure that you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Keep calling around. I think you might want to call the police, too.”

      “No!” she exclaimed, then cleared her throat. “No. You know we don’t involve the authorities in demi business. That’s too dangerous for us.”

      “And this isn’t dangerous?”

      Maya scoffed. “You know better than this,” she said. “Anyway, get in touch with me if she reaches out, okay? I’ll do the same.”

      “Maya.”

      “What?”

      “Stay in the house,” I said. “Do what I told Faye to do. And be nice to Lucy, okay?”

      “Yeah,” she said, and I could practically hear her eyes rolling. “Because that seems like such a huge priority right now.”

      Before I could think of something to say, Maya hung up on me, and all I could hear was the sound of the wind whipping against my car as I sped past the vehicles in both lanes.
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      I got back into town late, around three in the morning. I had to slow down as I drove past all the student bars downtown. They were just closing and droves of drunk students stumbled onto the street, barely able to keep themselves upright on the sidewalk. I didn’t usually mind, but it was annoying then, because I needed to get home and make a plan at least.

      Not knowing where Ali was wasn’t an option. And the longer that her whereabouts remained a mystery, the more scared I got.

      I should’ve taken them all with me, I thought, trying to swallow the knot in my throat. I wasn’t too far from my apartment, but the last part of the drive took a lot longer than I wanted it to, and by the time I sprinted upstairs my heart was beating so fast I thought I might faint.

      I hadn’t even put my key in the lock when someone opened the door. “Evan!” Faye said, wrapping her arms around me and locking me in a tight embrace. I held her, burying my face in her hair for a second too long, enjoying the scent of her skin.

      I was vaguely aware that Maya was pulling her away from me, her fingers wrapped around Faye’s wrist.

      “So you didn’t hear anything?” Maya said. They were both looking at me, clearly expecting an answer, but I had nothing.

      I shook my head. “No,” I replied. “I tried calling her, but her phone just keeps going to voicemail.”

      “I tried to use an app to locate her, but I couldn’t,” Maya said. “It looks like the last place her device was seen was here, but we’ve been looking for hours and we can’t find it.”

      I looked past her, at the mess in my living room, at the flipped cushions behind the sofa. Maya hadn’t been joking.

      “Where’s Lucy?”

      “She’s sleeping,” Faye said. “She’s fine.”

      “Great,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Thank you.”

      They exchanged a look. Maya scowled when she picked up her head to look at me. She cocked her head before she spoke. “This is really bad.”

      “I know. When did you speak to her last?” I asked.

      “I don’t know...last night? Before she left?” Maya responded, shrugging her shoulders, her round ears twitching. “I don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention.”

      Right, because she had been keen to go to bed, and Faye was at work, and Lucy had already fallen asleep. And I hadn’t even asked Ali where she was going, because Maya looked really hot and I hadn’t been thinking about Ali at all.

      “She said she was going to go back to our apartment,” Faye said from behind Maya. “I mean, she didn’t say when she would do that…”

      I nodded, my gaze darting between them. “So did anyone go check?”

      Faye crossed her arms over her chest. “I didn’t,” she said. “I wasn’t worried about her until tonight, and the first thing I did was call you, and you said to hide.”

      “I didn’t realize I was supposed to be keeping tabs on her. I was trying to get ahead on some research, and I didn’t even check my phone until I got home so right after I ate dinner,” Maya said, a grimace hardening her face. “She’s a grown up. She can normally look after herself.”

      “I should’ve been here,” I heard myself say.

      Maya’s expression softened as she took a step toward me, her hand reaching out so she could touch my forearm. Her fingers brushed against my skin, sending a warm shiver down my spine. She must’ve felt it too, because she dropped her hand to her side and cocked her head as the pink in her cheeks darkened. “You can’t blame yourself,” she said. “Things are dangerous right now.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I’m going to your place. I have to get her. Stay here.”

      “No,” Maya said. “We’re not doing that.”

      I wanted to contradict her, but I knew it wasn’t going to get me anywhere.

      “We’re going with you,” Maya said.

      “What about Lucy?” I asked.

      I could tell she was resisting the urge to roll her eyes.

      “We’re not leaving her here,” I said. I didn’t tell her that I didn’t want to leave any of them alone because it was dangerous, but I could tell she was thinking it.

      “Fine,” she said. It didn’t sound fine. “But we have enough to worry about.”

      “Don’t worry,” Faye replied. “I don’t think she’ll get in the way since she’s just going to sleep through this.”

      “If only we were so lucky,” Maya said.

      There was no time for them to bicker. We needed to find Ali.

      “Wait for me,” I said. “I’ll just go get her.”
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      I tried to ignore Maya and Faye’s conversation as I walked toward my bedroom. I opened the door to my apartment and my gaze immediately darted over to Lucy  sprawled out on the bed.

      I could tell that she was sleeping deeply because of the way her chest rose up and down, her eyes closed, her head tilted back. She lay on her back, the blanket bunched at her feet, and I could see the outline of her breasts under the large white shirt she wore, her dark nipples pressing against the thin fabric. I took a step toward her, trying my best to keep quiet because I didn’t want to disturb her.

      Not that I thought I really would. It was hard to wake her in the middle of the night, but still. It felt wrong to disturb her. She turned her head a little and the electric light on the nightstand next to her caught her dark hair on the white pillow. She rolled over on her side and I took a step toward her, sitting down on the edge of the bed and stroking the top of her head.

      “Lucy,” I said softly.

      Her eyes fluttered open slowly, a smile spreading on her pretty face as she picked her head up. “Evan.”

      “Can you get up, please?” I asked her. “We have to go.”

      She shook her head, burying her face in the pillow under her. “Come on,” I said, sliding my hand away from the crown of her head to the outline of her face. She leaned into my touch, her eyelashes sweeping across her cheeks, and she slowly smiled, carving dimples into her cheeks. I shook her shoulder gently, and she tossed her head up again before she groaned.

      “I’m so tired,” she said, her voice coated in sleep.

      “I know,” I replied, growing impatient as I slid my hand down the side of her arm until her fingers curled around mine. “All you have to do is wake up and walk to the car.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, sitting up and stretching, flexing her arms as she did. The fabric of her shirt stuck to her skin as she did, and I could see the outline of her body. I watched the gentle rise of her tits as she woke herself up.

      “We need to find Ali,” I said. “We’re going back to their apartment for a bit.”

      She screwed her face in a squint, cocking her head as she did, moving her hand away from mine. I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath until she stopped touching me, the electricity between us overwhelming. “Do you really think she’s going to be there?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Nobody has been able to reach her. We have to try.”

      Her expression softened. “You’re really worried about her.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I do worry,” she said. “I can tell you’re scared. How can I help?”

      “You can’t,” I replied, holding back a smile. “I just need you to stay awake for long enough to get back to their place.”

      “Then what happens?”

      “I don’t know. We need to find Ali before I can think about anything else,” I said, rubbing my temple as I tried to stop the hammering in my head. I didn’t know if I was tired or worried or if this was a combination of both, but it was all getting to me.

      “Okay,” she replied, rubbing her eyes. She edged closer to me, wrapping her arms around my neck and burying her face in my chest, and I felt my heart skip a beat. She was so close to me I could feel the heat rolling off her skin as she pressed her body flush against mine.

      My body reacted to her touch, making me feel like I would give into her charms at any moment. She tilted her head up and her lips parted, her brown eyes shining as she opened them. She was so beautiful. But there was no time for this. No matter how much I wanted it.

      She leaned her head down and breathed hard against the crook of my neck, and I wrapped my arms around her waist as I held her close to me, feeling the soft rise of her breasts against my chest every time she breathed. The fabric of her top was so flimsy I could feel her hard nipples even through my shirt. But I knew I was going to have to walk away, not because I didn’t want this--I definitely did--- but because rescuing Ali was more important. We could go back to this. I was hoping we would. It took all of my willpower, but I managed to untangle myself from her and stand up, my breathing quickened as I tried to calm my racing heart.

      I resisted the urge to grab her hands so I could pull her out of bed because if I did, I knew I was going to pull her close to me and pressed my lips against hers. She was so tempting, and I needed to get a grip before she grabbed my hands and pulled me back into bed with her.

      “Get dressed, Lucy,” I said. We hadn’t even kissed; I was being good, even when she was so close to me. I wanted to make sure I could fix the problem with her sleep  before I took things to the next level. I could tell she was interested, and she was growing impatient, but I wasn’t worried about that.

      She could wait. Once she was better—once she could function like literally everyone else around us—then I would figure it out. Not before.

      She was always too tired, anyway.

      She nodded as she stood up, swaying in place slightly. I could tell that it was hard for her to stay awake, so I stood up and walked to where she was, my hand hovering behind the small of her back. I didn’t want to touch her, but I didn’t want to let her fall.

      She turned her head to look at me, her brown eyes glimmering, a soft smile on her face. Tendrils of loose hair fell around her, softening her features, the light in the room giving her something of an ethereal look.

      Her smile widened into a grin, her eyes narrowing. “Are you going to stay there and watch me get dressed?”

      My gaze immediately darted away from her, my cheeks hot. “I don’t have to look. I can turn around. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I...I don’t want you to turn around.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No,” she replied, covering the ghost of the smirk on her lips with her hand. “I want you to watch.”

      I wasn’t going to contradict her. It would’ve been impossible anyway she was magnetic and the moment she started wrapping her fingers around the bottom of her white blouse and pulling it over her stomach, all I could do was stare.

      She pulled her top up over her chest, and my gaze darted towards her breasts. Her nipples were hard, she was breathing quickly, and I knew exactly what she wanted just from looking at her. She threw her shirt at her feet, her eyes barely open, her cheeks rosy red.

      “What do you think I should wear?” she asked. There was laughter in her voice, the sound deep and throaty and hungry.

      “When?”

      “You know,” she replied. “On our rescue mission.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know how long it will take,” I said. “And I don’t know anything about dress codes. You could ask one of the girls?”

      “Yeah, because that’s the kind of conversation we have all the time. Just palling around, being friends,” she said, and I had to resist the urge to laugh. It shouldn’t have surprised me that she was always like this, no matter how tired she was. Her gaze locked on mine as she cocked her head, loose strands of hair on her forehead, and I barely managed to stop myself from brushing it away from her face. I knew better than to touch her. I had already almost lost my mind doing that once, just in the last ten minutes. “I thought you were going to watch.”

      “I am watching.”

      “You’re looking at my face.”

      “That’s still watching,” I replied, training my gaze on her brown eyes. I really didn’t want to look away; if I did, I was afraid I was going to lose control.

      Lucy knew exactly what she was doing.

      She walked over to my dresser, where she kept some of her clothes, and leaned forward so I could get a full view of her ass. “We don’t have time for this,” I said, but I didn’t look away.

      “You can leave without me. I was going to sleep through the night anyway.”

      “I am not leaving you alone. Any of you.”

      “Am I supposed to be flattered by that?” She asked, turning her head so she could look at me. She threw a white sundress on, and as soon as she did, the game was over, and she was clearly annoyed with me.

      “It doesn’t matter if you’re flattered by it,” I replied, shrugging my shoulders when she walked past me. “It’s just what needs to happen.”

      “Okay,” she said, approaching the door, her hand on the handle. “Let’s go rescue your girlfriend.”
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      I stepped outside my bedroom, barely looking back because I didn’t want to see the way the white sundress clung to Lucy’s curves. I needed to get fuck out of here; the longer we stayed around in my apartment, the longer Ali was missing for, and I didn’t even want to think about what had happened to her.

      Faye watched me step outside, and she and Maya stopped talking as soon as I was in the living room. “You took a while,” she said. Maybe it was my imagination, but I thought I could detect a hint of jealousy in her voice.

      “Did any of you hear anything?”

      “No,” Maya replied for her. “You know we didn’t hear anything.”

      “Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “I’m worried about her,” Faye said, sighing heavily when she spoke, hugging herself tightly. “She always stays in touch, given how much danger we’re in all the time.. This isn’t like her.”

      “I know,” Maya said, taking a step towards Faye, putting her hand on the blonde’s shoulder. “I’m worried, too, but we don’t have to deal with this alone.”

      She looked up at me when she said that, a challenging glower drawing her eyebrows together.

      “I haven’t lost sight of what’s important here,” I said, though I didn’t think I needed to justify myself. “That’s why we’re not leaving anybody alone anymore.”

      “Nobody is going to hurt Lucy if we leave her alone to go look for Ali. We need to find Ali,” Maya said, dropping her voice to a whisper. My hearing had gotten better so I heard her just fine, but I almost wanted to pretend I hadn’t. But it was annoying. I didn’t want to hear it.

      “So you’re just forgetting what happened last time? Because I’m not,” I said. “She was tied to a bedpost…”

      Faye scoffed. “Because she had the artifact, which belongs to us.”

      “Whatever,” I replied, waving my hand in front of my face. I didn’t have time for childish girl drama. “Just play nice, and then we’ll find Ali, and then we can talk about all this. I can’t think about rescuing her if I also have to worry about you bullying Lucy.”

      “You think we’re bullying her?” Faye said. “You should see the things she’s done to us.”

      “It doesn’t seem relevant right now. I know she’s hurt your feelings…”

      “He’s right,” Maya said, turning around to face Faye. “I hate to admit it, because I want to be angry. But I’m not. We need to start moving on. If we weren’t focused on this, then maybe Ali would be okay…”

      “She is okay,” Faye said, her voice trembling. “Isn’t she?”

      Maya just looked at her. Her eyes widened, she tilted her head, her black hair tumbled behind her back and she sighed heavily before she spoke again. “I don’t know, babe, but I know Evan’s going to find her. And we are going to help her. You are going to help her.”

      Faye ignored her, turning to look at me instead. “You keep saying you’re in a rush, but we still haven’t left, and we easily could’ve. What are you waiting for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “She shook her head. “You’re lying.”

      I tried to swallow the knot in my throat. “If she’s not in your apartment, I’m worried about finding her at all. And if she’s in your apartment, I’m worried because I don’t know what happened to her and I wasn’t there to protect her, which is literally the reason I’m here.”

      “You don’t think she’s there.” Maya said, her eyes wide.

      “I don’t know,” I said, and that time, I sort of meant it. I hoped she wasn’t there, because if she was, she was probably hurt. And something told me that she wasn’t—though I didn’t know exactly what that was. It just felt like I was right, but I had no idea how I could even begin to explain that.

      Faye, as usual, seemed to be able to read my mind. “What are you not telling us?”

      I waved my hand in front of my face, dismissing her as I walked closer to the front door. I heard the bedroom door open behind me, and I didn’t have to turn back to know that Lucy was standing right behind me. I could smell her skin, salty and enticing, but I managed to look ahead at the other two and shake my head instead.

      “Okay,” Faye said. “If you are not going to tell us, we might as well just go.”

      “There’s no point in waiting. The longer we stand around here and debate, the worse it might get for her,” Lucy said from behind me.

      Maya shook her head. “You don’t know,” she said. I could tell she was trying to keep her tone steady, but I could hear the panic creeping into her voice.

      “You’re right,” Lucy said. “I don’t know. Neither do you. So we should really go.”

      I heard her walk past me, barely looking up at me as she did, tossing her hair behind her shoulder as she slowed down her pace right before she was about to open my door. She was having a hard time staying on her feet, and I could hear the fatigue in her croaky voice. Her eyes were barely open, but she was fighting it.

      “Come on, Evan,” she said. “You must be dying to go, since you want to protect her so badly.”

      I wanted to argue with her, but I couldn’t. And with that, she opened the door, and the other two girls trailed behind her, not one of them saying a fucking word.
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      I was right.

      Ali wasn’t in her apartment, and there was no trace of her anywhere. The window had just been replaced, and I could smell the materials in the apartment. I could also smell the hint of smoke, but all things considered, the apartment had fared pretty well. I’d managed to get a good idea of it because I’d gone into every room to look for Ali, but she was nowhere to be found, and there were no traces of her.

      It was unsettling.

      Nobody was saying anything, and I could hear footsteps nearby as I looked around Ali’s bedroom. They really hadn’t needed to go to my place—they could’ve probably slept just fine in this one since the fire hadn’t been too bad, and once the window was replaced, there were no other repairs to wait for. Still, I preferred it when they stayed with me so I could protect them.

      Not that it had done much.

      I looked around Ali’s bedroom, at her slightly open drawers and her unmade bed. My gaze darted over the posters on her wall, the Greek letters right above her head barely catching my attention as I tried to find any hints of her presence.

      There was nothing.

      I didn’t see anything.

      I took my phone out of my pocket again and called her, even though I was almost certain that it was pointless. I pressed on Ali’s contact card, my heart skipping a beat when I heard the unmistakable vibration of a silenced phone. I saw the light shining under Ali’s blankets and my mouth dried up as I took a step toward it.

      I leaned down, moved the sheets back and grabbed the vibrating phone. I grabbed it to find it cold under my touch. I couldn’t unlock it because I didn’t know her pin or have access to her fingerprint, but I could see all the notifications on her lock screen. She’d missed all our calls, all our messages. I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat as I tried to think about when the last time she had looked at her phone was.

      She hadn’t checked her notifications since ten last night.

      Maya walked in, tilting her head up to look at me as she did. Her gaze darted between my face and the phone in my hands, and she looked like she was going to burst into tears. “She’s not here,” she said.

      I nodded. “But she was. At some point.”

      “You can’t smell her, can you?” she asked.

      I shook my head, putting her phone in my pocket. “Do you know anywhere she might’ve gone?”

      Maya shrugged. “No, I don’t. I can’t think of any place where she would go and she would just leave her phone behind.”

      “I mean… somebody must’ve taken her.”

      I watched Maya, her jaw hardening she tried to blink back the tears in her eyes. “You don’t know that.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I don’t know. But I think it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      Maya shook her head again, waving her hand in front of her face as if she was trying to dismiss what I was saying. But she couldn’t. Because she knew I was right.

      “I know you don’t want to go to the police. I don’t really see what other options we have right now, though,” I said. “At this point, Ali is a missing person.”

      “They’re going to ask questions that we don’t have the answers to.”

      “Who cares?” I said, my temper getting the best of me. “This isn’t about your secret. This is about her life.”

      “Evan,” she said, her voice a whisper as she approached me and put her hand on my forearm. I felt a surge of electricity as soon as she touched me, but I resisted the urge to grab her hand. “I know you’re upset and I get it--I’m upset too. But you’re not thinking clearly.”

      I waited for her to continue, even though I wanted to scream...to roar. It felt like I wasn’t thinking very clearly, now that someone had clearly taken one of my pack, the animal inside fighting to get out and go on a rampage until I found her.

      “You don’t just have a duty to protect her,” she said, moving away from me when she spoke so she could look at my eyes. “You have a duty to all of us.”

      I glared at her, baring my teeth. “I’m aware, thank you.”

      “I’m not saying that you’re doing anything wrong,” she said, and for the first time I could hear doubt creep into her voice. “I know that you have to rescue her. Just think it through, please?”

      “I am.”

      “Evan…”

      “I am thinking it through,” I said. “I don’t want to put any of you in danger, but I don’t see how just waiting for something to happen, waiting to hear from Ali is going to help us at all. If she dies, or if something happens to her…”

      “It won’t. We’ll find her.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      We both fell silent as she crossed her arms over her chest and leveled a glare at me, her lips pressed together in a thin line. “You can’t. You’re our alpha...you have responsibilities to keep all demis safe, even if I wish you could just go to the police.”

      “I can’t just sit around and wait for something to happen. That might work for you, but it doesn’t work for me.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      I shook my head. She was right; it wasn’t fair, but I didn’t care. It was more important that I find Ali and then I would worry about Maya’s feelings. But not before. I watched as Maya bit the inside of her mouth, sighing heavily, her shoulders slumping. There were dark shadows under her eyes, no make-up on her face, and she looked exhausted.

      “Can you at least wait till the morning?” she asked.

      “Why? Shouldn’t we get ahead of this?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe you should give us a little bit of time so that we can come up with a cover story. We need to make sure that we can keep our secret and stay safe since you’re so intent on going to the authorities,” she said, holding back a scoff. “You don’t have to rescue the rest of us, do you?”

      She didn’t give me a chance to reply; she’d turned on her heel and stalked out before I could speak. I thought about grabbing her as she turned around and left Ali’s bedroom. I heard her say something to Faye, but she was too far away, and I wasn’t able to discern any words.

      It didn’t matter. I could tell she was pissed from the sound of her voice. I didn’t need to hear what she was saying.

      Whatever. There was no time to deal with Maya’s feelings.

      I stepped out of the bedroom and looked around at the girls. Maya was leaning against the kitchen counter, Faye’s arms were crossed over her chest, and Lucy was on the sofa, her eyes fluttering shut.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to sound more confident than I felt. “C’mon,” I said. “We’re going to my house.”

      Maya’s eyebrows drew together in a glare. “How’s going back to your apartment going to help? You just dragged us all over here--”

      I shook my head. “We’re not going back to my apartment,” I said. “We’re going to my house--my parents’ house, where I grew up. Pack for a week.”

      “A week? Evan, we can’t,” Maya said. “We have to…”

      “Do it.”

      “Fine,” she said. It didn’t sound like it was fine, but I could deal with her bitchiness later.

      First, we had to rescue Ali. And we couldn’t do that if we stayed there and waited. We needed to go somewhere safe. Somewhere I could think.

      And, if we stayed in this apartment, I was only going to go crazy, thinking about what I could’ve done to help her.

      “We’ll find her,” Lucy said softly.

      “Yes,” I replied. “I know we will.”

      I really hoped I was right.
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      The mood in the car wasn’t exactly cheerful. I didn’t really expect the girls to suddenly get along, but I didn’t expect tense, brittle silence either. Lucy sat next to me, her head tilted back as she kept falling in and out of sleep.

      I could feel the anger and concern from both Faye and Maya, but neither one of them said much,

      It felt like the drive was much longer when we were going back to my house despite how empty the streets were. The journey, which normally took a few hours, only took about an hour or so. As soon as we arrived, the girls filed into the house and I surveyed the street to see if the black Dodge Charger that had originally followed me was still there.

      It wasn’t.

      I didn’t let my guard down. I wasn’t going to, not as long as the girls were around me. But at least now I would be able to protect them if someone came for them.

      I handed Maya my keys and watched as she led the other two to my front door. I looked around again, trying to make sure there was nobody hiding anywhere, nobody who could get them.

      I walked in right behind them, clicking the light as I closed the front door behind me. They all turned to look at me expectantly. I didn’t want to tell them that I didn’t have a plan. The only thing I was worried about was them, their safety, and this was as far as I had thought things through.

      “Go inside,” I said. “Stay away from the windows. Please don’t leave the house without telling me. It’s only for a little while.”

      “How long is a little while?” Maya asked, her arms crossed over her chest again. I had to try not to get distracted by the curves of her tits as she hugged herself tighter.

      “Just until we find her, okay? Then we can figure out what to do.”

      “And how do you suggest we do that?”

      “I don’t. I suggest you go inside and get out of the way,” I said. “Because I still need to find Ali and you’re only making it harder.”

      Maya’s jaw dropped open as her eyes narrowed. “You’re not seeing the big picture.”

      “You’re wrong, Maya,” I said. “I am. You’re not seeing the big picture, and it seems to me like you’re not even worried about Ali, which is kind of disturbing.”

      She scoffed, taking a step toward me as she tilted her head up so she could lock her eyes with mine. “You know I’m worried about her,” she said, a tremor creeping into her voice. “And I’m incredibly worried about Ali, but I can’t control whatever happened to her, and I can control this. Before you came along, I was the only one keeping us safe. So you can’t be upset with me for trying to look out for us.”

      “I’m not,” I said, taking a step toward her so I could put my hands on her shoulders. Her expression softened when she set her gaze on mine, her skin soft and cold under my touch. “I’m not upset. I’m just trying to focus on this one thing right now. I won’t let anything happen to you, okay? I promise.”

      She sighed heavily, the tension in her shoulders melting as she placed her face on my chest. I wrapped her arms around me, her skin soft under mine, and held her close.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Just give me a minute, alright?”

      She nodded, moving away from me. “I’ll go get the rest of our stuff from the car,” she said.

      Lucy was already falling asleep on the sofa. I let my gaze follow Maya until she was outside and Faye settled against the wall in the hallway as she sighed.

      “I know she can be a lot to handle, but she’s just worried.”

      “We’re all worried.”

      “Right, but… I mean, look,” Faye said. “You’re trying your best, but you’re also new at this. She has been doing it for a while.”

      “Okay…”

      “I’m just saying. Look--honestly, this has never happened before. I don’t think any of us know how we’re supposed to act right now,” she said. “But I know that you’re going to find her.”

      “Thanks, Faye.”

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I do,” I replied. I leaned next to her, her shoulders touching as I slumped down on the wall. “I have to believe you. I’m freaking out a little, trying to figure out where she could’ve gone.”

      “Maya probably thinks she’s dead,” she said. “That’s why she’s acting like this.”

      Fuck--I hadn’t even considered that. It made a lot of sense in that moment why Maya would have been short with me.

      “What do you think?” I said, moving past that because I couldn’t even think about it.

      “I think that if somebody tried to take the artifact from her, they probably killed her,” Faye said, her voice shaking. I knew she was trying to keep her composure, but I could also tell that this was hard for her.

      “So you think she’s dead too?”

      “I don’t. But it’s what I’m choosing to believe.”

      “I hope you’re wrong. Both of you.”

      “I know. I hope we’re wrong, too,” she said, and she walked past me and into the house as I tried to ignore the icy knot forming at the pit of my stomach.
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      By the time Maya and Faye walked back inside, dawn had broken, and Lucy was wide awake. The night felt surprisingly short, and I was worried because we didn’t seem to have any more clues about where Ali could be.

      Lucy looked around, her brown hair cascading around her face as she straightened. “So you didn’t find her?” she asked, her gaze darting between me and the girls.

      “No genius, we obviously didn’t find her,” Faye replied.

      “We found her phone,” Maya offered. “Which doesn’t help at all.”

      “I know. I remember you finding it in her apartment. I just thought there would be more clues or something,” she said, then her gaze darted toward me. “Are you still thinking about going to the police?”

      “Yes,” I said. “In fact, I…”

      Before I could finish speaking, Maya set down the last of the plastic bags she had brought in, and the book I’d found in my father’s study tumbled out of them and onto the floor.

      “I just picked everything up,” Maya explained. “I didn’t know if you wanted me to bring this stuff in or not.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. I really didn’t care. My father’s crazy scribbles and the lunatic ravings were the least of my concern. “It’s fine. I don’t mind. I would’ve helped you though.”

      “You already brought in our luggage, and I didn’t want to bother you just for this.”

      “Plus,” Faye said, flashing me a smile. “She felt bad. She didn’t mean to be a bitch.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that, Faye. I wasn’t being a bitch,” Maya scowled

      “Wow, that’s new,” Lucy said from the couch. “I’ll make some breakfast. Do you want anything?”

      She was only talking to me.

      “No,” I said. “I’ll make some coffee.”

      “Thanks,” she said, getting up and walking toward me. “I’ll go with you.”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Maya rolling her eyes. She leaned down to pick up the book, thumbing the page the book had landed on, her gaze darting toward it. “Wait,” she said. “What’s this?”

      “What do you mean? What are you talking about?” Faye asked.

      Maya waved her off. “I wasn’t talking to you. Evan, why does your book have a Codex?”

      “It’s not my book,” I said, turning to look at her. “And what do you mean?”

      “The writing around the edges. It’s not random letters, things like this never are. It’s cryptography.”

      She crossed the space between us, her fingers sliding down the page as she swallowed. “It’s a really simple encryption technique,” she said. “I think the Caesar cipher.”

      “English,” Faye said impatiently. “What does that mean?”

      “Somebody didn’t want anybody to know what they had written.”

      “It’s my dad. That’s his handwriting,” I said. “I thought it was all just random…”

      “It’s not. It’s a really easy code to break, but if you don’t know what you’re looking for, it can be hard to spot it,” Maya said.

      “He has so many of these,” I said. “That was just the book he was working on when he died.”

      “He might’ve used a different cipher for the other ones,” Maya said. “I’ll take a crack at this.”

      “This is what you said you were looking for, right?” I asked her. “When you first started doing research…”

      “Yeah. I just didn’t expect to find it in your childhood home.”

      I shrugged, unsure of how I was supposed to react. “Yeah,” I said. “Me either.”

      But with any luck, it would help us figure out who was stalking me and, more importantly, who had taken Ali.
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      My plan was to go to the police as soon as Maya was occupied. First, though, I needed some coffee; I didn’t feel like I had gotten any sleep that night. I was exhausted and it was throwing me off kilter.

      Lucy was with me in the kitchen when I was making coffee, and Faye and Maya were talking quietly in the living room. “I’m sorry,” Lucy said as she looked in my cupboards for a cup. “This must be hard for you.”

      “It’s not,” he said, pointing her to the cupboards with the mugs. “Hard I mean. It’s weird. But I feel like if she was dead I would be able to feel it, and I don’t.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s like we’re connected, and it’s weird,” I said. “But I can feel it. So I’m not as worried as they are.”

      “But there’s a chance you’re wrong,” she said. She handed me an empty mug so I could fill it with black coffee and I drank a sip before I spoke to her.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m aware. I just hope that I’m not.”

      “For what it’s worth, I hope you’re not wrong too,” she said. She grabbed the coffee I’d poured her and walked over to the fridge to get the half and half.

      “I thought you didn’t like Ali at all.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “I think she’s a huge bitch, actually. But I don’t want her to die. I’m not a sociopath.”

      “Got it,” I said. “I guess I just need to know how deep this animosity runs.”

      She laughed. “Deep. Not deep enough to want her dead,” she said. “So what’s this codex thing?”

      “I don’t really know. I think it’s probably just a good way to keep Maya entertained right now,” I replied. “I’m trying to trace Ali’s steps before she disappeared so I can tell the police something, but I think she’s right that they won’t…”

      She waited for me.

      “Understand,” I settled on. “And I don’t want to say too much. I don’t want to expose any secrets that aren’t mine to talk about.”

      “Evan.”

      “What?”

      She finished her coffee, set it down on the countertop in front of her softly, and took a step toward me. She tilted her head before she spoke, her voice soft. I could tell she was trying her best not to upset me.

      She looked up at me, her brown eyes crinkling in a thoughtful squint. “It’s not their secret,” she said, tracing the outline of my face until her fingers were threaded in my hair. I leaned into her touch, letting her outline my ears. “You know what’s going to happen to your human ears, right?”

      “My human ears?” I echoed, feeling a little dizzy. “No. Do I want to know?”

      “They’re going to fall off,” she said. “You’ll only need the demi ones.”

      “What the fuck.”

      She laughed, throwing her head. “I’m fucking with you,” she said. “People’s ears don’t just fall off. Demis have to be born without them, obviously.”

      “I’m so confused.”

      “It’s not that complicated,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “And you’re a smart man, so keep up.”

      “Are you going to explain?”

      “Sure. So we were born like this because we are demis, but you’re not. Not exactly. You are a protector, so you got brought on and things started to change for you. I don’t really know how it works. I’ve never actually met a protector. Not before you, anyway.”

      “Okay…”

      “But from what I’ve read, it’s in your blood too. It’s like a gene. You have to activate it, but it lives inside of you.”

      I shook my head. “Before I met Ali I never even thought about this. My life was so normal. Boring, really. I don’t understand how she found me in the first place, to be honest with you. It’s still weird.”

      “It’s not,” Lucy said, shrugging her shoulders. “It’s destiny.”

      “You don’t believe in all that, do you?”

      She shrugged her shoulders again, her gaze darting away from mine. “I don’t know what I believe. I’m glad she found you, though.”

      I raised my eyebrows, a smirk on my face.

      “I am. Look, if she hadn’t, we would’ve never met, and you would’ve never rescued me from Tristan.”

      “Yeah, that’s true, but if we hadn’t met, you wouldn’t have needed to be rescued.”

      She laughed sadly, shaking her head and waving me off. She didn’t seem to want to talk about this, and I wasn’t going to make her. “So what are you going to do now?” she asked.

      “We’re going to the police,”  I said. “You’re coming with me.”

      “All of us?”

      “No. Just you. I don’t want Maya and Faye there. I think it might be too hard for them.”

      “That’s very considerate.”

      I didn’t think it was considerate. I just didn’t want to deal with one of Maya’s outbursts, especially around the people who could help find Ali in the first place.

      “My dad has more books in the basement,” I said. “I’m going to go get them so that Maya and Faye can stay here and work on cracking the code. I think it’d be hard to explain that demis are real to the police, but I can explain to them that a pretty young woman is missing, and they might take that seriously. Do you know anything about her parents?”

      “I’m pretty sure Ali grew up in the system,” she said, shrugging again. “I think most of us did.”

      I did remember her mentioning something about that, but still, it felt weird to think that there were no parents somewhere worried about Ali, about what had happened to her. I couldn’t let my mind go to that.  “Did you?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Does that surprise you?”

      “Yes,” I said. “It does.”

      “As far as we know, it’s genetic, but none of us come from demis,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked her, trying to process what she’d just told me. If they’d all grown up in the system, that meant that they were all orphans.

      She sighed before she spoke, hugging herself tightly, and I wanted to comfort her but I also just wanted to hear what she had to say. I could comfort her later. “I don’t know how it worked for the others, but I was told my parents were normal humans,” she said. “Later, I found out that it wasn’t true. That my mom was a demi. You know we don’t have a normal human lifespan, right? And there are a lot of us  in the foster care system…”

      “That’s what I don’t get. Wouldn’t the system already have a record of you?”

      “There are demi social workers. They were probably the people who gave the artifacts to those three,” Lucy explained. “But yeah, they had to do a lot. They make sure to cover up the details if they ever get out and people think there’s something going on.”

      “What about now?”

      “Other people are taking their place,” she said. “People like me.”

      “Is that what you want to do?”

      “It’s not about what I want to do, Evan. It’s about doing the right thing for my people. You get that, right?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah,” I said. “I guess. This is just...all new to me. I didn’t even know you were my people until a few weeks ago.”

      “Evan…”

      Before she could launch into a long explanation, I waved her off. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go to the basement and find these books for Maya before we go.”
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      The worn wooden stairs creaked as soon as I stepped on them. Lucy followed closely behind me, breathing softly.

      “Watch your step,” I said quietly. I pulled at the string that turned on the overhead light bulb and soft electric light filled the tiny space leading into the basement. “Last time I checked, the stairs were rotting.”

      “That’s not great,” she said.

      “I know,” I said. “I haven’t fixed them yet.”

      “Why not?” she asked from behind me. The floor groaned under her weight again and I craned my neck so I could look at her. The lightbulb flickered above us, and she looked up and took a deep breath, her entire body shuddering. “This basement is really creepy.”

      I held back the urge to laugh. We were only a few steps down the stairs and she was already spooked. I didn’t think it was going to get better once we finally got down there, because even when my parents were alive, I hadn’t liked to come down here. I didn’t like to admit it, but it gave me the creeps too. It was cold, damp and cramped, but mostly, so quiet.

      It wasn’t calm silence. I’d always felt like there was a presence down there, something strange, maybe supernatural, about all of this. But I’d just been a kid, and I was probably just being foolish.

      “It’s a little weird,” I said. “Just hold onto my shoulder. You’ll be just fine.”

      “Thanks, Evan,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      I felt her hand on me and she wrapped her fingers around my shoulder. Her skin was soft and warm against mine, even through the fabric of my shirt, and I felt a jolt of electricity running down my spine the moment she touched me.

      I barely managed to stop myself from turning around and pinning her against the wall, even though it took a considerable amount of effort, because I still wanted to focus on the problem.

      Ali was still missing, and I needed to find her.

      Once we finally got to the basement, a wooden beam shifted somewhere near us, and Lucy snapped her head to look up, searching with her gaze for something.

      The air was still and musty, and I stopped for a second before I took the final step down. It had been a long, long time. Or at least it felt like it.

      I hadn’t ventured down to the basement after my parents had died because it felt like intruding upon my father’s space.

      But he wasn’t there anymore. And it didn’t matter anymore. The only thing that mattered was finding Ali alive and well, and then getting back to protecting the rest of the girls. All of this... it wasn’t important.

      I heard scratching in the distance, and I turned around to look at Lucy. It seemed like she had heard it too and she stopped, cocking her head as if trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. I didn’t know, though, and I wasn’t interested in stopping to find out.

      The lightbulb flickered again, and then the electricity switched off, a crackling sound coming from the fuse box. Lucy yelped, jumping toward me and wrapping her arms around my waist. “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You’re awfully calm.”

      I swallowed, shaking my head and stopping myself from smiling as my heart hammered in my chest. “No. Trust me, I’m not calm at all.”

      Her hands slid up my stomach, towards my chest, and she placed her palm over my pecs. “You aren’t,” she said, but she didn’t let go of me. I could feel the electricity coursing through my veins, sending tiny jolts of pleasure up my spine as she breathed hard against the crook of my neck. This was obviously getting to her too, but I was trying my best to have a conversation. “You seem like you have a pretty good poker face.”

      “I have to. My line of work isn’t just saving people from fires, it’s rescuing them from getting stuck in toilets and fuzzy handcuffs,” I said as she pressed a soft kiss against my skin, raking her teeth over my pulse and making me shudder. “It's easy to laugh if you're not prepared.”

      “What about everything else?”

      “Yeah, I guess I have to keep a good poker face for that too.”

      She sighed into the crook of my neck, placing her face against my skin, and I felt the flutter of her eyelashes on me. I took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to still my heart, but it was almost impossible with her tits pressed against my back, her scent too intoxicating for me to think.

      She was trying to stop herself. I could tell.

      But the tension between us had grown to a point where she couldn’t take it anymore.

      She raked her teeth over my neck until her mouth was level with my ear, nibbling at my earlobe. With a breathy gasp, she hooked her leg around my waist, and I immediately reached down so I could wrap my fingers around her soft, fleshy thigh. Her body molded against mine as I felt the heat rolling off her, and she whimpered, a deep, hoarse sound that sent a shiver of anticipation down my spine.

      “Evan…” She gasped into my ear, her breath hitching in her throat.

      “Let me fix this first,” I said. I traced the outline of her leg, up towards her ass, letting my hand rest on the ample flesh of her ass as she clung even closer to me. “Then we can do this right... in bed.”

      She laughed into my ear. “What makes you think I want to do this in bed?”

      I fought a shiver of arousal as she set her leg down and pulled away from me. “Lucy,” I said, turning around to face her. “I…”

      I was interrupted by the sound of scratching again.

      But this time, there was something else to it. It wasn’t just the distant scratch of a squirrel outside.

      It was steady. At first, I thought it sounded a little like odd music. It only took me a few seconds to realize that it definitely wasn’t. Whatever this was, it was more desperate than that.

      It felt primal.

      As we got deeper into the basement, the sound got closer. There were no windows down there, but the basement wasn’t that big and by the time I was halfway there, I should’ve been able to find the source of the sound.

      But I didn’t. And it certainly wasn’t coming from outside.

      There was something in the basement. I didn’t know what it was or where it was coming from, but I was certain that it was in there. I could hear the steady thrum echoing in the walls, practically rattling the tiny windows near the staircase.

      I turned to Lucy. “You can hear that too,” I said. “Right?”

      “I can hear it,” she said, her voice shaking. Before, when we had been on the stairs, she had been frightened; but when she had touched me, things had changed. There was something fun about it, something intimate.

      But the growing panic in her voice? There was nothing fun about that. It was pure unadulterated fear. And I could feel my poker face crumbling.

      “Evan,” Lucy asked. “What’s going on? What is this?”

      “I didn’t tell you guys this,” I said, because full disclosure seemed like the best policy at that moment. I searched for her bright brown eyes in the darkness, holding her gaze for a few seconds before I spoke. “When I came back, somebody had broken into my house. And I thought that the best thing I could do was to go back and get all of you before anything happened. But Ali was gone…”

      “That wasn’t your fault.”

      “I know. You don’t have to tell me. But there’s something very weird about all of this, and I can’t help but think that it’s all related.”

      “I don’t know if it’s related, but there’s something down here for sure,” she said, then she took a deep breath as she tilted her head. Even in the darkness of the basement, I could look up at her head and see her ears twitch over her long brown hair. “It’s definitely coming from in here.”

      “I know. But where from, exactly?”

      “You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I think it’s coming from the ground,” Lucy replied. “Like right below us.”

      I appraised her, trying to figure out if she was joking. She was right; that was crazy. It was probably a mouse in the pipes or something. It was nothing to worry about.

      Then the thumping started again and I felt cold anxiety creeping into my blood, taking a small step forward into the basement.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but I think you’re right,” I said.

      The thumping got loud again, and I kicked my foot against the asphalt. Maybe I was right and it was random—maybe it was just an animal and we were being paranoid because of everything happening around us, since Ali was missing.

      But the sound happened once again. That time, it was clearly a direct response to my foot.

      “What the fuck?” I said under my breath. “What could possibly be below this basement? My parents were a little weird, but they never mentioned a secret dungeon.”

      “I don’t know,” Lucy said. “But whatever it is, it’s fucking terrifying.”

      I didn’t want to agree with her. I didn’t want to scare her anymore then she already was, but I couldn’t think of any scenarios in which this was a good thing.

      I got down on my knees, feeling around on the floor for anything that might indicate that there was another level below the basement, trying to listen for the sound again.

      “Can you feel anything?” Lucy asked.

      I glanced over to see that she’d knelt beside me, her breasts spilling over the low neckline of her dress. My eyes were getting better at seeing in the dark and I raked my gaze down her body, stopping at her heaving chest and the dress cinched to her waist. She was so stunning, especially in that sundress which clung to her curves in all the right places, that it was hard to focus on anything else.

      “You mean, like a trapdoor?” I replied.

      “What else would I mean?” she asked.

      There was a slight challenge in her voice, but she also sounded a little more like herself again, and I finally managed to drag my gaze away from her as I focused on palpating the cold hard ground under me.

      I shook my head, feeling along under an old rug that my father must’ve placed there at one point, but I didn’t remember him buying it or taking it down the stairs into the basement.

      He had to have done it after I’d left.

      “Got it?” Lucy asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “On three. One, two, three...”

      We pulled it off the ground together. It was too dark to see the ground, but I crawled toward the center of the floor and my breath caught in my throat when my fingers felt something metal and webbed under me.

      “Can you feel that?” I asked Lucy.

      She crawled toward me, her rich chestnut hair tumbling down her shoulders, a sliver of light catching the side of her face. “Feel what?”

      I took my phone out of my  pocket, turning on the flashlight and pointing it toward the hatch, lighting up the inside of what looked like a well. But I couldn’t see anything at all.

      The thumping got noisier, more desperate. I could hear an echo coming from downstairs, the sound rowdier, more insistent.

      Whatever this was--whatever it was--it sounded like it went deep.

      And it wanted me to follow it.

      “Hello?” Lucy said. An echo answered her.

      I tried to lift the hatch, but it wouldn’t budge. I thought it was locked but there was no way for me to check.

      “You don’t think she’s down there, do you?” Lucy asked, tilting her head up to look at me.

      I tried to swallow down the knot in my throat. “Ali? No,” I said. “I mean, there’s no way she managed to pull this grate off the ground. She’s so tiny.”

      Lucy’s eyes narrowed. I thought she was going to contradict me, but she only cocked her head. “Are you sure?”

      I glared at her. I really didn’t want to get into an argument about how strong Ali was.

      “Ali,” Lucy said into the well. “If you’re in there, knock twice.”

      Her voice echoed, and for a second, there was nothing around us other than cold silence.

      Then it came.

      One knock.

      Two knocks.

      Then the room fell quiet again.

      Lucy’s gaze darted toward me, her eyebrows shooting up.

      “Ali?” I asked, leaning down so she could hear me. “Is that you? Can you hear me?”

      I heard the faint sound of a scream coming from the bottom of the dungeon, and my heart dropped to my stomach.
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      “Don’t worry,” I said into the hole in the ground. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      There was no response. Lucy put her hand over mine and tried to flash me a smile, even though it was clearly hard for her. “This is good news,” she said. “It means she’s alive. We just have to get her out of there.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head, curling the ends of my fingers around the metal grate leading to the fucking dungeon in my father’s basement. I was going to have to worry about that at some point, but first, I needed to worry about Ali. “How the hell did she get down there?”

      I needed to get her out.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Lucy said. “We can figure it out later.”

      I ignored her. “I don’t get it. I don’t know how she got in there. I think we’ll have to call someone to get her out.”

      I heard desperate thumping coming from down the well again.

      “I don’t think she wants you to,” Lucy said.

      One knock. I wondered if that meant something.

      “Knock again if you don’t want me to call for help, Ali,” I said into the wall, and my own voice answered me. My voice sounded far more certain than I felt. I could only hope both of the girls found it calming, because inside, I was freaking out.

      “Fine,” I said, trying my best to resist the urge to roll my eyes. Getting help was the best idea I had, but these girls were so insular, so resistant. There was no point convincing them. I just needed to go along with their plan until they realized that calling someone was the best option.

      “So what are you going to do?” Lucy asked, looking at me expectantly.

      “I’ll try to pull you up, but if I can’t, I’m getting help. You’re not staying down there,” I said in response down into the well.

      “What do you want me to do, Evan?”

      “Um... I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t think we can just pull this door off together.”

      “I’ll go get Maya and Faye,” Lucy said. “They should know about this.”

      I nodded. “Good idea. I think they’ll want to help,” I said. “Go.”

      I watched her for a second as she got to her feet. I looked at her lithe thighs and her fine hips as her footsteps receded when she went upstairs.

      “Ali,” I said. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of there. Are you hurt?”

      There was no answer.

      “Knock once if you’re hurt, twice if you’re seriously injured.”

      I hoped she wouldn’t knock at all, but I expected her to be hurt, since I couldn’t see how far the well went.

      She knocked once and I breathed in deeply to slow my hammering heart. I touched around the cool metal of the grate door. The screws were hammered in and there was no way I was going to be able to pry it off with my bare hands, even if I could get all the girls to help.

      Even with a wrench, I didn’t know if I’d be able to get the hatch off. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t noticed that there was a fucking dungeon under my house, and that the door to it had literally been nailed down to the fucking ground.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’ll be right down there.”

      “You found her?” I heard from the stairs. I lifted my head up to see Maya speaking, her hands interlocked in front of her chest, her breathing slightly quickened.

      “Lucy found her,” I replied, still looking down at the well and finding absolutely nothing but darkness. I tried to get her scent, but she was so far down, there was nothing, and that scared me.

      I saw as Maya shot Lucy a quick, almost imperceptible look, but she said nothing.

      “How did she get down there?” Faye said, her voice trembling.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t even know that down there existed,” I replied. “This is freaking me out.”

      “Do you need us to get like, some tools so you can unscrew the hatch or something?” Faye said, ever the problem solver. If we hadn’t been in such a fucked up situation, I would’ve probably smiled.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t think so. This is nailed down to the ground pretty good. It would take more than a crowbar to break it open.”

      Faye approached me, kneeling down next to me.

      “Hey,” she said. Her bracelet twinkled in the darkness, and when she reached out to touch my shoulder, something happened to the door under us. I didn’t look at her, I was too entranced with what was happening to the fucking door, because it shimmered too. It became reflective for the briefest of seconds, and I heard a lock click as I watched, my eyes wide. “Good job finding her. We’ll get her out.”

      “I know,” I said. At that point I did know. I just instinctively knew that the door had unlocked, even though there was no way I could’ve known that. I could worry about it later.

      I wrapped my fingers around one of the metal bars on the hatch door and lifted it up without any difficulty. It was as if it didn’t weigh anything. I scraped along the floor as I pulled away from the entrance to the dungeon. “Ali?”

      The knocking started again, and this time I could hear a voice very faintly.

      “Are you in there?”

      I heard her voice. It was definitely her. That was the assumption I’d been operating under, because I wanted her to be in there, but there was a chance it wasn’t. I was relieved and overwhelmed at once, immediately worried for her safety as I stuck my hand down the well and touched the cold brick. I leaned down so I could listen for her.

      I wasn’t sure, but I thought she was saying my name.

      She sounded like she was so far away. This dungeon was deep.

      “Faye, listen, go to one of these cupboards and find me some rope,” I said. “We’re going to have to throw that down the well so that Ali can climb it.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t need a rope,” Faye offered. “Maybe it’s not that deep.”

      “Listen,” I said into the well, an echo mixed with Ali’s desperate plea answering me.

      “What if she is hurt?” Faye said. “You don’t want her to have to climb up a rope, do you?”

      I shook my head, trying to ignore the desperate feeling in my stomach. “She doesn’t have to climb. She just needs to hold onto it.”

      “You think she can do that?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know. But she doesn’t want me to call anyone, and I’m not going to leave her down there,” I said, trying to hide my anxiety from the girls’ probing stares.

      “How did she get down there in the first place?” Faye asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “There’s no time for this, Faye...”

      “This is exactly like her,” Maya said from behind me. I thought she was angry at first, but it took me a few seconds to realize she was on the verge of tears. “She ends up somewhere totally random and completely fine, and all she did was get us to worry about her.”

      “That’s a big drop, Maya. I think Evan is right,” Faye said, looking into the dungeon. “I don’t think she would’ve gone down there willingly.”

      An enthusiastic knock answered her.

      “Get the rope,” I told Faye. “Hey, Ali, do you hear me okay?”

      A knock, just one, which I thought was meant to be a straightforward yes.

      “Great,” I said. “We’re going to find a way to get you out.”

      Once Faye had found the rope, we lowered it into the ground slowly. I didn’t need the girls’ help--I was sure I was going to be able to pull Ali out without needing them to exert themselves, but they obviously wanted to be a part of this. They’d been worried sick about her.

      As we lowered the rope into the well, the dungeon, whatever it was, I had a little time to marvel at how deep it went before I felt someone tug on it. Based on the length of the rope we’d tied together, the pit had to be at least four hundred feet deep.

      “Wrap your arms and legs around it. Make sure to leverage your weight against the wall,” I said into the darkness, my fingers curled around the rope. I’d known this was going to be hard, but I didn’t know how long I was going to have to hold on for, and the material was already cutting into the skin of my palms. I would be fine, but I worried about the girls. “Have you ever gone rock climbing before?”

      “She hasn’t,” Maya said. “She’s afraid of heights.”

      “At least it’s really dark in there,” Lucy quipped from behind me.

      “Shut up,” Faye said.

      “Okay, Ali, I want you to stay near the wall,” I said, ignoring them. “Try to put your feet flat against it as if you were just walking somewhere, alright? And don’t look down.”

      There was no answer—of course there was no answer—but then I felt a tug on the rope again and I could tell that Ali had begun to make her way up toward us.

      The process took a long time, and my anxiety only grew as we held onto the rope. “You got it?” I asked.

      She tugged on the rope again.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get her out of there. Just pull, alright?”

      We drew the rope toward us, slowly, deliberately, as fast as I could. It was hard, because the girls were getting tired, and this wasn’t a particularly coordinated effort.

      After what felt like a long fucking time, we managed to pull Ali so close to us that I could smell her electrifying scent.

      “We’re so close,” I said into the well, trying to speed up the process of pulling her out of the well. “Just a little longer to go, okay?”

      I heard Ali groan. It was a pained, tortured sound, and I was immediately worried about her. But then she was right there, just hanging from the side of the hatch, and I reached down for her, curling my hands around her forearms and pulling her out.

      She yelped, obviously in pain, and I felt a little bad for having to pull her up so brusquely. She stumbled forward as I sat up so I could catch her, and she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “Evan,” she whimpered into my shoulder, and I wrapped my arms around her waist as she buried her face in my chest.
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      The other girls huddled around us, but Ali didn’t seem to want to talk to them.

      She was cold to the touch, and as soon as my hand was on the back of her head, I felt her slump against me. She had to be exhausted. Wherever she had been trapped—it was really deep.

      “Did you get thrown in there?” I asked into her ear.

      She shivered against me and I felt her head move as she nodded, her breath hot against my chest even through the fabric of my shirt.

      I wanted to examine her—I was sure Faye wanted to examine her, too—but she didn’t give me a chance. She clung on to me fiercely, and it was obvious that she didn’t want to let go.

      “I’ll go make you some tea. You must be upset,” Maya said. “Maybe we should all go, give them some space.”

      Faye and Lucy appeared to agree, because they stood up and I heard them moving toward the stairs and then away from the basement. Their footsteps on the kitchen above were just loud enough to remind me that they were there, they were okay, and it was surprisingly reassuring.

      I held Ali for a long time, and she slowly grew warmer under my touch, her breath steadying after a bit. I was surprised that she didn’t seem to be in pain as I wrapped my arms around her and kissed the top of her head.

      “How long have you been there for?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, obviously holding back a sob. Her voice sounded croaky, tired. She had probably called out for help for a while, and I hadn’t even heard her.

      I had so many questions for her, but none of them seemed important as I held her close to my chest, letting my heartbeat slow down as the certainty that she was going to be okay sunk in.

      “It’s okay,” I said as she stifled a sob against my shirt. “I got you.”

      “I didn’t think… I didn’t know…”

      “It’s okay,” I repeated. “Calm down. You’re fine. Just tell me what happened.”

      “It was so stupid,” she said. “I wasn’t supposed to end up here, I just…”

      “Well, for what it’s worth, there wasn’t supposed to be a dungeon here,” I said. “So I’m sure nobody thought you were going to end up there.”

      She laughed again, this time a little more sincerely. “There’s no way out,” she said. “I... I checked everywhere.”

      Great. So it was a fucking oubliette. An oubliette my father had built. What else didn’t I know about him?

      I was going to have to worry about it later, since Ali clearly needed me.

      “Were you dropped in there?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said. She didn’t seem to want to volunteer more information and I wasn’t going to make her talk to me until she was ready.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t break anything.”

      She shook her head, waving her hand in front of her face. “Even if I did, I told you, demis heal faster than humans.”

      “So you did break something.”

      Her gaze darted away from mine. “I’m fine now.”

      I wanted her to tell me everything. I wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily. “What happened?”

      “It wasn’t supposed to go like this. It was supposed to help.”

      “What was supposed to help?”

      She looked up at me, tears in her teal green eyes. “I don’t want you to get mad.”

      “I’m not going to get mad, Ali, but you need to tell me what happened. I need to know everything,” I said, looking at her pretty face and wiping away the tears.

      “But I...”

      “It’s okay,” I said, my gaze sweeping over her freckles. “We were so worried about you.”

      “I know,” she said, wiping the tears in her eyes with the back of her hand when I stopped touching her. “I know you were worried about me. I didn’t tell you because I just wanted to help.”

      “Okay. Take a deep breath and tell me what you mean by that.”

      She moved away from me, sitting on the soles of her feet as she straightened up. She tossed her curly copper hair behind her shoulder taking a deep breath to steady herself before she spoke.

      I smiled at her. “There you go. Now just tell me. Take your time. It’ll be okay.”

      “Ever since you brought Lucy to your apartment, you have been super distracted.”

      I told myself I wasn’t going to be mad, but this was already starting to piss me off. She was the one who’d fallen down the well and she was already calling me out for something when all I wanted to do was a conversation with her. “Ali, I’m busy. I want to protect all of you, but…”

      “It’s not that. You didn’t do anything wrong. And I know you’re just trying to help…”

      “Okay,” I said, waiting for her to elaborate, trying my best to control my temper. She didn’t need to hear how upset I was. She was hurt and scared. We could hash all of this out later.

      “You said you wanted to help with whatever was wrong with her, and I thought that I might be able to find answers in your home. You’re our protector, and you know it is genetic, so…”

      “And you didn’t think to share this with me?” I asked. “You just broke into my house?”

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to help get you some answers so you could find the cure for Lucy. Then you would be happy about it, and I could bring you back here and show you everything that you missed,” she said. “Everything your father left for you to find.”

      I didn’t even know where to begin with that, but I knew one thing for certain. “You can’t break into people’s houses, Ali.”

      “I didn’t,” she replied, looking away from me. She tugged at her necklace, where she kept her keys, and grabbed one of them as she pointed it at me. “I have a key.”

      “Wait. I don’t understand.”

      “Every door in this house can be opened by the artifact.”

      “What?”

      “It was just a theory,” she said, shrugging her shoulders, and for the first time since I’d seen her again, I noticed her shirt was torn. “I didn’t know if it was going to work. And it did, and I came in and I tried to look for answers and I couldn’t find any. There were a few things here and there, a few clues, nothing concrete. And then I heard this sound outside, and I could smell them. It was a lot, and I just…”

      “Who was it?” I asked, though I didn’t think I needed to. I just wanted her to give me a complete version of events.

      “I’m not exactly sure, but I just...I could feel that they were going to hurt me. They obviously knew I was here, because they tried to follow me, and I came downstairs because this was the most obvious place to hide, and I wasn’t looking so I just…” she trailed off, as if she was trying to remember exactly what had happened. “I don’t know, I guess I must have fallen.”

      “What happened after that?”

      “They left,” she said. “I don’t know, they must’ve thought I was hiding, but they looked around for a little bit and then they just left. I tried to get out for a while, but there’s nothing down there except this, like, weird collection of things. It feels like a place where people are thrown in and forgotten…”

      “Wait,” I asked. “What did you see down there?”

      Ali’s eyes narrowed as she shook her head. “You know what? Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We can worry about it later. Do you know who was pursuing me?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know anything about any of this,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re even here for, exactly.”

      “I can explain,” she said, slowly getting to her feet. She was wobbly on her feet, so I stood up and held out my hand so she could use me for leverage. “But I think I’m going to take that cup of tea first.”
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      We sat around the living room, sunlight streaming through the half-open blinds hanging from the windows.

      Ali sipped on a hot cup of black tea, a colorful pillow on her lap. She brought the full mug of steaming hot tea shakily to her lips, wrapping a strand of currant red hair around her ring finger.

      Her eyelashes were still wet from crying, and her skin was dirty with dust. I felt a little bad when she looked up at me and took a deep, shuddering breath. I wanted to ask her if she was certain she didn’t need medical attention, but Faye was watching her closely, and I figured the blonde med student would know if Ali was hurt worse than she claimed.

      “Okay,” I said once it looked like she was ready to speak again. “So you said you came here for answers, but there’s a couple of things I don’t understand. First, why did you leave your phone back in your apartment?”

      “That was actually an accident,” she said. “I looked up the address and got a bus here. I brought my bag, but I guess I mustn’t have packed my phone. It was really sudden, and by the time I checked for my phone, it was too late and I couldn’t exactly turn back. It felt a little silly, but I figured I could look up the house when I arrived here. Anyway, I didn’t need to, because when I hopped off the bus, I just knew where to go instinctively.”

      I raised my eyebrows, obviously asking her for an explanation.

      “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “It was just like listening to my body as soon as I hopped off the bus. And then things got complicated, but yeah, I didn't mean to leave my phone behind. All of this happened so fast. I was supposed to be able to just be in and out.”

      “You could’ve told me,” I said. “If you wanted to come here, you could’ve just said something.”

      Ali shook her head. “No,” she said, looking up at me, her eyes brimming with tears again. I hated seeing her cry, but I was worried. She could’ve gotten seriously hurt. I just needed her to talk to me. “I was supposed to come home with the solution, not make things worse for you.”

      “This isn’t your responsibility,” I said. “I wanted to help Lucy because I want her to have a normal life, like the three of you get to have, but not at your expense.”

      Ali sighed, her shoulders slumping. The black crop top she was wearing was stained with dirt and mud, and her leggings looked like they were ripped at the knees. There were bruises on her arms, but they didn’t look too bad, and I could see that Faye was watching her closely enough that I wasn’t too worried about any injuries. She’d said it herself. Demis healed quicker than humans did.

      “I don’t get why you’d want to help her,” Faye said. “She’s such a jerk.”

      “I’m sitting right here,” Lucy said.

      Faye scoffed. “I know. That’s why I was so polite.”

      “She doesn’t want to help Lucy, Faye,” Maya said. “She just wants her out of our lives.”

      “Still,” I said. “You didn’t have to do this alone. You could’ve come to me. I don’t want any of you to get hurt.”

      “What would you have done if I told you about this?” Ali said, shaking her head.

      “I would’ve come with you,” I said. “I would hope you know that.”

      Ali shook her head. “No, I didn’t want to worry you,” she said. “And all I wanted to do was come here and find some information so I could help Lucy have a normal life.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” I said. “I mean, you’re all living with me.”

      "No, she's right,” Faye said. “You’ve been way more distracted than you usually are.”

      I took a deep breath, pinching the bridge of my nose. I was glad that Ali was okay, but my head hurt, and the pain was only getting worse. Having one girlfriend was a headache sometimes, but four... fuck.

      “It’s taking me a bit to wrap my mind around all this sometimes,” I said, my gaze darting between them.

      “What do you mean?” Faye asked.

      “You know, I’m talking about just learning to deal with this new thing in my life,” I said, because I didn’t want to tell her that it was them, that they were the ones stressing me out.

      Maya cocked her head, and they all waited for me to elaborate.

      “I don't know,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. I didn’t need to justify myself to them, but I hadn’t expected Ali to actually be jealous, and definitely not to put herself in danger because of me. “It’s just kind of a lot. I’m supposed to go from normal college student to helping you guys out. You talk about it as if it’s my destiny or something.”

      Ali turned her body slightly so she could face me, her hand squeezing mine. I exhaled deeply before I continued talking.

      “I think this is, you know, okay. It’s still a lot to get my head around. I mean, there's four of you. There's only one of me.”

      “So you’re not enjoying yourself,” Maya said, flashing me a coy smile as her cheeks reddened. She always knew how to disarm me.

      I laughed. “I didn’t say that,” I said. “And anyway, we’re not talking about that right now. Ali, this is my house. I could’ve driven you here.”

      “You weren’t supposed to know I was here,” she replied. “I was supposed to just get in and out.”

      I rolled my eyes. It made sense for me to be angry with her, because she’d worried us, she’d broken into my house and she could have gotten seriously hurt. But she hadn’t, and she’d been lucky, and all I could feel was relief as I watched her close her eyes and press her lips into a thin line.“Don’t do it again.”

      She sighed. “I know. I won’t.”

      “Right. So you came here,” I said. “What happened when you did? Did you find the answers that you were looking for?”

      Ali sighed, shaking her head. “Not really,” she said. “It was mostly useless. Except…”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Well, I found one thing, but I don’t know how significant it is. Before I was chased into the basement, I went upstairs because I was trying to find something and needed to investigate, and I saw it. The eclipse was marked on their calendar.”

      She wasn’t talking to me. She was only talking to the other girls, and a tense silence enveloped our recently relieved little group.

      Whatever this was, it was bad. The mood in the living room hadn’t exactly been cheerful before, but all of them seemed scared after Ali said that.

      “No,” Faye said. She sounded more annoyed than concerned. “Ali, this is a rumor. It's not real.”

      Ali picked up her head to look at her, gritting her teeth as her eyes narrowed. “I think you're wrong. I think it's not a rumor. I think it’s going to happen.”

      Faye scoffed. “There's not going to be war,” she said. “Don't be ridiculous, Ali. All of the demis you know... I mean, we may not get along, but it’s not going to get worse than this.”

      “You hope,” Ali said. “Things are different now. They’re happening exactly how... people said they would happen.”

      “People?” I piped up.

      "Faye is right," Maya said, waving her off and completely dismissing me. “We've never been able to get along, but that doesn't mean we don't protect each other from everyone else.”

      "I hate to agree with you,” Lucy said. “But I think they’re right, Ali. I don’t think this is something we have to worry about. The other faction... They’re more worried about other things.”

      “What other things?” I asked.

      Ali scoffed. "It's not just an eclipse. Everything is going to be affected and the fact that the three of you don’t seem to realize is a big deal is pretty disturbing.”

      I waited for someone to fill in some blanks.

      “I’m just saying,” Faye said. “There have been eclipses before.”

      "Okay, you can tell yourself that if that’s what you need to believe. But it’s on this calendar. Remember what happened during the last eclipse?”

      “I mean, I don’t remember it. We were all children. I do remember that things got a bit rowdy,” Faye said. “It wasn’t war. This whole thing is really dramatic, Ali, even for you."

      Ali sighed. “We’ve been on the brink of this for ages. Ever since the last eclipse.”

      “Right, but there’s been no war,” Maya said. “All this time. Surely we can resist a mystical eclipse.”

      Ali scoffed, tilted her head back and groaned in frustration. "It is not mystical. It isn’t astrology. It’s science. The only reason we haven’t actually gone to war is literally because our schedules don’t overlap.”

      “Don’t be silly, Ali,” Maya said. “We’re not animals. We’re civilized.”

      “Yeah,” Lucy said. “Some of us, anyway.”
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      Ali still needed a little time to calm down, and I needed to give myself a few moments along to process everything that had just happened.

      I went up to my room, closed the door behind me, and tried to think everything through. I was glad that Ali was alive, but I didn’t understand how she could’ve gone to my house without me noticing.

      And if she’d been the person poking around my parents’ bedroom, then who the fuck was in the black car? Who had been following me? I needed to find that out, but it had become increasingly obvious that I couldn’t leave the girls unsupervised, since they always managed to get themselves into trouble.

      So I needed to figure out what that was about, and I was only going to be able to do that if I had some time to think, but the girls clearly had other plans. My short lived peace and quiet ended when I heard a knock on the door of my bedroom, and I took a deep breath before I spoke.

      I intended to keep the frustration out of my voice, but I didn’t know if it was going to be possible. “What is it?”

      “Evan?” Maya said, a little hesitantly. “I just wanted you to know, I think I cracked the code.”

      “The code?”

      With everything that had happened, I’d almost completely forgotten about the code.

      I stood up and opened the door for her.

      “Come in,” I said.

      She turned her head to look at me, her amber eyes wide, and she sighed as she took a step toward my bed. She was holding the book I’d found on my father’s desk in her arms, and I didn’t know whether to look at her face or at the way she was clutching it to her chest.

      “Are you okay?” I asked when I saw the concerned look on her face. “Is Ali okay?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Everything is fine. This is about the code.”

      “When?” I asked, trying to focus on the book instead of the expression on her face, because I couldn’t quite figure out what it was, and whatever it was, I didn’t like it.

      “When what?”

      “When did you crack it?”

      “Just a second ago,” she said, walking over to my bed and sinking into the side. She picked up her head to look at me before she spoke again. “Everyone left the living room and I just didn’t want to think about Ali being stuck in a dungeon so I decided to get to work.”

      “I thought you said she was being dramatic,” I said, sitting next to her as she opened the book, tracing her long, delicate fingers over the yellowed pages.

      “Yeah,” Maya said quietly, chewing on her lower lip. “I was wrong.”

      “Right.”

      “I haven’t translated all of it,” she said. “There’s a lot of it, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to. But I’m pretty sure I did crack the code. It’s a shift cipher, so...”

      “A shift cipher?”

      “Like I said, simple code to solve. Your dad’s code is using a left rotation of four places.”

      “Okay…”

      “And look,” she said, tracing her finger over the black ink. “You can just transpose these letters and you can find that it’s something he wrote for you, I think.”

      I shook my head as I looked down at the handwriting on the edges of the paperback. “I don’t understand,” I said. “He could’ve just talked to me. And you keep talking about how simple this code is, so why even bother with it?”

      “I think it’s just an extra layer of protection,” Maya replied. “If someone who doesn’t know anything about cryptography picks these up, they’re just going to look like random scribbles.”

      She was right. That was exactly what I had thought.

      She smiled as she looked up at me. “But I’m here,” she said. “So I can translate this for you.”

      “You said it would take too long.”

      “It would, but not just doing this book. I needed to make sure I was right anyway,” she said. “And this is where I practiced. I took a picture of it on my phone and then wrote the translation in the back, if you want to see it.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s definitely a letter from your father,” she said.

      I swallowed, unsure of what to say, what to think about that.

      “I used a pencil, so you can just erase it if you want,” she said, as if she could read my mind. “But look, this is your name here…”

      She pointed toward a word at the very top of the page.

      “It showed up a couple of times, and it was pretty helpful,” she said. “The rest feels kind of personal, but…”

      “Can I read it?”

      “Yeah,” she said, handing me the book. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “No,” I said, opening the book to the back. Maya’s handwriting was nothing like my father’s; it was big and girly, and she’d written on the page so delicately it was hard for me to trace the lines of her words. “This is all you found?”

      “In this book,” she said. “And no. It’s not all of it. Just what seemed important. Are you sure you don’t want me to leave?”

      “Maya.”

      “Sorry,” she said, shifting away from me but watching me intently. “This is just a little weird.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      “It’s nice,” she said. “What I translated seemed really sweet.”

      I looked at her.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said, waving her hand in front of her face. “I don’t mean to stall you. You can read it. I’m just, I don’t know, a little nervous.”

      “You don’t have to be nervous. You’re helping,” I said. She was, even though I was nervous, worried about the last few words my father had said to me.

      Right before I had abandoned him to his fucking death.

      She took a deep breath and leaned her head on my shoulder. Her hair tickled my skin, but it was nice to have her there, and I traced the words Maya had written with the pencil.

      Evan,

      I'm sorry you're reading this. If you are, it means I'm dead.  If your mother is still alive, please keep this from her. I know it's not fair to ask you to keep a secret like this, but I managed to do it for most of my life and I know you can do this too. I'm sorry I didn't tell you about any of this, but I did it to protect both of you.

      Now that you're an adult, I'm positive that I won't be able to outrun this for much longer. Things are going to start happening to you... Things that are going to be hard for you to understand but would be even harder for me to explain.

      I'm proud I managed to keep your childhood and your teenage years normal, especially considering what growing up with your grandfather was like, but you're going to be faced with making a huge decision that’s going to change your life for good.

      I know you'll do what's right.

      I’ve left all the information I have access to on the edges of my books. I think your mom thinks I’m insane, but I tried to be as thorough as possible. I don’t know if I managed to capture everything, because there’s a lot, and I’m doing most of it from memory.

      I tried to forget it for most of my life, but I hope it helps you.

      The rest of the page was blank.

      “I didn’t forget to translate the rest,” Maya said. “There was nothing else there. It’s almost as if he was interrupted or something. It feels incomplete.”

      I nodded, chewing the inside of my mouth as I looked down at Maya’s hand.

      She looked up at me, her amber eyes wide, and I closed the book on my lap and put it on the bed behind me. “Are you okay?” she asked, her voice soft. “Even decrypting that was intense. I can’t imagine what it was like to read it for you.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m fine.”

      She laughed. “You look fine.”

      I glared at her.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I just wish you’d talk to me.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Maya. It was weird. My dad and I weren’t on the best of terms when he died, and I didn’t expect him to try to communicate with me. We weren’t like fighting or anything but...”

      I’d left him, and he’d died of carbon monoxide poisoning. They both had. I didn’t know if I wanted to share that.

      “When did he die?”

      “Not that long ago,” I replied. “I finished college and then went to work. Found a place not far from home. I wanted to be near my parents. A few months after I started working as a firefighter, I got a phone call from a hospital.”

      She looked up at me.

      “They weren’t sick,” I said. “It just happened randomly. I didn’t know… That’s what they said. They just didn’t wake up one night and it wasn’t until they did their autopsies that we knew it was because of carbon monoxide poisoning. By the way, dealing with your parents’ autopsies? I don’t recommend it.”

      She furrowed her brow, concern written all over her face. “Is that why you decided to go for your master’s?”

      “It was a big part of it. I just wanted to do something that would affect more than a handful of people. I don’t know... it’s probably a little silly, but it felt important at the time,” I said. “I mean, I couldn’t prevent my parents from dying, but maybe I can help someone else’s parents.”

      “That wasn’t your fault,” she said, shaking her head. “How were you supposed to know?”

      “I’m a firefighter, Maya,” I said. “I just thought they were... getting older or something. I don’t know why I never insisted on a monitor.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said, wrapping her arms around me, and I buried my face in her shoulder so I could steady my breath. I couldn’t really contradict her, since I knew she would do her best to convince me, but this was an impasse I didn’t think we were going to be able to talk out. So I lost myself in her scent, in the way her electrifying touch felt on my skin, until she pried herself away from me so she could look into my eyes.

      “I can help you crack the rest of the code,” she said, looking up at me, her golden eyes shimmering. “But there is a lot of it and it’s in like, every single book I checked. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “I think we should probably start with researching why there is a freaking oubliette dug in my basement. Ali was thrown in there to die,” I said. “When I asked her what else she saw down there, she wouldn’t even tell me.”

      “Wait,” Maya said. “So your dad said that you had a normal childhood?”

      “Yeah, it wasn’t remarkable.”

      She tilted her head, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “I mean, from what I understood, it was pretty normal,” I said. “My parents were happy. They weren’t rich but I don’t know... they weren’t poor either. It just felt really normal to me, like any middle-class upbringing. The only weird thing about it was that my parents were always working on the house. I just thought they liked home improvement. Not that they were keeping a giant secret.”

      “Right,” Maya said.

      I was trying to think this whole thing through when she leaned up and pressed her lips against mine. It was a little distracting, but it was exactly what I needed at the moment. I needed to be distracted. Even just thinking about all this was making my head hurt. She splayed her fingers over my chest, her palm curling around my pecs, her fingertips grazing my skin.

      She moved away from me, her gaze darting between my lips and my eyes.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to make things weird…”

      “What makes you think you’re making things weird?” I asked her.

      Before she could answer, I crushed my lips against hers. She answered me by opening her mouth, letting my tongue explore her as she got closer to me, the delicate softness of her mouth making me dizzy with lust.

      I threaded my fingers in her hair, kissing her even more passionately, and she responded with just as much eagerness, her hand sliding down the front of my shirt until she was tugging on it and slowly pulling it up over my chest and my shoulders.

      I raised my arms so she could take off, and she threw it on the floor somewhere. She broke away from me for a second, sighing deeply, her entire body shuddering when she did. I could feel the heat rolling off her skin, her breath tickling my nose before I captured her lips with mine again.

      She reached down, brushing her fingers against my cock as she undid the buttons of my jeans and she slid my pants down my legs just enough to look down and gasp, hunger in her eyes.

      I put my hand on the back of her neck and slowly lowered her towards the bed. I felt her body under mine, hot and soft and pliant, and found myself moving away from her so I could take a second to catch my breath.

      “Is this what you want?” Maya asked me, wrapping her legs around me so she could pull me closer to her body.

      “I think you know what I want,” I said, making sure she could feel my erection against her core when I moved. She moaned quietly, throwing her head back, her hands dropping away from my neck so she could hold onto the duvet under her.

      I tugged at the strap of her dress with my right hand so it would fall down her shoulder, all while I slid my left hand up the fabric of her dress on her stomach. I reached the top of her dress and curled my fingers around the neckline of her dress so I could slide it down her chest to see her perfect tits.

      Maya moaned as my hand slid down over the softness of her breast toward her nipples, and she threw her head back and breathed out deeply as I pressed my lips against her clavicle and kissed her softly until I was sliding my mouth down the front of her body, toward her incredible tits.

      She thrust her chest against my face and my hand slid down the front of her thin dress again, and I felt a jolt of electricity go down my spine as Maya bent her knee, the fabric of her skirt sliding to reveal the soft skin of her legs.

      Maya’s eyes fluttered open, her amber eyes darkened with desire as my hands slid between her legs, which she opened wider for me.

      “Evan…”

      “You’re so wet,” I said, sliding her underwear to the side as Maya whimpered under me. She arched into me as I plunged my fingers into her delicate softness, her fingers curling around the duvet under her body as she tilted her head back. I raked my teeth over the swell of her breasts until I speared my fingers deep inside her, my thumb on her button, and her cunt clenched around my fingers as I continued to finger her.

      Her hips arched as she fucked herself with my fingers and I tilted my head up so I could kiss her lips. She sighed into my lips as I slowed down, and then she panted against my mouth as her body writhed against my hand when I fucked her hard again, taking her closer and closer to the edge of pleasure.

      I pulled away from her, taking my fingers out of her pussy. She reached down, wrapping her long fingers around my cock, and pulled me closer to her with her legs.

      I held back because I wanted to look into her eyes when I stuck my fingers in her mouth. She swirled her tongue around me, obviously able to taste herself, and I plunged my cock into her scalding hot cunt.

      She whimpered, throwing her head back, knotting her fingers in my hair as her legs clamped tightly around me and I thrust savagely into her as she finished, her muscles tensing up as I brought her closer to the edge, her lips tightening around my fingers.

      I pulled my hand away from her mouth, down to the soft shadows falling on the crook of her neck.

      “Do you know what I want now?”

      “What do you want, Evan?” she asked, biting down on her lower lip as she swallowed back a moan.

      Her legs clasped around my hips and she pulled me forward until I was deep inside of her, her pussy clenching around my cock as she leaned back and moaned my name again. I pressed down on her throat as I fucked her harder, lowering my face so I could speak into her ear.

      “Tell me,” I said as I slowed down, breathing hard enough against her ear to send an obvious shiver down her spine. “Tell me what you think I want, Maya.”

      She opened her eyes wide, her breath hitching in her throat. She was always so self-possessed that I liked seeing her like this, vulnerable and overwhelmed by desire. “You want to… oh fuck… you want to fuck me.”

      “I don’t want to fuck you, Maya,” I said.

      She sighed, biting down on her lower lip as her legs shook. “Right,” she said, and I fucked her hard enough to make her scream. “You don’t want to fuck me. You get to, oh my god, you get to fuck me whenever you want.”

      I slowed down for a second before I leaned down and captured her lips in mine. She pulled her mouth away from me and groaned against my lips, her body jerking as she started to ride the wave of her orgasm, her cunt clenching around my cock. She bit down on my lower lip hard enough that I worried she was going to draw blood, wrapping her legs closely around me, thrusting her hips up savagely as the need to explode built inside of me.

      Her muscles clenched against me and my body tensed as I released myself inside of her. She moaned loudly, her head tilted back and her body shaking, and I exhaled as I tried to catch my breath, rolling off her and looking up at the ceiling.

      She rolled over to look at me, trying to catch her breath too, her cheeks rosy red.

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and she put her head on my chest, her breathing soft, her skin so hot against mine that it almost burned.

      “So,” she said after a little while. “Where do you want to get started?”

      “With what?”

      “With the code, Evan,” she said, a smile on her face as she bit down on her lower lip. “Obviously with the code.”
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      We were back in the living room, but I wasn’t listening to the girls’ bickering.

      It seemed like they were talking and talking and hadn’t come to any fucking conclusions, and it was pissing me off.

      It didn’t feel like we had time for them to argue—because, from what I could tell, something was about to happen and it was going to happen soon—but they wouldn’t listen to each other, and when I looked at the books that were strewn all over the place, I knew that there was more code to crack and a lot more to learn.

      Ali and Maya sat across from each other, both of them getting progressively angrier.

      Lucy got up to go into the kitchen and Faye leaned her head on my shoulder, closing her eyes as she did. I draped my arm around her shoulder and she inched closer to me.

      “Fine, Maya!” Ali said, getting to her feet. Her long red hair tumbled down her back, swaying when she did. “I’ll help you find some books with code on them, but you have to promise me that you’ll take the eclipse seriously.”

      Maya’s eyes narrowed as she tilted her head up to meet Ali’s severe gaze. “We can talk about it.”

      Ali crossed her arms over her chest, pushing her tits together, and my gaze darted toward her chest because I wanted to focus on that instead of whatever the fuck they were talking about.

      “That’s not the deal,” she said. “If I help you crack the code, you have to help us prepare. Just in case. You’re always about being prepared, I don’t know why you’re so resistant to this.”

      “Because there’s nothing we can do to prepare, Ali,” Maya said. She didn’t sound annoyed. She sounded scared. “There’s no way we can stop an all-out war, especially not when everyone’s going to come and try to find the three of us. We’re the only ones who have the artifact. We have a giant target painted on our back.”

      “I know, which is exactly why we should prepare,” Ali said. “There’s a chance we won’t win, but at the very least we can try. It might be the only way to make sure we protect ourselves when the eclipse happens.”

      Maya sighed. “Ali…”

      “Please,” Ali said. “We might even find something in Evan’s dad’s notes about it. If we do, will you start taking this seriously?”

      “If we find something to back up your crazy theory, other than just a random mark on a calendar, I promise you I’ll take it seriously,” Maya said.

      Ali rolled her eyes. When she left the living room, Maya followed her, and I watched them until they turned a corner. Both of them bickered quietly, their voices and their footsteps receding at the same time.

      Faye inched away from me, her hand on mine. “Evan.”

      “Hm?”

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You look a bit like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      She tilted her head, a question in her eyes.

      I laughed. “I am, really,” I said. “This is a lot to take in, but I don’t expect things to be simple anymore. Plus, you guys have never made it a secret that this is all genetic. I guess I just never wanted to think about what my parents had to do with it.”

      “What do they have to do with it?” she asked.

      “I don’t really know,” I said. “I think I’m realizing that there are a lot of things I don’t know about my parents or where I come from or…”

      “What?”

      “What I’m supposed to be, I guess,” I said.

      She bit down on her lower lip, sitting up and slinging her legs over mine. “I can help you with that last part.”

      I rolled my eyes, my hand on her thigh. “Behave,” I said, my hands skimming up her lovely legs.

      “Why should I?” she asked. “Now that everything is winding down, I don’t know why I should behave. In fact, it seems like the perfect time not to.”

      She tilted her head up and crossed the space between us, her lips plush and warm on mine as she kissed me softly. I sighed into her mouth when she pulled away from me, the soft touch of her palm on my cheek sending a jolt of electricity down my spine. She melted into my touch, opening her mouth so I could deepen the kiss.

      She pulled away from me, her blue eyes wide as she set her gaze on my face, her pupils so dilated they were practically covering her irises.

      “Maybe we could finish this in your bed,” she said.

      I nodded, crushing my lips to her before she could say anything else, and she kissed me back eagerly, pressing her form against mine. I slung my arm around her waist as she raked her teeth over my lower lip, then down toward my jaw.

      My blood was quickly rushing away from my head and into my cock, and all I could think about was Faye wrapping her little body around mine. I could fuck her on the stairs, if she...

      “Hey,” Lucy said from the kitchen. It sounded like she was about to say something else, but as soon as she saw us, she quieted down. “Oh.”

      Faye kissed me again, nibbling on my skin as she slid her mouth down the front of my body.

      “Lucy, wait,” I said. Before I had finished speaking, Faye had dropped to the floor in front of me, and she was fumbling with the buttons on my jeans.

      I could feel her fingertips against my hardened cock even through the fabric of my clothes, something she was very much doing on purpose.

      I made eye contact with her as she grasped my erection and pulled my dick out of my underwear. She wrapped her lips around me, her mouth hot as she continued to look up at me.

      She gripped the base of my cock and lowered her head and she flattened her tongue against the head of my dick.

      I reached down to knot my hand in her long blonde hair, and she moaned quietly into my erection, lingering on the tip for a few seconds until she opened her mouth widely. I inched my fingers closer to her ears, which I stroked with the tips of my fingers as they twitched on her head, a little more as Faye sucked me off more vigorously.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Lucy said, but she didn’t move, and she continued to watch us from the threshold of the room instead. My gaze landed on her eyes, and she crossed her arms over her chest and cocked her head, her gaze darting between my face and the back of Faye’s head.

      I took a deep breath, trying to control myself despite Faye’s expert tongue swirling around my cock.

      “No, I want to—fuck,” I looked down at Faye, who had wrapped her mouth around me and was sliding her head quickly up and down my length, slurping sounds coming out of her mouth. I was completely aware that this was some weird power play, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. Ali was good with her mouth, and Lucy was staring at me. At us.

      If she hadn’t been enjoying herself even a little bit, she could’ve easily walked away.

      She obviously didn’t want to.

      Her gaze found mine and I smiled at her as I threaded my fingers in Ali’s hair and slowed her down, guiding her head back and forth over my cock as she choked on my hardened dick with every thrust.

      “I want to know what you want,” I said to Lucy, who continued to watch me with curious brown eyes.

      “I wanted to ask you if you were hungry,” Lucy said. “I know we kind of skipped breakfast, and…”

      “You don’t have to cook,” I said, and Faye sped up again, all while she looked right at my face. Her fingers were still wrapped around the base of my cock, and she was swirling her tongue hungrily around my shaft. Every time I spoke, she seemed to get bolder, especially when I looked away from her and at Lucy. “We can just order…”

      Faye sped up again and I gritted my teeth as I tried to fight against the oncoming orgasm.

      I wanted to hold on for just a little longer, and I really wanted to fuck Faye, but I was enjoying Lucy watching us a little too much to hold on for too long, and my muscles jerked as I came, coating her tongue with my seed while I thrust my hips into her expert mouth. She swallowed every drop, moving away from me and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      She licked her lips as she grabbed my hand so I could help her stand up. Once she was standing upright, she turned around to face Lucy, who was still standing by the door of the kitchen.

      “Maybe you should cook,” Faye said, laughter in her voice. “Since you’ve already offered.”

      “Be nice,” I said from behind her.

      She turned around to look at me for a second, her smile disappearing from her pretty face. “Fine,” she said. “If I have to.”

      “You have to,” I said, standing up. “You two, stay here and behave. I’m going to go find Ali.”

      Lucy looked at me, a question in her eyes.

      “I need to find some answers,” I said. “And I think I should probably start with the basement.”
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      Ali stared at me.

      We were in the basement, the only light source the dim light bulb hanging over the stairs that led into the small, cramped space.

      “Do we have to do this?” she asked. “I’m trying to prove something to Maya.”

      “About the eclipse, right?”

      “Right,” she said. “If we... Evan, this could be huge. This could be a really big problem.”

      I took a second to look at her. Her hair was up in a high, messy bun, her ears twitching when her gaze found my eyes.

      “We do have to do this,” I said. “Because I need you to explain the dungeon in my dad’s basement, and exactly how you ended up there. But first, I want you to tell me why you thought coming here would help Lucy.”

      “The same reason you wanted to come here,” she said. “I knew there was something. I could feel it. You could feel it too, couldn’t you?”

      “I mean, I guess,” I said.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “You could’ve asked any of us for help. We know more about this than you do,” she said. “But you didn’t. Your first instinct was to come here. For what it’s worth, my first instinct was to come here, too.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” she said. “I thought about it, but it felt like it was better not to. I was only supposed to get in and out.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “You guys are all so jealous of Lucy, but you don’t seem that jealous of each other.”

      “Why would we be jealous of each other?” Ali asked. She sounded genuinely curious, which surprised me. “You’re our protector. It makes sense that we’d all be with you. We have the artifacts and you’re destined to protect us.”

      “Okay…”

      “She doesn’t have anything,” Ali said. “You just like her because you rescued her and you feel responsible for her well-being, which, you know, you aren’t.”

      “I don’t understand,” I said. “Why do the three of you get to have these devices that basically allow you to live normal lives but no one else does?”

      “It’s Rho Chi Rho,” Ali said. “Remember?”

      “Vaguely?”

      “We’re the only people in it,” she said, clutching the key on her necklace, which glimmered in the dark. “And all members get one of these. And since there’s no way to make another one, as far as we know, then she can’t become one of us. And she doesn’t get to share you.”

      “Shouldn’t I get to decide that?” I asked her. “Plus, I thought I could bring anyone in. As long as I, uh…”

      “Had sex with them?” Ali asked. “Yeah, sort of. But the artifacts still belong to only the three of us. You can’t make anymore.”

      “Right,” I said. “I mean, I wouldn’t even know where to start with that.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “And I think that’s the reason we’re here. And I think that’s the reason for this.”

      She took a step toward the hatch of the dungeon, leaning down. The metal shimmered again as her necklace dangled over it, and she got closer to it so she could look inside the oubliette.

      “How deep is it?” I asked.

      “Really deep,” she said. “When I fell in, I had enough time to think that I was definitely going to die.”

      “Right.”

      “And then, when I landed, I passed out,” she said. “I mean, I was fine after a bit. I woke up at some point, obviously.”

      I stared at her. “Ali, if you need to talk about it...”

      “I don’t need to talk about it,” she said. “It was stupid. I shouldn’t have been there. This is on me.”

      “But you were scared.”

      “I know,” she said, her expression softening when she looked at my face. “And I’m not scared anymore because you’re here.”

      That was exactly why she should’ve called me in the first place, but she hadn’t, and I wasn’t going to keep bringing it up. Even if I thought it.

      “Anyway, it was creepy,” she continued. “It’s really small and dark down there and it smells terrible.”

      I furrowed my brow. She hadn’t mentioned anything about a smell down in the oubliette before.

      “It’s just like… sulfur,” she said when I waited for her to continue. “Hard to describe. Really intense, and it feels like it’s mixed with well water or something.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything about this before?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “Didn’t seem relevant.”

      I shook my head. “Ali, you need to start telling me everything,” I said. “Even if it doesn’t seem relevant, or you don’t want to, or you think it’s a lot. You need to start telling me everything. Got it?”

      Her shoulders slumped and her gaze darted away from me.

      “Look, Ali,” I said, getting closer to her so I could grab her hand, our fingers intertwined as she tilted her face to look up at me. “I understand that things were weird when I came into your life and that you had to take time to process things, but I’m here. I’m doing this. So you can’t keep things from me anymore.”

      “So I have to tell you everything.”

      “Yes,” I said, looking into her eyes as she smiled. “Everything.”

      “That sounds like it could bore you,” she said, her smile widening into a grin.

      “It won’t,” I said, letting go of her and taking a step back. “What else did you see down there?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I felt dust under my fingertips and then there was something cold and hard and I thought…”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. I thought it might be someone’s bones or something.”

      “There are people’s remains in the dungeon?”

      “Like I said, it’s dark down there,” she said. “I could barely see because my eyes were watering.”

      “Because of the smell.”

      “I can still smell it,” she said. “I’m up here, and I just… I don’t know. It lingers.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to discern any smells. At first, I’d only been able to smell the sweet citrusy scent of her skin, but she was right. There was something else there.

      I could immediately smell it, too, but I didn’t know if it was just my imagination. Maybe it was just because the hatch to the dungeon was open.

      “Right,” she said as she looked at my face. “You get that scent too, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. And because it was dusty down there, too, like, I couldn’t really see or tell much about my surroundings. It was small and dark, and I don’t think there was a way to get out other than the hatch.”

      “Okay. There’s one thing I don’t really understand, though.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “One thing?”

      I ignored her. “So you’re telling me that someone chased you down here, you fell into this hole in the ground, and then you didn’t know what happened. But someone pulled a rug over the hatch again?”

      Ali shrugged. “I don’t know. I was in the oubliette.”

      “Right,” I said. “But could you hear someone up here?”

      She shook her head, hugging herself tightly. “No,” she said. “Like I said, I think I fainted or something, which I mean… it was sort of lucky.”

      She was right. She’d been lucky she hadn’t broken her neck. I suppressed a shiver at the idea of her lying dead down there with none of us knowing. “Yeah,” I said. “Okay. We need to figure that out. Someone was definitely following me on the way here—”

      “Wait. You’re not suggesting that we go back in there, are you?”

      “I’m not suggesting that you do anything, Ali,” I said. “You can stay up here. I need to get down there, though, and I need to figure out what the fuck is going on.”

      “Evan.”

      “What?” I asked her, looking down at the hatch.

      “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I’m not going to do anything stupid,” I replied. “I’m just going to lower myself with a rope.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I forced myself to smile at her. “I mean, how hard can it be, right?”
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      The answer turned out to be extremely fucking hard.

      If I’d had my climbing equipment, it would have been a walk in the park; but as it was, I had to improvise, securing the rope to a beam on the ceiling. It took a long time, because I needed the angle to be right, and I tested it several times to make sure that it wouldn’t just come undone or snap. Upstairs, I could hear voices and footsteps. The girls were talking about something, but Ali had stayed downstairs to help me.

      The basement smelled like musty air, dust enveloping us every time I adjusted the knot on the rope and pulled it toward the hatch of the oubliette.

      “Are you sure about this?” Ali asked.

      She was leaning against the washing machine, a sliver of sunshine shining through the windows right above the staircase. She’d pinned her hair up in a tight bun, strands of red hair framing her pretty face. She was beautiful even in the dark, even when there was concern written all over her face, lines writing themselves on her pretty pale face.

      “Not at all,” I said. Her eyebrows shot up. “I’m joking. Of course I’m sure about this.”

      “What if…”

      “Stop,” I said, letting go of the rope and walking closer to her. “Don’t worry. I got this.”

      She sighed, and my gaze darted between her gold-hazel eyes and her parted lips. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I know,” I said. “And I won’t get hurt. I told you, don’t worry about this. I can climb back up, especially if you guys help.”

      “It’s a long way down,” she said.

      I took another step toward her, my hands on her waist as she tilted her head up so she could look into my eyes. “I know you said not to worry, but it’s hard not to worry about you,” she said. “You’re taking these crazy risks…”

      “It’s not a risk. Everything is planned,” I said. “We pulled you out. You can pull me out too. I just need to know what’s down there and, you know, why the oubliette even exists in the first place.”

      “I could go down there with you,” she said, wrapping her arms around my neck. Her fox ears twitched on her head, and she pulled herself closer to me so she could kiss me on the lips. She pressed her body flush against mine and I pulled her up so she was sitting on the washing machine and I didn’t have to lean down as she continued to kiss me, her tongue warring against mine in my mouth.

      She pulled away and sighed heavily, biting down softly on my lower lip as she tried to slow her breathing.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.

      “Probably not,” she said, kissing me again, and I lost myself in her taste. She didn’t let me go for a while, wrapping her legs around my waist, pulling me close to her. She was wearing tight black leggings that clung to her curves. I slid my hands up her thighs, toward her ass. I gripped her tight, pulling her closer, and she opened her legs wider for me.

      She breathed out softly against the crook of my neck, and I felt the heat from her skin even through the fabric of her clothes. She nuzzled her way up toward my ear, nibbling on my earlobe, pulling me closer to her as I breathed out against her skin.

      She whimpered my name. Before she could say anything else, I pressed my lips against hers again, raking my hands down over her legs.

      Ali reached down, tugging at the button of my jeans, but I pulled away from her with a smile. I really wanted to taste her, because she smelled amazing, but there would be time for that later. When I finally managed to get to the bottom of things.

      “Later,” I said.

      She planted another kiss on my lips before she pulled away, her head cocked. When I looked at her, her head was tilted and her face was colored with the heat of a rising flush. “You promise?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I promise.”

      She bit down on her lower lip as I let her down. “Okay,” I said. “So you remember the plan, right?”

      “Do I really have to get all of them?”

      I glared at her.

      She shook her head. “Fine,” she said. “I don’t think we need Lucy, though.”

      “Ali.”

      “Fine.”

      “I would prefer it if you were all in the same room,” I said when she continued to look at me.

      A scowl sharpened her face, and she twisted her lips. She didn’t have to tell me what she was thinking. I already knew that I wouldn’t be able to protect them if I was down in the oubliette and I didn’t need her to remind me of that. But it was clear that I was the only person who was going to be able to get the answers I needed to find.

      “Fine,” she said.

      “Just… lock the door to the basement when you get back here,” I said. “And make sure the rest of the girls don’t leave.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. She clearly thought it wasn’t her responsibility--at least helping Lucy--but she was going to do it. Ali obviously wanted to please me. I could see it in her eyes. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” she asked. “I could at least help you lower the rope.”

      “You don’t have to help me,” I said. “Just do what I asked you to do.”

      “Fine.”

      “I’ll be out of there soon, and then we can talk about how we’re going to tackle this eclipse thing,” I said, my hands on her arms.

      Ali’s eyes widened. I could tell she was trying not to cry, choking back the tears by tilting her head back. She really didn’t want me to go down to the oubliette, but there were no other choices.

      “Fine,” she said. “But don’t be there long.”

      “Don’t worry. You’re going to pull me up if I take longer than an hour, right?”

      She nodded. “Yes. And I won’t let them go anywhere.”

      “Thanks, Ali.”

      She sighed again, throwing her arms around me and pulling me in for a tight hug. “Be careful.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”

      I waited for her to pull away from me, but she held onto me for a very long time, until I took a step back. She took her necklace off and placed it around my neck, fixing it on my chest as her gaze darted back to my eyes.

      “I’m going to need that back.”

      “Of course.”

      “Evan,” she said.

      “It’s just a well, Ali. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. I’ll be okay,” I said. “I promise. Now go.”

      I tied the rope around my waist. I pulled at it until I was certain the wooden beam wasn’t just going to snap and collapse on me.

      I took a deep breath, trying to steel myself for the climb down, and took a few steps back so I could stand over the shaft before lowering myself into the darkness.
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      I wasn’t afraid of heights, but the darkness of the pit made me feel off-balance.

      Standing over the hatch, I could feel how close I was to losing my footing. I managed to regain my balance after a second, throwing my weight back so I could slowly put my feet on the wall and attempt to climb down into the dungeon. I slowly lowered myself into it. The rope had plenty of room to give and, if I did get stuck—which I wouldn’t—the girls would be there to help me out.

      Ali and I had worked out a communication system through a series of knocks, and if I needed rescuing—which I told myself I wouldn’t, with a shiver of anxiety—they were only a few knocks away.

      I was on the way down when I felt someone tug at the rope. I could hardly see a pinprick of light out over the hatch of the dungeon. When I felt the tug on the rope, my heart dropped.

      “Ali?” I asked, as loudly as I could.

      I heard the echo of my voice booming around the small, cylindrical space. I tried to scamper close to the wall, knocking hard against the brick wall. There was no response, and then the rope started to move, and I knew that someone was trying to cut it off the wooden beam or to tear the beam down.

      “Stop!” I said. I didn’t think it was going to work, but I couldn’t exactly do anything other than call out. I tried to stretch my body out so I could balance myself on the walls of the well, but staying suspended was taking a shit ton of effort and my core strength was waning. I wasn’t going to be able to keep this up for long.

      I didn’t want to know how far down the well went, and I didn’t know if I was going to get as lucky as Ali had.

      I wrapped my hands around the rope, but I didn’t want to pull on it. I knew it was probably going to fall if I applied too much momentum, but even just palming the rope had been a mistake.

      Things weren’t steady anymore and I was almost certain it was about to break.

      I didn’t hear the snap. I felt it, though. I felt it as soon as I tried to slowly clamber down the wall, trying to make sure I stayed even and parallel to the ground.

      It didn’t matter how long I tried for.

      There was no way I was going to win a fight against gravity.

      Even as I tried to slow down my breathing, trying to still my body as possible, I could feel anxiety tightening in the pit of my stomach.

      Something else happened. The rope hadn’t seemed secure before, but then there was a soft sound I couldn’t quite hear, and the anxiety turned into fear.

      There was only enough time for my heart to do a flip in my chest as I lost my balance. I didn’t fall gracefully into the pit; instead,  I kept hitting the walls surrounding me as I tried to straighten my body so I could at least attempt a proper landing.

      It was hard to think about it at that moment, because I could feel the adrenaline coursing through my veins. I was even trembling, which didn’t feel useful at all.

      As my heart sped up, the overwhelming feeling of nausea consumed me. I managed to tell myself to take a breath, because I knew that I needed to slow my pulsing heart. If I was going to fall, then I needed to make sure I didn't fall on my neck so I wouldn’t die, or on my back, because... fuck. I didn’t even want to think about it.

      I tried to edge myself forward so that I could land on my side, or if I didn’t manage to make it, I could at least break the fall with my arms. They might break—they probably would.

      But at least it wouldn't be my head, my back, or my neck. At least I would still be able to move. And with any luck, I would have acquired some of the magical demi healing powers that had helped Ali. I was thinking about that when I hit the ground, mercifully managing to brace myself so that I was on my side.

      The hard ground under me was enough to make me wince. I heard a pained yelp escape from my lips, but I wasn’t conscious of making any sound.  Only of hearing it.

      There was no pain at first, just a second to think about how cold and damp it was down there, all while I was only vaguely aware of the way my body felt as my side throbbed.

      Pain erupted across my skin, making me curl up in the fetal position. I hadn’t been able to hear anything break or crunch, but every time I took a breath, my chest burned. I tried to think about this logically, using my EMT training, but all I could process was how it felt like someone was jabbing an icepick into the center of my chest.

      That was a pretty good indication that my ribs were broken, but it wasn’t eas if I could examine myself. I tasted blood in my mouth, the coppery flavor overwhelming my senses. I forced myself to sit up, groaning as I did, because it took a monumental amount of effort.

      I winced as I looked down at myself. I thought about rolling up my shirt, but it was pointless. It was too dark in the oubliette to check myself over for blood, and in any case, I didn’t need to see. I could feel something wet on my skin and I didn’t know if it was perspiration or blood.

      Taking my phone out of my pocket, I swore under my breath when I realized the screen had been shattered during my fall. Trying to shine the light at the injury, all while angling my phone right, turned out to be almost impossible. I didn’t know how I could turn the flashlight on when I couldn’t tell what anything was on the screen.

      I left my phone face up on the cold ground beneath me and tried to get to my feet. As soon as I did, the pain got worse. It went from throbbing to burning and I instinctively held my hand over my side, trying to apply pressure to an injury I hadn’t even effectively identified yet.

      I fell to my knees again, trying to control my breathing as the nausea grew worse.

      My heartbeat quickened as the pain seemed to spread from my ribs, to the side of my legs, to the arches of my feet, and then back up to the top of my head, like electricity.

      I swallowed back another painful scream. Leaning against the brick wall behind me, which I’d barely noticed before, I told myself that I needed to get a grip. It seemed like an enormous task, but I knew better than to let panic or pain get the best of me.

      Even though it was almost fucking impossible.

      Ali had fallen down here without a rope and she hadn’t died. She hadn’t even complained, not really. She’d been so scared, and I was worried she wouldn’t recover when I first saw her.

      I had been wrong. Ali was incredibly strong. That much was becoming obvious, because even if she had fainted, it would’ve taken anyone a monumental effort to stay calm under the intense amount of pain I was feeling at that moment.

      I tried to get to my feet again, holding onto the wall when I did, and I finally managed to stay upright even when it felt like all my muscles were screaming for me to sit or stop.

      Craning my fully working neck up, I tried to look up to see the hatch, or at least any light coming from the basement. I didn't know how deep the well was, but it was deep enough that the fall had hurt a ton. When I looked up, I couldn't even see the light anymore.

      The image of the hatch became blurrier, then focused again. I rested my head against the hard brick wall, the cold water running down the cracks getting on my skin.

      I could tell I was about to pass out, which I couldn't allow myself to do. I needed to pull myself together.

      It was important that I stay awake, so I could find what I’d gone down the well to find, so I could protect the girls and…

      Shit. The girls. The plan.

      I was stuck down in the oubliette, and the girls were going to follow the plan, but the plan hadn’t accounted for someone finding us.

      Even if they stayed together, if they went into the basement, they wouldn’t even know that someone had loosened the slack on the rope to send me to my death.

      And if they found Ali… How was she even going to fight?

      How were all of them going to fight?

      I was supposed to be up there, protecting them. Not down here, trying to find vague answers to questions that weren’t even fully formed in my head. I should’ve just left it alone.

      The pain had diminished somehow, and my legs finally responded as I willed myself to walk a couple of steps away from where I had fallen, but the discomfort from a putrid aroma replaced the pain almost immediately, pungent enough to make me stop and practically gag.

      What was that smell? And what had that smell been up there, in the basement? It hadn’t been my imagination. I had obviously been able to sense something, and I should’ve paid attention to it. I was so eager to come down here that I hadn’t even thought about that.

      Fuck.

      I needed to get out of the oubliette as soon as fucking possible. I knocked on the brick around me, hard, hoping I was  making enough noise so they could hear me up there.

      The concern turned into panic as I continued knocking hard on the brick in the oubliette.

      Even if they could hear me, I had no idea how that was going to help me. And I definitely had no idea how the fuck it was supposed to help them.

      “Shit,” I said under my breath.

      The pain had waned a little more, and I had been lucky that I hadn’t passed out. The girls were right, obviously. I clearly healed faster than I had before. Still, I was sharply aware I was lucky, because I could still taste the copper in my mouth, and I could practically smell the blood on my skin.

      Hot, sticky sweat fell down my face, gluing my hair to my forehead.

      And I needed to find my way out of the fucking oubliette before I died. Or before anything killed them.
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      The oubliette was much bigger than I had anticipated.

      When Ali had been trapped in there, I imagined only something that was about the size of the hatch leading into the dungeon, hardly two feet by two feet.

      But I had been wrong, because I could feel a breeze coming from somewhere, and there was plenty of standing room. It took me a little while to pull myself completely upright, gritting my teeth as I did, because I needed to stave off the pain. It had gotten a little better, but it was certainly not completely gone. This was the easiest way to do so.

      I couldn’t see much, but I could hear the tinny echo of my own footsteps. That was surprising, since everything around me seemed to be built out of brick. Whoever had dug the dungeon, it had probably taken them years.

      I took a deep breath as I leaned against the wall again. The pain was almost gone then, even when I breathed deeply.

      I was absolutely certain that my ribs had broken. From experience, I knew that injury would be excruciatingly painful for much longer than a few minutes, especially when I breathed in. Even so, I managed to pull myself upright and walked as if nothing had happened, deeper into the breathtakingly big dungeon.

      It was taking my eyes ages to adjust to the darkness. The pain had made it hard to see, hard to focus on anything else, but my body was finally getting used to the dungeon, the pain was going away, and my eyes were adjusted to the darkness.

      I looked around, trying to find any way I might be able to get out. There were bricks upon bricks, a slow, steady drip of water falling through one of the cracks over the hard floor.

      The oubliette was terrifying. I didn't know how else to feel about it, and getting further away from the entrance only made me dread it even more. The only certainties I was aware of were how cold and dark and damp it was, and it went on for much longer than it should have.

      At some point, I guessed, my father had decided to dig this up, and then he had decided to hide it from both of us. How he’d done this without my knowledge, I had no idea...I didn’t understand any of it.

      I didn’t think—I didn’t want to think—that my father was a killer, but Ali’s words resonated in my brain. Bones. She thought she’d found bones.

      Regardless, if he had dug this up to hide something, then I certainly intended to find whatever it was that he’d been hiding.

      I walked deeper into the oubliette, my hands fists at my sides, my heart hammering in my chest.

      The further into the dungeon I got, the more scared I was. I needed to find a way out, and there was a chance Ali simply hadn’t found the presence of mind to find one. Maybe this was just a regular ol’ creepy house dungeon after all.

      I hoped.

      That was what I wanted to believe, but even when I heard it in my own brain, it didn’t ring true. So the fear only got worse, because there were no real factors in my favor. I was trapped, and the girls probably needed help, and I had to get out of there as soon as possible.

      It was hard because I still couldn't see that well, and strangely, the small space got narrower, though it remained just as tall. It looked like I was coming up to a hallway or something, which I wasn’t expecting. This wasn’t just a simple hole in the ground; it was a whole complex of rooms with connecting hallways and brick walls. I found myself unsettled by the fact that there had been an entire dungeon under my childhood home for who knew how long.

      There was no door; just an archway into a darker, smaller room. It was so damp, but it also smelled so fucking bad I had to clasp my hand over my mouth so I could stop myself from retching.

      I wasn’t paying attention when I walked, so it shouldn’t have surprised me when I stumbled on something hard and plastic and right in the fucking way.

      This room hadn’t been empty.

      This room was storage.

      It made no fucking sense, because I couldn’t figure out how anyone could retrieve things from this small place down in a dungeon that only had a hidden hatch as an access point.

      But whoever had done this clearly didn’t share the same feelings, because there was a bookshelf loaded with trinkets and objects that looked like they hadn’t been touched in a long time.

      They were covered in dust, which I could only see because there was light here, though I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from at first.

      It was dim and barely enough for me to be able to see anything. As I tried to focus on it, I realized that it was coming through tiny LED lights hanging on the brick wall, so it seemed like the dungeon got electricity.

      Well, that was fucking weird.

      I looked around, trying to discern any of the objects stacked on the shelves, but I couldn't tell what anything was. It was pretty confusing, though I didn’t think that I would’ve easily been able to identify anything in the oubliette.

      Being in the oubliette wasn’t easy. Doing things in a dungeon, it turned out, was hard as fuck.

      I took a step forward, my gaze darting between all the objects as I wondered where I should start.

      The glint of the light falling on something hard and metal caught my eye. It was at the bottom of the shelves, placed precariously over the wooden plank, which had to be nailed to the wall.

      I walked over, kneeling down in front of it. It was surprisingly easy. My pain had turned into mild discomfort. It was certainly better, but it definitely hadn’t gone away entirely. It felt more like being sore after working out than falling down however many feet below my basement the oubliette was.

      My eyes narrowed as I set my gaze on the object in front of me. It looked like a clock. It was thick and wooden, the face painted white, and it looked like any other mantle-piece Tudor.

      Or it would have, except this clock didn't look like it was made out of wood. There were swirls of metal around what looked like decorative minerals or something, but I couldn’t tell what they looked like because it was too dark in the dungeon.

      I reached out to grab it, and when I stretched my fingers to do that, I felt a jolt of pain coursing through my veins almost immediately.

      I yanked my hand away from it, then tried to do it again.

      Electricity crackled between the clock and my skin, and the moment I pulled my hand back, I had to fight a sweeping and sudden lightheadedness even though I had only come into contact with the clock for a second or two.

      “The fuck,” I muttered under my breath, edging my face closer to it. Thankfully, there was no shock or any reaction on my skin.

      “What are you?” I asked the clock.

      The clock crackled again as I continued to stare at it, surprised at how normal it looked.

      I could see streaks of gold and silver over the top of the material that the mantlepiece clock was made of. I inched my finger closer to it, and I could feel a zing against the tip of my finger, under my nail.

      It felt like touching a livewire.

      It only took me a second to realize that I was stuck to it, that it was glued to my skin, and it was burning me.

      And there was no way for me to pull away.

      “Shit,” I said, trying to get away from it. I grimaced as I tried my best to pull back, and the thing—because whatever that thing was, it definitely wasn’t just a clock—let me go.

      I stared at it. I felt like I had to touch it again, but I could hardly bring myself to. Touching seemed to be the only way to find out what it was made from, and that felt really important at that moment.

      It crackled and buzzed as soon as I let my hand inch closer to it. I couldn’t let a bit of discomfort stop me. I needed to grab it, because I was acutely aware that I needed it, though I hadn’t figured out exactly how or why. All I knew was that I needed it.

      I could feel it. And I was learning to trust my animal instincts.

      I was absolutely certain that the clock didn’t want me to grab it somehow, which made no fucking sense because it was an inanimate object. Still. I could feel its fear, and I knew it was important that I ignore it and grab it, preferably to carry it out of the oubliette. Not that I had any idea how I was supposed to do that.

      I steeled myself to palm it. I knew it was going to hurt and I was only vaguely aware that I was holding my breath as I gingerly wrapped my fingers around it. My fingers stopped just short of grabbing it, the hair on the back of my neck standing up. I’d been afraid before, but this wasn’t just fear.

      It felt primal, instinctual.

      Like a part of myself was telling me to get the fuck away from this clock and try to find another way out of the dungeon.

      I tried to ignore it.

      I knew I needed to touch it. I knew I needed to grab it.

      But the fear was getting to be too much, and I waited for a little too long. I was aware the situation was ridiculous, since this was a standoff with a mantelpiece clock, but it didn’t help with my situation.

      I told myself it wasn't a big deal, that I could do this. That it was just a fucking clock.

      “Get a grip, Evan,” I said. “So what if it hurts? You’ll live.”

      I wasn’t going to let a clock beat me. I wasn’t a child.

      “Okay,” I told myself, and my voice echoed in the dark dungeon. The sound of my voice felt odd and foreign in the dirty, damp environment below the basement, but there was no time to think about that. “You got this.”

      It was going to be okay. It had to be. I wrapped my fingers around it, feeling like I was going to throw up. I expected to be burned or for the jolt of electricity to send me stumbling back, but the moment I wrapped my fingertips around it, I realized it wasn’t going to be as bad as that.

      The clock felt like it was stuck to my skin, and I could feel electricity crackling from it, but the pain was negligible.

      I had expected it to hurt a lot more, but all I felt was a weird stinging sensation that went away almost immediately. It wasn’t completely gone—I could still feel it on the tips of my fingers, coursing through my skin until it felt like it was creeping into my blood.

      It was… strange. I couldn’t quite place it.

      I tried to ignore the unfamiliar feeling as I curled my fingers around the mantelpiece clock. It was heavy in my hand and as soon as it was in my palm, I could feel the surge of electricity growing. I tried to let go of it, but it was stuck to my skin, and I didn’t know how the fuck I was going to be able to pry it off me.

      This was new. The electricity wasn’t like when I touched the girls—there was no desire there. The discomfort gave way to something else, and I was amazed to realize that I wasn’t in pain anymore.

      I had a second to think about how lucky I had been before. The fall had been brutal. I shouldn’t be alive, never mind fucking around with random things I’d found deep inside a well, things that felt like they wanted to hurt me.

      The only sensation I could compare it to was adrenaline. As soon as my fingers were wrapped around the clock, I could feel my heart beat faster, hammering so hard in my chest that I thought I could hear it.

      The electricity got stronger. Something burned in my veins, but I was suddenly certain that I was way stronger than I was before.

      I splayed my fingers and the clock fell on the ground next to me. As soon as it hit the ground, a flash of light engulfed the room, and for a second, everything was clear.

      But that didn’t last for long, and I hadn’t managed to discern any other objects which I might find useful at any other time. When I bent down to touch the clock again, nothing happened.

      There was no way for me to carry it upstairs, I didn’t think, so I was going to have to leave it behind. But I intended to come down and retrieve it again.

      When I wasn’t worried that someone was up there hurting my women.
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      Intellectually, I knew that trying to scale a wet brick wall was probably a bad idea, but I didn’t know if I had many other options.

      I looked up at the hatch. I knew where it was because the temperature was a little warmer in that part of the oubliette, and the space around me got a little smaller and tighter.

      The well was cylindrical, and the space that led out to the room was wider than the actual hatch, so I was going to have to jump in order to be able to climb to the top.

      At any other point—without the clock—this idea would’ve seemed absolutely ridiculous.

      At that moment, I was completely positive that I was going to be able to scale up the well and find whoever had cut the rope and had maybe tried to get the girls.

      The first thing I needed to do was figure out how I was dropped in. I needed to find out the mechanics and intentions behind what had happened to me and figure out who the fuck was behind all of this.

      The last person who seemed to have it out for me this badly was Tristan, but he was dead. It had been reported as a tragic accident and I hadn’t looked into it because thinking about killing Tristan still made me feel a little sick to my stomach. Sometimes, it felt like I should have just shut up and reveled in the fact that I had gotten away with it, because he was dangerous. I wanted to believe I’d done the world a service.

      But this obviously wasn’t Tristan. To start with, this person was very much alive, and very much a fucking problem. A prescient one.

      I held onto the wall, feeling how cool and damp it was under my palm.

      Then I angled my hand so that my claws could come out and scrape into the brick wall. They dug into it, cinnabar dust billowing around my fist, and I had to clench my teeth to stop myself from screaming at the sensation shooting up my veins toward my brain.

      I thought my claws were going to break, or be blunted, but they weren’t. I managed to stick them into the hard wall, aiming to use them as a grappling hook when I did. As soon as my claws were deep in the wall, I had to give myself a second to get my bearings.

      Having them stuck in the wall like this was awful. It was like scraping my fingernails over a chalkboard magnified a thousand times, and I could feel it going right through me.

      There was no way to stop it short of pulling my claws out of the wall and I wasn’t willing to do that. Plus, it was the only way I knew in which I was going to be able to go up the well.

      So I let my hands hang on the wall, making sure my claws were deep into it, and bracing myself for when I had to dig into the wall with my free hand.

      I was surprised that my claws were that strong, but if they were sturdy enough to forge into the wall, then they had to be strong enough to hold me up.

      I didn't have time to be surprised about the fucking claws, because even though those were relatively new, they were not so new they were going to be enough to throw me off. Groaning, I held onto the side of the well, and I swung my other arm down over the brick so I could hold myself up.

      I tried to ignore the awful shudder I felt down my spine as I hung freely from the wall.

      It was easier with the claws, though. I made sure to swing my body back and forth as I pulled up, trying my best not to let my own body weigh me down.

      It was too slow—it was going to take for fucking ever and I was already exhausted by the time I was even halfway through--but I didn't need anybody's help, and I knew I was going to make it to the top.

      I only needed to persevere.

      I hadn't expected it to be easy, but it wasn't so hard I wasn’t going to be able to do it, especially once I got into the swing of things.

      It wasn't hard the way it had been hard to stay upright when I was first falling down into the oubliette, or even trying to catch myself when I fell. But it was still difficult, just in a different way.

      Every sensation was new. Every time I stuck my claws into the brick wall of the well, it was far more intense than any other sensations. I gritted my teeth, my jaw hardening as I tried my best to stay the course.

      I tried not to think about how far up I had to go. All I needed to focus on was the next time I scraped my claws over the brick wall, each movement a little better than the last.

      Now that I was a little more aware of what I was doing, things were getting a bit easier. I had warmed up, and I was bracing myself with each movement as I swung my body upwards so that I wouldn’t freak out, because the awful sensation every time the tips of my claws scraped against the wall never went away.

      That only got worse.

      But I could see a sliver of light, a glimmer of hope in the darkness, and all I had to do was just keep going.

      As I got closer to the hatch, I tried to listen for the girls, but I couldn’t hear anybody upstairs. There were no footsteps or voices.

      Maybe I was too far down into the oubliette to be able to hear them, but the lack of sound scared me, making my heart drop. Once again, I had left them alone, and once again, they had paid for it.

      I needed to find a way to solve this issue. I couldn't be around all of them at the same time.

      With Lucy… It was different with her. Because I knew that I would just help her and, once I had, there was a chance she wouldn’t want to be part of my life anymore. I would miss her—I liked how mouthy she was—but it was probably okay.

      Unless I did what Maya had told me to do and brought her into the fold.

      But that seemed very complicated, especially because the other three don't like her at all, and I didn't want her to have to deal with that.

      Not that I cared much about what the girls thought; I liked her, and I hoped she would stick around. Still, I couldn't help but feel a little bad for her that she was having to deal with their jealous bullshit.

      I was so close. I just needed to keep doing what I was doing.

      I could worry about all of this once I made sure they were safe.

      There was sweat running down my face and I could still taste the blood in my mouth, but when I swung up again and managed to pull myself into my parents’ house empty basement, I let myself breathe a quiet sigh of relief just for a second.

      Before I thought about how fucked this all was.
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      Of course my relief was short-lived.

      I was aware that it was going to be, but I didn’t expect dread to take over quite as quickly as it did. The anxiety I had felt before turned into icy fear, a deep knot tightening in the pit of my stomach as I tried to calm myself down.

      I crawled on the floor, over the carpet in the basement, aware that no one had moved it over the hatch.

      Maybe they had needed to escape quickly. Or maybe they’d found the girls and things were kicking off and they didn’t have me to help them. I was on my hands and knees, my claws fully retracted as I tried to get to my feet. The smell knocked me back, though, so overwhelming it almost felt like someone had struck me in the stomach.

      The sulfuric smell surrounded me, choking me. It was just as bad as it had been down below, except that it also smelled like it was coming from somewhere up close, and I could hardly look around because my eyes were watering from how putrid it was.

      Somebody—not one of the girls, because they always smelled amazing--had clearly been in there, leaving their gross imprint everywhere. If they weren’t still there. But the door to the basement was open, and I thought there was a good chance they’d left and not come back.

      I swore under my breath. I’d been fucking reckless. I should’ve at the very least made sure that everything in my house was locked up.

      When I tilted my head up so I could examine the rope, I saw it had been cut with some sort of blade. It had to be, since there was no way that scissors were going to cut through the thick material. This had been deliberate.

      Nobody had untied the knot. Someone wanted to make sure I would die when I fell into the oubliette.

      Someone had deliberately made it so that there was no way the rope would be able to stop me from falling, even with the safeguards I had tried to put in place.

      I looked at the rope for a few seconds. I knew that looking at it wasn’t likely to give me any more information, but I hoped that by edging closer to it and taking a second to analyze it I could figure out what had happened there.

      It didn’t work. As I scanned my gaze around the room, I couldn't see any weapons or anything of the sort anywhere around me.

      My attacker had probably taken the weapons with them.

      Fuck.

      I could figure all this out later. It was more important that I go find the girls first. I could worry about what happened to me later. I needed to protect them, didn’t I? Wasn’t that the whole point of this?

      I made my way to the staircase and walked up slowly. I wanted to be as quiet as possible, which I was finding surprisingly difficult. I wanted to get out of there and burst into each room so I could find them, but I needed to be stealthy.

      I needed to stay in the shadows. Whoever had found me was obviously afraid of me, because they wouldn’t have cut the rope if they hadn’t been. I leaned close to the door so I could leverage my weight against it when I opened it, because I didn’t want the hinges to creak and give me away.

      I threw it open at once, trying to make it so that it wouldn't alert anybody of my presence with a sound. If the person who had tried to kill me thought I was dead, that would probably be for the best.

      I kicked my shoes off as I stepped out onto the plush carpeting in my parents’ living room. My footsteps were light on the floor, but even if they hadn’t been, I didn’t think anyone would be able to hear me.

      The living room was quiet. Too quiet.

      I looked around, my gaze darting over the sectional, toward the recliner, my breath hitching in my throat as I smelled the faint scent of Ali, citrus and lust. My gaze darted around the living room as I tried to absorb more information. The throw pillows were all over the place, since the girls had been sitting on the sofa. There was a fuzzy blanket over the back of the sofa, and a small fire flickered in the fireplace.

      Okay. So Ali had definitely been there, which made sense. This was where she needed to be in order to get the girls to help me in the basement. And I didn’t think they had been gone for very long, but there was no way for me to know. I’d definitely lost track of time when I fell into the oubliette, and I didn’t know how long it had taken me to climb up the well again.

      There was no other sign of their presence. The door to the kitchen was open, and they definitely weren’t there. I got close to the wall, inching closer to the staircase. Upstairs, I could hear the sound of footsteps, and I instantly breathed a sigh of relief.

      I couldn’t discern what they were saying, but I thought that they were okay. And these were definitely their voices—they didn’t sound happy, but at least they sounded like they were alive.

      Even though I could hear their voices, I still wasn't sure where they were coming from.

      I started to climb up the stairs, trying to get as much information as possible. As soon as I had gone up a couple of steps, I took a deep breath, but I couldn't smell anything.

      And that meant that there was no other information.

      All I could discern was the murmurs of conversation from another room. I tried my best to get closer to it so I could make out what they were saying. I walked onto the landing and closed my eyes so I could listen to where the voices were coming from.

      It only took me a second to realize that the sound was coming from my parents’ bedroom. A warning voice whispered in my head as I walked closer to it, ready to find them.

      Ready to open the door and deal with whoever had tried to hurt them.
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      The door to the room was closed.

      When I was growing up, my parents had always kept their room locked, which I’d never found strange. For a second, all I could think about was that, memories of my childhood suddenly flooding my brain.

      This wasn’t my parents, though. This was far more nefarious than that. Far scarier.

      Because if somebody had gone into the bedroom with the girls, it made sense that they had locked themselves inside, especially if they were going to hurt them.

      If somebody touched them, I was going to fucking kill them. The animal inside me demanded violence.

      I couldn’t smell anything, and if it had been subtle, I would’ve probably dismissed it. The scent of my attacker—of whoever was trying to hurt us—was absolutely rank. But I couldn’t smell anything at all, really, except for the crisp scent of the mist the cleaners had used. That lack of scent made me feel nothing but dread.

      Knocking seemed like a dumb idea, and I had probably already called some attention to myself simply by trying to open the door.

      I was ready to start looking for keys, but when I removed my hand from the handle, the lock glittered and sparkled, and I felt a surge of electricity around my neck.

      I immediately knew that Ali’s key was working.

      I watched, my eyes wide, as I saw the lock slowly turn, clicking in place. I blinked, confused, still trying to process what was happening.

      But there wasn’t enough time for it, because somebody opened the door wide.

      My hands fisted at my sides, I readied myself for a fight.

      But there was no fight. There were footsteps coming toward me, but they weren’t angry, just impatient. I was still in the hallway when Ali jumped into my arms, holding herself up, her arms wrapped around my neck as she whispered my name over and over again.

      “Ali…”

      “Are you okay?”

      I tried to answer her, disentangling myself from her arms, but it was impossible. She was holding me so tight, and I could feel her heartbeat against my body, her hair tickling the skin on my face, her fox ears twitching on her head.

      Faye pulled her off me and Ali stared, her eyes wide, her hands clasped over her chest.

      When she spoke again, her voice trembled. “Are you okay?” she repeated.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” I said. “Just a little fall. Not a big deal at all.”

      “Not a big deal?” Faye exclaimed. “We thought you had died.”

      They all looked at me, obviously expecting me to elaborate, but I couldn’t. There was nothing I could say that was going to help them solve this mystery, and I needed them to help me first. “Well, I didn't die,” I said, on the brink of losing my patience as I continued to scan my gaze behind them, wondering if there was anyone hiding anywhere. I didn’t think that there was. “Obviously.”

      They looked at me.

      “Are you going to tell us anything else?” Maya said, crossing her arms over her chest and leaning against the practically bare wall. Except for the calendar with the X marking the date of the eclipse, where Ali had turned it to.

      I forced myself to look back at Maya, trying not to let my mind wander too much. I clearly needed to be more present so that the girls could stay out of trouble for… fuck. I didn’t know. At least ten minutes. “What do you mean?” I asked, trying my best to keep my voice neutral.

      Faye cocked her head, her long blonde hair framing her soft, pretty face. “You know exactly what she means,” Faye said.

      Maya tried to wave her off, but Faye kept talking instead.

      “Just tell us how you got out of there,” Faye said. I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed, or worried, or angry. Whatever it was, she was certainly not pleased. “You couldn't have just fallen down the oubliette and then come right back out. It was a whole thing with Ali.”

      “It wasn’t that simple,” I said. “And I didn’t fall. Someone cut the rope.”

      “I’m still not over the part where you climbed up a brick wall,” Faye said. “Honestly, Evan, that makes no fucking sense. You needed to have assistance or something…”

      Ali glared at Faye when she trailed off. Ali was angry, but I was a little amused by Faye’s reaction. I wasn’t exactly surprised she thought I was being duplicitous, because she always struck me as quietly protective of the other girls, but I knew it wasn’t coming naturally to her.

      She was struggling. She probably wasn’t even going to bring it up. It didn’t matter, because Ali cleared her throat and set her gaze on Faye, her jaw set and her eyes narrow as she spoke. “You don't have to accuse him of anything, Faye,” she said. “He’s just trying to help us. Speak to him with respect.”

      I shook my head at her, holding back a smile. It was nice of her to leap to my defense.

      “Don’t worry, Ali,” I said, smiling at her. I squeezed her shoulder, and I had to make myself pull away from her because my skin reacted as soon as I touched her. Hers must have too, because her face colored fiercely. I dropped my hand to my side, and she flashed me a coy smile. “I got this.”

      Faye continued to stare at me.

      “You’re right,” I said. “It’s not as simple as me climbing out of a place people are supposed to die in. Guys, there's something down there…”

      They waited as I tried to think about how to even talk about this.

      “It’s hard for me to describe,” I said. “It looks like normal shit, but I just don’t think it is. It’s a bunch of weird fucking stuff.”

      “A bunch of weird stuff?” Maya asked me, picking up her head. From the expression on her face before, I knew that she had been worried too, but this had clearly piqued her curiosity. “What do you mean by a bunch of weird stuff?”

      “Who cares?” Faye asked. “How did you get down there? How are you alive? Aren’t you in pain? Lift up your shirt. Let me see.”

      I laughed. “Slow down,” I said. “I’m fine, Faye, seriously.”

      She glowered at me, anger written all over her face. Her expression crumbled for a second as she looked into my eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just thought you were hurt, and I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m fine, Faye,” I told her. “I know you were worried. But I’m fine.”

      “And he didn’t just fall,” Maya said.

      “She’s right, Faye. It didn't just happen,” Lucy said.

      Ali nodded. I watched her throat work as she swallowed. “There was a guy here. He tried to hurt us.”

      “Did he...” I said, my gaze darting between them as my heart dropped to my stomach.

      They all looked a little worse for wear, but none of them looked like they were hurt. I didn’t have time to think about how great that was, because I still didn't know what had happened, and I didn’t know.

      “No. We’re fine,” Maya said.

      My gaze darted between them as I tried to fight the icy knot tightening around my stomach.

      “So,” I said. “Which one of you is gonna tell me what happened?”
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      Ali sat down on the edge of the bed behind her, her weight sinking into the mattress under her body. She took her hair out of her ponytail and copper hair tumbled down her shoulders and the sides of her arms.

      Faye sat next to her, their legs practically touching as she did. Her foot bounced up and down on the floor in front of her and she chewed on her lower lip as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      Maya leaned on the wall, a scowl on her face, her eyes narrow. “I think Ali should tell you,” she said.

      Lucy watched me from the other side of the bed, her head cocked, her ears twitching. I leaned against the threshold, looking in at all of them.

      “Ali,” I said.

      Ali tilted her head up. She took a deep breath as her eyes found mine. “What?”

      “What happened?”

      Her gaze darted away from me. When she spoke, it was so quiet I felt like I had to strain to hear her.

      “So you were going to climb down the hatch and I knew that you wanted me to get the rest of them,” she said. “I didn’t want to see you going down--I didn’t think my nerves could take it--so I thought I’d go get them when you first started to climb down and I thought...”

      I’d told her to stay, but maybe it was better that she had gone. In any case, it was too late to get annoyed with her now.

      “I turned around, thought I would only take a second, and get them. When I got to the living room, they weren’t there, but I could hear voices nearby so I thought I’d poke my head into the kitchen and tell them that you needed them.”

      “We weren’t in the kitchen,” Faye added. “And she keeps doing things that are going to take no time and...”

      “I’m right here. And yeah, I know that now,” Ali said. I could tell that she was having a hard time stopping herself from rolling her eyes. She focused on me, her pupils dilating when her gaze found my eyes. “Anyway, so I’m on my way to the kitchen, I open the door, and then I realize that there’s nobody there. So as I was deciding whether to look for them or to go back into the basement, I heard this click, and I realized that it was too late to go back because someone had already locked themselves up in it.”

      “Wait, what do you mean?” I asked.

      Ali swallowed. “As soon as I heard the click, I ran toward the basement to see if I could go and open the door, but I couldn’t open it at all. I tried to call for you, but I don’t think you were able to hear me.”

      “I wasn’t,” I said. “I just… I was falling.”

      “They heard me,” Ali said after a second, looking around at the other girls. “So they came to help.”

      “We couldn’t get the door to open,” Maya said. “We tried, but it wouldn’t budge.”

      “Then we heard someone coming upstairs,” Faye said.

      “We couldn’t just hear him, but we could, you know, smell him,” Lucy said quietly. She was surprisingly quiet, far more than she normally was, and she seemed surprisingly subdued. “I told the girls to run, but…”

      “We tried to run, Lucy,” Faye said.

      I turned my face to look at her. “Wait, what do you mean you tried to run?”

      “Someone opened the door and tried to come after us,” Maya replied. “We ran away from him, but he managed to grab me and pulled my anklet off.”

      “Wait.”

      “Yeah,” Faye said. “I was lucky he didn’t get my bracelet.”

      I ignored her. “Maya, are you hurt?”

      “No, he only tore it off,” she said. “He didn’t actually manage to hurt me.”

      “So what happened after that?”

      “We came up here and locked ourselves in,” Maya said. “We thought about going back to get you, but we didn’t know if he was still out there, and…”

      “And we didn’t want to make things worse,” Faye said. “So we thought hiding was the best decision we could make here.”

      “Right. But you’re all okay?” I asked, my gaze scanning over them again as I tried to see if they had any injuries.

      “I mean, yes,” Faye said. “All things considered. We were just worried about it. We were worried you might have died.”

      “And we were going to go and check,” Lucy said. “But when we tried to get out of this room, the door wouldn’t fucking budge.”

      “So you think this guy barricaded you in here?” I asked her.

      “I guess,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “I think that’s the only explanation that makes any sense.”

      I craned my neck to look back at the ajar door. “No,” I said. “That makes no sense. There’s no way to lock this door from the outside, only from the inside.”

      “It was definitely locked from the outside,” Lucy said.

      “No, the…” I started to argue with her, then remembered Ali’s keys, jangling around my neck. They were the same keys that had allowed me to get into the oubliette, so it stood to reason that they could control the other doors in the house. Of course.

      That was why they had broken in. And something that the other faction wanted was clearly in my parents’ house or they wouldn’t have pursued it so aggressively.

      Maya took a step toward me. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she said, a smile on her face before she schooled her expression. “I think I found something else in one of your dad’s books.”

      “What?”

      “There’s something about this like… I don’t know. I’ve been finding it kind of hard to parse. It’s like, talking about smelting the keys, and winding back a clock, and I think it’s all a metaphor. Except I can’t figure out what it’s a metaphor for.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not a metaphor.”

      “What do you mean?” Maya said.

      “I don’t know what smelting any keys has to do with it,” I said. “But I do know the clock he’s talking about. That’s all in the same book?”

      “Yeah, the one you found in the basement,” Maya said. “Says the clock is made of brimstone.”

      “Right,” I said. “Well, it’s in the oubliette.”

      “Sorry?”

      “There’s this clock in the oubliette,” I said. “Along with a bunch of other stuff. And I think the guy who tried to get the artifacts is probably also after the stuff in the dungeon.”

      Maya cocked her head, and the rest of the girls watched us, all of them quiet.

      “Okay,” she said. “What does that mean?”

      “Okay, girls. Don’t panic,” I answered. “But he’s probably still here.”
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      I wanted to tell them to wait upstairs, but I knew that losing sight of them was never a good idea. If anything, the last few days had proven that beyond a shadow of a doubt. Even just leaving them alone for a few seconds had almost turned into a fatal mistake.

      I craned my neck to look at them. They were all clearly nervous, but they formed a relatively tidy line right as they got close to the wall.

      “Can you guys just stay behind me?” I asked. I didn’t want to have to argue with them, but none of them seemed pleased about following a simple command.

      They looked at each other. Faye opened her mouth to answer, but I glared at her.

      “Please, Faye,” I said. “I don't want anything to happen to you. To any of you.”

      Faye’s eyes narrowed as she settled her gaze on me, her nostrils flaring. “We could go looking for him.”

      “No!” I exclaimed, trying to be as quiet as possible. It was hard because I wanted to impress upon them that this was a terrible idea and the easiest way to do that was to raise my voice.

      “Evan…”

      “Absolutely not,” I said.

      I cleared my throat when I saw the look on her face. I hadn’t expected her to be offended when I shot her down. It looked like I’d hurt her feelings, too. There was no time to deal with that. I needed her to keep her head in the game. I needed all of them to focus.

      “Listen, Faye,” I said. “We don't really know what we are dealing with.”

      “We know someone wants to hurt us,” Faye said. “Someone wants to hurt you.”

      I softened a little at the concern in her eyes. “Don’t worry about me. I can deal with them,” I said.

      “But Evan…”

      Maya elbowed her arm, shaking her head, and Faye’s mouth closed as she fell silent.

      “Think this through,” I said. “All we have is this information from a book Maya found, and there’s no way for us to verify it, so it might not be correct.”

      “What about the clock you found in the dungeon?” Maya said, her eyes narrow.

      “Okay, so we have what you found in my father’s book, and a weird experience,” I said.

      “It wasn’t just a weird experience,” Maya said. “It literally gave you superpowers.”

      “Okay, so the clock made things weird,” I said. “It helped me to climb up or whatever.”

      “It sounds like it helped after you almost died,” Faye said.

      “I didn’t almost die,” I said, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. “I was fine. Just fell down a well.”

      Faye raised her eyebrows, cocking her head enough to make her blonde hair fall over her face, and I sighed, waving her off before I spoke. “Right. Like I said, we’re not sure what we’re dealing with.”

      Maya opened her mouth to speak but she closed it when I set my gaze on her.

      “So we’re going to have to go looking for him.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Maya said.

      “It’s the only thing we can do. We need to find out what he knows about the clock, and whether he knows it’s in the oubliette. We also need to figure out why he thought breaking in here was a good idea in the first place. Then we’ll be able to, I don’t know, get a handle on all this,” I said. I hoped it was true, but they didn’t look like they were convinced. “But please, stay behind me no matter what happens. And don't go anywhere. Let’s make sure not to split up, okay?”

      I didn’t want to break down that they kept getting into trouble when I wasn’t around and that it was getting to me. I wasn’t going to be able to focus on taking this guy down if I was worried about their well-being and they kept getting themselves into trouble.

      “Ladies.”

      They all muttered something in agreement, but by that point I wasn't paying attention to them. I walked close to the wall in the hallway, looked around for any clues of who he might be and of his presence, but I couldn’t see anything.

      I took a deep breath, trying to smell for him. But there was no trace of the guy. No trace of his scent, anyway.

      I edged closer to the steps. I slowly went downstairs, my back pressed against the railing. I could hear their footsteps. They were all walking behind me. They were doing so slowly, because I was walking slowly, but they weren't as quiet as I was, and I knew that the guy would be able to hear me as soon as the five of us got all the way to the bottom of the stairs and turned a corner into the living room.

      Having them all around me was definitely a liability, but I couldn’t just leave them. They were obviously not safe without me.

      Once we were in the living room, I looked around, my gaze darting over the colorful throw pillows on the floor next to the sofa, kicked off shoes next to the recliner, glasses on the coffee table but not set over the coasters on it. Everything about it was a mess, but it would have been nice. It would’ve been domestic, if I wasn’t so worried about them getting hurt.

      For the first time, I wondered if maybe I should come back here and make a home with the girls after this was all over.

      I looked past the sofa to the window, and my breath hitched in my throat as my gaze settled on the car parked right outside my house.

      Other vehicles drove past the black Dodge Charger. The hammering in my head worsened and I raked my hand through my hair as I tried to steady my breathing.

      “I think he’s gone,” I said. I couldn’t see him in the car, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if he was there, watching us. In fact, that was the only thing that made sense, and I knew I needed to run after him before he sped off and disappeared.

      I didn’t think about it. I just sprinted past the living room, swung the door open, slammed it behind me, and jogged toward the car.

      I didn’t have time to wonder whether the girls were behind me, or whether it was better for them to stay inside, because I was on the sidewalk, running toward the car, its lights suddenly turning on as the engine sputtered.
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      It took me a few seconds to process that the car was about to speed away and it was most likely driven by my attacker. As soon as he merged into the street, almost hitting the car that was parallel parked behind him, my mouth went dry.

      I could hop into my car and try to follow him, but I didn’t know where my keys were, and that would take too long.

      So I did the only thing that I could think of doing.

      I ran.

      I didn't think I was going to be able to catch up to the car, but I wasn’t going to give up until I at least tried. He’d tried to kill me. Maybe he was the same guy who had tried to kill Ali. Whatever the case, I needed to have a conversation with him, at the very least.

      I sped up somehow. The cars blurred when I started to run, but he slowly but surely made his way away from me. I managed to catch up to his side, looked through the passenger side window and he picked up his head to make eye contact with me.

      He was the guy I had seen before at the gas station. I couldn’t see him that well through the glass, especially because he kept picking up speed, and I could feel my energy waning as I struggled to keep up.

      But it didn’t matter. I was sure.

      He smirked at me as he stepped on the accelerator, and I watched, my mouth dry as the engine roared past me and the car drove past, so quickly that I was certain I was going to lose him for good.

      I couldn’t let myself get tired. I couldn’t lose him. I could hear my footsteps as I ran on the sunbaked concrete of the wide street, and I watched as the Dodge Charger took a sharp right corner into the street that went away from town and toward the narrow country highway.

      I took the corner too, trying my best to catch up to him, but I was getting tired, and I didn’t know how long I could chase a fucking car for. I wasn’t the Flash.

      Even as I tried to ignore the feeling of hopelessness spreading all over my body, I sprinted behind them, and my heart sped up a little when I realized that, once again, I had caught up to the car even though he had sped up.

      He met my gaze through the window again, his eyes wide, and I held back a smile as I realized I could just reach out and grab onto the handle of the passenger side door. He fumbled to get the doors locked instead of speeding up, which was better for me. I reached down, pulled the handle, and the door swung open. I had to slow down for a second so it wouldn’t hit me, since he was going fast, and I was sure the door would have taken me out.

      I didn’t think about leaping into his car; it sort of just happened. I tried to angle my fall so I would fall on my knees when I fell into it. I was lucky—I didn’t fall face first, but it was hard to keep myself upright when the driver looked up at me, his eyes wide, and he started to swerve. The door was still open and if I didn’t act quickly, he was going to succeed in pushing me off the car.

      “Don’t,” I said as I watched his fingers curl around the steering wheel. My eyes widened when he pulled the steering wheel to the right, and I reached down to grab the console so I could hold onto something.

      I didn’t reach it in time, so I held onto his shoulder. He tried to shake me off, but he needed to focus on the road. I dug my fingers into his shoulder blade and he tried to shake me off, his eyes wide, his mouth falling open.

      He screamed something, trying to get me off him, but I wasn’t going to let him go.

      He jerked the steering wheel side-to-side, and I felt my knees sliding under me, almost ejecting me from the moving vehicle. The momentum made it impossible for him to stay upright, and I yanked him over to the side so that he would get his hands off the steering wheel.

      Instead of letting go of the steering wheel, he pulled it to the right as much as he could, and the car skidded into the median. There was a drop, and the car was at an angle, and holding on was slowly turning more and more difficult.

      My claws—which I still didn’t really really know how to control—made this sharp, skin-tearing sound as they popped out of my knuckles, and I dragged the points of them along the fabric of his clothes so I could stay in the car.

      He craned his neck up to look at me, his eyes wide. “Let go!” he exclaimed, or I thought he exclaimed, because he was driving fast, and it was hard for me to be able to hear him over the sound of the wind whipping past us.

      There was no fucking way I was letting go. This was the man who’d tried to hurt my women.

      My pack.

      I tried to inch closer to him as he started to go faster again, this time half of the car on the median, tilted to the side so I would fall into the grass. I could hear the sound of the undercarriage, on the asphalt that separated the median from the road.

      “Let go!” he exclaimed once again, this time a little more forcefully. He tried to swerve the car again and pull me off him, but at that point, he was stuck with me.

      He tried to shake me off, grimacing in pain, but I didn't let him.

      My claws weren’t just digging into his skin anymore. They were speared into his body, and I was holding onto him with the full knowledge that his skin would rip and tear if I were to let him go.

      The blood was all gone from his face as he tilted his head toward me to plead once more. “Let go,” he said. “Please.”

      “You don’t want me to do that.”

      He grimaced and I glared at him. He was still driving, but he’d slowed down a bit, probably because of the pain.

      “This won't hurt,” I told him. “Much. I’ll make sure to be careful. All you need to do is pull over.”

      His eyes widened and he opened his mouth to say something, but I shook my head.

      “I promise I won’t hurt you,” I said. I hoped I could keep that promise. “I just want to talk.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just talk to you. If you pull over.”

      His eyebrows drew together, but he looked ahead, and I watched as he clenched his jaw and slowed the car down a bit.

      I stared at him, my gaze finally settling on the claws still piercing his skin. “Do it.”

      “What?”

      “Pull over!”

      His eyes widened in understanding, and then he nodded. I was vaguely aware that he was trying to control himself, to stop himself from trembling, because he was clearly afraid.

      He seemed like a coward. Not the kind of guy who’d break into my house and just try to kill me.

      Then again, he had left me to fall down a giant hole and then locked up behind himself, so maybe he was a coward, and I was being charitable on instinct.

      He slowed the car down, taking his foot off the accelerator, and then slowly came to a rolling stop. I closed the door of the passenger side, leaning away from him, and the entire car seemed to shake.

      “Kill the engine,” I said when we had finally stopped. He took the car out of gear. “Now hand me the keys.”

      He threw them on my lap and I slid them into the pocket of my jeans. His gaze darted between my arm, angled between us on the console and my face. But I wasn’t going to let him go that easily.

      “Wait,” I said. “I want to know what you were doing in my house first.”

      He sighed, slouching a little. The movement seemed to elicit some pain because I watched him swallow down a groan. He was trying his best to appear unaffected, but I knew better. I could see it written all over his face. This was bad and he wanted me to stop it.

      He had tried to run away, and he was trapped. We both knew it.

      “Let go of me first,” he said, his voice low, neutral. He was clearly masking how panicked he was. “And I'll tell you everything you want to know. Everything you need to know.”

      “And you won’t try to run away?”

      He shook his head, his breath shallow. “I won’t,” he said. “I’m not stupid.”

      Debatable, but not the time to get into an argument about this.

      “Okay. Brace yourself. I think this is going to hurt,” I told him.

      I watched as he set his jaw and nodded.

      “Ready?”

      He nodded.

      I pulled my claws out of him, and they made a hollow, popping sound as blood rushed out of his wounds, covering the fabric on his back and sticking it to his skin.

      It was mixed with his scent, which was bitter and sharp, and the mixture was putrid enough to make me want to gag. I covered my nose with my hand and watched him as he squinted, his jaw clenching as he tried his best not to show me how in pain he was.

      It had to be hard. That looked like it must hurt.

      “Okay,” I said. “I let go of you. Are you going to tell me what you want and what the fuck you were in my house for?”

      He glared at me, his skin paling. “What about the blood?” he asked, looking down at himself. “Are you going to help?”

      “You’ll be fine,” I said. I really hoped I was right, but if he looked too weak, I’d intervene. “Demis heal quicker than humans. Now, what were you doing in my house?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Then you better start talking, because from where I’m standing, you just tried to kill me and I’m being super fucking nice by not trying to kill you right back.”

      His eyes widened in fear.

      “So, let me ask you again,” I repeated, my claws retracting back into my knuckles, blood spattered over the skin on the back of my hands. “What were you doing in my house?”

      “I wasn’t trying to kill you,” he said, stammering over his words. “I was trying to find something.”

      “Did you find it?” I asked him, trying my best to keep my voice neutral.

      He nodded slowly, and I felt my temper flaring as he took a sweet time to answer my very simple question. Ever since the change, I’d been more angry, especially when the girls were in danger. “Yes,” he finally said.

      Maya’s anklet. The thing that allowed her to live a normal life. He’d taken it.

      “Right,” I said. “And you stole it, didn’t you?”

      “They shouldn't have the artifacts,” he said simply. I thought he was trying to shrug his shoulders, but he didn’t. It was probably too hard, since the skin on his lower back was torn up, and I’d been so careful, too.

      “What?” I asked.

      “They’re not the only demis affected by this, Wakefield,” he said. “They shouldn’t be the only people who get to have them.”

      I glowered at him, my impatience edging closer to full-blown anger. “You don't get to decide that.”

      A sneer of derision curled the edges of his mouth, and he turned his face to look ahead so he wouldn’t have to keep looking into my eyes. This conversation was scaring him, which was strange. If he’d been the mastermind behind all of this, it made no sense that he’d be this reticent to speak to me, or even to confront me.

      He hadn’t wanted to fight. He’d just wanted to get away.

      Maybe it’d help me get more information if I switched gears a bit. “What’s your name?”

      He cocked his head, his eyes narrow. “Why do you want to know my name?”

      “I don’t,” I said. “I was being polite. And what were you going to do with the artifact once you stole it?”

      He looked away from me, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “It’s Alton.”

      “Right.”

      He was quiet for a few seconds, then his shoulders slumped. “I was doing the right thing.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. I had been extremely patient with him, partially because I didn’t think he was the one behind this, but he was testing me. I pinched the bridge of my nose before I spoke. “Look, I know we’re just having a conversation, but I can make this very unpleasant for you. I don't think that's what you want. Is it?”

      He frowned at me with concern, but that seemed to do enough to convince him. “I just wanted to get the artifacts for some people who actually deserve them.”

      I scoffed. “Okay, good to know that you get to decide that. Super nice to finally meet the arbiter of such things,” I said. “Things seem really muddled with this whole demi shit, and I’m sure getting to know you is only going to make things clearer for me.”

      He laughed, no humor in his voice. He threw his head back and closed his eyes, leaning against the seat, getting blood all over the weather. “You know, Wakefield, I've heard that you were an asshole,” he said. “I just didn’t expect you to be this bad.”
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      I didn’t have time to dwell on the fact that he had heard of me. Even though I wanted to ask him how he knew me, there were more important things to take care of at that moment.

      “I don’t really care what you think about me,” I said.

      He scoffed, turning to look at me. “Maybe you should,” he said, baring his teeth at me, and my gaze slid down so I could take in the sharp point of his canines. I didn’t think he was going to attack me, but he clearly wasn’t just a human, and he could’ve lunged at me if he wanted to.

      He must’ve thought that I was stronger than him. He was probably right.

      I held back a smirk. “Okay. If you say so. And why did you try to kill me, Alton?” I asked.

      That seemed like the most relevant question. He swallowed, looking away from me, fidgeting nervously in his seat. “I didn't try to kill you, to be clear. I just tried to trap you so I could get the artifacts from the girls.”

      “Just trap me, huh?”

      “Honestly, yes,” he replied. “I knew you would probably survive and I didn't want to mess with you.”

      “Because I’m an asshole,” I said.

      “No. Because I know what you've done.”

      My eyes widened as I let the weight of what he’d said settle between us. I stared at him, trying to control my hammering heartbeat. If he knew what I’d done… That meant that he knew about Tristan. And if he knew about Tristan, then he probably knew a whole lot more than he was saying, and we were in deep fucking shit.

      “Who told you to come here?” I asked him.

      “Nobody told me to come here,” he replied, his voice shaking. It was clearly a lie. “I wanted to retrieve the artifacts because I think they need to go to more deserving people. Is that so hard to believe?”

      “A little bit, yeah,” I replied, and for a second, he looked like he was about to laugh. He might have, if he wasn’t so terrified. I could see the fear written all over his face, the way he clenched his jaw, how obviously he was trying to make it seem like he wasn’t scared.

      “Fuck you, Wakefield.”

      I ignored him. “You didn't just do this because you wanted to, or it’s the right thing to do. You did it because someone told you to.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “No, I’m not,” I said. “You're afraid. More afraid of them than you are of me.”

      He sighed, slumping down in the seat. His expression crumbled before he schooled it into a scowl. “I can't tell you.”

      I shook my head, holding back the urge to scoff. “You don't understand. You don’t actually have a choice. We can do this civilly, or we can do it with violence, but however you want to do it, it's getting done.”

      He picked up his head to look at me, his eyes wide. “For what it’s worth, I never wanted to hurt them.”

      “Hurt…”

      “The girls. The demis, the ones you bring along with you. I didn't want to hurt them.”

      “I'm glad you didn't,” I replied. “If you had, we'd be having a very different kind of conversation right now.”

      He tilted his head up and leaned his head against the headrest, looking up at the ceiling of the car. He took a deep breath before he spoke again. “He told me I needed to do it.”

      “He…”

      “Gray.”

      “Gray?” I quote.

      “Right. Gray.”

      “I’ve never heard of him,” I said.

      He laughed, no humor in his voice. “Well, now you have,” he said. “He’s…”

      “What?” I asked when he trailed off and it didn’t seem like he was going to speak again.

      “He's in charge of the diurnal demis,” he said.

      “In charge?”

      “Well, not exactly,” he said. “He’s in charge of four--sorry--three of them. He's like you, except during the day. And his women don't have the artifacts so they aren’t able to function properly.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “You didn’t think you were the only protector, did you? I mean, it shouldn’t surprise me. You do seem incredibly arrogant.”

      I ignored the dig, because there were more important things to worry about. Like whoever this Gray fella was. I clearly needed to have a one-on-one conversation with him.

      “That sounds rough,” I said. “So his girlfriends sleep all the way through the night. How difficult for him. That’s what happens, right?” I asked.

      I knew that the answer wasn’t that simple, but I wanted him to tell me that it was, because I didn’t want to worry about Lucy any more than I already was.

      I could see what not having the artifact was doing to Lucy, and it wasn’t just about her sleep. I could see the shadows under her eyes, the bones on her fingers as her hands withered away, getting so skinny that every time she touched me and I held her in my arms, I thought there was a chance she could break.

      There was also the way it would be a struggle for her to carry a conversation as soon as dusk happened.

      She was obviously trying her best, but it wasn’t easy.

      “No,” Alton said. “That’s not just what happens.”

      “I know circadian rhythms affect the sleep-wake cycle in normal people, but the way they affect demis is still kind of a mystery to me,” I said.

      He shook his head again. “That must be why you’re so sure that the artifacts need to stay with your girls,” he said. “Because you don’t realize what’s happening to everyone who doesn’t have it. It’s not just not getting enough sleep or almost falling over when it gets dark. But since most demis can’t align their circadian rhythm to the day-night cycle, they start being affected in other ways. Do you know how many processes your circadian rhythm affects?”

      “Not off the top of my head,” I said, trying to remember my training. He was right, of course, I knew circadian rhythms affected everything. That meant the artifacts had to be incredibly, insanely powerful. “I know it’s a lot.”

      “It’s a lot,” Alton said. “It’s everything. Their hunger, metabolism, fertility…”

      “Right.”

      “And not being able to regulate it kills us,” he said. “All of us. Except them, I guess. And you. We’re halfway through life by the time we turn twenty.”

      “You seem fine to me,” I said, trying to ignore the knot in my throat.

      “I’m not,” he said. “I’m dying.”
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      There was no real response to that, not one I could think of, considering the circumstances under which we had met.

      “I need you to take me back,” I said. “And I need you to give Maya her artifact back, or you can just give it to me.”

      “And what are you going to do if I don’t?” he asked, but I couldn’t really hear a challenge in his voice. If anything, he sounded resigned, like he was only arguing with me because it was what he felt he had to do.

      “Alton.”

      “What?”

      “Just drive.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “To answer your question,” I said. “I don’t know what I’m going to do yet. But I don’t think it’ll be pretty.”

      He seemed to accept that after a few seconds, even though he was clearly not pleased. “Fine.”

      “Do it,” I said. “What are we waiting for? We need to get back to my house.”

      I moved away from him to lean back against the seat, looking up at the ceiling myself. Now that I wasn’t chasing anyone, or that I wasn’t worried about dying, the weight of the events of the last few weeks was starting to sink in, and it was dizzying.

      “Wakefield.”

      I opened my eyes so I could look at him, raising my eyebrows. “What?”

      “I need the keys.”

      I panicked for a minute; did he know I had Ali piece of the artifact with me? “Key…?”

      “The keys? To the car. I need to be able to drive back to your house.”

      Fuck. Of course. The key. I fumbled in my pocket as he continued talking quietly. “Those girls are probably really worried about you.”

      “They wouldn’t be, if you hadn’t tried to kill me,” I said.

      “I didn’t try to—”

      “Whatever,” I said. “So you said this guy, he said he's like me?”

      He nodded, taking the keys from my hand. I watched as he turned it in the ignition. The car roared under us, slowly coming to life, and I held on to the bar as he pushed his foot down on the accelerator. The car sputtered for a second and then I watched this guy take a deep breath and press his foot hard on the accelerator.

      He drove the car out of the median at full speed, yanking the wheel to one side, the tires screeching as soon as he hit the pavement of the road.

      He was going fast, and then pushed down hard on the brakes before he did an illegal U-turn right in the middle of the fucking street. “Jesus. You drive like a fucking maniac.”

      He laughed bitterly. “You tend to drive fast when you’re running out of time.”

      I glared, though it did make me feel just a little bit guilty. Maybe he wasn’t lying about his mortality.

      “Just… be normal until we get back to my house, please.”

      He raised his eyebrows, but his silence continued.

      I didn’t know if taking him back was the right thing to do, but I wasn’t scared of him exactly. I was mostly curious. This guy definitely didn't feel like he wanted to kill me, but there was a chance I was mistaken, and he would definitely try to later. There was no way for me to know other than to take a chance. And, in any case, if he was occupied with me, he wouldn’t be thinking about the girls at all, so there was something to be said for keeping him distracted.

      He drove like I told him to, slowly, normally, until we were on my street. The chase had felt incredibly long but it obviously hadn’t been.

      “So you were saying,” I said, as if we could just make conversation. “Gray.”

      “Right. Gray. I work for him.”

      “You work for him?”

      “Yes. I work for him.”

      He sounded annoyed. “Okay.”

      “Why is that so hard for you to believe? That I could work for someone?”

      “It's not. It's just a little weird that the reason you would come here and try to do this is because you work for this guy,” I said. “Like, you’ve heard about me, so obviously you don’t want to cross me, and you still come here because it’s your job?”

      He thought about that as he parked in front of my house, in exactly the same spot he had before. “No, it’s more than that,” he said. “But he did ask me to do it, so there’s that.”

      “But you weren’t there to hurt the girls.”

      “No!” he said. He sounded offended, which was weird. “I wouldn’t hurt them. It’s not their fault you’re their protector.”

      “Would that be a reason to hurt them?”

      “No,” he said. “I just said it wouldn’t. You’re not listening. We don’t attack demi women. That’s exactly why people protect them, because they’re scarce.”

      “Scarce?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “

      This guy was getting on my nerves, but through the way he talked, and through the things he was saying, I was gaining glimpses of information I didn’t think I would’ve had access to otherwise. “Do you have it?”

      “Yes,” he said, then sighed before he spoke, taking the car out of gear as he looked at me. “Look, I know that there's no reason for you to trust me. If I were you, I wouldn't trust me either. But I want you to know. I wouldn't hurt them. I know they had nothing to do with this.”

      “Right,” I said. This insistence… it was putting me on edge. “I hope you're telling me the truth.”

      “I am,” he said.

      I gave him a second so that he would step out of the car himself before me. He didn't, and I wasn’t going to jump up and give him a chance to drive away again. I didn’t want to have to chase him again. “You can't stay here,” I said. “I don't want you to run away.”

      He shook his head. “Get out, Wakefield,” he said. “We have nothing else to talk about.”

      “We have so much to talk about. And you're going to give the artifact back to Maya yourself.”

      “That seems unfair,” he said, sounding far younger than he was. He looked like he was about thirty, but sounded like a petulant teenager. He really didn’t want to go back in the house, and I didn’t know why, but I wanted to find out.

      “Actually, I think that I’m being extremely fair,” I said.

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “I mean, considering the fact that you broke into my house, cut a rope so I would fall to my death, and then chased and scared the girls and tried to steal their things… I’m not just being fair. I’m being really nice.”

      “I need to go,” Alton said. “I’m sorry, I…”

      “You’re not going anywhere except into my house,” I said. “You’re going to walk into my living room, you're going to go up to Maya, you're going to apologize, and you're going to give the artifact back to her.”

      “Dude.”

      “Or you could stay here and find out what happens if that’s what you decide to do.”

      He groaned. “Fuck,” he said. “Okay.”

      He tried to get out of the car, but before he could, I curled my fingers around his shoulder and stopped him from getting out. “Stop,” I said. “Give me your keys first.”

      He rolled his eyes, but he let go of them and deposited them into my hands.
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      I waited for him to go inside.

      He hesitated before he climbed up the stairs, staying by the sidewalk.

      “Alton,” I said.

      He glowered at me.

      “Hurry up,” I said.

      He clearly wanted to lag behind me, but I didn't let him. I didn’t want him to try to escape.

      “Is this necessary?”

      “It absolutely fucking is,” I replied.

      He rolled his eyes, but he did as I told him. I watched him as he went up the stairs before me, and I waited as he knocked on the door himself, standing a couple of feet behind him, still on the stairs.

      I could’ve probably just walked in and told them what had happened, but I knew they could see me through the large window, since I’d been able to see Alton’s car.

      I didn't want the girls to be scared, but I couldn’t see inside, so I looked past the windowpane and tried to flash them a smile. I hoped they would get that they weren’t in danger from looking at me, but there was no way for me to tell.

      We waited, Alton getting progressively more upset. I didn’t hear any footsteps or anyone coming toward us, but it didn’t matter.

      It gave me time to think about how this was a good thing. It was the way things needed to be. Alton needed to be a man and face the consequences of his actions, which he was clearly struggling with.

      And even more than that, he had answers for my burning questions, especially when it came to this other protector.

      That was why I stood there with him, waiting to see if he would bolt and run away.

      But he didn't.

      One of the girls opened the door before he could. The door creaked when she did and Alton took a step back to let me go in first. I shook my head and he glared at me.

      “Go in,” I said. “I’ll follow you. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

      He rolled his eyes again, but I thought that he was probably doing it for show. I didn’t need to touch him in order to scare him, from the way he was holding himself, I could tell he was afraid. His hands were at his sides next to him, a few inches away from his legs. I was reasonably sure he was too scared to make a move.

      I was aware of Lucy’s gaze darting toward me, her eyes wide, her mouth dropping open. There was fear written all over her face, but she looked a little calmer when her gaze landed on me, and she clamped her mouth shut.

      Faye cleared her throat. “What are you doing—”

      “Wait,” I said. “He’s here to answer your questions. And to give Maya her artifact back. So do both of those things.”

      “Here you go,” Alton said, putting his hand in his pocket and throwing it at her.

      Maya caught it without any difficulty, scoffing as she wrapped her fingers around the metal. She looked down at it, her eyes narrow. “I think you broke the clasp.”

      “Sorry,” Alton said.

      “That was pretty bad,” I said.

      Alton turned his head for a second to glare at me. “Sorry for breaking your jewelry and I’m sorry for trying to steal the artifact off you.”

      “Better,” I said, trying not to laugh.

      Lucy walked up to me, grabbing my bicep so hard that I winced at the contact. I could still feel the electricity surging on her skin as soon as she touched me, but there was this urgency from her touch that bordered on fear.

      “Lucy…”

      “Evan, can I talk to you?”

      “Can it be later?” I said, my gaze darting between her eyes and her fingers curled around my arm.

      I really didn’t want to leave the other three girls alone with Alton. I didn’t know if he was going to hurt them, and I didn’t want to find out. “In a bit,” I said. “I need to take care of this first.”

      “This is important,” she said, her eyes darkening with pain. I could feel their gazes boring into me, and I knew they were all watching me, waiting for me to make a decision. This felt like a fucking impossible choice.

      “Just go,” Faye said. “Nothing’s gonna happen. We won’t let him leave.”

      Maya nodded after a second. “She’s right.”

      “No,” I said. “We should probably tie him up first.”

      There was a short argument between them, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was watching Alton instead, waiting to see if he would try to bolt. He didn’t.

      “We could throw him down the oubliette,” Ali said.

      I held back a smirk. I didn't want to betray how amused this whole thing made me. Ali was right to be angry, but the suggestion had been unexpected, and surprisingly endearing.

      It was nice to see that she would get angry when it counted, even though it was still taking me a while to process the fact that Ali wanted revenge.

      I could deal with that later. I wasn't sure how I felt about it right then. The most important thing was to keep the girls safe, and since I’d learned my lesson about leaving them alone for too long, I knew that tying this guy up was the best option. Whatever Lucy wanted, I was sure it wasn’t going to take too long.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let's go upstairs. We can tie him up in my bedroom.”

      Ali glared at me. “I don’t want his smell in there.”

      “If he does anything stupid, we’ll throw him down into the dungeon,” I told her. “You can push him in if you want.”

      She rolled her eyes, shaking her head, a thin smile on her face. At least she seemed happy then.

      “We’re all going with you,” I told him. “Start walking.”

      Alton walked ahead of me, the girls behind me, and we went up the stairs together.

      “This is definitely not necessary,” he said between clenched teeth. “Look, man, I really need to get back.”

      I scoffed. “Keep walking,” I said. “Maybe you should've thought of that before you broke into my house.”

      “I didn't do anything wrong,” he said.

      From behind me, Maya scoffed.

      “Right, so it wasn’t great,” Alton said. “You have to understand. I'm just trying to survive.”

      I ignored him as we got to the hallway. “Here,” I said. “On your right. Push that door open.”

      He did as he was told, pressing his hand against the door. It swung open for him, and we all walked into my bedroom. Alton seemed to know what to do, because he immediately walked over to the bed, sat down near the headboard and turned his head to look at me, his jaw set.

      I knew I shouldn’t get near him. If he pissed me off, I was going to hurt him.

      “Tie him up,” I said. “Hurry.”

      Maya and Lucy exchanged a glance with each other.

      “Come on,” I said, trying to stop myself from sounding as annoyed as I was. “Hurry up, Maya. He's the one who stole from you, so you should be interested in making sure he can’t steal anything else from you.”

      Maya sighed. “Evan…”

      “Come on,” I said. “Make it quick.”

      I could tell that Maya wasn’t happy, but when she looked at Lucy, she obviously decided not to argue.

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Let’s do it,” Lucy replied, her voice shaky.

      Neither one of them argued and they worked together to tie the blankets around my bed to tie him up to the headboard. They weren’t gentle and it looked uncomfortable.

      “His feet, too,” I said.

      They exchanged another look. I could hear Ali and Faye talking quietly in the hallway. I wondered what they were talking about—their tone was hushed but urgent—but it wasn’t the time to find out. I could ask them later.

      Alton didn’t fight them. His gaze darted toward me every now and then, and I wondered, for a second, if he wanted to get caught. Whatever he was supposed to be going back to, he seemed to be far more scared of it than he was of me, and he seemed terrified of me.

      “Are you done?” I asked.

      Lucy took a step away from the bed, crossing her arms over her chest, her shoulders dropping as she set her gaze on his face. “Yeah,” she said.

      Maya walked toward me. “That wasn’t cool,” she said, her voice a whisper in my ear.

      “Trust me, I spared you from seeing something a lot worse,” I whispered back to her.

      She took a step back, her eyes wide. “Don’t leave,” I said.

      I walked over to check that the knots the girls had tied were tight and sound, so I could make sure that he wasn't going to be able to escape. “Did you check his pockets or anything?”

      Maya sighed. “You haven't done that?” she said.

      “No, I haven't. I got a little distracted with the car chase. So…”

      “Right,” Maya said.

      “There’s nothing in my pockets,” Alton said.

      “Lucy, can you check?”

      She turned to face me, a blush exploding on her cheeks, tears swimming in her pretty brown eyes. “I…”

      “I can search him, Lucy,” Maya said. My heart sank. I hadn’t wanted to do this because I didn’t want to lose my temper and I thought it would’ve been nice for the girls to be in charge, at least for a bit.

      But it looked like I’d be wrong.

      “Thank you,” Lucy said, her voice trembling. Her gaze darted between both of us until she stormed past me. She avoided me completely, and when I turned to stare at her, I noticed that Ali and Faye had stopped talking at all.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Maya asked. “Go after her.”
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      I felt a little bad as I went to my bedroom, trailing a few feet behind Lucy. She wasn’t exactly running away, but she was walking fast, and I wondered what the hell could’ve set her off like this.

      She paced in the space next to the bed for a few seconds, a thoughtful look on her face, as if she was deciding whether to share something with me or not. She must have known I was there, because she was upset, but she was trying her best to control her emotions.

      I didn’t want to interrupt her. It seemed to me like she needed to work through something.

      I waited for her, and after a little while, she didn’t seem to come to any conclusions.

      She sank down on the edge of the bed, her shoulders slumping.

      I took a step toward her, not quite walking into the room. If she still needed time—whatever was going on in her head, it was clearly a big deal—I wanted to give it to her.

      “Lucy,” I said.

      She looked at me for a second. She looked like she was about to cry, which surprised me. I didn't know what she could be crying about, but clearly, we needed to have a conversation, so I walked over to her and sat down at her side.

      She didn’t look at me then, but she clearly felt my presence next to her. She closed her eyes, sighing again, and I waited for her to say something.

      When she didn’t, I put my hand on hers, and she picked up her head to look at me, her brown eyes wide, a pretty blush over her cheeks.

      Her mouth was parted, and when she spoke, her bottom lip quivered. “Lucy.”

      “I'm sorry. I don't mean to be dramatic.”

      “It's okay,” I said. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

      She pulled her hands over her lap, effectively stopping myself from touching her, and I wondered if I deserved that. She looked away from me, her jaw hardening as she averted my gaze. “I don't want you to think any less of me for this.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to… no. I won’t,” I said. Whatever was going through her mind, she needed to tell me.

      “You know,” she said, which wasn’t helpful at all.

      “I really don't. You need to tell me, Lucy.”

      She thought about it, her words clearly measured when she finally spoke, and I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of secrets she was keeping from me. “I know him,” she said. “We’re not friends.”

      That didn’t give me much to work with. “You know Alton?”

      “I do,” she said. “We’re not friends.”

      “Alright,” I said. I turned my body slightly so I could face her, but she was still purposefully avoiding eye contact and it was throwing me off. “So what are you?”

      “We’re not… we’re not anything. Acquaintances, I guess.”

      “Okay,” I said. “So you know him because he works for Gray.”

      She nodded, looking past me.

      “Will you tell me who Gray is?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Gray… I don’t know. He’s just this guy I know.”

      I waited for her. I really hope she was going to get more specific.

      “Well, if it’s just this guy that you know, then why are you being so sketchy about this?”

      "Because he's obviously not just this guy now,” she said, anger creeping into her voice. “And I don’t want to talk about it. It's complicated."

      “Complicated?”

      “Embarrassing, okay? It’s embarrassing. I don’t…”

      "Tell me anyway,” I said, grabbing her hand and holding it on my lap, my fingers intertwined with her. She didn’t try to pull away, though she was trembling a little. Whatever she didn’t want to talk about, it felt like it was more than just embarrassing.

      She took a breath before she spoke, her grip tightening around my fingers. “Okay,” she said, her voice so quiet I had to strain to hear her. I didn’t care for all the mystery, but I couldn’t exactly rush her, particularly not when this was clearly so hard for her. “So before you, I had a connection with someone else.”

      “Okay," I said, instantly wondering where this was going to go.

      “But it was weird,” she said. “It was like, similar to the way it feels when I touched you. But it’s different with you, it always feels natural.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It just felt like this forced biological thing. Like it was really easy to get lost in how intoxicating it was and forget how much I didn’t want to be around him,” she said. “And I didn't like him. He was kind of a jerk."

      I wanted to know how she’d found out how it felt to touch him, but I stopped myself short of asking her. “So what happened?"

      She scoffed, but she sounded like she was on the verge of tears when he spoke. “He told me that I was going to be one of the demis he protected, that he could feel it…”

      “Wait…”

      “Which I would've been fine with, except for the fact that he wanted to sleep with me, and I definitely didn’t want to sleep with him.”

      

      I hadn’t expected to feel jealous, but I certainly hadn’t expected my jealousy to turn into anger, naked and cruel, gnawing at my thoughts.

      I glared at her. She swallowed, a pout on her face. “Please don’t be angry.”

      “With you? No,” I said. “I’m not angry with you.”

      “He didn’t make me do anything,” she said. “I want to make that clear. But it was always a given that it was going to happen, and I just needed to wrap my head around it, and I don’t know, I guess he thought I was going to fall in love with him eventually.”

      I waited for her, trying my best to ignore the knot in my throat.

      “So I ran away. Before anything could happen,” she said. She turned to face me, her eyes glimmering when she set her gaze on me. “Because I didn’t want my first time to be with a guy I didn’t even like. You get that, right?”
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      I didn’t really have time to process what she’d just told me, because she inched closer to me and her lips were on mine, stopping me from talking as she put her hand on my chest. I could feel the heat of her skin through the fabric of my clothes. She pushed me back on the bed softly and climbed on top of me.

      Her body was incredibly soft against mine and I could feel the blood rushing to my cock as Lucy nibbled on my bottom lip, a heaving sigh escaping her lips as I turned my face away from her so I could catch my breath.

      She leaned down against me, her round tits pressing against my body. She pulled away from me and my gaze immediately darted down toward her tits, her nipples hard against the flimsy fabric of her little white crop top.

      For a second, I thought that it was probably best if I stopped her, but I didn’t, because she was so soft and lovely, and every time she moved, her magnificent tits bounced.

      My hands slid down toward her chest and then closed over her breasts and she tilted her head back to make this sweet, tortured, insane sound that made it really fucking hard to think.

      Her kisses were as passionate as they were desperate, and it took all of my willpower to put my hands on her waist and pull her gently off me. Especially when she started to rub herself on me, sliding her body back and forth over my throbbing cock. She was wearing skintight leggings, and I could feel how wet she was as she tilted her head down and captured my lips with hers.

      I really, really wanted to fuck her.

      “Lucy.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes brimming with tears. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to apologize.”

      She sat a few inches away from me. I brushed her hair away from her face.

      “What is it?” I asked her when her mouth fell open, and her gaze darted away from me. She clearly wasn’t telling me something, and it was bothering me, because what she had told me before was obviously getting to her.

      “If we… are together,” she said, her cheeks crimson red. “Then my scent is going to change, and he isn’t going to want me.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you, Lucy,” I said. “We don’t need to have sex for you to protect yourself. You don’t have to worry.”

      She shook her head. She didn’t answer me, and I didn’t have time to study her reaction or her features because she dipped her face down so she could breathe hard against the crook of my neck. Her breath sent a shiver down my spine, her hand slowly trailing down my chest toward my stomach.

      It took an inhuman amount of effort because my heart was turning over in response to her touch, her nearness overwhelming, but I put my hand over hers and pulled her away from this.

      “No,” I said. “We’re not doing this until you want to do it.”

      “I want to do it,” she replied. “I’ve wanted to do this since the first time we met. You can’t deny that you feel it too.”

      “I know, but…”

      She bit down on her lower lip, her brown eyes wide. “You want this, right?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I definitely want this.”

      I didn’t have to tell her. She could just look down and see my erection in my jeans. She wanted me so much, and it felt entirely unnatural to pull her away from me, but I managed to do it anyway.

      “Later,” I said. “Once I take care of this guy. I promise.”

      “Take care of this guy?” she repeated. She got off the bed and paced in front of me, back and forth, so quick that watching her was almost dizzying. Her dark hair tumbled carelessly down her back; a frown carved into her pretty face. “What do you mean? What are you going to do?”

      I looked at her for a few seconds before I answered. At first, my plan had been to just have a conversation with this guy, find out what he wanted with me. I would probably threaten him since I wanted him to leave us all the fuck alone.

      That had been the plan before.

      Before I’d seen how desperate and afraid Lucy was, how hard it was for her to share this. “I need to get some answers,” I said. “I think talking to this guy is my best bet.”

      “He could hurt you,” she said, arranging her lips into a pout. She looked up at me, her eyes wide. She was pleading, and a suffocating sensation tightened in my throat. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “He’s not going to hurt me,” I said. “I’m not going to let him.”

      She stopped walking, leaning forward to touch me on the arm. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I said, standing up so I could wrap my arms around her. I felt her shudder as she took in a sharp breath, and the moment I brought her close to me, her body flush against mine, her touch upsetting my balance.

      She sighed, leaning her head on my chest, and I knotted my hand in the back of her hair.

      “Do you want to stay here?” I asked. “You don’t have to go with me when I confront him.”

      “No,” she replied. “I want to find answers too.”

      “We’ll figure this out,” I said. “I promise.”

      She wrapped her arms around my waist, breathing heavily against my chest, and I took a minute to enjoy the way her soft skin felt against mine, hoping that my nearness would bring her some comfort.

      Lucy pulled away from me and flashed me a tremulous smile. I was glad she was coming with me. I didn’t want to leave her behind.

      “So what are you going to do with him?” she asked, wiping a tear from the corner of her eyes.

      “With Gray? I don’t know yet.”

      “No,” she said. “With Alton. Are you just like, leaving him tied up?”

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I’m going to make us take him to Gray.”
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      I let Lucy take a few minutes to calm down. I opened the door to walk into the hallway and noticed that they were all staring at me expectantly, except for Maya, who looked pissed off.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “You know what’s wrong,” she said, tilting her head up in defiance, and I was surprised to see the fire in her eyes. I knew she didn’t like Lucy, so it was a little weird that she would be this offended on her behalf.

      “We talked. She’s fine.”

      Maya raised her eyebrows, scoffing and shaking her head. “Good to know,” she said.

      There wasn’t any time to worry about Maya’s feelings right then. There were far more important things to concern myself with, including why there was a literal dungeon in my father’s basement, why he’d filled books with coded messages meant for me, or why these three girls were the only ones who had access to the artifacts in the first place.

      “We need to go find his boss,” I said. “I don’t think you guys are safe until I’ve spoken to him, at the very least.”

      “Going to him seems reckless,” Faye said.

      Ali shook her head. “Why would we confront him?” she asked. “We could just go back to our place and…”

      “Because he’s not going to stop,” Maya said. “Things are obviously only escalating. And Ali, if you’re right about this eclipse thing, then we have no time to waste. We can’t just deal with this by pretending it isn’t going to happen.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s trying to steal the artifacts you wear,” I said. “Because he’s preparing for this eclipse and he knows that it’s going to be a big fucking deal.”

      “If that’s the case, this could be a trap,” Faye said. “If we’re walking into a trap…”

      “We’re not,” Lucy said, her voice a whisper from behind me. They all quieted down in the hallway and Lucy slid her hand in mine, our fingers intertwining. “And even if it’s a trap, we’ll be okay. Right?”

      “Right,” I replied, trying to sound more confident than I felt. I was aware that this wasn’t a great plan, but we needed to address the source, so that they wouldn’t be threatened anymore. And so maybe I could help Lucy, too. If I was lucky.

      “See?” Lucy said, fluttering her eyelashes at me.

      The girls spoke over each other in response. They obviously wanted to have a conversation about it, but there was no time.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea…” Faye started.

      “Ladies,” I said. “We need to go. There’s no time to bicker.”

      Faye fixed her face into a scowl and Maya caught her gaze, shaking her head. “No,” she said. “He’s right. We can’t stay here and just wait for something to happen. We need to be proactive.”

      “Thank you,” I mouthed at her.

      She rolled her eyes. Okay, this was going to be a problem, but as long as she listened to me when I needed her to keep the rest of them in line, it would be fine.

      Maya was right. We needed to make sure that we spoke to Gray before things got too difficult. Plus, he was expecting Alton to go back, and I wasn't just going to hang around and wait for things to get worse.

      When I went back into my bedroom, Alton’s eyes shot open. “How long were you gone for? It feels like it’s been hours.”

      “Ten minutes, give or take,” I said. “They’re going to untie you and then we’re taking your car. Don’t try anything.”

      Alton's eyes widened. “Taking my car where?”

      Maya and Faye were undoing the knots that were holding him in place. It made sense since Lucy didn’t want to go near him, and Ali was clearly still afraid.

      I was worried I'd already done enough damage by making Lucy tie him up, since I hadn’t been aware of her history with his boss. I wished she’d told me, but she’d been eager to please me instead, and it was only when she couldn’t take it that she’d stormed off. She was probably scarred just because I'd been careless, since she was so fragile.

      In a way, I supposed all of them were.

      Still, Maya glowered at me, a frown on her face as she finally set him free, undoing the knot entirely and dropping the blanket are her feet.

      She turned to look at me, a question written on her face, and I nodded. I was sure. This was what we had to do.

      At least that’s what I wanted her to believe. The longer we took to go, the more uncertain I felt.

      I wasn't sure it was a good idea at all, but I wasn't going to let her know that I was feeling insecure about it. That was only going to get me in trouble, and I wanted to avoid that. I wanted them to believe I had this well in hand, because if they doubted my ability and me, then that would make everything considerably harder. I needed them to listen. If they were worried about me, I was concerned they wouldn’t.

      They had to stay behind when I told them to, but I also had to make sure that they were close by so that I could keep an eye on them.

      “You don't want to go there,” Alton said as Faye finished undoing the blanket tied around his feet. “This man is freaking scary.”

      “Let's find out, shall we?”

      “Don't be stupid,” Alton said. He sat up, rubbed his wrists, and grimaced as he set his gaze on me. “Stay here and hunker down. That’s your best option.”

      “I don't understand why you’re so interested in helping us all of a sudden,” I said. “Or making sure they aren’t hurt.”

      He shook his head. He looked like he was in pain, and I could see markings on his wrist, where the blankets had bitten into his skin. His skin was red and white, and it looked inflamed and painful. It was clear to me that he was trying his best to hold back on showing how much pain he was in, and the fact that it was not written all over his face felt nothing short of miraculous.

      The girls hadn’t been charitable in their efforts, and they probably cut off circulation to his hands, which were slowly regaining their color.

      “I'm not,” he said, groaning as he looked at his wrist. “But we try not to hurt women. There are so few of you. You’re valuable resources.”

      I glared at him.

      “Your involvement just makes things way harder for me, and I don't want to deal with it,” he said. “Please, just let me go back. I’ll say that you weren't here and we can all go on with our lives.”

      “Do you think that Gray’s going to believe you?” Lucy asked, her eyes aflame with fury.

      “I think I have to try.”

      Lucy scoffed. “Is he tracking your car?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No, he only did that to you,” she replied, and I felt red hot anger coursing through my veins.

      “He was tracking you?” Maya asked.

      Lucy waved her off. “Not the point,” she said.

      “We’re not staying here,” I said, meeting Alton’s gaze. He glowered at me, but I knew he wasn’t going to contradict me. “You’re taking us to your boss. Right now.”

      He scoffed, holding his hands out by his sides. “Fine,” he said. “Whatever, bro. It’s your funeral.”
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      There was no chance that the six of us were going to fit in either one of our cars, and I wanted to make sure to be the one driving as Alton gave me directions. I needed to keep an eye on him, make sure he didn’t do anything stupid.

      Faye drove my car, always a few feet behind us. She knew that if things got serious, she needed to drive away. They were still in danger, and I didn’t want them to walk into a trap. Unfortunately, Maya had insisted on coming along with us, and getting her to leave was probably going to be a whole thing.

      “You shouldn’t mess with Gray,” Alton said as we got to the corner of the highway. “He’s going to fuck you up. Take a right here.”

      I did as he said. “How do I know you’re taking me to him?”

      “Are you kidding?” he asked. “He’s going to be really grateful when he realizes what I’ve brought him. He might not be happy about the delivery method, but this is good for me.”

      “Then why did you try to stop me?” I asked, shaking my head. “Why did you try to talk me out of it?”

      “Because I’m not interested in anyone hurting your… them,” he said. “Unlike you, I’m not a fucking psychopath.”

      “He’s not a psychopath,” Maya said from behind him. “He just did what needed to be done. You think he wanted to kill someone?”

      “I got this, Maya,” I said, finding her eyes through her reflection in the rearview mirror. “I’m not a psychopath. He threatened them. It was the only thing I could do.”

      “Right,” Alton said.

      He wasn’t convinced, and I wasn’t going to try to convince him. “So what’s so scary about this guy, anyway?”

      “He’s, like...feral,” Lucy said.

      “Sorry, what?” I asked.

      Alton snickered. “He’s not feral,” he said, then he schooled his expression. “He’s just… he doesn’t like it when things don’t go his way.”

      “And when he doesn’t like something,” Maya said. “What happens then?”

      Alton’s jaws hardened as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I guess it depends,” he said. “But I know it’s not pretty.”

      “What have you seen him do?” Maya asked. She wasn’t curious—that wasn’t curiosity in her voice. She was thinking about something else, but she hadn’t shared what it was yet. I wondered if she was still worried about Lucy.

      “You don’t want to know,” Alton said.

      “Answer her questions,” I said.

      “Fine,” he spat out. It didn’t sound fine, but I didn’t care. If Maya wanted answers, and this fucking guy was going to be able to provide them, I was happy to facilitate that for him.

      “I’ve seen him beat people up,” he said. “Tear them up with his claws, his teeth. Leave them to bleed to death.”

      Right, and I was the fucking psychopath.

      “Anything else?”

      Alton shook his head, craning his neck to look back at her. “No,” he said. “But you might want to ask your friend. She’s hung out with him a lot more than I have.”

      My mood veered sharply into rage.

      “Here’s what I don’t get,” Maya said, edging closer to me, her hand on my shoulder steadying. She must have been able to tell how badly this conversation was getting to me. “I know Evan is our protector, but things are different for us.”

      “Are they?” Alton replied, his voice cold.

      “Yes,” Maya said. “They are. I understand that we are supposed to protect her, but we have the artifacts. We know exactly why we need to be protected. Nobody wants anything from any other demis, so why would they need a protector?”

      “Because the three of you aren’t so fucking special,” Alton replied. “I mean, you’re all hot…”

      “Watch yourself,” I said.

      Maya squeezed my shoulder as if to tell me that everything was okay.

      “I mean, the truth is that the three of you are bonded to the artifacts right now, but that doesn't mean that you're the only people who can be bonded to them,” Alton said. “As far as we can tell, any demi has the capability to be bonded, and any demi is also, in theory, able to bond with someone else, either as a protector or as the one being protected.”

      I wanted to ask him what he meant, but he didn’t have to, because he kept explaining.

      “Anyone should be able to use the artifacts that you guys use,” he said. “At least that’s what most of us believe. However, nobody has been able to because your little society has been hoarding the resource ever since someone invented it, back in the 1930s or whenever it was.”

      “We’re not hoarding it,” Maya said. “Someone gave it to us.”

      “It looks a lot like you’re hoarding it.”

      Maya scoffed. "That's unfair. I didn't ask for this,” she said. “This was given to me, and for your information, it’s not that great. I constantly have to worry about people hurting me.”

      "It doesn't matter that you didn't ask for this,” he said. “It's not great that you have it. While the three of you get to have normal lives, the rest of us are struggling.”

      “We can’t share them,” Maya said, but it didn’t really sound like she was talking to him. “So why do other demis need protectors? If we’re the only three that have something worth protecting.”

      “Because they can bond with them,” Alton said. “Demis can sense the energy around you, and Gray has it, too. I wouldn’t... I couldn’t bond with them, even if I wanted to.”

      “So that’s the real reason you broke into my house,” I said, holding back a scoff.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “The artifacts don’t just help the people who are using them. They also help the people around them. Not as much, but… it’s enough.”

      “Why couldn’t he come get it himself?” I asked.

      Alton laughed, no humor in his voice. “Why would he do that?” he asked. “He’s busy.”

      Maya scoffed, her hand dropping from my shoulder as she sat back. “So what happens to the girls?” she asked. “After he doesn’t get them what they’re there for.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “They’re pretty patient. My guess is that they’re going to be stoked when you walk in with the artifact around your ankle.”

      “I didn’t ask for this,” Maya said.

      “I know,” Alton said. “You keep saying. Anyway, it doesn’t  matter if you didn't ask for this. You’re just going to have to do what the rest of us do live with the hand you’re dealt. Or you could just give it to someone else, since you’ve already had a chance to have a normal life.”

      “What about Ali and Faye?” Maya asked. As if she was actually thinking about it.

      “Yeah, they’ve had a chance to live normal lives too,” Alton said, his voice punctuated with cold contempt. “Next exit, Wakefield.”

      “You’re not giving him anything, Maya,” I said as I merged into the right lane so I could take the next exit. “Don’t worry, okay?”

      “Right,” Maya said, her voice trembling. “Okay.”
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      It wasn’t like I could just drive away as soon as we got to Gray’s house, but I could feel the dread building in my stomach. I took the keys out of the ignition as I parked in front of the ranch-style house with dirty, mud-stained walls and the screened porch.

      The drive had taken about an hour, but it had felt a lot longer because Alton wouldn’t stop fucking talking, and by the time we had gotten to Gray’s house, my head was pounding. Even from the car, I could see hornet nests hanging from the eaves of the roof, a porch swing swaying softly in the wind. It already smelled like sweet, sickly fertilizer inside the car.

      I knew this was where he lived. I could feel it. The wind picked up, though, and I could hear a crow somewhere in the distance and being right outside this farm briefly felt like some sort of practical joke.

      “Maya?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “Stay in the car,” I said. “No matter what happens. Got it?”

      I could feel her gaze boring into me, but she must’ve been afraid, because she nodded. “Okay.”

      “You,” I said, looking at Alton. “Get out of the car. Wait for me.”

      “I should really go…”

      “Don’t fucking go anywhere,” I said. “Wait for me.”

      “Fine,” he replied.

      He got out of the car, slamming the door behind him, and I turned to look at Maya. “Are you really going to stay in the car?”

      “Yes,” she said, smiling at me. “I promise.”

      “I mean it.”

      “When have I not listened to you?” she asked.

      “Maya.”

      “I’ll be good,” she said. “I promise.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      She inched closer to me, planting a kiss on my cheek, and leaned her head on my shoulder. “Please be careful, okay?” she asked. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “I promise.”

      She smiled a little sadly, capturing my lips with hers, kissing me softly until I pulled away from her. “Stop,” I said. “We can finish this later.”

      She tried to pout, obviously for my benefit. She didn’t want me to see how upset she was.  She nodded as she leaned back before she spoke. “Yeah,” she said. “Okay.”

      I handed her the keys to the Charger, and she took them, but her eyes darted toward me as she shot me a questioning look. “If things escalate,” I said. “I need you to drive away. Go back to my parents’ house, lock every door and make sure none of them go anywhere until I get back.”

      I didn’t want to think about what she would have to do if I didn’t go back. I took a second to look at Maya. Her long black hair was up in a sleek ponytail, loose tendrils of hair framing her delicate oval face. She wasn’t wearing a hat, and I could see her black ears twitching on the top of her head as her expression softened. “Evan…”

      “I’ll be careful,” I said. “I promise.”

      I didn’t want to look at her concerned face anymore, so I got out of the car, closed the door softly behind me, and walked over to my car. When I knocked on the window, Faye went to open the door, but I shook my head, and she rolled the window down instead.

      She clasped her hand over her mouth when she did. Next to her, Ali made a gagging sound. I couldn’t blame them because the acrid smell of ripening fruit and the rank smell of manure made it hard for me to breathe.

      “Stay in the car,” I said, my gaze darting toward Lucy. From her expression, she didn’t seem to be able to smell the bitter scent. “All of you. And if things go wrong…”

      “We’ll drive away,” Faye said. “Be careful, okay?”

      I nodded.

      “She’s right,” Lucy said, hardly able to lift her voice above a whisper. “He’s dangerous.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “He won’t bother you again.”

      Lucy nodded. The girls started to talk to each other and I backed away from my car, walking back to the Charger, where Alton leaned against the car.

      “You can still drive away,” Alton said.

      “Shut up,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      He walked slowly on the grass, and I followed closely behind. I didn’t think he was going to run away—we were in the middle of nowhere, and there was nowhere for him to go. The soil crumbled under me. The closer we got to the house, the more it smelled like fertilizer.

      When we got to the porch, Alton turned his face to look at me and raised his eyebrows. “You sure about this, Wakefield?”

      I nodded and Alton took a step forward and knocked on the door. I heard footsteps coming toward us, my breath hitching in my throat when the smell went from rank to putrid, and I had to hold my palm hard over my nose and mouth to stop myself from gagging. There were footsteps coming toward me, and I knew the smell was from that.

      As soon as the door swung open, the first thing I noticed was that the man in front of me brought his hand up to his mouth and glared at me.

      “She’s in his car, Gray,” Alton said quietly, pushing past the man in front of me. Gray nodded, and my eyes widened as I tried to think about what the fuck what he’d said meant.

      Gray didn’t give me too much of a chance to think about it. He sprinted past me, so quickly that it took my brain a few seconds to process what he was doing. I turned to run behind him, and he was way faster than I expected him to be. The car was only about sixty feet away from the porch and he was immediately on it, opening the back door. I was close enough to him to see that he wasn’t totally successful. Lucy was holding onto it, trying to stop him, and Ali looked like she was helping her out.

      This wasn’t the time for questions. I could ask him what he was trying to do later, but right then, what was most important was that I pull him off the car.

      There was no way that Lucy was strong enough, because Gray was practically ripping the vehicle’s door off it, and his hand was wrapped around her ankles.

      He pulled her out of the car, Lucy screaming and wrestling to escape, trying her best to twist and turn her body away from him.

      I didn’t have time to think about it. My hand landed on his shoulder and squeezed hard--harder than a human would have been able to tolerate--but he was able to shrug me off, which surprised me. I was vaguely aware of how strong he was as he turned to face me.

      Alton was right. I shouldn’t have come here.

      “Stop,” he said, and for the first time since we’d arrived, I actually saw his face. A muscle clenched along his jaw, swaths of thick silvery hair falling on his forehead, his irises so black and so big I could hardly see the white of his eyes.

      There was something otherworldly about him, and if I hadn’t been so furious, I might have reflected on it.

      There was no time to reflect. I just needed to strike.

      And I could barely keep my claws retracted when he’d tried to touch what was mine.

      I lunged forward, my claws dragging along the front of his shirt as I tried to get some purchase against his skin. He roared, taking a step back, glowering at me as he tried to swing for my face. I blocked him with my forearm just in time, and he tried to punch me in the stomach.

      No. Not punch me.

      It was worse than that. It felt like he wanted to gash me open, his own sharp claws raking over the sensitive skin as I hopped backward, and I was glad that he hadn’t managed to tear into my skin.

      His claws were narrower than mine, longer and curled and obsidian black. He clearly intended to use them like a weapon. He tried to fall upon my right, but I managed to take a step back before he could, and he panted as he tried to catch his breath.

      He was about to say something, his teeth bared in a sneer, but I didn’t let him. I snapped my knee into his abdomen,and he sputtered as he folded in half, not quite going to the ground. I tried to take a step away from him so he wouldn’t be able to counter, but he slammed his hand down on my leg, thrusting the spike of his claw into my flesh.

      I felt it pierce too deep, through my skin and into my muscle, pain rocketing up my hip until it hit me with a wave of nausea.

      The burning pain around the wound felt crippling, especially when I stumbled back and he yanked his spear-like claws out of my legs. For a minute, I couldn’t process what had happened, until I looked down to see bright red blood gushing onto my sneakers and into the grass below.

      I didn’t need EMT training to know that this was bad.

      I couldn’t let him get away, but I thought there was a chance he’d hit an artery or something, because my vision was quickly blurring.

      “Try me again,” Gray said, cold mockery in his voice. “See what happens next time.”

      I tried to approach him to stop him from dragging Lucy out of the car, but I could hardly stand up. I wavered despite myself, vaguely aware that I was falling into a useless heap as he grabbed Lucy by the ankles and dragged her out of the car.
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      I woke up to the sound of wind rustling the trees, footsteps crunching dried leaves near me. I was face down in crumbling wet dirt, and I could feel it on my lips, on my tongue, mixed with the coppery taste of blood.

      It was hard to get to my feet. I could still feel the blood oozing from my leg, and I knew I needed to tend to it, but first, I needed to get Lucy back.

      I could hear her, and her hopeless screams made my heart sink. I knew I was supposed to heal quickly, but it felt impossible to think right then, as lightheaded as I was. She was a blur as he dragged her down on her ground. She was trying her best to stop him from taking her, holding onto anything around her, including the ground. But there was no way she was going to stop him, because he was stronger than her, and her determination was no match for him.

      The other girls were screaming at him too, telling him to let her go or something. I couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, but they sounded upset.

      I heard one of them call my name. I stood up despite how difficult I found it to stay upright, fighting my body as I tried to walk over to Gray.

      From behind me, I could hear one of the girls telling me stop. I wasn’t going to, not until he let go of Lucy, but even though I was trying my best, I was finding it challenging to stay upright and walk in a straight line toward Lucy.

      My knees buckled under me, and I found myself trying to slide along them on the wet dirt under me, freezing wind whistling past me. With every inch of progress I made, the effort seemed to mount. When I reached out to grab Lucy’s hands, she curled her fingers around my forearms, her fingertips pressing into my skin as she yelped again, throwing her weight around to stop Gray from dragging her into the house.

      Without me, he might’ve been able to do it. With me there, he had to stop. But he only needed to come around and punch me to get me to back off, and I didn’t know if I was going to be able to stop him in my weakened state.

      He dropped her feet and started to walk over to me, his claws so long they were practically dragging along the ground next to him even though he was holding them up by his waist and he had to be at least six feet tall.

      I tried to meet his gaze, but his face was blurry and all I could do was stare at his fuzzy silhouette. Lucy clung to me. I was vaguely aware she was whimpering my name as her arms slid around me and she held me up so I wouldn’t fall down on the grass again. I might not have been able to see his face, but I could sense the anger coming off him like waves.

      She was sobbing like I was at death’s door.

      Maybe I was.

      I wrapped my arm around Lucy, intending to shield her from whatever Gray wanted to do. I only looked up when I heard the sound of an engine, my eyes widening as the Charger drove into Gray’s body, producing a sickening crack and thud as his limbs bent unnaturally. His body crumpled across the hood of the car as Maya slammed on the brakes.

      She got out of the car, not even closing the door. I watched her as she looked around, clasping her hands over her chest as she surveyed the damage. “Shit,” she said. “I think he might be dead.”

      I couldn’t exactly check at that moment, but I tried to flash her an appreciative smile before my eyelids closed against my will and I drifted off into pitch black darkness.
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      When I woke up, it took me a little while to figure out that I was inside someone’s car, and another few seconds to figure out that it was my own car.

      Ali was holding my legs up and Maya and Lucy watched me from the driver and passenger seat respectively as Faye applied pressure to the wound on my leg. It was a tight squeeze, and when my gaze darted between them, I could see how concerned they all appeared to be.

      “Hey,” Faye said. “You lost a lot of blood. You’ll be okay, but we might have to…”

      “We’re not taking him to the hospital.”

      “I know,” Faye said. “I might need to stitch him up, though.”

      “Here?” Maya asked.

      “We can’t exactly go home and wait for him to bleed out, Maya,” Faye replied. “We need to go inside and patch him up.”

      “Into Gray’s house?” Lucy asked.

      “You can stay here,” Ali said.

      “No,” Maya said quickly. “We’re not leaving her behind.”

      I looked at her and smiled. It was nice to know that Lucy had fallen under Maya’s protection, even if that wasn’t what Maya had originally wanted.

      “What happened to him?” I asked when I managed to pry my mouth open so I could speak.

      “We locked him in the other car,” Maya said.

      “He’s not dead, if that’s what you’re asking,” Faye added. She moved her hand away from my leg, taking a sharp breath when she did. “I checked his pulse. I think the bleeding might have stopped.”

      “So he doesn’t need stitches?” Lucy asked.

      “I’ll need to watch him,” Faye replied. “I mean, it’s not like he can just walk up to the house.”

      “Well, we don’t need to go in anymore, right?” Lucy said. “I mean, it seems like Gray is handled and…”

      “Wait,” Maya said. “What do you think is gonna happen if we just leave him here? He’s not exactly going to stop coming after us. Or after…”

      “What does he even want with you?” Faye asked.

      “Shut up, Faye,” Maya said, her voice wavering. She was clearly letting her anxiety get to her. “What should we do, Evan?”

      I really didn’t know what we were supposed to do. My head was still swimming, I’d lost a lot of blood and I felt weak, I had no idea what had happened to Gray, and I didn’t know where Alton had gone off to.

      But I had come to this fucking farm to have a conversation with him and to get him to leave us the fuck alone, and that was exactly what I intended to do.

      “Give me five minutes,” I said. “I’ll go talk to him when I feel better.”

      “And then what?” Maya said.

      “Then we can leave,” I replied, trying to sound as confident as possible, even though I didn’t feel it. Not after Gray had hurt me.

      “What about the girls?” Lucy asked from the passenger seat.

      “What girls?” Ali asked her.

      “Gray’s pack,” Lucy said. “They’re in his house, obviously. And we have to get them out.”
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      I waited a few minutes to feel a bit better, but I couldn’t take too long because night was falling, and I wanted to be able to see. Even though Maya had knocked Gray out with the car, he was clearly dangerous, and he had been pissed.

      When I got in the Charger, he was in the passenger seat, still unconscious. His body slumped down, and I reached out to shake him awake. Faye said he was okay, but he didn’t look it. There were beads of sweat on his forehead, his eyes half-closed, his mouth parted as he breathed sharply.

      I could kill him right now. It would be easy.

      But I wasn’t that guy.

      “Hey. Wake up,” I said, trying to shake him awake, and his eyes fluttered open as his gaze landed on me. He groaned and I shook him harder. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Stop,” he said, his voice a growl, and I rolled my eyes, but I did stop shaking him. “What do you want, Evan?”

      “What do you want?” I asked him. “I’m only here because you kept coming after us.”

      He groaned, shaking his head as he came to. “I thought you were hurt,” he said. “That should’ve…”

      “I’ll live,” I said. “So will you. Unfortunately.”

      He laughed, shaking his head, then groaning as he held it. “Fuck,” he said. “That was bad, wasn’t it?”

      “It could’ve been worse. You’re lucky she didn’t kill you.”

      He rubbed his jaw. “I feel lucky,” he said. “Why exactly are you here, Evan?”

      “I told you. To get you to back off.”

      He scoffed, sitting up, and I instinctively held my leg where the injury was. It burned when I touched it, and I was worried he would try to go for me with his claws, but he didn’t. He was too tired and hurt to do much more than talk and I didn’t know if I was going to be able to rally in time for a fight. “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

      “About what?”

      He groaned. “I knew this was going to happen, and I knew it was going to be deeply unpleasant, but I didn’t think it was going to be insulting.”

      I glared at him. “I don’t care if I’m insulting you,” I said.

      “Of course you don’t,” he said, sighing and pinching the bridge of his nose. “You’re in way over your head.”

      “Am I? Because you’re the one who got run over by a car, so from where I’m standing…”

      He tilted his head away from me, his skin so pale I could see the outline of his veins in his face, on his forehead. “My dad warned me about this,” he said. “Even though I knew it was coming, this still sucks.”

      “None of this had to happen,” I said. “You didn’t have to send anyone to attack me or…”

      “I didn’t send anyone to attack you,” he replied, straightening up and groaning. “I sent someone to get what’s mine. I didn’t go myself because I didn’t want things to escalate.”

      I glared at him.

      “I didn’t want to have to kill you,” he said.

      I laughed. “That’s cute,” I said. “Are you talking about Lucy?”

      He grimaced. “No,” he said. “Not just about Lucy, though she’s certainly part of it. I mean all of it, Evan. Time is running out because the eclipse is about to happen and I want to make sure that my pride is protected.”

      “Your pride?”

      “My women.”

      That was surprising. I didn’t think he cared about them. “So why Lucy?”

      He sneered, a slimy expression that left me feeling dirty. “She’s hot.”

      I resisted the urge to punch him. Maybe Maya should’ve finished him off after all.

      “Please,” he said, smirking. “As if you didn’t think it.”

      “She’s not yours; she gets to choose,” I replied. “So Alton wasn’t there for the artifacts?”

      He shook his head, turning his face to look at me, his eyes jet black. He was hard to look at, because it was so strange, but I forced myself to hold his gaze. “He was there for everything that belongs to me,” he said. “The girl. The artifacts. The device…”

      “The device?”

      “Wow. You really don’t know anything about this, do you?” he asked, shaking his head. “My dad always said his brother was going to keep things from you, but I didn’t expect you to be this clueless, especially when you’re around those girls.”

      I was about to protest, but he waved me off.

      “The artifacts are all part of one device,” he said. “Which is hidden in your den…”

      “Den? You mean my parents’ house?”

      He ignored me. “Your dad inherited the house because he was the older one of the two,” he said. “But I guess he didn’t want to be part of this because it was a bit messed up and he wanted to protect your fragile little mind, so…”

      “My dad was an only child.”

      He laughed a little bitterly. “Was he?” he asked. “He inherited the house, but he didn’t want any of this, so my dad raised me to take over. And then they find you? Even though I’ve been training for this all my life? That’s some bullshit.”

      “Training for what, exactly?” I asked. “Look. I don’t know what your issue is, but I have absolutely nothing to do with it, and all I want is for you to leave us alone.”

      “No can do, chief,” he said. “This isn’t just about the eclipse, or protecting our own. It’s about what the device can do. You don’t realize how powerful it is, and that’s not on you, but…”

      “What can it do?” I asked. “Since my father didn’t tell me, surely you can.”

      “It can fix us,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “It can make it so that every demi can have a normal life.”

      I had so many questions. I wanted to ask him why no one had used it, why everyone was still fighting over the devices the girls kept when everyone could’ve just been fine.

      “What do I have to do?”

      “Don’t,” he said, anger and fear creeping into his voice. “Don’t fucking mess with it. Think this through. I’ve been training to do this all my life, and I wouldn’t fucking touch that. It’s not a good idea.”

      “Restoring everyone’s health isn’t a good idea?” I asked him in disbelief. “I’m not surprised my dad didn’t tell me about his brother. Your dad sounds fucking stupid.”

      “Shut up, Evan,” he said. “I’m serious. The girls will probably know more about this, but you shouldn’t go through with it. Once you have the four you need…”

      “The four what?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Evan said. “You can’t do it.”

      “I don’t see a downside,” I replied quietly.

      “They’re not keys just for aesthetic reasons, you idiot,” he said. “They don’t just open doors. They keep doors shut, too. If you fix everything for demis, you could be dooming the rest of humanity.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Dooming them how? What door do the artifacts keep shut, exactly?”

      “I don’t know, dude. I don’t want to find out,” he replied, leaning his head against the headrest and groaning. “And honestly, neither should you.”
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      I wanted to ask more questions, but Maya was knocking on the window urgently.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I said to Gray.

      He laughed humorlessly. I didn’t address him as I got out of the car, taking a step toward Maya, who was looking at me with wide eyes as she bit down on her lower lip. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did something happen to…”

      “Nothing happened to anyone, but Ali was right,” she said, her voice catching in her throat. “I… they were all talking to Lucy, and I was worried, so I thought I’d translate some pictures I’d taken and…”

      “Maya,” I said when she trailed off.

      “Ali was right,” she said. “There’s a warning. He’s talking about the eclipse.”

      “Okay,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders as I looked into her honey eyes. “What does the warning say?”

      “It says that we’re gonna rip each other apart,” she said. “It’s… I can show you the details later if you want, and it might just be, I don’t know, speculation…”

      “You don’t believe that. You wouldn’t be so freaked out if you did.”

      She swallowed, looking away from me as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I just… I don’t know what to do,” she said. “I wasn’t lying to Ali. There’s no way to prepare for this.”

      “Don’t worry, okay? I have an idea,” I replied, squeezing her shoulders as she smiled at me gratefully. “I think we might be able to stop this before it happens.”

      “How?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” I replied. “I think I’ll have to show you instead.”

      “What if it doesn’t work?”

      “No, it’s okay,” I said. “It has to.”

      “Evan…”

      “Drive back to my house,” I said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “What about Gray?” she asked, looking into the car. “What are you going to do with him?”

      “Oh,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “I won’t leave him here. He’s coming with us.”
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      “Don’t do this, Evan,” Gray said as I dragged him into my room. He had barely put up a fight when I’d first brought him into my house, probably because he was still too weak from being hit by a car.

      I pushed him to the ground and glowered at him. “If you try to go anywhere…”

      “Think this through,” he said. “Once you do the ritual, you won’t be needed anymore. The girls you protect won’t need you anymore.”

      I bit the inside of my mouth, my heart beating fast. “That’s fine. I can live with that.”

      “That’s if you live,” Gray said. “You don’t know what you’ll be opening the door to if you do this.”

      “I think I’ll be okay.”

      He glowered at me, still on the floor. I wondered if he was going to try to get to his feet, but he didn’t. “They should’ve chosen me. You’re bad at this and you’re going to get them killed.”

      “Shut up, Gray,” I said. I took a step back and slammed the door closed. When I did, I heard the lock latch, and I rattled the door handle to see if I could get in. It didn’t budge at all, so I steeled myself to go downstairs and find the girls.

      They were all sitting down in the living room. It was getting a little late and I didn’t want to drag this on for too long because I was worried about Lucy, and I needed all of them for this plan to work.

      “There’s a way to cure all demis,” I said. “It involves smelting the keys and getting the clock from the oubliette so we can wind it, I guess. But…”

      “What?” Maya asked.

      “I think there needs to be four of you,” I said.

      “There are four of us,” Faye said.

      “You know what I mean.”

      Ali looked at the girls, then nodded slowly. “It might not work, but it’s worth a shot,” she said. “If this is what we need to do…”

      “If this works,” I said, my gaze darting between them, all of them watching me with rapt attention. “Then there’s a chance that it’s the last time for all of us.”

      “The last time?” Maya said, her eyes wide.

      “Yes. You might not need me anymore,” I said. “Since everyone will be able to control their circadian rhythms.”

      Maya’s eyes widened, then I watched as a smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Is that what you think will happen?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I can’t predict the future.”

      She got up and walked over to me, her hands on my chest as her eyes fluttered to my face. “Right,” she said. “But I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I know, but it’s not fair to ask you to do this and…”

      She laughed, this time a little more openly. “I don’t think any one of us is going anywhere. Just look behind me, Evan.”

      I looked past her, at where the other three girls sat, and I watched, my eyes wide as Faye and Ali inched closer to Lucy, who sat between the two of them.

      Faye grabbed a strand of Lucy’s dark hair, twirling it in her fingers, looking up at me with electric blue eyes.

      “You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you?” she said into Lucy’s ear, just loud enough for me to hear. She dipped her head down to kiss the crook of Lucy’s neck, and my gaze darted to Ali as she hooked a finger under Lucy’s chin.

      Ali’s gaze fell to Lucy’s lips, cupping her face before she closed the space between them, their kiss soft and delicate at first until Ali pulled away and smirk.

      “Do you want to do this?”

      “Yes,” Lucy said, her cheeks red. “I just… I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “Don’t worry,” Ali said. “I can teach you some things.”

      They kissed again, this time open-mouthed, both of them panting as Ali’s hands fell down the front of Lucy’s body until her hand was on Lucy’s tit.

      Maya laughed quietly, but it was enough to get my attention.

      “You don’t have to do this for me,” I said, a little more quietly than I intended to, and she laughed again.

      “Trust me,” she said, biting on her lower lip as she looked me up and down. “We’re not just doing this for you.”

      “You aren’t?”

      “No,” she said. “We’re definitely doing this for us too.”
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      As Ali slid her hand up Lucy’s shirt, Faye continued to kiss her neck, slowly sliding her mouth down toward Lucy’s soft shoulder, her teeth raking over her skin as she held my gaze. Lucy turned her head around so she could capture Faye’s mouth with hers and they kissed each other, interrupted only by the soft moans coming from their mouths.

      She was so cute and inexperienced. I wondered if it was the first time she’d ever kissed a girl.

      Ali lowered her head down as she lifted up Lucy’s shirt and Faye grabbed the bottom of the garment to throw it over Lucy’s head. I watched, hypnotized, as I felt Maya’s hand sliding down from my chest toward my hardened cock. Ali moaned into Faye’s mouth, her ears twitching.

      “Are you having fun?” she whispered into my ear as she slid her hands down into my pants and took hold of my erection. “’Cause it seems like you’re having fun.”

      “I’m not having fun yet,” I said, wrapping my arms around her waist and holding her close to me, kissing her as she tightened her fingers around my straining shift and held my gaze while she slid her hand up and down my hardened cock.

      “Still nothing?” she asked as she let go of me, the absence of her fingers around me suddenly devastating.

      I pulled her close enough to me that I could feel her hot breath on my mouth when she exhaled, but she didn’t give me a chance to catch my breath, nibbling on my lower lip as she lowered my zipper entirely so she could take my dick out of my pants. She wrapped her hand around me again and stroked me faster, her grip a little tighter as she bit back a moan, and I heard the other girls behind her, kissing and touching and—

      “Still nothing, huh?” Maya said, laughter in her voice.

      “This is mean,” I said. “Even for you.”

      “Oh, it is?” she replied, cocking her head as she dropped to her knees, and she held my gaze as she tilted her face toward me, licking her lips before she wrapped her mouth around me. I loved her mouth on me, especially as she flattened her tongue against the swollen head of my cock, then sucked hard at me, all while she held my gaze.

      I knotted my hand in her hair, guiding her away from my dick because her mouth was perfect, and I felt like I was about to explode. I managed to hold myself back even as Maya looked up at me, her little black ears twitching, and she licked her glistening lips as she stared.

      “You look like you’re having fun,” she said.

      I breathed in, my entire body shuddering.

      “But I can think of a way you could have more fun.”

      “What’s that?” I asked her, heat settling in my stomach as I saw the twinkle in her eye.

      “Do you want me to get her ready for you while you fuck me?”

      I didn’t have time to ask her what she meant, because she was on her feet again, and I was watching her walk away toward the sofa, my gaze sliding down her body until it landed on her ass.

      She got on all fours—very purposefully, sticking out her ass for me as Lucy opened her legs for her, Maya’s long black tail sweeping behind her. I didn’t really know where to look since there was a lot happening, and with each passing moment, I felt myself getting harder.

      Lucy opened her legs for Maya, and I watched as she moved her head between Ali and Faye, her ears twitching as she did.

      Faye inched away from Lucy and leaned forward, bunching up Maya’s skirt so she could pull it up to her waist, always looking right into my eyes. “What are you waiting for, Evan?” she said. “Pull her panties to the side and fuck her. That’s what you want to do, right?”

      That was what I wanted to do, she was right, and I had been too entranced by looking at them kissing and touching each other to do anything other than stand and be overwhelmed by lust.

      I nodded, dropping to my knees and sliding my hands down toward her round ass. Her body stopped moving under me and I pulled her thong to the side, tracing my fingertips along her until I reached her sex.

      She hissed out a quiet breath, her ears twitching as Lucy pressed her body against the sofa, tilting her neck back as she moaned.

      I moved my hand up toward her back, bunching my fingers in her hair. I was careful not to pull her away from Lucy, because she was using her tongue on her, and I could see the way Maya’s tongue was making her feel.

      “Do you want her to touch us too, Evan?” Faye asked after breathing heavily, sliding her hand down Lucy’s arm until she was holding her wrist.

      I met Lucy’s gaze before I answered. “Lucy?”

      “Hmm?”

      Fuck. That sound. I suddenly felt a bit faint.

      “Do you want to make them feel good too?”

      “Mhm,” she said between heaving breaths, and Faye grabbed her hand too, putting her hand between her legs. I watched as Lucy, obviously overwhelmed with desire, caressed their thighs.

      Faye held her breath as she opened her legs so I could watch as Lucy’s finger found her sex over the fabric of her panties. My gaze darted toward Ali’s legs, and I watched as Lucy curled her fingers inside her underwear. I couldn’t see anything, but I could tell it was happening because of the sound that came out of Ali’s mouth, her ears twitching on her head.

      I’d held back long enough. I aligned my cock with her opening and pushed into her wet cunt. Maya stopped moving her body for a second as I let her get used to my length, my hands on her waist for leverage, and Lucy tilted her head down, her chest rising up and down as she tried to catch her breath.

      “How does her tongue feel on you?” I asked. I wanted to hear her talk as Maya’s cunt clenched around my cock, as I fucked her a little harder. I knew it was hard for her to talk, because every time I thrust into Maya a little harder, a little faster, I could hear Lucy’s breath quickening. “Lucy.”

      “It feels so good,” she said, and her hands sped up as the two girls flanking her kissed and raked their teeth over her neck. “Oh, fuck.”

      Faye played with Lucy’s nipples under her shirt, but Ali seemed to be too overwhelmed to be able to speak.

      “Tell her,” I said as I plunged into Maya, fucking her hard as I held onto her waist, her core tightening around me as her body spasmed and she reached the peak of her orgasm.

      “She’s so good,” Lucy said, her voice croaky. “So fucking good.”

      “Do you want her to make you come?”

      “Mhm,” Lucy said, barely able to speak, a red flush on her cheeks.  “I do. I do, fuck, I do want her to make me come.”

      I could feel my own orgasm building as Maya moved her face away from Lucy’s core, her lips glistening with wetness, and I grabbed Maya by the waist as I fucked her hard, her body bowing to the sensation as her hips bucked. She threw her head back and screamed, and I had to pull away from her instead of helping her ride the wave of her orgasm because I knew I was going to finish inside her if I did.

      “I think she’s all ready for you, Evan,” she said, licking her swollen lips as I tried to catch my breath. “You’re ready, right?”

      “Yes,” Lucy said. “I’m ready.”

      “See?” Maya said. She grabbed my hand and pulled me close to the sofa, where Lucy was.

      “What about…”

      “Don’t worry,” Maya said, winking at me. “You can finish the rest of this later.”

      I hoped she was right. I knew she might not be, but this wasn’t the time to think about it.

      All I could do was enjoy it as it was happening. Everything else… that would come later.

      I approached Lucy and reached out my hand so I could pull her up. I pressed my lips against Lucy’s and she kissed me back, her fingers tangled into my hair as she breathed hard against me, inching her body away from mine so she could catch her breath. She was soft and warm, and I could feel how quickly her heartbeat was going. She didn’t give me any time to get my bearings, because she wrapped her legs around me, practically jumping on me, and I held onto her as she straddled me.

      “Will you fuck me now?” she whispered into my ear.

      I groaned into her throat in response. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m ready.”

      She didn’t have to prompt me any more than that. I slipped my arm around as I continued to crush her body to mine, aligning myself so I could fuck her, letting her feel the swollen head of my cock on her opening.

      “Please,” she said, more than a little desperation in her voice, and I couldn’t hold back anymore and pushed into her slowly as she clung desperately to my body. I could tell she was in pain at first, gritting her teeth as I thrust inside her harder.

      I slid my hand down toward her ass, toward her wagging tail. When I stroked it softly, she tilted her head up and met my gaze, her pupils so dilated I could hardly see the color of her eyes.

      “You good?”

      “So good,” she said, moaning quietly. That was the only cue I needed to fuck her harder, and when she breathed hard against my lips before she kissed me, I got lost in her scent and the way her cunt felt as it clenched around my cock, and soon I could feel myself edging closer to release as Lucy’s body bounced up and down my length.

      She clenched her teeth, her cheeks crimson red and her eyes half closed as our bodies shuddered at once, my pulsing cock racing to climax inside her perfect pussy. She tilted her head back and said my name under her breath as I helped her ride the wave of her pleasure for as long as I could, her muscles still contracting with the aftershock.

      I set her down on the floor, cupping her face with my hands and kissing her lips. “You still good, Lucy?”

      “Very good,” she said, her voice trembling. “I think I need to sit down, though.”

      Maya laughed from behind her. “Yeah, he does that.”

      Lucy stumbled back onto the sofa, and I watched her take a deep breath, her cheeks still pink.

      “So now what?” Maya asked as she put her head up in a ponytail. “I guess we could just wait until night falls and see how she’s doing…”

      “How do we know, Evan?” Ali asked quietly.

      My mind was still reeling from what had just happened, so I barely had the presence of mind to have my gaze dart over to her. “How do we know what?”

      “If it worked,” she said. “If your plan worked.”

      “Oh,” I replied as I zipped my pants up. “There’s no way for us to know yet. That was just part one.”

      “Okay,” Maya said. “So what do we need to do for part two? You want me to…”

      I laughed when I saw the eagerness in her eyes. At least that hadn’t changed. Not yet, anyway. “No,” I said. “I’m afraid part two isn’t going to be fun.”
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      “Okay,” I said as I looked down at the girls.

      They were still on the sofa, their cheeks red, their lips swollen from kisses, and if I wasn’t focused on stopping a war, I would’ve happily spent the rest of the night losing myself in them. But I needed to focus on this instead of the four beautiful girls in front of me.

      “So what we have to do now is smelt the keys and then I’ll go down the oubliette and wind the clock,” I said. “So give me the artifacts.”

      The girls looked at each other, fear in their eyes. I knew they believed in me, but this was the only thing helping them.

      Maya nodded subtly, and the girls unclasped their jewelry slowly. They were struggling with this, and I couldn’t blame them. Even watching them take off the jewelry was difficult.

      Maya leaned down and took off the anklet she wore around her leg, Ali handed me her necklace, and Faye slid her necklace into the palm of my hand.

      “I don’t know where I’ll go do this,” I said. “Are you guys really okay with this?”

      Maya shrugged. “We trust you,” she said.

      I knew she trusted me, but this was a big fucking deal. If they didn’t have these, and they didn’t work, then it was going to be a fucking nightmare for them. I wouldn’t just not be protecting them anymore, I would be actively harming them,

      So this had to work. It had to.

      “I don’t know where I can smelt keys or I’d…”

      I didn’t have time to finish my thought because I felt electricity on the palm of my hand, and I opened my hand up to look at the artifacts.

      I could hear a zap. The jewelry sparkled in my hands, each piece melting into what looked like a piece of shiny liquid gold but felt like glue in my hands.

      Grimacing, I watched, waiting for something else to happen as silver sparks flew from the palm of my hand.

      In my palm, I held a clock key. I’d never seen one before and it took me a little while to figure out exactly what it was.

      “What the fuck?” Maya muttered under her breath.

      “Are you all still okay?”

      “We’re fine,” Faye said, her gaze darting between the other girls. “Even Lucy seems okay. She looks tired but…”

      Lucy flipped her off, but there was a smile on her face. Something had clearly changed. There wasn’t much time to enjoy it because I needed to go down to the oubliette and wind the clock back, because that was what the books said to do, and so far, it seemed like the books had been right.

      There was no discussion about it. They followed me to the basement, helped me set up a rope again, and I told them to wait up there to make sure and locked themselves in the basement. I was a little concerned about Gray, but if this worked, then I wouldn’t have to worry about him at all.

      Because he would be cured. The girls would all be cured and there would be nothing to fight about, anyway, since the artifacts would be gone for good.

      Still, I wanted them to lock the door to the basement behind them so that he wouldn’t walk in. That was if things were to go horribly, terribly wrong.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t happen.

      I didn’t want to give myself time to think about it. There was no turning back now. I braced myself to go inside the well, holding the key between my lips.

      “Be careful,” Faye said. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said. “You four, stay close to each other. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Maya laughed. “I’ll look after them,” she said. “I promise.”

      “Thank you,” I said, pulling on the rope to make sure that it would hold me, and took a deep breath as I slid down again. The journey down seemed quick that time, though I was holding my breath as I thought about the last time I’d gone down into the oubliette.

      I finally got to the bottom of the well, and I immediately walked over to the shelves and leaned down so I could grab the clock. I held the key in my hand, inching it closer to the clock, and they both sparkled in the dark. I couldn’t see that well—the little LED lights were barely enough to keep the dungeon illuminated—but I managed to inch the key closer to it.

      I didn’t really know how to wind a clock, but it seemed like I could do this instinctively. I watched my hands as I opened the front and wound the clock until I heard a click, all while I waited for something to happen.

      Nothing did.

      There was no sound, nothing. No smell.

      Nothing at all.

      I stared at the clock, wondering if that had been it, if it was all fixed. There was no way for me to find out. In the distance, I heard something crack. Then there was a deep, throaty sound coming from somewhere I couldn’t discern, and I watched as cinnabar dust billowed around me.

      It took me a second to process that I was swaying and that the sound was coming from the walls. They were crumbling.

      I swore under my breath, sprinting toward the light, pulling hard on the rope so the girls would know to tug on it. They didn’t take any time, but I swung from side to side despite how much I was trying to fight it. After what felt like forever, I managed to climb out of the well with their help, and I looked around as the walls shook.

      There was no time to check if anything had worked, because the sound from below got deeper, the thumping steady and so deep that I could feel it in my chest. I tried to get up, but I couldn’t get enough purchase as the room swayed and the walls cracked around us, letting it tiny slivers of light.

      The girls screamed, and I finally scrambled to get to my feet. Lucy grabbed my hand, her grip so tight it made me wince, and Maya yelped from behind me.

      The sound happened again.

      “What is that?” Ali said from behind me, fear making her voice crack. “What the hell is that?”

      The ground split under us, and I watched in horror, as a layer of dust slowly turned into a mountain, a blob-like thing with red-purple scales, a thousand beady little black eyes all over its body, slithering back and forth like a snake.

      “Run!” I said.

      I heard their footsteps as they made their way toward the stairs. I turned around to catch up to them, and the floor moved from under me.

      I barely managed to get to my feet, running away from the tumbling ground and up the stairs into the living room. I instinctively slammed the door behind me, as if that was going to do anything, and the girls all screamed when the house shook again.

      “What the fuck is that?” Faye asked from behind me, and I grabbed her hand as the realization sank into my chest.

      It had worked.

      They were cured.

      And whatever the artifacts had kept locked up… we’d set it free. And it was coming for us.
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      Shifter U

      CLASS ROAR

      There’s a beast inside of Evan Wakefield, and he doesn’t care about grades.

      Doc Wilde

      WILD GOLD

      What’s a man to do when a gorgeous redhead walks into his office with an offer to help him find El Dorado? Book the first flight to Peru.

      Join my newsletter to get updates and free stories. I promise I won’t spam you.

      Also, come hang out on Facebook with me.
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