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Rhile

        

      

    

    
      The blaring alarm made me groan, and I blindly reached over to smack the snooze button. It felt like no time had passed when it started beeping again. Reluctantly, I rolled onto my back with a huge yawn and started stretching my limbs.

      I slowly went through my routine, getting ready for work and downing a ton of coffee as I went. When a horn blasted from in front of my house, I sighed, grabbed another coffee, and headed out, locking the door behind me.

      As soon as I dropped into the passenger seat of the beat-up little blue car—I had no idea what kind it was, only that it was old as hell—my best friend said, “You have to come out with me tonight.”

      I groaned. “No.”

      Joz started driving as he whined, “Come on, please? You never come out with me. I need my wingman tonight.”

      I sighed and took a sip of my coffee. “I really don’t like going to bars, Joz. You know this already.”

      “I know, but… you haven’t been out in months. You need to go out and meet people, and maybe even get a little action going.”

      Cringing at the thought of a one-night stand with a stranger, I said, “Not gonna happen.”

      He sighed. “Come out to dinner with me, then.”

      I stared at my best friend, taking in his golden skin, hair a shade darker than mine, and fit body. I couldn’t see his grayish-green eyes from here, but I knew they were striking against his darker complexion. He went biking regularly, so he was fit and stronger than he looked. Objectively, Joz was a really good-looking guy. Too bad I had nothing but brotherly feelings for the guy.

      He caught me looking and smirked before returning his attention to the road. “You could just take me home tonight.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      A laugh bubbled out, making me choke on my coffee, and Joz howled with laughter as he patted me on the back, keeping one hand on the steering wheel.

      When I caught my breath, I said, “Don’t do that!”

      He chuckled. “Seeing your face was priceless.” He fake shuddered. “But yeah, I’ll never say that again. I can’t even imagine you naked, and I don’t want to.” He shuddered again.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      He offered a grin. “You’re too much like my brother to think of you that way.”

      I rolled my eyes, and luckily, the hardware store where we both worked came into view. “I’ll come to dinner with you, but I’m not going out afterwards, so don’t even ask.”

      He nodded, parked the car, and when I went to get out, he put his hand on my forearm to stop me and asked, “Are you alright, Rhiles?”

      “Yeah, fine.”

      He tilted his head to the side. “Why don’t you want to meet anyone? I could get you a date, if you’re not into picking up guys at the bar.”

      My heart clenched in my chest at the thought of going on a date with someone I didn’t know, so I shook my head. “I’m good.”

      He stared at me, his eyes seeing more than I was comfortable with. “Why is dating, or even sleeping with someone, such a hard no for you?”

      I opened my mouth but no words came out. “I… I don’t really know, but the thought of it just feels… wrong.”

      “Are you…” he hesitated.

      “Am I what?”

      “Promise not to be mad or offended?”

      I waved him away. “Fine, I won’t be mad or offended.”

      He gave me a nod, then said, “Are you asexual or something along those lines? You can tell me, I won’t judge, no matter what.”

      I scrunched up my nose as I thought about that, then sighed. It would be easier to explain to him if I thought the asexual label fit me, but I really didn’t think it did. “No, I don’t think that’s it. I just… I don’t think the right person is going to be at a bar.”

      “Okay, but then why not let me set you up on a date?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, but I’m really not feeling it right now.”

      He nodded, looking thoughtful. “Okay, well, if you need to talk it out or anything, my door is always open.”

      I shot him a half-smile. “Thanks, Joz.”

      “Anytime.” He smiled, then hopped out of the car, so I followed suit.

      We walked through the side door of the store to the locker room where we checked in and found our vests. Then we both headed over to the gardening section, since that was our regular area.

      I’d only met Joz about a year ago when I moved to this town and started working here. He’d been working here for a year already, so he’d helped me learn the ins and outs of the place quickly. We’d hit it off immediately, almost as if we’d known each other our whole lives. In fact, it was almost crazy how well we got along right away. I’d never had a good friend before Joz, at least not that I remembered anyway. My childhood was a happy one, for the most part, but to be honest, nothing in my life before meeting Joz was very memorable.

      People often asked us if we were brothers, thinking that we looked alike—kinda like that weird thing where couples started looking like each other after a while, but Joz was only a friend, a close one though. I supposed I could see it a little, but my beard covered much of my face, and he was always clean-shaven, so I was surprised how often people asked.

      The job was fairly easy, as long as you didn’t get rude or cruel customers—which seemed to happen every other day. But I loved taking care of the plants and helping customers find good ones to take home for their gardens.

      As I stocked the shelves and helped customers, I wondered, not for the first time, if this was truly what I wanted to do with my life.

      Joz and I often talked about extravagant jobs we’d love to do, but neither of us ever pursued anything. Maybe it was laziness or maybe we were both just destined to lead boring little lives in a small-ish town. It wasn’t a terrible life, but it certainly wasn’t exciting.
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        * * *

      

      As I stood in my front yard, a beautiful man walked over to me, taking my breath away. His bright blue eyes caught my attention first. They were bright, yet held a sadness in them that made me want to take the man into my arms and hold on tight. As he approached, his eyes became glassy like he was about to start crying. I stepped toward him on instinct, and he closed his eyes, a tear running down his cheek. Only when I wasn’t caught in his gaze did I take in the rest of his appearance.

      His long, light brown hair was braided back to keep away from his face, revealing pointed ears like an elf. When I moved my gaze down, I blinked. At first, I’d thought the man was tiny, but he was actually taller than me by a few inches, only where I was stocky and muscled, he was thin—a beanpole, really, perhaps even too skinny—with such delicate features. And he was dressed in clothes that made him look like he was going into combat or something. The weapons strapped all over him probably helped with that look. I almost stepped closer to him before I saw the abundance of knives and guns strapped to his person, and I was pretty sure he even had a crossbow strapped to his back.

      Who in the hell carried around a crossbow? And why the hell was some mercenary-slash-possible-assassin in my front yard? Was I his intended target? Who in the world would care enough to want to kill me of all people?

      He opened his eyes and took a step closer to me, and for some reason, I didn’t move back. I should’ve been afraid of him, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t explain it, but instead of wanting to run away like any sane person would, I wanted to move even closer to him.

      He whispered, “Rhile.” I gasped. How did he know my name? “I need your help.” He suddenly turned to look behind himself, then turned back to me again. “There’s no time. Remember Rueberry Orchard.”

      A pained expression crossed his face before he vanished into thin air.

      “What the hell?” I said as I staggered away. “Oh my god, what the hell just happened?”

      A gasp fell from my mouth as I sat up in bed, panting hard. Nausea filled my throat, and I jerked out of bed and ran to the bathroom. I barely made it to the toilet before I emptied my guts out. Why the fuck was I sick?

      Sitting on the floor to catch my breath, my gaze jerked around the room, confused and feeling ill. As I leaned my head back against the wall, I pictured the man in my front yard. It had been a dream. A very real, very elaborate, very strange dream. The man wasn’t real, he didn’t disappear anywhere. He was just a figment of my imagination.

      Even as I thought it, something in my chest tightened, so I rubbed at the spot and ran through the dream in my head again. It had felt so real. Something about him had felt familiar, but… the only thing I could imagine was that maybe I’d seen him come into the store or something before, and since I found him more attractive than anyone I’d ever seen, my mind had decided to play out some very weird, very detailed fantasy of the man. Although, if I’d met someone that looked like that at the store, how the hell could I have possibly forgotten him? Wouldn’t I remember seeing the most beautiful man alive?

      And then throwing in the Rueberry Orchard thing seemed far-fetched since I’d never heard of it before. It was probably just some weird name my mind made up along with the beautiful man getting ready to go into battle.

      I ran the name over and over in my head as I pulled myself from the floor and made my way back into my room. Lying on the bed, I grabbed my cell phone from the nightstand and typed in Rueberry Orchard. To my surprise, it showed up on a map, but when I continued my search, nothing about the place showed up. It was only a dot on a map… so maybe I’d seen it before? Or I’d made it up in my head, and it happened to be a real place?

      I wrinkled my nose at that thought. It didn’t sit well with me.

      Shaking off the strange feelings and thoughts, I tried to go back to sleep, but after an hour of tossing and turning, I reluctantly got out of bed to get ready for the day.

      When Joz pulled up and saw me waiting out front, his eyebrows shot up. As soon as my ass hit the passenger seat, he asked, “Why the hell are you ready already?” That was fair; I was never outside before he got here.

      I snorted. “Couldn’t sleep.”

      He frowned at me. “Why?”

      “I had a weird dream that woke me up, and I couldn’t fall back asleep after.” I didn’t mention getting sick because I was honestly fine now. I’d had my coffee and eaten some food, and my stomach felt normal. I had no idea why I’d gotten sick. Maybe because you watched that gorgeous man vanish before your eyes. As soon as that thought flitted through my mind, I pushed it away as ridiculous. Because it was ridiculous. It wasn’t as if I’d seen a real person disappear or something. No reason to be sick over that.

      I thought Joz was about to tease me, but instead, he asked, “Was it a nightmare? That sucks, man.”

      My eyebrows rose, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the ever-happy Joz was riddled with nightmares. “No, not really a nightmare.” When he didn’t respond, I blurted out the entire dream.

      “That’s really weird.” He shot me a grin. “Maybe you’re dreaming about hot guys because you’re in serious need of a date.”

      Rolling my eyes, I couldn’t help the small chuckle that came out. “Nice try, but no. And I never said the guy was hot.”

      His grin grew. “You didn’t have to. I could tell by the dreamy look in your eye.”

      I punched his shoulder. “Idiot.”

      He cracked up as he parked the car, and we both got out.

      Right before we walked inside, I said, “You know the weirdest part?”

      “What?”

      “Rueberry Orchard is a real place. I found it on a map, but there’s no information on it.”

      “Maybe we should go check it out.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “It’s a ten-hour car ride, and that’s without stopping for food and gas and everything.”

      He shrugged. “So? We can do a road trip.”

      “How the hell are we going to do that? We’d need to find a hotel or something.”

      “Yeah, duh. Road trip. There’s a long weekend coming up next month, we could totally go then.”

      “You would seriously want to spend your long weekend with me, going to check out some weird orchard?”

      Joz rolled his eyes. “Why wouldn’t I? Hanging out with you is a hell of a lot better than sitting at home by myself.”

      My brow furrowed—since when was Joz alone? He always went out and he had a ton of friends. Before I could ask him what he meant, he headed into the store to clock in.

      With a sigh, I followed him and got ready for yet another boring day in my mundane life.
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Rhile

        

      

    

    
      “Rhile? Ry? Wake up,” a smooth voice said near my ear. “Wake up, handsome. Please. I only have a few minutes.”

      My eyes blinked furiously as the brown-haired man from last night came into view. “Who are you?” I croaked, sounding like I’d just woken up even though I knew this had to be a dream.

      A sad smile spread over the gorgeous man’s face. “My name is Ezryn.” He reached his hand toward me like he might touch my face or my beard or something, but halfway there, he let his hand fall to his lap.

      I took a beat to glance around, and I realized we were inside my bedroom, me lying in my bed, and him sitting on it beside me. My eyes widened and I asked, “Is this a dream?”

      His lips twitched. “No, it’s not; it’s a mind-link. You’re not asleep, not really.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He sighed. “I’m sorry I don’t have a lot of time to explain, but I need your help. I need you to get to Rueberry Orchard. Please, Rhile. I can’t come to you, I can’t make it that far, so I need you to meet me halfway. I’m tethered to this place, and I’m afraid if I pull on that tether, it’ll all come crashing down.”

      What. The. Hell? I couldn’t even comprehend that, so I asked an easier question. “What’s at Rueberry Orchard?” I sat up, leaning against the headboard.

      “A bridge, but it’s hard to explain. If you get there, I can tell you what to do next.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, I’m not going on some weird wild goose chase, following the instructions of some dream guy that doesn’t even exist.”

      His whole face seemed to fill with sorrow, and he whispered, “Please think about it.” Before I could respond, he looked behind himself and muttered, “I know, I’m trying, Braylik.” He turned back to me. “I’m sorry, I’m out of time. Please think about what I said. Please, Rhile… I need you.”

      And just like the night before, he disappeared before my very eyes. My heart squeezed in my chest, feeling like I lost something I didn’t know I needed.

      A gasp fell from me as I jerked up in bed and choked on a breath. My chest was so tight, I couldn’t get enough oxygen in my lungs. Panic I didn’t understand gripped me, and I staggered out of bed and into the bathroom. Grabbing onto the sink, I kept gasping for air and willing my heart to calm, praying the bile stayed down. I splashed cold water on my face a few times until my chest loosened and I was able to suck in a breath.

      Staring into the mirror at my reflection, I took in my green eyes and the brown beard on my face. I’d let it grow out lately and was in need of a trim. Thinking about that instead of that thin man in my bed was a lot easier and seemed to be calming me. I didn’t even understand why I was panicking. So what if the guy in my dream—mind-link, according to him—disappeared? It wasn’t like I knew him. It wasn’t like he was real.

      Another gasp fell from my lips, and I had to squeeze my eyes shut from the unexpected pain in my chest. Holy shit. Why did that thought fill me with such panic?

      I splashed more water on my face and willed my heart to chill the hell out. After a few more minutes, I felt calm enough to trim my beard, purposefully keeping thoughts of him away. Making sure to only think about shaping my beard, my body finally righted itself. After the trim was done, I got in the shower, knowing there was no way I’d be getting back to sleep.

      When I climbed into Joz’s car a few hours later, the first thing he said to me was, “Couldn’t sleep again?”

      “No.”

      “Another dream?”

      “Yeah.” I wasn’t about to say it was a mind-link, because I knew it sounded crazy. The last thing I wanted was for my best friend—my only real friend—to think I was losing my mind.

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      I hesitated. Part of me was afraid the panic would come again, but not talking about it didn’t seem to be an option. Hopefully it’d been long enough that the panic would stay away. “Uh, I dreamt of that guy again. His name’s Ezryn. And he spoke to someone named Braylik, but I didn’t see him.”

      “Braylik? That’s a weird name, but it sounds familiar.” Joz pursed his lips as he drove toward work.

      “It does?”

      “Yeah, but I can’t place it. It’s like it’s on the tip of my tongue. Actually, Ezryn sounds familiar, too.”

      “That’s weird.”

      He nodded. “Maybe they’re names of customers we both know.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      After a minute, he asked, “So did this Ezryn guy talk about Rueberry Orchard again?”

      I sighed. “Yeah. He said I need to go there, and once I’m there, he’ll give me instructions on what to do next.”

      Joz got this excited look on his face as he bounced in his seat a little. “We have to go!”

      “Joz, you do realize that’s crazy, right? Why the hell would we go somewhere that a made-up guy in my dreams talked about?”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure, Rhiles?”

      “Probably wherever your actual sense is,” I said.

      He snorted. “Come on, it’ll be fun. Even if nothing comes of it, we’ll have a fun trip. We can see what else is in the area, plan to do some other things, and have a mini-vacation.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yes!”

      “I thought you’d want to use the long weekend to go partying.”

      He sighed and fell quiet for a few minutes before saying, “Honestly, that scene is starting to get old. Doing a trip with you sounds like much more fun.”

      He seemed a little sad, so I sighed. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Yes!” He pumped his fist in the air. “We’re going on a trip!”

      “I said I’ll think about it.”

      “Everyone knows that’s a yes coming from you.”

      “Who’s everyone?”

      “Uh, me, obviously. I’m the only person you know.”

      I rolled my eyes even though that was kind of true.
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        * * *

      

      “Rhile?”

      My eyes popped open straight away this time, already recognizing Ezryn’s voice. “Hey.”

      The smile that spread on his face was brighter than the sun. “Hey, Ry.” As suddenly as the smile appeared, it vanished and his eyes filled with tears before he slammed them shut and took a deep breath.

      “Are you alright? What’s wrong?” I sat up, keeping my eyes on the face of the man in my bed.

      When he opened his eyes again, he smiled, only this time it looked sad. “Nothing. It’s good to see you is all.”

      “I just saw you last night.”

      He chuckled. “I know. It’s been an entire day.”

      “And that’s too long?”

      He opened his mouth, but paused, turned his head like he was listening to someone again, then sighed as he faced me. “I’m being told to hurry my ass up.”

      My eyebrows rose. “By who?”

      He waved his hand. “Braylik. The man that’s about to be my ex-best friend.” He snorted. “And now he’s yelling at me again.”

      “Why can’t I hear him?”

      “The spell only works for me.”

      “Spell?”

      He took a breath. “Yes, the spell.”

      “As in magic?”

      “Of course. How else would I keep coming to you?” He swatted his hand to the side, looking a little crazy as he muttered, “I know that, Braylik!” He turned back to me. “Sorry, he’s getting impatient. Have you decided to go to Rueberry yet?”

      “My friend told me I should.”

      “You should listen to your friend.”

      “He doesn’t always have the best ideas.”

      A half-smile appeared on his lips. “But sometimes he does?”

      I nodded.

      “This is one of those times.”

      I sighed.

      “I’m surprised you told someone about me, to be honest,” he said after a few seconds.

      “Yeah, well, I haven’t been getting much sleep, so I’ll blame it on being tired.”

      “You haven’t been sleeping? Why not?”

      I gestured at him. “It’s hard to do when you keep disappearing on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Since he wasn’t real, anyway, I decided to be honest with him. “Every time you vanish, my chest feels like it’s constricting, and I get this horrible panicky feeling, and… it makes little sense, but I panic and then I can’t get back to sleep.”

      His eyes saddened. “That happens to me, too. I’m sorry, Rhile, I didn’t know it would affect you that way.”

      “It’s not really your fault, you’re a figment of my imagination.”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m not. Do you want me to stop coming here?”

      “No… please don’t.”

      His lips quirked up a bit. “Good. I like spending time with you. I wish I could see you outside of our mind-links.”

      “Yeah… me too.”

      “Then go to Rueberry.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If you’re real, why don’t you call me?”

      He sighed. “I don’t want the Federation to know I’ve had contact with you. It would put us both at risk.”

      “The Federation?”

      “Yes. They’re a… terrorist group. I’m sure they monitor your calls.”

      My eyes widened. “You think someone’s listening to my calls?”

      Ezryn bit the inside of his cheek for a moment. “I’m sure they’re not listening to every single one of your conversations, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they were watching for unknown numbers calling you and then listening to those conversations. If I called you, I could put you in harm’s way, and I’m not willing to risk that. Not right now.”

      “That sounds like you’re making excuses.”

      He sighed. “I know it does, but it’s the truth.” He pushed his hair behind his ear. “You’re in a place I can’t get to, on the other side of a null zone. That’s why I need you to cross back over. Look, I’m sorry this is so confusing for you, but I just wish you’d trust me.” He was visibly upset, angry even.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

      After a minute, he seemed to cool down. “Listen, Ry, I’m really sorry the mind-links are affecting you so badly but this, all of this, is important. Please keep looking at Rueberry. I need you to go there. Just… don’t panic this time. I promise I’ll be back tomorrow night. Now that I’ve found you, I don’t plan on losing you.” He offered a strained smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ry.” And then he disappeared.

      My chest was already constricted when I woke, and I stumbled into my bathroom to splash water on my face. The panic came, but I kept repeating he’s coming back, he’s coming back in my head, and that seemed to help.

      Of course, I couldn’t go back to sleep, but at least I knew Ezryn would be back… or at least, I hoped so. I knew he wasn’t real, but for some strange reason, I believed he’d come see me again.

      Maybe that was ridiculous, but it was all in my head, anyway, so who in the world cared, right?
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        * * *

      

      It had been nearly two weeks, and every single night, Ezryn came back. The panic I’d been experiencing seemed to go away more easily now that I knew for sure he’d be back, but the way my chest tightened and my heart raced when he vanished, that wasn’t going away at all. In fact, I was pretty sure my chest was tightening more and more each night.

      But that was okay because I had a beautiful man to keep me company at night.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if I was maybe going insane. I was acting like Ezryn was a real person, but I knew better. So yeah, maybe I was going a little crazy.

      “What’s wrong, Ry?” Ezryn asked as he sat on my bed.

      I offered a weak smile. “I’m just wondering if I’m losing my mind or not.”

      “Why would you think that?” His brow furrowed, and even with his face squished up like that, he was still beautiful—taking how gorgeous he was into consideration, there was no way this was anything but a dream—mind-link, whatever.

      “Considering how I feel every time I wake up from one of your visits, I’m wondering if I’ve lost it. This is all crazy and just a dream, yet I look forward to it all day long, every day. I look forward to seeing a fake man in my head.”

      “It’s more than just a dream, Ry, it’s a mind-link, I told you that. And I’m not a fake man in your head. I’m very much as real as you are,” Ezryn whispered.

      “Of course you’d say that, you’re in my dream—”

      “Mind-link.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Mind-link, right.”

      He took a shaky breath. “If you go to Rueberry Orchard, I might be able to change your mind about that.”

      “I just don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

      “Don’t you want to see magic for yourself?”

      “Magic isn’t real.”

      “Fuck,” he breathed, surprising me with his cursing. For some reason, I hadn’t expected such a word to come out of such a pretty mouth. From the tilt of his lips, I was sure he knew what I was thinking, too. “Time’s almost up. What if I can prove it to you?”

      “Prove what?”

      “That magic’s real.”

      “Uh huh, sure.”

      He huffed. “Tomorrow night, I’ll teach you a spell if you promise to give it a try and to be extra careful. I wanted to wait so you don’t hurt yourself, but… if this is what it’ll take to convince you to come to Rueberry, then we’ll have to figure it out.”

      “Right. Okay…?” This was getting crazier and crazier.

      He smiled a little sad again and reached over, pausing a few inches from touching me. He seemed to think about it for a few seconds before he finally gave my beard a little tug. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, Ry. Be ready.”

      And then he disappeared, and that pain in my chest grew. I was getting better at managing it even though it felt worse each night, but it still took several long minutes to get it under control.
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Rhile

        

      

    

    
      My eyes widened as soon as I opened them.

      Ezryn smiled, sadly again, and said, “Hey, Ry.”

      “Ezryn… what happened?”

      Ezryn had a huge bruise on his temple, a scrape on his cheek, and blood on his shirt. From the way he was sitting, I was pretty sure the blood was his. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Nothing to worry about? You look like you got the shit kicked out of you.”

      “You should see the other guy.” He offered a weak smile.

      “Ezryn… what happened?”

      He sighed and shifted on the bed, immediately wincing as if that small movement hurt him. He was moving stiffly and holding himself a little oddly, clearly hurting even more than he was letting on. Jesus. What the hell happened to him? He said, “It’s complicated. We’ve been laying low, but they found our safehouse. Took us by surprise. Got a hit off before my magic… well, the point is we’re safe now.”

      “You and Braylik?”

      He nodded. “And the team.”

      “The team?”

      He waved it away and winced again. “It doesn’t matter. We’re in a safe place now.” He smiled. “And I’m right where I want to be—with you.”

      I frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He gingerly reached over and tugged on my beard. “I’m fine, you huge worrywart. I’ve had worse, and nothing’s broken, just a little bruised. I’ll be okay.”

      I blew out a breath and nodded.

      “Ready to learn some magic?”

      “You sure it’s a good idea with you”—I waved at his body— “all beat up?”

      “It’ll be fine.”

      Blowing out a breath, I shrugged. Did it really matter, anyway? This was all fake. “Alright, go for it. Prove you’re real.”

      He flashed me an amused grin. “Mages are taught the words of our magical language at a young age, and then we memorize spells. It helps focus your magic so it does what you intend and doesn’t go haywire. I’m going to teach you the words to produce a cold flame.”

      “A cold flame?”

      He nodded. “Yes. It’s one of my specialties. I work with ice spells and things, mostly, so this will be easier to teach you, I think.”

      “Okay.” This was crazy. And ridiculous. But I was going along with it anyway. What did it matter if my dream-mind-link guy taught me spells? I just liked hearing the sound of his voice.

      “So we want to produce a small flame in the palm of your hand so we don’t accidentally damage your house once you wake. Hold your hands together, palms up. We’ll do both hands for now. Good. Now repeat after me. Diente elo, lu mada et tuu, raj turre pergia illa.”

      My eyes widened. “Say what?”

      He bit his lip. “Right, you… don’t speak Abuelas.”

      “I don’t speak what? What is… Abuelas?”

      He waved that away. “Okay, let’s slow it down and take it one word at a time.”

      I nodded, and we spent the next however long going over each word again and again until the invisible man—Braylik—that always made him leave told Ezryn he had to go. When he disappeared, that ache was so strong in my chest, it brought tears to my eyes.

      I took several deep breaths—as deep as my tight chest allowed—then got out of bed and splashed cold water on my face. Once I had my emotions under control, I went to the kitchen to make some coffee. This whole getting up too early, every single day, thing was taking its toll on me; I was exhausted.

      As I waited impatiently for the coffee machine to finish, I thought about my mind-link last night. By far, that had been the strangest one. First, Ezryn showed up injured, and then he supposedly taught me a spell like he’d promised the night before. It was totally out there.

      Feeling like an idiot, I held my hands cupped in front of me and said, “Diente elo, lu mada et tuu, raj turre… fuck, what were the last two words? Right, pergia illa.”

      My coffee finished, so I turned to fix my cup before grabbing a cereal box, milk, and a bowl and spoon, then made my way to the kitchen table. As I ate, I grabbed and read the cereal box, then started muttering the made-up spell Ezryn had taught me, practicing the strange words rolling off my tongue.

      The cereal box in my hand suddenly burst into a blue flame, and I yelled out, dropping it on the table and jumping back. I stared at it in shock for several beats before I ran to grab a towel and threw it over the flaming box. The towel caught fire, too.

      “Shit! Shit, shit, shit!” I yelled, trying to figure out what to do before my whole house burned down. I thought back to my mind-link and remembered Ezryn saying something about the flame being connected to me, so all I had to do was will it away, and it’d disappear. The spell was an extension of my will, or something along those lines.

      With that thought in mind, I closed my eyes and whispered, “Please, please, please go away, flame.” Squinting one eye open, I was surprised to see the blue flames slowly dying.

      I stared at the burned box for several minutes before my eyes widened, and I muttered, “Holy shit. Ho-ly. Shit. It worked.”

      A weird laugh bubbled out of me, and I stepped closer to the cereal box, lifting the dish towel. There were little ice crystals all over the towel and box, as if the fire had burned cold instead of hot. What the hell? He’d been telling the truth. Ho-ly. Shit.

      I decided to try the spell again, but this time in my hands like Ezryn taught me. “Diente elo, lu mada et tuu, raj turre pergia illa.”

      My hands were engulfed by blue flames, as if my hands were the thing on fire, only it didn’t burn. That was the other thing he’d told me—the spell was connected to me, so it wouldn’t cause me harm. It would hurt others, but not its source—also known as me.

      I willed it away, then stared at my hands in disbelief.

      Then a sudden thought came to mind. If this spell was real, that meant… that meant Ezryn was real, didn’t it? That meant everything he’d told me about going to Rueberry Orchard was real, too. Holy shit. Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      With my heart pounding in my chest, I scrambled for my phone, immediately dialing Joz. I needed to show him, I needed to know I wasn’t going crazy and imagining blue fire when it wasn’t really there. I needed proof that I wasn’t insane, because if I wasn’t, that meant I had to find Ezryn. I had to.

      “Hello?” Joz sounded like he was still sleeping. I glanced at my clock and winced when I realized he’d normally not be awake for another two hours.

      “I need you to come over,” I said.

      “Is everything alright?” He already sounded more awake, probably hearing the urgency in my voice.

      “Yes, no, I don’t know, that’s why I need you to come here.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll be there as soon as I find my pants.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Ew, thanks for that visual.”

      He snorted. “I have boxers on, ass. Okay, leaving in two minutes tops.”

      “Thank, Joz.”

      “Mhm.” He hung up, and I started pacing my kitchen, waiting for him.

      Luckily, Joz didn’t live far, so he was at my house in less than ten minutes. I opened the front door and ushered him in before he had the chance to knock.

      I pushed him into the kitchen—less flammable things in there—and he asked, “What’s going on? Is something burning, Rhiles? What the hell is that smell?”

      Instead of answering, I put a hand on his shoulder to stop him, then I walked into the middle of the kitchen, faced him, cupped my hands, and said, “Diente elo, lu mada et tuu, raj turre pergia illa.”

      My hands burst into blue flames, and Joz jumped back, screaming, “What the fuck?”

      I willed the fire away, and as it disappeared, I said, “Ezryn taught me an ice-fire spell last night.”

      With huge eyes, Joz moved closer, grabbed my hands and turned them over with his. “Wh-what is this, Rhile? H-how did you do that? Where’s the little fire machine thingy?” I assumed he meant the little things performers used on stages and stuff.

      “I don’t have one, I’m doing… I think I’m doing magic.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      I scowled at him. “You’re the one that’s been encouraging this whole Ezryn thing, and now that I have… proof, you’re changing your tune?”

      He was still staring at my hands. “Do it again.”

      I repeated the spell, and my hands flamed for a few minutes before I willed it away.

      “Your hands… they’re not burned. That… how does that make any sense?”

      “The magic’s of my own making so it can’t hurt me… or something like that. I don’t remember exactly what Ezryn said.”

      He finally glanced up and met my eyes. “Holy hell, Rhiles, that means Ezryn’s real!”

      “I know.” A small smile came over my lips. “I know.”

      Joz’s face slowly became excited. “We have to go to Rueberry Orchard now!”

      “I know.”

      “Tomorrow. Let’s leave first thing. I have to go into work today, but we can both call out tomorrow and take the whole rest of the weekend.”

      I grinned at him. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      Joz pumped his fist in the air. “Yes!” He grinned widely. “Now show me again.”

      I spent the rest of the morning showing him the spell over and over again while going over every detail of our trip before we headed to work. Joz even came over for dinner to finalize the plans, and to make me do the spell again before he headed home, intent to pick me up bright and early tomorrow.

      Ezryn was real, and I was going to find a way to see him in person.
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        * * *

      

      “So these really aren’t dreams, are they?” I asked as soon as I found Ezryn on my bed. He wasn’t as beat up as last night, but the marks were still there.

      He shook his head. “No, it’s a spell linking our minds together, but we’re not asleep, not really. Unconscious to the world around you, maybe, but your mind is here. With me.”

      I nodded, not fully understanding, but kind of getting the grasp of it. “But you talk to that Braylik guy, and he’s not in our link?”

      He grinned. “I’ve been doing this a long time, so I can stay aware of my surroundings. It takes a lot of practice.”

      I nodded since that was one of the few things that sort of made sense. “That first night, you came to me outside, but now we’re here in my bed.”

      He smiled. “The first night, I’d only had time to see your house from the outside, and I wanted our surroundings to be familiar to you. After I linked to you the first time, I was able to catch a glimpse of your room, so that’s what I chose as our backdrop, so to speak.”

      I waved that away, too confused.

      “Are you okay, Ry?” His soft voice floated into my ear, and it brought a smile to my face.

      “Yeah, I am.” I cleared my throat. “My friend and I are going to come to Rueberry.”

      His eyes widened before he broke into a huge smile. “You are?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Thank the Gods. That’s wonderful news, Ry. What made you change your mind?”

      “I, uh… I did the spell.”

      His eyes lit up. “Did it work? Were you able to remember the words?”

      Slowly, I nodded. “I was practicing the pronunciation, and I caught my cereal box on fire.”

      His eyes widened before he chuckled. “That’s not good. Did you figure out how to stop it?”

      “Yeah, but not until after I tried to use a dish towel to put it out.” He grinned, and I added, “I showed Joz, um, my friend I told you about.”

      “Did you say Joz?”

      “Uh, yeah. He’s my best friend. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t going crazy.”

      Ezryn’s eyes went wide. “Jozzy’s with you?” Jozzy?

      “What do you mean? You know Joz?” I asked with a furrowed brow.

      Ezryn let out a happy giggle, making his eyes light up, his hands came up over his mouth as he stared past me, lost in his own head. “Of course you two found each other, of course you did.” He laughed again even as his eyes filled with tears before he refocused on me. “He’s your friend? The one that’s coming to Rueberry with you?”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      He smiled widely. “That’s wonderful, Ry.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll explain it when you get here. You just have to get here first. When do you leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Since it’s a far drive, we’re staying in a hotel tomorrow night, then going to the orchard the next morning. Everything’s booked.”

      “Perfect.” He sighed. “I’m sorry, it’s time to go, but I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      “Will I get to see you? In real life?”

      Ezryn nodded with a soft smile. “Yes, Ry, you will. Get to that hotel, and I’ll give you instructions from there.”

      “See you tomorrow night.”

      He gently cupped the side of my face and whispered, “Tomorrow.” Then he nodded once before disappearing again leaving me feeling like I was missing the most important part of myself.
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        * * *

      

      The drive there seemed to take forever. Even though we were trying to limit our stops, it was still after eight at night by the time we were checking into the hotel. It wound up taking nearly twelve hours because of stopping for food and gas, plus hitting some traffic along the way. We were exhausted when we got to our room.

      I face-planted on the first bed I reached, and Joz snorted as he walked around me to the other bed in the room. “What time do you want to get up tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know.” I spoke into the comforter. “I always stay up after Ezryn mind-links with me, so I’ll be up early. What time do you want to go?”

      “Since I think I could fall asleep right now, I say you wake me up after you shower and stuff after your… what did you call it? Mind-link?” I grunted assent, and he said, “Yeah, you get ready first, then wake me up and I’ll get a shower, then we can go.”

      “Mhm. Good plan.”

      “You planning on sleeping with your shoes on?”

      I pushed them off my feet with my toes.

      Joz chuckled before getting up, moving around and probably changing for bed, then he turned off the lights. “Night, Rhiles.”

      “Night, Joz.” After a moment, I added, “Thanks for doing this with me.”

      “Anytime, brother.”

      I grinned at that. He’d been calling me that since the first time someone had asked us if we were twins. Which was ridiculous considering he was like four inches taller than me, younger by about eight years, and not nearly as bulky.

      I wiggled my way out of my jeans before scooting under the blankets and falling into a blissful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Ry?”

      I opened my eyes and grinned at Ezryn. It was weird that we were sitting in my bed at home, but I guess that made sense, in a weird, crazy way. “Hey, Ezryn.”

      He smiled softly. “How are you?”

      “Really great, now. We’re at the hotel.”

      His eyes lit up. “You’re really there? You’re really coming?”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes filled with tears, but he blinked furiously to keep them back.

      “What’s wrong? What’s happened?” I asked.

      He shook his head and took a deep breath. “Nothing. I’m just so happy that you’re close.”

      I nodded. “Me too.”

      “Did you pack supplies like I told you?”

      “Of course.”

      He grinned. “Good. Make sure you bring them in a backpack tomorrow.”

      “I will. Tell me what I need to do before you run out of time.”

      “When you get to the orchard, tell the owners that Ezryndryll Blackthane sent you, and that you need to get to the bridge.”

      I blinked at that. “Ezryndr…? Ezryn what now?”

      He smiled. “Ezryndryll Blackthane. That’s my full name. If you can’t remember the whole thing, try to remember Blackthane. That name alone should get you through.”

      “Blackthane. Got it.”

      He nodded. “Now I need to teach you another spell.”
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      Taking a deep breath, I walked up to the farmhouse at Rueberry Orchard with Joz right beside me, both of us hiking up the backpacks filled with the supplies Ezryn told me to bring. It was the only building we could see from the dirt road, so I assumed we were in the right place.

      After knocking and waiting for what felt like forever, a little old lady answered the door. Her greeting died on her lips as she took Joz and me in with wide, shocked eyes.

      Since she seemed speechless for reasons unknown, I said, “Hello, ma’am. I’m looking for the owners of the orchard.”

      “Th-that’s me and m-my husband,” she said quietly, sounding a little scared.

      I frowned at her, but still said, “Ezryn, uh, that is Ezryndryll Blackthane sent us. We need to get to the bridge.”

      Her eyes widened impossibly further before her head was bobbing up and down. “I-I can take you, s-sir.”

      “Thank you.”

      “L-let me grab a coat.”

      I gave her a nod before she shut the door, and I turned to Joz. “Why was she scared of me?”

      “I have no idea why she’d be scared of a shrimp like you.”

      I snorted and punched his shoulder.

      The little old lady came back out in a coat, and locked her door behind her before walking down the porch steps, saying, “This way, sirs.”

      We followed behind silently as she led us through a maze of rows and rows of grapevines growing on trellises that felt like they went on forever. Eventually, we came to the edge of some trees, and the woman walked straight into them. It was another ten-minute walk through trees before she stopped at a small creek. When I took it in, I made an irritated noise in the back of my throat. This bridge we were led to was so small, I could probably cross it in three strides—if the dilapidated thing would even carry my weight. For fuck’s sake. When Ezryn had told me to get to the bridge, I’d been expecting something more spectacular. Not a tiny wooden bridge that was so old, it might not hold me, let alone Joz and me together.

      “This is it? It’s so small,” Joz said, voicing my thoughts.

      The woman cleared her throat. “It isn’t about the size. It’s about the location and the origin of the wood. It’ll work, I assure you. It’s in much better condition than it seems. Looks can be deceiving.” She offered a small smile. “Good luck, sirs. Have a safe journey.” She turned around and headed back the way we came.

      “A safe journey? What, over that tiny-ass bridge?” Joz snorted.

      “I don’t know. Ezryn gave me a spell, but he said we both have to be on the bridge, holding hands.”

      Joz wrinkled his nose, but nodded and headed toward the thing that was probably going to collapse at any second. He hesitantly took one step onto the bridge, then seemed to sag in relief when it didn’t fall apart or even creak. Once he was fully in the middle, he turned to me with a grin. “Alright, your turn.”

      With a deep breath, I followed suit, surprised by how sturdy it felt under my feet. I almost wanted to bounce on my toes, but I didn’t want to tempt fate. “Ready?” I asked him.

      Joz nodded and held out his hands. “Let’s do this.” He snatched his hands back. “Uh, wait, I’m not gonna catch on fire, am I?”

      I shook my head. “No. Ezryn said it’ll lead us to him.”

      “The spell will?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I don’t really understand it any better than you do, but he hasn’t been wrong yet, and that woman recognized his name.”

      “True.”

      I offered my hands, and he placed his on top. With a nod, I began the chant Ezryn taught me last night. “Agra elo, lu mada et tuu, nacse eme lazen sa mein oso. Tralle se El Mirrel, nujo oso ibree.” I looked at Joz and said, “He told me what the words meant. Sacred magic, I call on you, break the binds that hold us. Release the Veil, set us free… or something like that. He said sometimes the spells don’t translate exactly.”

      Joz’s eyebrows rose. “I’m not sure I like the sound of all that.”

      I shrugged. “We’ve come this far.”

      He nodded. “Alright, say it again, and I’ll join in.”

      I repeated the chant, this time putting feeling behind it like Ezryn had said. “Agra elo, lu mada et tuu, nacse eme lazen sa mein oso. Tralle oso El Mirrel, nujo oso ibree.”

      Joz joined in on the third pass, and I wasn’t sure who was more surprised by him picking it up so quickly; me or him.

      When we repeated the words together, the trees, the creek, the ground around us and around the bridge started to spin. Faster and faster until it was making me dizzy to look at. Focusing on Joz, his wide eyes met my own, and a shiver of fear swept through me. What if this had been a trick? What if Ezryn wasn’t the good guy here? What if he was some sort of… creature? What if he was one of those… those creepy siren things? What if he’d used his magic to lure me in so he could suck out my soul and eat me? What if I’d led Joz right to a soul-sucking monster?

      A picture of Ezryn’s smiling face, then one of his tears that very first time he’d come to me flashed in my mind’s eye, and I breathed. There was no way he was evil. No way. I didn’t know how I knew, but I could feel that he was good and pure. Everything inside of me felt it.

      The world around us spun even faster and lights began flashing around us as wind swirled so hard, it was difficult to stay upright. I clung to Joz’s hands, not wanting to risk letting go and getting separated. He clung just as hard to me.

      The light got brighter, a glow starting at the ground at our feet and slowly rising. Electricity charged the air as the magic grew around us and a deafening sound filled my ears to the point that I was sure they were bleeding.

      And then we were spinning, too. Around and around and around, so fast I couldn’t keep track.

      Squeezing my eyes shut and holding Joz even tighter, I tried to keep my stomach from releasing its bile. It wasn’t easy.

      But then the sound boomed out loudly and stopped so abruptly that I was shocked my ears weren’t ringing. I took a breath, and the only sounds surrounding us were that of the spinning wind. The spinning slowed down until we came to an abrupt stop.

      I opened my eyes, and blinked at the stark contrast of what I’d seen before I’d started the spell.

      Where before it had seemed like a tiny, almost barren tree patch, now we were standing in a huge, luscious forest with trees higher than the eye could see and so many blooming flowers, I couldn’t take in all the colors at once.

      My eyes darted over the area, seeing and hearing birds, seeing little rabbits hopping around, an otter floating in the river.

      Wait. River?

      I glanced down and a strangled sound came from my throat. That dilapidated wooden bridge we’d been standing on was now a beautiful brass contraption, a much larger bridge with intricate designs etched in the metal, and that tiny stream was now a large river.

      My wide eyes met Joz’s shocked expression, and I choked out, “What the hell?”

      He shook his head and glanced around. “Where are we?”

      I shrugged my shoulders, then I remembered something Ezryn had said last night. “The spell requires a lot of energy, so anyone close by with mage magic will be able to feel it. You and Joz need to run. As soon as you catch your bearings, you run, you run as fast as you can.”

      “What? It’s dangerous?”

      He nodded. “Yes, Ry. It’s dangerous to linger. You don’t want to come across the wrong people, and I’m not sure how closely the bridge is being guarded. You run, and I promise you that I’ll find you.”

      “You’ll be able to find us?”

      “Yes. I promise. There’s a cabin if you go west. Hopefully I’ll meet you before you get there. I sent my team ahead. They’ll be there to help you get to me.”

      “You’re scaring me.”

      He sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m trying to get to you. I ran into some complications.” He gestured to his cut face. “So I’m behind, but I’m on my way, I promise.”

      I asked, “Should we wait another day before going?”

      “No. We can’t risk them tracking you. You need to cross as soon as you’re able to. You’ll be close enough for me to reach if you run away from Rueberry on the other side of the bridge. Just. Run.”

      Looking around, I didn’t see anyone at all, but I still leaned into Joz and whispered, “We need to run.”

      “What?”

      Realizing we were still holding hands—gripping each other for dear life, really—I let go of one hand and pulled him off the bridge. I knew we were on the right side of the bridge, but I had no idea which direction to go after that, but that hardly mattered. Ezryn had said it was dangerous to linger, that we needed to run. So I just headed away from the bridge and orchard.

      When I started running and dragging Joz behind me, he asked, “What’s wrong, Rhile? What’s going on?”

      “Ezryn said it’s dangerous to linger. That we don’t want the wrong people finding us.”

      He grunted and pulled on his hand. “You can let go. Trust me, I’m gonna follow you. I’m not going off alone. I’m freaking the fuck out enough without being alone.”

      I cringed and released his hand. “I’m sorry.”

      He grunted. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “We need to find some cabin to hide in, and Ezryn will come get us.”

      “A cabin?”

      “Yeah. West of here.”

      “Which way is west? Do you even fucking know?” he asked, a little panicky.

      I grimaced. “I packed a compass.”

      “Let’s stop and get it out.”

      “Not yet. Let’s get away from the bridge first.”

      Joz grunted again, but kept pace with me, so I dropped conversation for the moment. Five minutes into our jog, a loud bang filled the air, making both of us jump.

      My wide eyes met Joz’s, and he whispered, “Was that… a gunshot?”

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      “Holy fuck.”

      I opened my mouth, but another shot rang out, only this time it sounded closer. Then another and another.

      “Holy fuck, holy fuck. Run, Rhile! Run,” Joz pushed me.

      I ran with him, but the shots kept coming.

      “This way! I saw movement, heading west!” a voice yelled behind us.

      Joz grabbed my sleeve and pulled me in a different direction as we both sped up even faster.

      Out of nowhere, Joz grabbed my shirt and pushed me behind a huge tree. He stepped in front of me so his body was also hidden, and he held his finger in front of his lips, telling me to stay quiet. I gave him a nod, and he pulled me down into a crouch and into the bushes beside the tree. We were hidden from view on nearly all sides.

      Footsteps filled the air, and my eyes widened when I realized how close they were to us. If Joz hadn’t hidden us, we would’ve been seen for sure. Joz grabbed my neck and stared at me, grounding me so my panic didn’t make me do anything stupid like whimper or scream in fear like I wanted to. My best friend no longer looked scared, he looked focused. I had no idea how he was doing it, but seeing his calm demeanor was helping me keep my shit together.

      Another shot rang out, making me jump, and when there was a loud thump behind our tree, my eyes widened. They widened further when I turned my head and saw a leg. A leg lying on the ground. Lying on the ground because they’d been shot. What the actual fuck? Whoever had been searching for us was dead? Or at the very least injured enough they were no longer standing?

      A strained sound came out of my throat, and Joz covered my mouth with his hand and leaned in to pull me into a hug. He pushed my head away from the… the body so he was blocking my view. With his hand over my mouth, he held me close as tears filled my eyes.

      What the fuck had I gotten us into? There was a dead man on the ground two feet from us, and we were hiding in the bushes from who the hell knew. What were we going to do? How were we going to get away? How did we even know that guy hadn’t been the good guy? What if he’d come to help us? Ezryn had said something about sending his team ahead… what if that guy was with him? How in the fuck were we going to get out of this?

      Joz whispered, “Fuck,” a moment before a gun was pointed straight at my head. “Stay calm,” Joz whispered.

      My eyes followed the tip of the rifle all the way up—way, way, way up since the man was a giant—to a man in similar clothing as Ezryn in my mind-links, only this guy was covered in dirt. Like his entire fucking face was slathered in it so it was hard to make out his features. Maybe that was on purpose? What I did make out was the array of weapons he had. Besides the assault rifle in my face, he had another one strapped to his back, a pistol strapped to his thigh, a small gun on his opposite ankle, and two more in his shoulder holster. He had a few knives on a belt and his other thigh. Considering how many weapons I could see, I wouldn’t be surprised if he had more that I couldn’t see.

      The guy tilted his head to the side, and to my surprise, blew a bubble with the gum he was chewing. It made me blink at him. What kind of possible-assassin-guy chewed bubble gum? A slow grin formed on the guy’s mouth as he took me in, and he said, “Rhile? Joz?”

      Joz didn’t release me or even turn around to face the guy, but he did speak in a more commanding tone than I’d expect. “How about you stop pointing your rifle in our faces?”

      The stranger snorted out a laugh. “Oh. Right. Sorry.” And now the bubble gum assassin was apologizing? He lifted his rifle to rest against his shoulder, scanned our surroundings, then grinned at me. “You gonna get up?”

      Not knowing what to do, I turned to Joz who met my eye and nodded before he stood and faced the stranger. I wasn’t even surprised that Joz put himself between me and the guy. I stood up, keeping the tree at my back, not that I had much choice since Joz was practically standing on top of me.

      Joz asked, “What do you want?”

      The guy laughed. “I’m glad you two made it this far. Ezryn should be at the cabin tonight. I wanted to catch you to give you guys these.” He slid the backpack off one shoulder—I hadn’t even noticed; too distracted by all the weapons, I guess—and dug in it for a few seconds. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but my eyes still widened when he pulled a handgun and holster out. He bypassed Joz and held it out to me. “This one’s for you, Shorty.”  I’d be offended if the guy wasn’t absolutely humongous, and you know, covered in weapons. I took the gun and holster hesitantly, and the guy grinned at me before blowing another bubble. Who in the hell was this guy? If it wasn’t for the fact that I was about to piss my pants in fear, I’d think he was a friendly, nice guy.

      “Uh…” Very intelligent response.

      The guy chuckled. “I know it’s not pretty, but that baby’s gotten me through some tough shit.” He swung the backpack strap back on and pulled the extra assault rifle off his back, handing it to Joz. “And this one’s for you, Kid. Not your normal weapon, I know, but she’ll get the job done.”

      Joz took the weapon with a grunt. At least I wasn’t the only one unable to speak.

      Mr. Bubble Gum Assassin asked, “Do you have enough supplies? Food? Water?”

      Joz cleared his throat. “Yeah. We’re good.”

      “Great! Boss Man and Gizmo are with you, but Ginger, Angel, Sunshine, and Lucky are with me. We’re gonna draw them in the opposite direction and rendezvous with you in three days.”

      “Boss Man and Gizmo?” I asked, understanding only half of what Bubble Gum Assassin said.

      He blinked at me, tilting his head to the side and blowing another bubble. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Ezryn and Braylik are with you.”

      Did that mean Boss Man was Ezryn and Gizmo was Braylik, or the other way around?

      The sound of gunshots rang through the air in the distance, and the guy listened for a second, then muttered, “Fuck. Alright, keep heading west till you get to the cabin. Stay there till Boss Man comes to get ya.” He nodded and turned on his heel before facing us again. “You two gonna be okay till he catches up?”

      I didn’t know how to answer, but Joz said, “We’ll be fine. Thanks for the weapons.”

      Bubble Gum smiled. “No prob, man. See ya in a few days.” He saluted us and ran off.

      I whispered, “That was the weirdest five minutes of my life.”

      “Tell me about it,” Joz said, then strapped the rifle on his shoulder and pushed me until he could dig around in my backpack for the compass. “Alright, let’s go.” He examined the compass for a moment, then pointed. “That way.”

      “Are we going to ignore the fact that Bubble Gum killed a man and left his body there?” I asked.

      “Yes. We’re ignoring it. We’re not going to think about it or anything. That man saved our lives, so we’re going to keep going before someone else catches up to us.” He began walking, clearly avoiding glancing at the body behind the tree.

      Deciding to do the same, I pushed all the jumbled and terrified feelings aside and locked them in a box for later. Later I’d examine them and cry like a baby over seeing a man killed and not being able to do anything about it. I started following him and pulled the shoulder holster on, even though I was a little wary of the gun. “Should we call the police about that guy?”

      “No. We’re staying out of it,” Joz said.

      I frowned at him. “But—”

      Joz turned sharply, his jaw clenched. “We don’t know what’s going on here, and I’m not willing to risk our lives over a phone call. If those people can track us, we’re screwed, and it’s not like we can even tell the police where we are because we don’t fucking know. Push it aside and get your ass moving.”

      I jerked my head back at the anger coming from him. He never got angry with me.

      Joz winced at my reaction and ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I’m just… I’m overwhelmed and scared. Can we get to this damn cabin? We can ask your dream guy about calling the police, okay? I’m sorry.”

      I moved in and nudged him with my shoulder. “No big deal. I’m freaking out too, but for what it’s worth, I think you’re right. We shouldn’t do anything until we have more information.”

      He nodded. “Let’s go.”

      We headed west, and I locked that box tight because I refused to delay us anymore.

      More guns were fired in the distance, but they started to sound farther away than before. That didn’t mean we slowed down. If anything, we kept speeding up, fueled by adrenaline alone.

      “Do you know how to fire a gun?” I asked, eyeing the rifle he was carrying.

      “Yes.”

      I nodded. “Good.”

      “So do you,” he added, then froze and glanced at me. “How do I know you can handle a gun?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. I honestly didn’t even realize I knew anything about guns until Bubble Gum handed me one.”

      Joz’s brow furrowed. “Same here.” He shook his head. “Maybe it’s something to do with magic? Or maybe these guns have spells on them so we know how to use them?”

      That sounded crazy and far-fetched, but not entirely out of the realm of possibilities, so I said, “Yeah, maybe.”

      We kept going for what felt like forever, and I worried that we’d somehow missed the cabin.

      “I haven’t heard anything for a while,” I whispered through my panting.

      “Me either. Keep running.”

      I nodded and kept pace with him even though my lungs ached and I had a stitch in my side. Nothing else was said, not because I didn’t want to talk but because I couldn’t talk and breathe at the same time.

      We ran until we couldn’t anymore, and then we walked for a good hour before we saw the first sign of something other than forest. A cabin. The cabin. I hoped.

      By an unspoken plan, we both slowed down and headed in that direction, both of us still panting, flustered, and out of breath. When we got closer, I stopped behind a large tree and signaled Joz to join me. The tree trunk was large enough to hide us both from the sight of anyone in the cabin. The trees here—wherever here was—were absolutely humongous.

      Meeting Joz’s eyes, I said, “I think we should stake it out for a few minutes, see if anyone’s in there.”

      “Yeah. Good plan, Rhiles. You sure going in there’s a good idea?” He seemed calm but I saw an underlying fear there that was making me feel terribly guilty. I’d brought him into this whole mess and now we were being chased by people with guns after crossing some magical bridge or something. What in the hell was going on?

      “We have no idea where we are, what kind of animals are in this giant forest, how big the forest is, nothing. At least there, we’ll have shelter from… animals and the cold tonight since I don’t know about you, but I’d rather stop now and wait it out than be stuck out here in the dark.” I wasn’t sure who I was giving this little pep talk to, but it wasn’t helping my resolve on going into that cabin, so whatever. “And maybe we can even find some information about where we are and refill our food and water in there.”

      “Okay, you’re right.” He wiped his sweaty forehead, the first nervous gesture I’d seen from him in hours. It must’ve been hitting him now that we’d stopped. “Sorry, I’m sorta freaking out here.”

      “Me too, but we can’t freak out yet.”

      He nodded. “I know. I’ll keep it together and freak the fuck out later.”

      I offered a small smile. “It looks like that cabin isn’t lived in, but I want to be sure.”

      He nodded. “Let’s stay put for a while, keep watch.”

      We both popped our heads out on either side of the tree, but low to the ground since we were squatting. It took a long-ass time before we decided we could move closer. We stayed behind that tree for at least an hour, if not more, then moved in. Slowly, we approached the cabin. I put my back against the cabin wall, then peeked through the window. There were old-looking curtains hanging, but there was a tear in one of them that let me see inside. I didn’t see anyone or any movement.

      Joz checked another window and agreed that he didn’t see anyone either. So with bated breath, I tried the front door handle. To my surprise, it wasn’t locked, and I slowly opened the door. Sticking my head in, I quickly scanned the one-room cabin and determined that no one was there, so I stepped inside with Joz right behind me. We checked the tiny bathroom and the closet, under the bed, anywhere someone might hide, before determining it empty.

      Joz walked to the front door and frowned. “There’s no lock.”

      “That’s… weird. Should we put something in front of the door?”

      He nodded, and we moved a heavy chest in front of it. It wouldn’t offer much protection, but at least we’d be warned that someone was trying to come inside. There were two reading chairs by a fireplace, so we sat down and breathed for the first time since we left the bridge.

      I rubbed my eyes and thought of Ezryn and his beautiful face, and then I couldn’t help but wonder how in the world he was going to find us. We were in the middle of a forest, hiding in a random cabin miles and miles from the bridge. I didn’t even know if this was the right cabin or not.

      We were so out of our depth I was worried I’d brought Joz with me to my doom. If Ezryn didn’t show up, what in the hell were we going to do?

      “Hey.” Joz’s voice broke me out of my stupor. When I met his gaze, he said, “Whatever happens, we’re in it together. We’ll figure it out.”

      “What if I brought you to some dangerous place where we’re going to wind up dead?”

      He grinned. “Then at least I’d die knowing that magic is real and that we were in some kind of fairytale adventure.”

      I didn’t want to think of him dying, so I ignored that part and instead asked, “You really think we’re in some fairytale adventure?” He was the most ridiculous person I’d ever met.

      “We went over some weird bridge using a spell, you can make fire burn in your hands, and we’re running from bad people.”

      “And that makes this a fairytale?”

      He gave me a strange look. “Okay, drop the fairytale part. It’s just an adventure.”

      I shrugged. “I guess.” I rubbed my hands over my face. “I’m too stressed out about everything to really think about it.”

      He nodded. “Well, after we make it through the night, we’ll make a plan, okay?” After my nod, he stood. “In the meantime, I’m going to see if there’s anything edible in that little… area that I’m guessing is the kitchen. I’ll take stock of our supplies. We have food, but it doesn’t hurt to be better prepared.”

      I watched as he walked to the other side of the room where a counter, a sink, a few huge pots, and a few cabinets were. So that side was the kitchen, although I was pretty sure the fireplace was how things were cooked since there wasn’t a stove. How old was this place? On the back wall was a bed with a wooden frame and pretty purple bedding. It was dusty, but still in decent shape.

      With nothing else to do, I went to help Joz in the “kitchen.”
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      Joz and I both jolted at the sound of a loud bang, and fear lanced my heart. A strange buzzing went through my body, like I had extra energy, but I brushed it off as adrenaline. Joz was out of the chair with his rifle pointed at the door in only a second. Grabbing my gun, I stood from the chair as another bang filled the cabin.

      Swallowing down my fear, I moved closer to the door where the sound was coming from. Someone was trying to get inside.

      Standing before the door, I quietly called out, “H-hello?”

      The door stopped wiggling and a breathy, “Rhile,” came through it.

      I gasped, my heart in my throat for an entirely different reason as I holstered the gun and moved the chest out of the way. The door opened only halfway before the man from my dreams slipped inside and stood stock-still, taking me in as I took my fill of him for the first time in the flesh.

      He was exactly like my dreams—mind-links, whatever. His long brown hair was braided in intricate patterns and pulled up into a ponytail, his ears were slightly pointed, his body was lean, so lean, but taller than me, he was wearing black combat boots and clothes, and had a bunch of weapons strapped all over his body—not as many as Bubble Gum—including a crossbow on his back. But most of all, those piercing bright blue eyes were staring at me and shining in the moonlight. His eyes began to water as he watched me.

      “Ry,” Ezryn breathed after a moment. He glanced at Joz and smiled, “Hey, Jozzy.” But then he was running toward me before my best friend had a chance to respond.

      A moment later, I had an armful of Ezryn, who was squeezing me tight. I barely registered the hug before he grabbed my face and pressed his lips to mine in a hard kiss. I grunted in surprise, and his lips moved away but only to kiss my cheeks, my nose, my forehead as silent tears ran down his cheeks. And all I could do was stand there, frozen like an idiot.

      Ezryn suddenly stopped, as if finally noticing my hesitancy, and he slowly leaned back, whispering, “What’s wrong?” His eyes searched my face before he tensed in my arms—despite the weirdness, I hadn’t let go of him yet. “Oh Gods,” he breathed before backing away from me, staring at me in horror. “Oh Gods, please… what’s wrong, Ry? Wh-what’s wrong?” His eyes were filling up with even more tears.

      “Uh, um… why, um… why were you kissing me?” I asked with wide eyes. I could hardly comprehend that the man from my dreams was standing here in the flesh, let alone that he was kissing me like he knew me. He never tried anything like that in our dreams—mind-links, whatever.

      Ezryn backed away, shaking his head as heavy tears began to fall. “It didn’t work. Oh Gods, it didn’t work.”

      “What? What in the world’s going on?”

      He stared at me. “When the bridge released the Veil, the amnesia spell should’ve been broken… I thought… I thought you would remember.” He cried harder. “You really don’t remember me? At all?”

      “Only from the dreams I had, not, uh… not for real.”

      “The mind-links were real, Ry,” he whispered with a weak smile as tears poured down his face.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry… I… I don’t know you, not like that.”

      He wiped his cheeks, trying to stop the flow of tears. “I’m your mate, Rhile. We’ve been together for years.”

      “My… mate?”

      He nodded. “Yes, babe, we’re mated—married.”

      I blinked at him in surprise.

      He offered a sad smile. “It’s okay, we’ll get you sorted out.” He swallowed hard. “We’ll get your memory back.”

      “I don’t understand. My memory is fine.”

      “Where were you born?” Ezryn asked, still wiping away falling tears.

      “Out west.”

      “But where? Where specifically?”

      I lifted a shoulder in a shrug as my brow furrowed.

      “What are your parents’ names?”

      I blinked at him as I realized I couldn’t answer that question either.

      “What school did you go to?”

      “The one in the town out west,” I said automatically before shaking my head at that ridiculous non-answer that didn’t even make sense.

      “Name one friend you had prior to two years ago.”

      I shook my head because I couldn’t. I couldn’t name anyone.

      He took a shaky breath, trying to wipe away more tears. “You don’t know, do you?” When I shook my head, he nodded. “That’s what I thought. You have a general idea of what your childhood was like, but you don’t have any specific memories about it.” He turned and waved at Joz. “Hey, Jozzy, it’s been a while.”

      “You know me?” Joz asked with wide eyes, ignoring the weird Jozzy thing.

      Ezryn took another shaky breath, obviously stressed out. “It’s hard not to know your own brother-in-law.”

      Joz blinked at him, then blinked at me, then turned to Ezryn again and asked, “He’s really my brother?”

      Ezryn smiled. “Yes.”

      My eyes widened, and I grabbed onto the wall before sliding down to my butt. I had to sit down before I passed out from information overload.

      Joz asked, “Does that mean I can do the burning hands thing, too?”

      Ezryn laughed a little, although he was still crying. “You can do magic, yes, but not the same kind as Ry and me.”

      “Oh. Can you teach me something cool?”

      Ezryn snorted. “Yes, Jozzy, I can.”

      Joz wrinkled his nose. “Why are you calling me that?”

      “Because I’ve known you since you were born, and it’s what I’ve always called you. You hated it when you were a teenager, which made me do it more.”

      Joz snorted. “So where exactly are we right now?”

      Ezryn said, “In Greenburrow State Park.”

      “So we didn’t fall into Narnia or something?”

      Ezryn chuckled. “No, Jozzy, we’re still in the U.S. But now you can see all the magic around you instead of having a veil over your eyes the way mortals do.”

      “That is so… I have so many questions!”

      “And I’ll answer them once we’re safe, but you have to give me a minute.” Ezryn gestured to me and moved closer, then squatted down in front of me, asking, “Are you okay?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      “I’m sorry. I really thought it would work. And…” He wiped his face again and tried to offer a smile, but it was the saddest smile I’d ever seen. “I’m so sorry about attacking you when I came in. I thought… well, I thought you’d remember, and I was just so happy to see you again that I didn’t realize at first.”

      I met his eyes and offered a sad smile of my own. “It isn’t every day that I get accosted by a beautiful man. Don’t worry about it.”

      He smiled, and this time it was a tiny bit happier, and he quietly said, “I’ll figure out how to get your memories back, both of you, and then you’ll understand, and we’ll be able to figure everything else out.”

      “We’re really married?” I asked, still hung up on that little detail.

      “Yeah, Ry, we are.” He smiled sadly. “I think that’s why it hurt so bad every time we broke the mind-link. We’re… we’re meant to be together, our souls are linked, so having our minds linked together after over two years apart and getting a glimpse of that feeling again… our souls were crying when we broke apart.”

      My eyes stung even though I didn’t remember him and I didn’t fully understand. “It hurt. Every time. It got worse each night.”

      “I know, it hurt me, too. Before you told me, I didn’t know it would hurt you that way when you didn’t have your memory, so I’m sorry about that.” He turned away, stood, and wiped his cheeks furiously before turning back and sweeping his gaze over me, then over Joz. “We need to get out of this place before they find us. Braylik is keeping the bunker secure. Otherwise, he would’ve come with me, but we didn’t want to chance it. We need to meet him as soon as possible. You two have been here far too long.”

      “That’s who you were always talking to during the mind-links, right?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yes. He’s my best friend. He and the rest of our team have been helping me.”

      “Are you Boss Man or Gizmo?” Joz asked.

      Ezryn’s gaze swept over to him. “Boss Man, but I’ll murder you both if you call me that. Who’d you run into to hear those names?”

      “Bubble Gum Assassin,” I said automatically.

      Ezryn chuckled. “Yeah, we call him Bubbles. He’s always blowing bubbles with his damn gum. Constantly. Annoys the hell out of me, but the one time I tried to enforce a no gum chewing policy, he was twitching like crazy and driving the whole team mad. The rule only lasted half a day before I gave him his gum back. His name’s Terron Flemming, by the way, but I doubt he’d even answer if you called him Terron.”

      “He shot and killed a guy that almost found us,” I said quietly.

      Ezryn grimaced. “I’m glad he was there to take him out.”

      My eyes widened. That wasn’t the reaction I’d been expecting.

      Ezryn eyed me for a moment, then shrugged. “He took out someone that would’ve kidnapped and tortured you before murdering you. Taking out the bad guys is what we do, Ry. We’ve been doing it for a long time.”

      I grimaced as I got off the floor and decided not to ask details about that. “Why are people after us?”

      He sighed and wiped his forehead. “That’s a long story. Can you trust me until we get to the bunker, and I’ll explain it once we’re safe?”

      “We’re not safe here?” Joz asked.

      Ezryn shook his head. “No. It’s a good temporary hiding spot, sure, but it isn’t warded. If they realize we’re in here, they’ll surround us in no time, and we won’t have a way out.”

      I mumbled, “I think you’re breaking my brain.” I rubbed my face, completely overwhelmed.

      Ezryn took one look at me and said, “We need to leave. Right now. They could be on your tail.”

      Joz said, “That Bubbles guy said they were leading them away from us. The shooting was getting farther away while we ran, and we haven’t heard anything in hours.”

      Ezryn nodded. “Good. That’s good, but I don’t want to risk your safety. They could have more than one team out here.”

      I didn’t know who they were, but I knew I didn’t want them to find us, so I said, “Uh, right. Let’s go, then.”

      “First, you need to leave your cell phones here. I should’ve had you leave them at your hotel, but I didn’t want you out here without a way to reach out, just in case.”

      I cringed at that, but pulled my phone out of my pocket and set it on the table.

      As Joz did the same thing, he asked, “Should we smash them?”

      Ezryn shook his head. “Nah. It’ll give them something to chase if they can pick up the signal, and we’ll be far away soon enough.”

      Joz and I both nodded.

      “Grab your bags,” Ezryn said, heading for the door. “Stay quiet, and…” He turned to face me. “I need you both to promise to listen to my instructions without question until we get there. If I tell you to run, if I tell you to get down, if I tell you to stop, you do it. Immediately. No stopping to ask questions, no second-guessing me. You just follow instructions.”

      Joz and I exchanged a look before we both nodded.

      “Do you remember how to use your guns?” He eyed both weapons.

      “Yeah, I remember,” Joz said.

      Ezryn nodded. “Great. You’re a good shot, Jozzy, so follow your instincts if it comes down to it.”

      “I know how to shoot,” I added.

      Ezryn offered a smile. “Good. You don’t need to worry about it unless we come across anyone, but it’s dark out, so we shouldn’t have to worry.”

      I quirked a brow at that.

      “Okay, so we hopefully won’t have to worry, alright? I’m trying not to scare you, Ry.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      He blew out a breath and nodded, but I was pretty sure he knew I was full of shit. “Stay quiet on the journey. I know you have questions, but keep them to yourselves until we get there.”

      “Got it,” Joz said while I nodded at the beautiful man in front of us. The beautiful man that was supposedly my husband.

      Something in my heart squeezed a little at that thought.

      Was this man really who he claimed to be? Or was he playing some sick joke on us?

      As he glanced over his shoulder at me and met my eyes, I wanted to believe every word he was saying. Even as he pulled a sword out from the sheath on his belt, then pulled a gun from near his ribs, carrying one in each hand.

      Something weird was going on, and this man was at the center of it, but was he the good guy here or something more sinister?

      Even thinking he was bad was making my heart squeeze tight in my chest. Everything inside me was telling me to trust this man, to follow him, to believe him. So I was going to go with my instincts.

      After Ezryn slipped out the door, Joz moved close and whispered into my ear, “I believe him,” then followed him out.

      Taking a breath for courage, I slipped out the door, knowing that everything in my life was about to change.

      I looked forward to it.
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      The tears wouldn’t stop coming, even as we walked through the forest. Seeing Rhile again had been the happiest moment of my life. Until it was dashed away in the blink of an eye. He was here, and I was beyond grateful for it, but it was as if I’d lost him all over again.

      He still didn’t remember me. A lifetime together, and he had no clue who I was.

      It hurt. So damn much.

      And I couldn’t even be angry with him because it wasn’t his fault. None of this was.

      Glancing behind myself, I scanned both of them. Jozzy was staring at his feet, as if he was afraid he’d trip—he’d be embarrassed by that once he got his memory back. The thought made me smile a little. And Rhile. My Rhile was staring at me with a furrowed brow. I couldn’t imagine how confused he was.

      His soul still knew me, I could feel it rejoicing with our return to each other, but his mind—and Gods, maybe even his heart—didn’t. He was probably feeling all kinds of conflicting emotions, not understanding what was happening to him. And on top of that, he was still unsure about magic.

      We lived amongst humans and even worked with some, so I wasn’t unfamiliar with them and their magicless ways, but I couldn’t say I understood what it was like thinking magic was fake and then suddenly learning about it. Magic had always been a part of our lives. Or it had for Ry and Jozzy until it’d been taken from them.

      We lived and breathed the same air as humans, but they were covered by the Veil, and therefore, only part of the world was open to them. It must’ve been a terrible way to live. I couldn’t imagine living in a world without magic, but I supposed that it had always been a part of me and my world so it’d be harder for me to lose it. Humans never had it to begin with, so they didn’t know what they were missing.

      We’d been walking for over an hour before Jozzy finally broke my rule and spoke. I was surprised he’d lasted that long, to be honest.

      “How far away is this place?” he whispered. At least he’d had the sense to keep his voice down.

      “About another hour,” I said as I switched my saber and gun so I could regrip them. “No questions.”

      He groaned, then sighed and kept quiet again.

      I wasn’t trying to be rude, but we needed to get to our destination unnoticed. Traveling with two untrained—for lack of a better explanation of not remembering their training—mages was a good way to get us all killed if we were attacked. It was hard enough keeping Braylik and me alive in this forest, having to protect them while hoping their emotions didn’t release an explosion of magic would be terrible.

      And now that I had Rhile back, I wasn’t going to let him go ever again.

      When we crept closer to the river, I slowed down and hid behind a large rock formation, waving my companions behind me. Holding my finger to my mouth before they had a chance to ask questions, I pushed them down until they were well hidden, then gestured for them to wait there.

      As I went to stand, Rhile’s hand shot out and snatched my wrist, his face filling with panic. Seeing his worry for me, even when he didn’t remember me, made my throat clog with emotion.

      Leaning down, I pressed my cheek to his and whispered, “It’s okay. I’m checking the area and sending Braylik a signal.”

      “A signal?”

      “Yes, and he’ll signal back before we go inside.”

      He hesitated, then whispered, “Inside where?”

      “The bunker. Relax, short stuff, it’s okay. I’ll be right back.”

      “I don’t… I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      My chest tightened and tears wanted to prick my eyes, but I tamped them down. For fuck’s sake, I’d never cried this much in my life. Now was definitely not the time to cry—again. “I promise I’ll be right back.”

      He waited a beat, then whispered, “Please be careful.”

      With a smile that was likely a little sad, I leaned back and mouthed I will be. Then I gave his beard a tug—something I’d been doing since he started growing the damn thing in high school—and I turned around to check and signal Braylik.

      After circling the area and not finding anything specific, I took a breath, then placed my hand on the ground, pictured Braylik’s face, and muttered a memorized spell. I could’ve used my phone, but I didn’t want it to give away our position should someone be tracking phones out here, as unlikely as it seemed.

      Almost immediately, I heard Braylik’s voice in my head say, “All clear down here.”

      With a breath of relief, I released the spell and opened my eyes. Where I’d placed my hand, the grass was now covered in frostbite even though it wasn’t particularly cold out.

      I moved closer to Ry and Jozzy, and waved for them to follow me, then walked around to the front of the bunker. When I stopped there, Jozzy whispered, “What the hell kind of bunker is this?”

      “The well-hidden kind,” I said before sheathing my sword and putting my gun in its holster. “Give me your hands.” I held my hands out to my sides, and after a few seconds, they each grabbed a hold of one. Then I muttered another spell and pulled them straight through the large rock.

      Both of them shouted, but I pulled them fast enough that their shouts should’ve been muffled by the rock. Walking through the rock—or magical rock—felt like trudging through mud, but it was only two steps before we were through. It wasn’t easy pulling their heavy butts through, but I managed, both of them gasping for air.

      “Holy shit!” Jozzy yelled as he pulled away from me. “What the hell, man? You could’ve warned us, Ezzy!” I turned sharply to him with wide eyes, and he jerked his head back with a “What?”

      “You called me Ezzy,” I said.

      “Uh, so?”

      “You always call me Ezzy. Are you… are you remembering something?”

      Jozzy’s gaze seemed to soften a little as he quietly said, “No, I’m sorry. I figured since you were calling me Jozzy, I’d return the favor and call you Ezzy. I’m sorry I don’t remember anything.”

      I swallowed down my hope with a nod. “That’s the same reason you started calling me Ezzy when you were nine.” I offered a small smile.

      He whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      Shaking my head, I turned my attention to Rhile and decided not to point out that he was still holding my hand. If he didn’t mind, I’d keep it. Gods, I’d missed him. So damn much.

      He was scanning the cave-like entrance, but brought his attention to me, meeting my eyes. “What?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing, babe.” I cleared my throat. I hadn’t meant for that babe to spill out, but at least he didn’t seem to mind, especially since it wasn’t my first slip. Habits were hard to break.  “Are you ready to keep moving forward?”

      He nodded.

      Tightening my grip on his hand, I pulled him along the cave. When we’d built this underground bunker years ago, Rhile and I had wanted to make it difficult to find the entrance, so that rock was only the first of many we needed to walk through in order to get to the actual bunker.

      Back when we were having this built, we never thought we’d ever truly need it, but the idea for it had come to Rhile in his dreams, so we’d heeded the warning even if we’d hoped it had only been a dream and not a vision.

      Once we reached the fifth and final pass-through, I stopped and said, “This is the last one. We’ll go through and come face to face with a real door, then we’ll have to wait for Braylik to run his magical test from inside the bunker to determine that we are who we say we are. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

      “Okay,” Rhile said, squeezing my hand like he used to and offering me a small smile.

      Jozzy nodded. “Right, okay.”

      I pulled them through and paused outside a metal door. Braylik opened the window covering from his side and stared at us through the thick glass for a few seconds, then said through the little magical amplifier on the door, “Blood sample please.”

      Removing a knife, I sliced the tip of my finger and pressed it to the door, which absorbed it to do its magic. I passed the same knife to Rhile, then grabbed a new one for Jozzy.

      Rhile stared at the tip of the knife for a few seconds, then asked, “Do I need to worry about… catching something?”

      It took me a moment to understand what he meant, and I chuckled. “No, you don’t. It’s just me. If we were going to give anything to each other, we would’ve a long, long time ago. Anyway, it’s not like I’ve been with anyone el—” I cut myself off, and my eyes widened. In the two years we’d been separated, I hadn’t been with anyone because I was married and in love with my mate. But Rhile hadn’t even known I existed until a few weeks ago. He hadn’t known anything about me, so therefore, if he had been with someone—tears threatened as bile rose in my stomach—it wouldn’t be cheating because he didn’t even know he was married. Oh Gods. Oh Gods, if he’d been with someone, I was going—

      “Hey,” Rhile said, placing his hand on my forearm and rubbing my skin with his thumb. When I met his eyes, he offered a smile. “I haven’t been with anyone either.”

      “You haven’t?” To my embarrassment, I sniffed, but it couldn’t really be helped. Better to sniff than have snot everywhere. Blinking back my tears was proving difficult, though.

      “No, Ezryn, I haven’t. It never… felt right.”

      I believed him. He’d always had such honest eyes, and he could never lie to me, even when we were young. Lie to his parents? Oh yeah, all the time. But to me? No. I knew him too well and would know immediately, so he’d never bothered. “O-okay,” I whispered before wiping my eyes, thanking all the Gods that they hadn’t leaked again. This time.

      Jozzy slapped Rhile’s shoulder with a grin, saying, “At least now we know why you never wanted to date or hookup. I was beginning to think you were a little nuts.” Jozzy sent me a wink that made me gasp before shutting my eyes. Such a Jozzy thing to do, although more than half the time, those winks aimed my way were to show me that he was only trying to wind Rhile up, not to help defuse the situation.

      This was pure torture.

      Knowing them without them knowing me.

      I didn’t know how I was going to survive this if we didn’t get their memories back soon.

      Jozzy and Rhile both cut their thumbs and pressed them to the door, then watched in seeming amazement as the door absorbed their blood. They handed back the knives, which I sheathed, and we waited.

      After the first minute, Rhile surprised me by taking my hand again and giving it a squeeze. Even if he didn’t remember, he’d always done that to help calm my nerves, and today it was no different. My heart sped up at the contact, then a calmness settled over me, and I laced our fingers together, giving him a squeeze back.

      After what felt like an eternity, the door began to open and a smiling Braylik stared out at us. “Hey, guys. It’s good to have you back.” He walked over to Rhile and pulled him into a hug, but stiffened when Ry just barely patted his back instead of giving his normal bear hug. Braylik stepped back and stared at me with wide eyes. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “It didn’t work. The amnesia spell is still in effect,” I said.

      Braylik’s eyes widened before he stared at Rhile, then turned his attention to Jozzy and quietly asked, “You don’t remember me?”

      Jozzy’s eyes widened as he shook his head. “No, I’m sorry.”

      Braylik turned pained eyes to me, and I offered an apologetic smile even though it wasn’t my fault.

      Jozzy whispered, “Please tell me I didn’t forget being married or something, too.”

      Braylik’s eyes widened before he turned a smirk—though his eyes were still sad—toward Jozzy and said, “You wish, dwarf-boy.”

      Jozzy’s eyebrows shot up, and as Braylik ushered us in, said, “Dwarf-boy? Is that supposed to be some kind of insult?” He didn’t wait for a response.

      Braylik snorted as he closed and latched the door. “You’re half-dwarf, half-elf. I’m a full-blooded elf, just like Ez.”

      Rhile blinked at that. “I’m a dwarf-elf?” He and Jozzy exchanged a look again. “Wait, we’re dwarves?”

      “Half, yes,” I said with a small smile.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, babe, you are. Uncovering the Veil will help you identify magical creatures that appear to be human to the mundane mortals. It helps you see and feel magic. The Veil is what keeps us safe from humans.”

      “Right, that’s… right. Okay.”

      “I know it’s weird to you, but it’s the truth.”

      His cheeks puffed out before he blew out a breath. “How is Joz so much taller than me?” he asked with a frown that made Jozzy smirk.

      “He takes after your mother; you take after your father. You’re a lot taller than your dad, though, like a lot taller. You’re both basically giants in the dwarf community,” I said.

      “But—”

      I cut him off before that turned into a whole thing. “You’re both mages, though. All four of us are.”

      “Mages?”

      I thought I might’ve broken him for the second time today. Fuck. “We use magic. Most elves are capable, and some dwarves have basic skills in sorcery.”

      “Oh.”

      Time for a subject change. “Come to the kitchen area. We’ll fix something to eat, then I’ll show you to your beds so you can rest. The bunker is rather large, but we’ve been staying in the upper level only so we can keep watch. I’d prefer it if you stayed in the same set of rooms as Braylik and me, but I suppose you don’t have to. You’re free to roam around, but I wouldn’t go touching things you don’t recognize since you don’t remember how to control magic at the moment.”

      “We’ll stay with you,” Ry said, and Jozzy nodded in agreement.

      Thank the Gods he agreed. I didn’t want him out of my sight.

      “Ez?” Braylik called.

      “Yeah?”

      “Is it helping, at least? Are you… feeling okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s helping a lot,” I said, nodding at Braylik, but since I didn’t want my husband and brother-in-law asking questions about what he meant, I pushed into the kitchen area and began my search for food. “I’ll make you a meal. Why don’t you two shower and change? It looks like you’ve been traipsing around in the mud all day.”

      “We have been,” Jozzy said.

      I turned to him with a grin. “Smells like it, too.”

      He snorted and lifted up his middle finger at me.

      I tilted my head to the side. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      Jozzy’s eyes widened. “You guys don’t flip each other off here?”

      “I have no idea what that means.”

      “Do you know the term ‘fuck you’?”

      “Well, yes.”

      He waved his middle finger at me. “This means ‘fuck you.’”

      “Ew, Jozzy, that’s disgusting!” I yelled, then fake-gagged a little.

      He widened his eyes, dropped his hand, and yelled, “Ew! Not like that, Ezryn!”

      I laughed loudly. “Got you.”

      He blinked at me before he started laughing, too. “You’re an asshole.”

      I grinned. It was so easy to fall back into picking on him, which helped ease the pain a little. Still grinning, I pulled out a pot to start boiling water, then pointed at a door. “Bathroom’s over there, Jo Jo. Clothes are in the room beside it, but towels should be in the linen closet in the bathroom. Help yourself to anything you need.”

      Jozzy headed that way with a grin on his face, then turned at the last second and asked, “Do you really flip people off, then?”

      I snorted out a laugh. “Yes, obviously. We live in the same world, diddling-doofus.”

      His eyebrows rose, but he flipped me off again and slipped inside the bathroom, leaving Rhile and me alone for the first time in over two years. He’d been so quiet this whole time that it would almost be easy to forget he was there. Except I couldn’t because he was my Rhile, and I was always aware of him, especially when he was nearby.

      I took a deep breath as I prepared ingredients, trying not to let his eyes on me distract me from my task. Especially when I began chopping up vegetables. The last thing I needed was to cut off a finger then have to admit to the guys that I’d done it while cooking and not during a badass knife fight. They’d never let me live it down.

      “Ezryn.” Ry’s quiet voice sounded loud in the silence of the room.

      Without turning around, I said, “Yes?”

      “Are you… are you okay?” he asked.

      I paused my movements but still didn’t face him. “I… I’m not sure what I am besides so overjoyed and relieved to be near you again. I’m glad you’re here, so damn happy you’re here and safe and finally with me again, but you don’t remember me, and I…” I trailed off, not really sure how to finish that sentence.

      “It’s hard,” he finished for me.

      I nodded, set my knife down, and turned to face him, resting my ass against the counter. “It’s really hard. I wasn’t expecting it, so I wasn’t prepared to…” I waved that away. “When I felt you cross over the bridge, I was so happy, so excited to see you and hold you again.” A tear fell down my cheek, and it was really starting to piss me off that I kept crying, Godsdammit. I had never been this emotional in my entire life. When Ry got his memories back, he’d probably tease me for all the tears. They didn’t call me the Ice King for nothing. “But then…”

      “I’m so sorry.” He stepped closer so he was right in front of me. “I can’t imagine what it must feel like for you. I feel… out of sorts myself, so I can only imagine. I’m truly sorry, Ezryn.”

      I offered a small smile. “Thank you, but you have nothing to be sorry for. We’ll get you sorted, and we can have a proper reunion once we do.”

      He hesitated, then quietly asked, “What if you can’t? What if I never remember?”

      I sucked in a breath. I didn’t want to think that it was a possibility, but the fact that crossing over a bridge designed to break magical spells hadn’t worked meant that… it meant that maybe he really never would remember his childhood or our history. I met his eyes and said, “Then I guess I’ll just have to make you fall in love with me again because it’ll be a cold day in Hell before I let you get taken away from me a second time.”

      For a moment, I was afraid I was coming off too strongly, but then a slow smile spread over his face. The look he gave me was filled with more emotion than I’d expect from someone that had just “met” me for all intents and purposes. But even if his mind didn’t remember, his soul did. That much was clear.

      Before I could second-guess myself, I asked, “Can I give you a hug?”

      He chuckled and turned his head away, seeming a little shy—not something he’d ever been with me before—then nodded his head and opened his arms.

      I easily walked into him and closed my eyes as the familiarity of his warm body, of his scent, of the way his arms wrapped around me, filled me with a comfort I’d been afraid I’d never have again. Two years ago, seeing him again had felt impossible, and now, here he was, wrapping me up in his strong arms and holding me as tightly as he always had.

      Gods, I’d missed him.

      After a minute, he took a breath, and instead of backing off like I’d expected, he pulled me tighter to him, and I relaxed in his arms as contentment found its way into my heart.

      He was shorter than me by a good half a foot—although he’d always used to argue that it was only five and three-quarters, even though that wasn’t even true—but he was so solid and strong that he’d always made me feel safe in his arms. He was my safe place, and I was his. Or at least I used to be when he remembered me.

      The sound of the bathroom door opening had us pulling apart, but I didn’t turn to look at Jozzy, I kept my face focused on Rhile and whispered, “Thank you, Ry.”

      He smiled softly. “Anytime.”

      I gave him a single nod, then turned away so he could take a shower and I could get this food going. Jozzy caught my eye as he stared at us, and he nodded at me but seemed sad. I wasn’t sure if he was sad for us or sad for himself, maybe he was simply sad for all of us.

      Ry gave me a nod. “I guess I should go shower.”

      I sent him a smile and nodded back.

      As soon as Ry walked into the bathroom, I walked past Bray and murmured, “I’ll be right back,” and rushed over to one of the open bedrooms.

      Bray called out, “Are you okay?”

      But I ignored him, slamming the door shut and locking it. Leaning back, I slid down to my ass, buried my head in my hands, and let the sob that wanted to escape free. My chest was so tight and heavy, I was surprised my lungs were still working.

      My husband, my mate. My Rhile.

      He didn’t remember me. He didn’t remember growing up with me, he didn’t remember being best friends as kids, he didn’t remember dating me.

      He didn’t remember loving me.

      No, he didn’t love me.

      Because that wasn’t my Rhile in there, that was someone else wearing my Rhile’s face.

      Someone who looked and felt and smelt like my Rhile. But wasn’t.

      The man I’d been in love with my entire life didn’t love me back.

      Another sob rocked me as my sorrow spilled over uncontrollably. My body was trembling, my heart breaking into a million tiny pieces. The fractures on my heart that formed over the past two years were finally breaking me apart.

      The low-key crying I’d been doing hadn’t been enough it seemed.

      I allowed myself this time to break. I knew I’d have to hold it together in front of my mate, but I needed to shatter for a moment. After everything we’d been through, I deserved a few minutes to break. The love of my life didn’t love me back, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Every day, every second, of the last two years, I’d had one goal in mind: get back to Rhile. It had been the only thing that kept me alive.

      I knew I needed to find him, save him, get him back to me. Thinking of his beautiful, smiling face had gotten me through the worst of it. Thinking about holding him again, of being in his arms, of kissing him, hell, of just being near him, kept me sane.

      But he didn’t know me. And the bridge hadn’t worked. If anything was going to get rid of that spell, it would’ve been the bridge. If it didn’t work, surely nothing would.

      No, don’t think like that, Ezryn. You have to get him back.

      I’d do whatever I could to get my Rhile back, but… but if nothing worked, if he didn’t find his way back to me, then what?

      Then I’d make him fall in love with me again. There was no other option. A world without my Rhile loving me wasn’t worth living in, but a world without Ry at all was even worse.

      My sobs began to slow to a steady whimpering, and I wiped my eyes over and over again. I needed to get back out there. I needed to finish cooking. I needed to pick my broken pieces back up and glue them together long enough to get my mate somewhere safe.

      Gods, I missed him. He was right there, yet so far away.

      Seeing him stare at me like I was a stranger hurt more than I could even comprehend.

      I’d get him back. I had to.

      Steeling my nerves, I went to the mirror to clean myself up and took a deep breath. I had this. He wasn’t gone, he was right here with me. A different version of him, sure, but he was still Rhilenor Loraxidor Blackthane. And he was mine, just as I was his. No matter what.
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      If I hadn’t been sure about him before, after that hug, I was absolutely positive that he was telling the truth. Even though I didn’t remember, I could feel that I’d held him before, that my body was familiar with his, that something inside of me knew him even if I didn’t.

      And if everything he said was true, that meant he was suffering worse than I could imagine. It had been over two years since he’d seen me, and now that I was here, I couldn’t even remember him. That sounded like a hell I wished I could save him from.

      I hoped to god he could figure out a way to get my memories back. I wished I could remember him, I wished I remembered loving him and him loving me.

      That hug had been… everything.

      And it had only been a hug, for fuck’s sake.

      I rubbed at my eyes in the mirror and grimaced at the dirt-smeared face staring back at me. What a lovely picture I made for that beautiful man outside. The one that looked as if he hadn’t been walking through the woods for hours, the one that was the most beautiful and sexy man I’d ever seen.

      Shaking off all the crazy emotions running through my body, I took a quick shower, then hopped out, dried off, and wrapped a towel around my waist before rushing to the bedroom where the clothes were.

      I was worried for a moment that he wouldn’t have any clothes that fit me since he was so much taller and skinnier than me, but there was a note scrawled in loopy, fancy writing on one of the dressers indicating that it was filled with my clothes.

      Pulling the drawers open, I sighed. These would fit me fine, but they were exactly like Ezryn’s all black combat clothes. And Braylik and even that Bubbles guy. The fabric was unlike any I’d ever felt before. It was almost hard when I was grabbing it, but then it felt soft against my skin, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it was made out of. The clothes were surprisingly comfortable, and at least I used my own combat boots.

      I walked to the door, but hovered there for a few seconds. This whole thing had been beyond surreal. I felt like at any minute I was going to wake up and find out that I dreamed up the entire thing. Closing my eyes, I thought about Ezryn and my heart clenched in my chest. He was my husband, deep down I knew it to be true, and it hurt not being able to remember him. And then there was Joz. He was really my brother. I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      After steeling my nerves, I walked back to the kitchen where Joz was sitting at a small table with Braylik, and Ezryn was standing at the stove. I automatically headed for Ezryn without thinking and asked, “Do you need any help?”

      He aimed a smile my way. “No, it’s nearly finished, but thank you.” He glanced at my clothes. “We’ll have to pack more of your clothes to take with us, I guess.”

      “What’s with this fabric, anyway?” I asked.

      His lips quirked up on one side. “It’s armor, short stuff.”

      “Armor? It’s soft.”

      “The power of magic.” He laughed. “We have magic weavers that use the softest fabric while weaving the strongest magic into it. It feels soft, but trust me, when you get hit with a weapon or a spell, it hardens up and protects you.”

      That was… fucking crazy. “Right… okay. Uh, so where are we going?”

      He sighed. “Let me get this into the bowls, and I’ll explain while we eat. I know you’re starving. Go have a seat.”

      I nodded and sat at the table beside Joz. Braylik smiled at me, but even he wasn’t hiding his sadness at the situation very well. It was strange, but not having that Veil Ezryn had talked about… I thought I could sense something from Braylik. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I was sure I could tell he had magic in him. Or maybe I was simply starving and exhausted. Who knew?

      Ezryn came back with a large bowl in each hand that he set in front of Joz and me, then he grabbed the other two bowls, passed one to Braylik, and sat down on my other side. He offered me a smile and gestured to my bowl. “Eat up.”

      I had no idea what in the world I was eating because it kind of looked like sludge in a bowl, but I took a breath and scooped some in my mouth. The burst of flavor that hit my tongue was unexpected but very welcomed. I moaned, swallowed, and said, “This is delicious. Thank you.”

      He offered a smile. “You’ve always loved kunna. It’s an elvish food. I used to cook it for you a lot when we were at the academy.”

      “The academy?”

      He tilted his head as if thinking about it, then said, “It’s similar to college for humans, except our schooling also incorporates combat and magical training specific to everyone’s distinct type of magic, if they have it, that is.”

      That was a little mind-blowing. I wanted to ask more specifics, but Joz interrupted and asked, “Was all of our schooling done for… mages?”

      “No. We all went to schools that were for people without the Veil over their eyes—Unveiled—but not everyone was a mage.”

      “Oh-kay,” Joz said slowly.

      After taking several more bites, I caught Ezryn’s eye and asked, “You said that we were together for years before this, so we’ve been together for how long exactly?”

      He paused to stare at me before taking a deep breath. “Technically we’ve been married for seven years, counting these last two, but we’ve been together much longer than that.”

      My eyes widened. “Really?”

      His lips quirked up in a half-smile that was new to me yet somehow familiar. “I’ve known you my whole life, Ry. We grew up together.” He began stirring the food in his bowl, staring at it like it held all the answers. “Before I continue this conversation, let me explain a few things. First, we may live in the same world as humans, but we are not governed by their laws. We don’t mess with humans, or their laws, and we’re not allowed to harm them in any way at all or we face the consequences of our own government. But we’re governed by our own people, people like us, Unveiled.”

      “Like a freaking secret society or something,” Joz said.

      Ezryn nodded. “Yes. We have territories all over the world. There are two major territories that tend to lead the rest of them… we come from the two main ones.”

      “Um, okay,” I said.

      “Are you about to get all Romeo and Juliet on us?” Joz asked.

      Braylik rolled his eyes. “Don’t be an idiot, Jozdrek.”

      Joz looked at me and mouthed Jozdrek, but I could only shake my head and shrug.

      Ezryn glanced between Joz and I. “Our parents were friends, but the government officials wanted to be sure the peace between our territories continued long after their rule. They struck a deal that both our parents agreed with. Meeting each other was a political move, but we became true friends.” He smiled a little. “I came to the Valore Territory for school while your little sister, Xillana Loraxidor, went to my birth land, the Draetus Territory.”

      “I have a sister?” I asked, then glanced at Joz, who was staring with wide eyes. We had a sister. Holy shit.

      Ezryn nodded. “Your younger sister, Ry; Jozzy’s older sister. Ry’s the oldest and Jozzy is the youngest Loraxidor sibling, but you two also have another brother.” Something passed behind his eyes at the mention of my apparent brother, but he continued on before I had a chance to question it. “For several months at a time your sister and I switched places, so to speak, and I attended classes with you, I even lived at the compound with you.” A fond smile quirked up his lips and that strange twist in my stomach hit me again. This man was gorgeous, and even though everything he’d said to me so far seemed so surreal and far-fetched, I believed every word he said. Maybe I was crazy, but what he was saying seemed to fit somehow, it felt right.

      “We lived at a compound?”

      Braylik said, “Yes. It’s supposed to be a safe place for our people to be free from hiding their true selves from humanity. It’s there to protect its people, but also to protect—”

      “Let’s not get into that just yet, Bray,” Ezryn said, shooting Braylik a glare.

      Braylik held his hands up. “Fine, fine.”

      Joz glared at Ezryn, saying, “How about we don’t hide things from each other?”

      Ezryn’s eyes flicked to Joz’s and amusement played on his lips. “I promise I’ll tell you, but let’s get through one thing at a time, yeah?”

      Joz crossed his arms over his chest. “Fine.”

      “Don’t be pissed, Jozzy. If you ask a question, I’ll answer it honestly. I would never lie to you.” Ezryn’s eyes flicked to mine. “Either of you.”

      I said, “Okay, keep going. We all lived in a compound together, or something.”

      He sighed. “I was going to wait to tell you, but yes… all four of us”—he gestured at the four of us—“still live there with the rest of our team—Bubbles and the others.” He cleared his throat. “We work for the government as an elite group of enforcers.”

      “I… I don’t even know what to say to that.”

      “I was part of your team?” Joz asked.

      Ezryn nodded. “Yes. We didn’t want you joining the enforcers because it’s dangerous, but you refused to listen and you made your mark. You’re the youngest to ever be recruited. Even though we were afraid for you, you’re very good at your job and we all love having you on the team.” He shot Joz a grin. “Even if you’re a pain in my ass.”

      Joz snorted, then sighed and ran a hand over his face. “We must not have been that great since we’re here right now with our memories wiped.”

      “That wasn’t our fault. That sounds ridiculous, but it really wasn’t.”

      “How could it not—”

      Braylik cut him off, a little anger in his gaze. “There was a traitor among us in the compound. None of us knew he couldn’t be trusted. None. Of. Us. It was no less your fault than it was mine.”

      Joz blinked at him, the two staring each other down before Joz swallowed thickly and gave a single nod.

      Everything about this conversation was overwhelming me, and I didn’t know what to say, to think, to ask, so I went back to eating my delicious sludge.

      Joz asked, “So does everyone live in these compounds or do people live among humans or what?”

      “A little bit of both,” Braylik said. “We have plenty of Unveiled-only communities, like our compound and some little towns, where people don’t feel like they have to hide their true selves, but there are some that choose to live out among the humans. It’s up to every person what they want to do, but they’re not allowed to tell humans about us—of course there are exceptions, like when an Unveiled person falls in love with a human.” He waved that away. “Anyway, whether you live in one of our communities or not, you have to abide by our laws, but that also means you’ll always have our protection as well.”

      “Protection from what?” Joz asked.

      “Anything and everything. If you feel dark magic or are attacked, you call our people. That’s part of what our team does, we track dark magic. If you’re hurt, you come to our hospitals, if you’re arrested by the human police, you contact our lawyers. You follow our rules, and we help you in return should you ever need it.”

      Joz started rapid firing questions at Braylik, and the elf seemed happy to answer anything Joz threw at him. But they were talking so fast, it was making my anxiety ramp up, and I couldn’t focus on it.

      After a few minutes, Ezryn caught my eye and offered a tiny smile, saying, “When we were kids, you used to pick on me so much.”

      I wrinkled my nose even though I was grateful for the subject change, and for the fact that we were having a semi-private conversation since the other two were still engrossed in their own. “I did? That’s not good. I thought you said we were friends.”

      He shot me a big grin. “It was your way of flirting, I guess.” He shrugged. “When we were teenagers—actually, it probably started when we were around ten or eleven—you stopped picking on me, and instead, used to lead me around on crazy adventures that always ended with us getting into trouble.” He laughed. “You loved to push your parents’ buttons every chance you got.” He knocked my knee with his under the small table. “And I loved you enough, even back then, to follow you into the most insane situations.”

      When he fell quiet for a few minutes, I hesitantly asked, “When did we, uh… what I mean is, when did we… get together?”

      He bit his lip and stared at the table, avoiding my eyes for some reason. “After my mother died. There was a terrible accident and, well, that’s not important right now.” He took a deep breath. “You helped me through my grief, and I realized that life was short—or rather that it could be taken away at any moment, even for our long-lived species—so I kissed you in front of the fireplace, and you… you kissed me back.”

      I didn’t really know what to say. “I’m sorry about your mother.”

      “Thank you.”

      After another quiet moment between us with Joz and Braylik’s chatter in the background, I asked, “How old were we? When you kissed me?”

      “Nineteen. We hadn’t seen each other for a few months, but you dropped everything to be there for me when my mom…”

      “And we’re both… thirty-two now?”

      He nodded.

      “We were together for eleven years when this happened to us?” So… he’d been with me for thirteen if you count the two we’d been separated from each other. Wow.

      He nodded again, then changed the subject. “So this is a weird thing to admit, but technically, I’m a prince.”

      “What?”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his long hair. “Yeah, so it doesn’t mean anything anymore, it’s just a title, but that’s why I was the one sent to live with you. I have an older sister, so she was the heir or whatever, so they sent me. And your family has always had some kind of leadership role in the Valore Territory, so it made sense for your sister to switch.”

      “Does that mean your sister is the queen and rules the other territory?” I asked.

      He shook his head with a grin, then laughed. “No. Gods, she would love that so much. Like I said, it’s just a title now, but she’s actually on the council that leads Draetus Territory. Technically she’s a queen since our parents passed away, but that title has nothing to do with her position on the Draetus Council. We have a voting system in place so the people pick the leaders. The royal family is literally just for show. My sister used her public forum to get elected.” He frowned in my direction. “And I hate it, just so you know. That’s why when we applied to be enforcers, we didn’t even try applying in the Draetus Territory. I wouldn’t be able to stand living there because they treat the royals like celebrities. It’s bad enough in Valore, to be honest, but in Draetus, it’d be a hundred times worse.” He fake shuddered, making me grin.

      I was about to ask about the whole voting thing, but decided I didn’t need to know that right now. “So our two territories are basically like two countries?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “And you said we get along? We’re at peace?”

      “We have for a long time, yes. Now though… now, there’s an evil usurper in Valore, and his darkness is spreading throughout both lands. We need to find a way to take him out and elect new officials.”

      “New officials?”

      He grimaced. “As far as I can tell, the old ones were killed, or if they weren’t, they’re letting that evil man enslave our own people. So yes, we need to elect new leaders.”

      That was a lot to take in, and I wasn’t sure how to comprehend everything he was saying. Yesterday, I’d been a guy working in a hardware store, and today, I was being told I was supposed to be saving a territory from some evil guy, and I didn’t even know what the hell that meant or what it entailed, to be honest. That was too much. Way too fucking much.

      I needed to change the subject, or maybe get more information. I riffled through my growing list of questions and asked, “You said before that you work with ice spells or something, right? What about me? I did that ice-fire, so I do ice spells, too, I guess.”

      Ezryn eyed me for a moment before answering, “Yes. Since you and I are mated, we both have ice-magic.”

      After taking another bite of the delicious sludge stuff, I asked, “So we’ve only had ice-magic for seven years?”

      He shook his head. “No. We realized we were mates when we were nineteen. Our magic linked itself together before we even realized what it was doing, so we’ve shared our magics for thirteen years. Prior to that, I had ice-magic, and you had a very basic magical skill set that didn’t seem to have a specific affinity, which is very common among dwarves. Elves tend to have a stronger link with mage magic. Anyway, when we linked, both our magics grew, became one, and we have access to both skills.”

      That was confusing as hell. “So wait, does that mean we’ve been mated since we were nineteen?”

      He nodded. “Yes. We waited to do the marital ceremony because our parents wanted us to finish school and travel. They wanted us to enjoy being young. We didn’t want to wait, but looking back, I’m glad we did since we had a lot of fun traveling the world.” He shot me a smile.

      A flash in my mind’s eye made me jerk my head back, and the searing pain that followed had me squeezing my eyes shut and grabbing my head.

      A memory—or what I thought might be a memory—of Ezryn lying in a bed with blue blankets flared to life in my mind. I was there, too, lying beside him. He turned his head to me and laughed loudly, the sweet, joyful sound made my chest feel light and brought out my own laughter. Ezryn was so free in that moment, so light and happy and comfortable. Nothing of the hard gaze he had today.

      As quickly as the weird flash came, it disappeared again, and my head stopped pounding, but the pain didn’t leave entirely.

      “What’s wrong? What’s happening, Rhilenor? What hurts?” Ezryn’s panicked voice reached my ears, and I groaned as the headache slowly eased from a sharp piercing pain to only an ache.

      “Get a med kit, Braylik,” Ezryn commanded as he grabbed my cheeks and tilted my head up. He was on his knees in front of me, having pushed my chair back, and his bright blue eyes were filled with concern. So much concern. Nothing like the lightness of him in that bed.

      “I’m okay,” I rasped.

      He blew out a breath, but the concern didn’t ease. “What happened?”

      “I think… I think I saw a memory,” I whispered.

      His eyes widened. “What memory?”

      I searched his eyes. “Of you. Lying in a bed with me and laughing.”

      His gaze seemed to soften, and he cupped my cheek. “Anything else?”

      I shook my head, then stopped moving because that hurt. “We were on blue blankets.”

      His lips turned up a tad. “We usually had blue blankets at home, at your insistence, because you always said that—”

      “It brings out your eyes,” I said without thinking.

      His gaze softened further as he nodded and whispered, “That’s what you always say.” He took a breath. “We used to lay in bed in the mornings because that was usually the only time we got to spend, just the two of us. Once we left our room, we were always on the go. By the end of the day, we were usually too exhausted to talk much, so we started getting up early to spend time together.” His breath hitched.

      Closing my eyes, I leaned into his touch and sighed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Please stop saying that, Ry. You have nothing to be sorry for.” He leaned up and pressed his lips to my forehead. “This gives me hope. Your memory wants to come out, it seems, so hopefully we’ll find a way soon.”

      I nodded.

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a slight headache.”

      “I’ll see if we have something to help with that.” He stood, brushed his thumb over my skin, then rushed out of the room.

      Joz stepped in front of me and pulled me into an awkward hug, saying, “You scared the shit out of me.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered into his shoulder.

      He released me and fell into Ezryn’s vacated seat, staring at me for several long moments before he said, “So we’re brothers apparently.”

      “Apparently.”

      He grinned. “I guess it makes sense that people kept asking at the store.”

      I smiled. “I guess so.”

      “How are you doing with all of this?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s weird and crazy as hell, but I believe him.”

      He offered a half-smile. “So do I.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees with a sigh. “I can’t imagine how much worse this is for you. You’re married.”

      “I know… it’s… it’s awful. You and I had a whole life that we don’t even remember. It’s hard to wrap my head around.”

      “Same here.” He sighed again and yawned. “Man, I’m beat.”

      “Me too. We’ve been awake for close to twenty-four hours.”

      Ezryn walked in just then with a small jar in his hand, saying, “As soon as we get Ry fixed up, we can head to bed. It’s late—or early, I suppose.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Joz said before standing so Ezryn could sit in front of me.

      Ezryn nodded his thanks and pulled the chair closer to me, then sat down and opened the jar. A foul smell hit my nose, making me wrinkle it and ask, “What the hell is that?”

      “It’s a salve for pain. It smells right now, but once I put it on your skin and sprinkle it with draet root shavings, the smell will go away.” He sent me a smile. “Promise.”

      I nodded and held still as he rubbed the disgusting stuff on my forehead. After closing the jar, he whispered, “Close your eyes.” I did, and a moment later, he was blowing on my face. I felt a powder or something hit my skin, but I kept my eyes shut like he asked. After a few beats, he said, “You can open your eyes.”

      Taking a breath, I did as he said, then smiled when I realized my headache was gone. “That’s amazing. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Why don’t we head to the bedroom? Braylik is going to stay up and take first watch, then I’ll switch with him. The large bedroom only has two beds in it. They’re big beds though, so would you two be okay sharing one?”

      Before I could respond, Joz said, “Don’t you two want to share?”

      Ezryn sighed and shot Joz a glare. “I didn’t want to assume or make Rhile uncomfortable.”

      That memory of him laughing in the bed beside me flashed before my eyes again, only this time, it didn’t hurt. Maybe because that memory had been unlocked already? Who knew? But thinking about sharing a bed with Ezryn made my stomach flutter. In a good way. So I whispered, “I don’t mind sharing, Ez.”

      His gaze shot to mine, and a smile spread over his face. “Great.” He stood and winked at me. “I like hearing you call me Ez again.” Then he walked toward the bedrooms.

      I hadn’t even realized I’d called him Ez, but if it made him happy, then I’d keep doing it.

      Joz slapped my shoulder lightly, saying, “Come on, lover boy, let’s go get some sleep.”

      I followed them into a different bedroom than the one I’d gotten my clothes out of. The one with my clothes had only had one bed, and I assumed it was intended to be my and Ezryn’s bedroom, and this larger one was for guests or something.

      It was a little awkward getting ready for bed, and even more awkward crawling into the bed knowing that Ezryn would be sleeping next to me. But eventually, the three of us settled down. Joz lay in the bed farthest from the door, already snoring, and Ezryn and I lay on the other bed, both on our backs and not touching. A large part of me wanted to roll over and pull him into my arms, but I didn’t know if that was a good idea or not. Would hugging and holding him be too hard on him? Or would it be helpful? I really didn’t know the answer to that, and I was too much of a chicken to ask him.

      I was still contemplating it when sleep claimed me.
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        * * *

      

      Whispered voices woke me from a deep sleep, and I blinked, confused about where I was for a moment until everything that had happened since the bridge came crashing back to me.

      My heart raced, but before I could really let any panic about the crazy turn of events take root, the whispered voices drew my attention again. They sounded like they were arguing, and even though they were quiet, it was easy to tell it was Ezryn and Braylik.

      “I think you need to tell them,” Braylik said. “It might help.”

      “It’s too much, Bray. They’re already overwhelmed enough as it is. I’m not putting that on their shoulders right now,” Ezryn whispered back, sounding exasperated, as if they’d had this same argument a million time already.

      “Ez, I know you’re stressed, I know they’re stressed, but it needs to be done. Sooner rather than later. They’ve been gone for over two years. It’s been suffering for more than two years, Ez.”

      It? It’s been suffering? What the hell did that mean?

      “Out of everyone, I think I know how badly it’s suffering,” Ezryn snapped, sounding cold and angry and nothing like the man I’d met yesterday. “I’m the one that’s had to handle it for these past two years. Alone. I know better than anyone, including you, how bad it is.”

      “Gods, Ez.”

      “You have no idea what it’s been like, you have no idea of everything that’s resting on my shoulders, so don’t stand there and act like you do. It’s my burden, not yours.”

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” Braylik said, sounding defeated.

      Ezryn snorted. “Don’t call me that, you huffing howler.”

      “Then don’t treat me like one of your subjects that’s been caught stealing the neighbor’s pig.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Bray.”

      Braylik grunted. “If you’re going to act all high and mighty, I’m going to treat you that way… Your Grace.”

      “Dick.”

      “Your Royal Highness.” Braylik made that sound like an insult.

      “Ugh.” Ezryn sighed. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I’m stressed out, and I’m taking it out on you.”

      “It’s fine, Ez. I’m only worried about you.”

      “I know,” Ezryn choked out, like he was about to start crying. It was a long moment before he spoke again. “I can’t lose him again, Bray. I can’t go through that again. This is… this is bad enough, but at least he’s here and he’s safe—they both are. I don’t know what to do.”

      “We’ll figure it out, we always do.”

      Ezryn let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Just being near them is helping already. I promise I’ll explain it to them and let them help me in a few days, under one condition.”

      “What condition?”

      Ezryn said, “You don’t mention the crying to anyone else, but especially not to the team.”

      Braylik snorted.

      “I’m serious, Bray.”

      “I know you are, that’s why it’s funny.”

      Ezryn sighed.

      Braylik said, “You know no one would care, right? And no one would blame you after everything.”

      “I know… come on, promise me.”

      “You swear you’re handling it okay?”

      “I’ve been handling it for the last two years, haven’t I?” Ez sounded pissed again, but he immediately said, “Sorry.”

      “Fine. I promise not to spill the beans and tell the team that you have actual emotions.”

      Ezryn whispered, “You’re so fucking annoying sometimes, Braylik.”

      They were quiet for a moment before Braylik said, “I can’t believe you let them sleep in separate beds.”

      Ezryn snorted. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking about when we had to switch.”

      “Where am I supposed to sleep? I’m not leaving them unprotected, but I don’t particularly want to sleep on the floor.”

      “Gods, Bray, go sleep in the bed with Jozzy like you’ve always wanted to.”

      Braylik gasped, and I heard a slapping sound. “I can’t believe you just said that! Jo Jo and I have never gotten along. What is the matter with you?”

      That was the second time I’d heard one of them call Joz Jo Jo.

      “You sound a little too defensive there, Bray.”

      “Gods, shut up. I don’t like him.”

      Ez laughed a little. “Yeah right. You’ve had a crush on him since he came back from the academy.”

      Braylik sighed. “I admit, he does look good in his uniform.”

      “Gods, please don’t say that. He’s my little brother, that’s so gross.”

      Braylik chuckled. “You started it.”

      Ezryn sighed. “Seriously, I’m sure neither of them would mind if you slept next to them, although, I’m more comfortable with you sleeping in Jozzy’s bed than my mate’s, if I’m being honest. I still feel off, so that would…”

      “Make you lose your shit?”

      Ezryn snorted again. “Something like that. Go. Get some sleep.”

      “As if it’s that easy when I’ll be sharing a bed with that frustrating man.”

      Joz suddenly groaned loudly and called out, “You two aren’t as quiet as you think you are!”

      Ezryn and Braylik both fell silent for a few seconds before they ambled into the room with frowns on their faces. It was dark in the room, but the light from the open door allowed me to see them both clearly.

      Ezryn asked, “Are you both awake?”

      “Yes,” Joz and I said together.

      “I’m sorry,” Ez said. “We didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Whatever,” Joz said. “Braylik, you’re welcome to share a bed with me. I’m only sorry I’m not wearing my uniform.”

      Braylik groaned and Ezryn laughed, giving Braylik a slight push toward Joz’s bed. I heard Braylik mutter, “This is so embarrassing.”

      Joz laughed and scooted over to make room for the other man.

      Ezryn walked over to me and whispered, “I’m sorry I woke you up.”

      “It’s fine,” I whispered back. I wanted to ask him what he was afraid to tell me, but… I honestly wasn’t sure I wanted to know, and even if I did, the middle of the night wasn’t a great time to have a long discussion anyway.

      He grabbed my hand and kissed my palm. “Get some rest, babe. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To keep watch.”

      “How? By looking through that tiny window?”

      He shook his head. “No, handsome. We have surveillance cameras and wards all around the area and inside the tunnels.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’ll see you soon.” He squeezed my hand and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him and bathing us in darkness once again.

      I hated the idea of him being somewhere else instead of in the bed with me, but I was too exhausted to get up with him.

      Before I talked myself out of it, I closed my eyes and let sleep reclaim me.
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Ezryn

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THIRTEEN YEARS AGO

      

      

      Staring into the fire, I wrapped the blanket tighter around my shoulders. The blanket she made me when I was a small child, the one that I’d taken to the other territory with me every year and brought back, the one that she’d had to repair too many holes too many times to count.

      Now who would fix the holes whenever I made a new one?

      Who would fix the holes in my heart from her absence?

      I rubbed the tears from my cheeks and took a shaky breath. I still couldn’t believe she was gone, but I knew she wouldn’t like seeing me so devastated.

      “Ez?”

      The sound of Rhile’s voice made me close my eyes and take a deep breath, but I didn’t say anything. If I opened my mouth, I was afraid a sob would come out, and I’d cried in front of Rhile enough this week to last a lifetime. I hated crying, especially in front of people. I was giving myself an out under these circumstances, but starting next week, people were never going to see me cry again.

      Ry walked over and sat beside me on the rug in front of the fireplace, but didn’t say a thing. After a few minutes of silence—that was surprisingly comfortable—he scooted closer to me so his shoulder was pressed against mine. And a few minutes after that, I rested my head on his shoulder and accepted his silent comfort and support.

      Like I always did, because Rhile was there for me, no matter what. Always.

      Eventually, he wrapped his arm around my back and pulled me toward him, tucking me to his side. He was shorter than me, but he always made me feel small and protected around him. I liked that feeling. He was the only one that made me feel that way.

      Rhile rested his cheek on my hair, his very short beard scratching my scalp. Then he pressed his lips to my forehead, letting them linger on my skin as I relaxed further into him. When he pulled away, I tilted my head up to meet his eyes, and he smiled gently at me, then tucked my hair behind my ear.

      He was always doing that. Always supporting me, holding me up. Always cuddling me into his side and playing with my hair. And I always, always soaked up his attention. I’d thought he was the same with everyone, but when we’d graduated, I noticed that he didn’t hug or touch many other people. No one other than his family. And me.

      His green eyes shined with so much affection, and I could no longer ignore it. A terrified shudder ran through my body at the thought of what I was about to do, but one thing I’d learned from my mother’s death was that life could be swept away from you in an instant. Did I really want to chance never knowing what it could feel like to be with the one person I’d been in love with my whole life?

      I leaned in and gently pressed my lips to his in a kiss so light it almost wasn’t there.

      Rhile sucked in a huge gasp, and for a second, I thought I’d made a grave mistake and ruined the best friendship I’d ever had. But then he cupped the back of my head with his free hand and pushed his mouth more firmly against mine. A groan fell from my lips, and I opened my mouth, seeking entry into his.

      When his tongue brushed against mine for the first time and sparks seemed to shoot through my entire body, I had no doubt that nothing between us would ever be the same. And that it was the beginning of a wonderful journey with this amazing man.
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        * * *

      

      As I leaned against the wall in the hall adjacent to my room, I watched in amusement as Rhile walked up to my door, lifted his hand, and paused before backing away. His brow was furrowed in concern, and he worried his bottom lip with his teeth. Last night had been amazing for me, yet he was clearly very nervous. He did it at least three more times before I watched his chest heave in a breath, and he finally knocked.

      Stepping out of my hiding place, I said, “Hey.”

      Rhile jumped with wide eyes as he took me in. “Holy shit, Ez! What are you doing?”

      “Watching you debate knocking on my door for a good ten minutes.”

      “You’ve been standing there this whole time? Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I wanted to see if you’d knock.”

      He eyes me. “And if I hadn’t?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Then I would’ve come over and called you a coward.” I flashed him a grin.

      He shook his head and sighed. “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Nothing that I know of.” Father wanted to be left to his grief, and my sister was busy handling things for him. Neither of them wanted me around, and I didn’t need to be around their constant sorrow anyway.

      Ry bit his lip for a minute, and I heard him mutter almost to himself, “Maybe this isn’t the right time.”

      “It’s the right time,” I said. “Ask me.” I knew what he wanted. Or I hoped I did.

      He eyed me again. “Do you want to go to the horse races with me tonight? We can pick up food along the way, if you want.”

      A slow smile spread on my face. “Are you asking me on a date, Rhile Loraxidor?”

      “Yes.”

      His immediate and sure answer made me chuckle, and it felt like the first time I’d laughed in weeks. “I’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        TWELVE YEARS AGO

      

      

      “I’m sorry,” Rhile muttered as he sniffed and wiped the tears from his cheeks.

      “Why in the world are you sorry, Ry?” I asked.

      He hiccupped. “I’m acting like a baby over a goat.”

      I walked over to the bed he was sitting on, sat down, and wrapped my arm around him. “You’re allowed to grieve him, Ry.”

      “Yeah, but you lost your mother last year, and Butter was only a goat, and—”

      “So what?”

      He took a shuddered breath. “You know why I named him Butter?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Because I thought it was funny to have Butt in his name.”

      I snorted. “Okay, but what does that matter? You were a kid.”

      “That’s who I’m crying over after you lost…”

      I sighed and held him tighter, then kissed his temple and said, “Love and grief aren’t limited, Ry, and it certainly doesn’t give me a right to compare my grief to yours, or for you to compare yours to mine. You loved him, and animal or not, he was a part of your family. You got him when he was only a few months old; the two of you grew up together in a way. Your grief is your own, Rhile. You absolutely don’t need to apologize for being sad. Hell, I’m sad, too. I’m so sorry you lost him.”

      After a minute, he whispered, “Thank you.”

      I pulled him until I was able to hug him to me, and he cried in my arms. His sorrow was heartbreaking to see, but I tried to remain a strong pillar for him to lean on like he always was for me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        FIVE YEARS AGO

      

      

      Rhile had been shooting me odd glances throughout the entire meeting. I had a feeling I knew why.

      As soon as we reached our private rooms, I felt like I could breathe again, and the shaking started.

      Without a word, Ry pulled me into his arms and held me tight as I buried my face in the side of his neck. He rubbed my arms and back until I finally stopped shaking and was able to walk to the small table where our evening meal was waiting, delivered while we were gone. It was probably cold.

      He waited until we were seated and had our drinks poured before he said a thing. “Why do you do that?”

      I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “I have to.”

      “You know they’ve been calling you the Ice King, right?”

      Rolling my eyes, I took a bite of cold food and swallowed before responding. “I think that’s to do with my magic, babe.”

      He shook his head. “No, my love, it isn’t. When we’re in meetings, it’s as if you’re an entirely different person. I don’t understand why you won’t let people see the real you. You turn into this cold person I barely recognize.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Showing emotion doesn’t make you weak.”

      “I know that. Gods.” I rubbed my forehead again. “I have to separate it, otherwise I can’t handle it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I stared into my glass for a few moments before meeting his green eyes, that even when he was frustrated with me still held that same tenderness for me that they always had. “It’s hard for me when we’re handing out punishments to the people breaking the law. I know they deserve it, I know they were wrong and need to pay the price, and I know that we’re as just and fair as we can possibly be. But I hate when we have to sit in and offer opinions on punishments. I don’t even understand why they ask us to do it.”

      “You know why.”

      “I’m prince only in name, Ry. It’s not my duty to sit in on that shit.”

      “I know, but I think they’re trying to be sure the peace treaty is being met.”

      “It’s fucked up,” I said, then took a swig of my drink. “That isn’t a part of our job. We bring the criminals in, we’re not supposed to be judge and jury, too. It’s bad enough that I’m the fucking team leader now. I need to focus my decision making on that, not on helping the fuckers hand out punishments.”

      He grinned at me. “With that mouth, I think you’ve been hanging out with the guys too much.”

      I snorted. “Shut up.”

      After a moment, Ry quietly said, “You can talk to me.”

      I sighed. “When they make us sit in on the judgments, I just… I need to be able to turn it off. I can’t be who I am with you when we’re out there and not… lose myself. It’s easier to keep it separate, to turn my emotions off.”

      Ry got up and kneeled in front of me, cupping my cheek. “I’m sorry, love. If that’s what you need to do, I won’t say another word about it. I’m sorry.”

      I nodded and leaned into his touch before turning my head and kissing his palm. After a few minutes, I whispered, “Do they really call me the Ice King?”

      One side of his mouth quirked up. “They do, but it’s because of your magic. I’m the only one that seems to notice your mood swings.”

      An outraged laugh bubbled out of me as I punched his shoulder. Since that did absolutely nothing, I tried pushing him, which only made him laugh. He leaned up, catching my wrists and stilling them, then captured my mouth with his. I couldn’t help but chuckle against his lips, and I muttered, “Such a blasted buzzer, Ry.”

      “And yet, you love me.”

      “And yet, I do,” I agreed with a grin, then deepened our kiss and let his love for me surround me.
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        PRESENT DAY

      

      

      When the others finally woke for the day, I was already worn out from keeping watch. Not that anything had happened, but because of the strain of everything it had been more difficult to stay awake, and now I wanted so badly to crawl into bed and take a nap.

      Braylik cooked us breakfast, and it seemed that everyone was tired because there wasn’t much talking going on. At least not until after I finished my food.

      Jozzy asked, “Who’s the guy that did this to us? What’s his name and where did he come from?”

      I sighed, knowing this was going to come out but wishing I didn’t have to be the one to tell them. “He came from the Valore Territory. His name is Handril Loraxidor. He’s your other brother.”

      Both of them froze and stared with wide eyes before exchanging a look—something they must’ve picked up being on their own while Veiled and lacking memories since they didn’t really do that before—and Jozzy asked, “Our own brother betrayed us, erased our memories, Veiled us, and sent us to another fucking state?”

      “Yes,” Braylik said. “That’s why I said it wasn’t your fault. None of us could’ve ever imagined that your brother would do something like this. He was an enforcer, like us, but on another team.”

      Jozzy grimaced.

      I sighed and pushed my hair behind my slightly pointed ear. “Handril has always had a mean streak, even when we were kids. He’s three years younger than Ry and me, but he’s always tried to… play pranks and things on us. But instead of doing funny and silly things, his pranks always ended up with someone getting seriously injured. He broke my wrist when we were fifteen.” I shot Rhile a grin. “You punched him in the face for it because the time before that, you’d warned him to leave me out of his pranks. His nose is still a little crooked.”

      Ry’s eyebrows rose.

      “Later, you told me that you had a crush on me and that was why you’d been so upset.” I snorted. “I don’t know if I ever really believed you. I always figured it was because we were best friends.”

      Ry nodded and shrugged, probably unsure of what to say.

      I sighed. “The worst prank he ever pulled was when Ry and I were seventeen, so Jozzy was only nine. The pond on the compound grounds was frozen over, and Handril convinced Jozzy to go ice skating on it. The bastard waited until Ry and I came outside for a magic lesson before he muttered a fire spell and melted the ice. Jozzy fell in the freezing water, and Handril stood there laughing instead of helping him. I’ve never seen Rhile run so fast. He beat me to the water, dove in, and came out with Jozzy in his arms. I helped get the two of you out of the water, and… Jozzy wasn’t breathing at first. Ry and I did a spell together to get the water out of his lungs, and…” I waved that away, the details weren’t that important, and thinking about that day always made my heart squeeze inside my chest. We could’ve lost Jozzy that day, and I didn’t think Ry and I would’ve recovered from it. He may be eight years younger than us, but he’d always been a huge part of our lives. He was as much my brother as he was Ry’s, and as an adult, he became one of our best friends.

      “What?” Ry asked, bringing me back to the here and now.

      I stared at him, then turned my gaze to Jozzy. “Sorry. Thinking about that day and how close we were to losing you… it’s a terrible memory.” I ran my hand through my hair. “Anyway, Handril laughed, then he kinda just stood there the entire time, even when we were having trouble getting Jozzy to breathe again. He didn’t offer to help once. I don’t think I’ve ever seen your parents so angry before. Handril’s lucky your parents were notified by some of the compound guards who heard the commotion. They came running out there just in time before Ry had a chance to tackle Handril once Jozzy was breathing. It was… a terrible day, and Handril paid a hefty price for a long time for that prank, but it didn’t stop him from pulling others throughout the years.”

      “Sounds like a real winner,” Jozzy said.

      “So anyway, even though he did some terrible things when we were young, he seemed to turn a new leaf when he was at the academy. He started being kinder, apologized for some of the things he did as a kid, that kind of thing. I honestly thought we could trust him. The enforcers are vetted and put through hell to make sure they’re suitable before they’re hired, and he passed everything with flying colors.” I ran a hand through my hair again. “Han isn’t a very strong mage, he takes after your dad more than your mom, so his magic isn’t very prevalent. I never imagined that he’d actually have people willing to turn against the council, but it turns out I was wrong on that front. He joined a terrorist group, and is apparently one of its leaders now.”

      Rhile ran a hand through his shorter hair and blew out a breath. “That’s a lot of information.” He glanced at Jozzy, then back at me. “So I have one awesome brother and one evil one, where does my sister fall in all of this?”

      I grinned. “She’s awesome and badass. She runs a secret enforcer sect that consists of people from both the Valore and the Draetus Territories. They’re elite, like us, but they do even more top-secret shit than we do. She and her team were out on a mission when everything went down, and I haven’t been able to get a hold of her since. I have no doubt that she’s with us on this, though. We think she and her team are in my homeland, they were the last I heard, anyway. Both our sisters will help us, if we can get to them. Honestly, they’re probably already working on a plan to take Handril down. Our sisters are definitely forces to be reckoned with.”

      “Okay, good to know. I think.” Rhile sent me a half-smile, then his brow furrowed. “How exactly did we wind up losing our memories and in another part of the country?”

      “Bray and the rest of the team were out of the compound doing some recon on our next target, but the three of us were having a family dinner together. We were poisoned, all of us were, but only to fall into a deep sleep—Han obviously cares about you on some level or he would’ve simply killed you. I fell asleep with you in our bed, Ry, but when I woke, I was in…” I trailed off with a wince.

      “You were where?”

      I bit my lip. “Are you sure you want to hear this?”

      “Yes.”

      “I woke up in one of the holding cells in the compound. I could tell… when I woke up, I could tell you were no longer in our territory. For a minute, I thought you were dead, until I realized I could just barely feel you, and—” I cut myself off before I got too caught up in that memory.

      “How did you get away?”

      “I didn’t, not for a long time,” I said quietly before meeting Braylik’s eyes, then shifting my gaze back to Rhile’s. “Braylik and the guys thought all three of us were dead. I’m told they searched for us, but Han spread his lies and told our people that his brothers and brother-in-law were killed by humans, no less. Even held our funerals. It gave him a platform to start, uh, enslaving other Unveiled to do his bidding. Anyway, no one knew to even look for us. There was this compound guard that used to bring me meals.” When they bothered to feed me—not that I’d say that to Ry. “He took pity on me eventually and let it slip that I was still alive. Word spread, I guess, and Bray and the guys rescued me. Han wasn’t in the compound when they came, but they took out a lot of his men. If it wasn’t for them, I’d still be down there in that cell. I, uh, I was down there for nearly two years.”

      Rhile sat there gaping at me with wide eyes, so I tried to send him a reassuring smile. I didn’t want him to ask me details of my time in that cell. Living through it once had been horrible enough. I knew I’d eventually have to talk to him about it; after all, there was evidence littered all over my body. But that was a private conversation between my husband and me, and something I hoped I didn’t have to share for a while. After a few seconds, he whispered, “You’ve only just gotten away from him?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. After, uh…” I cringed. “After the guys healed me up, we started trying different spells to find you, and when that didn’t work, we figured out the mind-link over a great distance. I, um… I got to you as soon as I could, Ry.”

      He opened his mouth but no words came out, so he snapped it shut and nodded before gaping at me again.

      Jozzy cleared his throat. “So… what exactly is the plan here? What’s our next move?”

      Thankful for the subject change, I turned to him. It didn’t surprise me to hear Jozzy asking about our plans. He might not remember being an enforcer on my team, but it had always been his dream, even when he was a little kid, and he’d worked so hard to achieve it. I answered with, “Let me get the map so I can show you everything.”

      Retrieving the map from the other room, I came back and rolled it out onto the table. Rhile whispered, “Woah,” and Jozzy’s eyes began taking in every inch of it. He was great with maps, always able to easily memorize them—or at least he used to before his memory had been messed with. I didn’t know the extent of the amnesia spell, so I had no clue if he’d still be able to memorize it or not. I winced internally. If this affected his memory permanently, he was going to be so freaking pissed. His memory was the thing that got him through school, the academy, and enforcer training with flying colors.

      We didn’t know what the long-term issues were going to be, so I pushed it to the side for now. That was a worry for later. We had enough to think about right now without adding what-ifs into the mix.

      “So where are we on the map?” Rhile asked.

      I pointed to the river. “This is the Greenburrow River. We entered the cave system here, then followed it to about here. We can exit the same way we came, or go out the back way, which would put us out about here.” I pointed to the non-descriptive place. “If we go the back way, it leads us a little closer to my sister’s compound, so I recommend going that way.”

      “Is that where we’re going? To the Draetus Territory?” Jozzy asked.

      I smiled, pleased he was already keeping things straight in his mind. “Yes. I think the best course of action is to meet the team at the safehouse between here and my sister’s like we planned, then keep going to my sister’s compound and see what her plans are. Hopefully we can work with her and her enforcers and maybe find your sister as well. We’re lucky the two of you were already together when I contacted Ry.”

      Rhile tilted his head up, meeting my eyes. “During the mind-links you said something along the lines of us finding each other.”

      I nodded. “I didn’t think you would be together, so I had planned on searching for Jozzy after getting you to cross over. Since we’re mates, it was easier for me to mind-link to you, and once I had you, I figured you could use your blood relation with Jozzy to create a stronger mind-link. Since we’re all family, the two of us together would’ve been able to find him.”

      Jozzy waved his hand in my direction. “Stop. You’re hurting my brain. Can we focus on one thing for now? What kind of vehicles do we have?”

      “We have a Hummer loaded with weapons and essentials, but we have to get out of the forest first, so we’ll have to set out on foot.”

      Jozzy nodded. “Why don’t you guys have an access road to this place?”

      “It was first built back before cars were really a thing. Ry and I discovered it as a hidden secret when we joined the head enforcer squad a few years ago. Once I took over as the team leader, we had it updated. It’s actually supposed to be a secure and secret place for the leaders of Valore, but since they’re nowhere to be found, we crashed here. There are several bunkers and all the others have access roads, but this was the only one we knew for a fact that Handril didn’t know about, and it’s also the closest one to Rueberry. We only got here a couple hours before I came to get you. The guys came in, reloaded their weapons and essentials, and headed out without even stopping to rest.”

      Jozzy nodded, still staring at the map. “Why didn’t you meet us at the bridge? Rhile told you when we were crossing over, so why didn’t you come?”

      I hesitated, then sighed. “That question has a very complicated answer that I don’t really want to get into yet.” He opened his mouth to complain, but I cut him off. “All I’ll say for now is that I came as close to Rueberry as I possibly could. That cabin was the only place I could reach.”

      “Then why weren’t you waiting for us at the cabin?” Jozzy asked.

      “I was… delayed.” I sighed. “Handril and his men aren’t stupid. They attacked us in the middle of the night a few nights ago and managed to separate Bray and me from the rest of the team—”

      “When you showed up all beat up?” Ry asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. We split up to cause more confusion, but the guys were ahead of me, and none of them were hurt, so I told them to keep going. We’ve been using burner phones and secret codes, so I don’t know how they even found us, but… yeah, so I got to you as soon as I could.”

      Ry reached over and squeezed my biceps. “We’re together now, that’s all that matters.”

      My lips quirked up on one side. “You’re right.” I nodded back at the map after Ry dropped his hand. “Bubs—I mean Bubbles—and the guys are leading them away now. We’re not making any phone calls unless it’s an emergency, just in case they’re tracing us somehow.”

      Jozzy held up his hand to stop me. “Wait. You’re really not going to explain why you couldn’t go farther than the cabin?”

      My stomach twisted into knots. “It’s complicated, Jo Jo. I’m sorry, I know that’s a shitty thing to say, but that’s a whole new conversation and concern that I really don’t want to put on our plates right now. Can you let it go for now and ask me again in a day or two?”

      “Uh…” Jozzy narrowed his eyes but nodded. “Fine, but I expect you to answer at some point.”

      “I will,” I promised, then shot Rhile a look, and my mate gave me a small nod that I returned.

      After several seconds, Jozzy said, “Let’s plan out the best route to take to the safehouse and make up several different courses in case we come across any obstacles. We also need to pick a few places along the way as meet-up spots in case we get separated. And do you have extra copies of this map? Each of us should carry one in case, although memorizing it would be better.”

      I smiled widely. “You sound so much like your old self right now.”

      He lifted a brow and shrugged. “I like maps.”

      I snorted. “We used to make up treasure maps for you when you were little. You loved it.” When he and Rhile only stared at me, I added, “Never mind, let’s figure this out.” I was overwhelming them; I knew I was.

      And the worst part was, I hadn’t even told them the hardest part of their job here yet. Being on the top enforcer team in our territory was nothing in comparison.
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        * * *

      

      In the end, we’d decided to stay one more night in the bunker since we’d gotten off to such a late start and we had enough time before needing to meet the team. We needed to get up bright and early to make sure we walked far enough to ensure shelter for the night tomorrow, so we’d spent the entire day packing our bags, making sure we had plenty of food and water for our journey, and generally trying to get comfortable around each other.

      Rhile and I hadn’t had any time alone together since that hug yesterday, and I was itching for another one. But I wasn’t going to ask because I didn’t want to pressure him.

      This version of Rhile seemed to get stressed, anxious, and self-conscious in a way I’d never seen before. And I didn’t know how to handle it. I didn’t know if I should stick close and offer comfort, or give him space. And not knowing how to help my own husband and mate was stressing me out.

      At this point, I was pretty sure we were feeding off each other’s stress and making everything worse.

      Which was the exact opposite of what I was supposed to be doing for my mate.

      I didn’t know how to fix it.

      “Ezryn?” Rhile’s voice made me freeze.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you okay?”

      I sighed and turned around to face him, leaning against the dresser in the bedroom. “Not really. You?”

      He offered a small smile. “Not really.”

      After an awkward minute, I sighed and ran my hand through my hair for the millionth time today. “I’m sorry I keep bringing up memories and saying stuff about things we did in the past together. I don’t mean to keep making you uncomfortable, so I’m trying to stop doing it.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “What? I didn’t think you liked it. You get tense every time I say something.”

      He sighed and leaned against the wall. “Only because I’m upset I don’t remember. But I like hearing about it, I like… I like hearing about our past together.”

      “You do?”

      He nodded. “I want to remember. So badly. I’m hoping I have another memory breakthrough like I did yesterday.”

      I grimaced as I remembered his pain. “I don’t want you in pain.”

      He lifted a shoulder. “It was well worth it.”

      That melted my heart a little. He felt that having one short memory of me laughing in bed with him was worth the horrible pain and headache he’d suffered? Clearing my throat of emotions, I said, “I’m going to figure out how to bring it all back. Once we get to my sister’s compound, I can look through her library. I’m sure there will be something in one of the mage books there.”

      “I hope so.”

      Since I didn’t know what else to add, I changed the subject. “Are you all packed?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Yes. Are you going to mind sharing a bed with me again tonight?”

      He smiled, and the way his eyes lit up with something I couldn’t describe, made me feel like the most important person alive. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “What are you two lovebirds grinning about?” Jozzy said as he walked into the room. “Oh shit, am I interrupting? I was coming to grab my pajamas.”

      “You’re fine,” I said.

      Jozzy smirked as he riffled through one of the dressers. “I told Braylik I was sleeping naked. I never knew someone could turn such a bright shade of red. I thought his head was going to explode.” He cracked up, and I joined in.

      “I wish I could’ve seen that.”

      Ry said, “I’m sure Joz will find more ways to embarrass the poor guy.”

      I sent Ry a grin.

      Jozzy groaned. “Blech. Your goofy smiles are making me sick. I’m going to go change in the bathroom. Let me know when the coast is clear so I don’t have to see the weird looks you’re giving each other.”

      I snorted, and when Jozzy walked past Rhile, my mate punched his shoulder, saying, “Ass.”

      Jozzy rubbed his arm. “Ow, dude.” Then he left the room.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I walked up to Rhile and hugged him. He didn’t even hesitate to hug me back, and I sighed into him, burying my face against the side of his neck. He was so much shorter, but we really were a perfect fit for each other.

      I whispered, “I’ve been wanting to do this all day, but I didn’t know if you’d get annoyed.”

      “You can hug me anytime you want.” He sounded like he meant it.

      “Thank you.”

      After a minute, he cleared his throat and hesitantly asked, “Ezryn?”

      “Yeah, babe?” Fuck, I said it again.

      He whispered in a rush, “Did you mean it when you said you were going to make me fall in love with you again? If I don’t get my memory back?”

      I leaned back to meet his eyes. “There is nothing that could keep me from you. Not being in different parts of the world and not even if you never remember our history. Nothing at all. We were meant to be together. We always were, Rhilenor.”

      That was the one thing I knew to be true in this life. If nothing else, I knew Rhile and I belonged together. He might not remember or understand how deep and true our love was, but his soul still called to mine.

      Maybe he was different—hell, I knew I was after everything I’d been through the past two years—but that didn’t matter. Underneath the anxiety he was wearing like a second skin, he was still that caring, kind, amazing man he’d always been, he still had a beautiful soul, one that I ached to be near. And I wasn’t going to let him get away again.

      Never again.

    

  







            Chapter 10

          

          

      

    

    






Rhile

        

      

    

    
      Staring into his eyes, I could see that he meant every word. This man loved me. This man I didn’t know loved me more than I could even fathom.

      And I was praying that I could one day return that love.

      He offered me a smile as he backed away and cleared his throat. “Anyway, I think we need to get some sleep while we can. Tomorrow, we’ll be stuck on the hard ground in only a sleeping bag, so we need to take advantage.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      He nodded without making eye contact and climbed into the bed. I climbed in on the other side and pulled the blanket over myself. After a minute, I asked, “Should we have told Joz he can come back in?”

      Ezryn snorted. “Maybe, but I’m sure he’ll figure it out soon enough.”

      I snuck a peek at Ezryn from the corner of my eye. He was on his back, staring up at the ceiling with the blanket pulled up to his chin. I wanted to pull him into my arms and sleep with him there against me, but I didn’t know if that was my body remembering him and wanting that again, or if I wanted it because he was so gorgeous and I was insanely attracted to him.

      I wasn’t going to pull him in, but the desire was there in full effect.

      His eyes darted over to me, and he smiled. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      His gaze made its way back to the ceiling. “When we get out of this, I’m going to find you that pet goat you’ve been wanting.”

      “I wanted a pet goat?”

      He nodded without turning to me. “You’ve always loved animals. You seem to have a calmness about you that helps settle them or something, or maybe they can simply sense what a good heart you have, I don’t know. Growing up, you were always bringing animals home with you. Lizards, rabbits, wild boars, digris, kapolis, scaled-lemlies, and you always tried sneaking this one goat named Butter into your room.” He chuckled. “Your parents hated it.”

      “Yeah?” I didn’t recognize half of the animals he’d listed, but that didn’t really matter right now.

      “Oh yeah. Your mom was always going on about how it’s not proper to have wild animals roaming the halls in your family condo, and your dad always agreed with her, although he also found it funny, so…” He shrugged and chuckled again. “You were so upset when that goat passed away. It’s one of the only times I ever saw you cry before we were married.”

      That made me frown.

      He turned those bright blue eyes at me. “After we were sworn in as Valore enforcers and living together, you asked me if we could get a goat and keep it in our condo, but I was afraid of what people might think. Having a goat follow us around on the compound, the Prince of Draetus, enforcer on an elite team with a pet goat… I didn’t want our teammates to think of us as weak, which is ridiculous. I know it is. Having a pet doesn’t make you weak. Thinking about that now… it was such a stupid reason not to make you happy. I’m sorry.” He looked at the ceiling again. “I’m going to make it up to you. All you’ve ever done is try to make me happy. I plan to do the same for you.”

      My throat was thick, but I had no words for that anyway. After a few minutes, I finally found my voice. “The one thing that shined through the most about that memory I had was…” I trailed off, and he met my eyes, so I finished. “Seeing you laugh, seeing you happy, it… I could tell how happy I was in that memory, I could feel… I could feel what I felt for you and how much I always wanted you to be happy. You did make me happy, Ezryn. Of that, I have no doubt.”

      He stared at me for a few seconds before his eyes started blinking furiously like he was trying not to cry, and he whispered, “Thank you.” I offered a smile, and he gave one back before turning and angrily wiping at his eyes. He groaned. “My Gods, when you get your memory back, you’re so going to make fun of me for crying so much.”

      “I will not. This is a shitty situation.”

      He snorted. “Yeah. It is. But seriously, you will. I’m not a crier. At all.”

      “Eh. We all have our moments. I think I can give you a pass.”

      He offered me a genuine smile. “I’m going to remind you of that when you start teasing me for it.”

      I smiled back.

      Joz walked into the room and immediately grunted. “You’re still doing it. Good lord. Fucking dopey-ass smiles. Blech.”

      “Go to sleep and you won’t have to look at us,” I suggested.

      He flipped me off, so I gave him a middle finger salute with a grin. He shook his head, but climbed into the other bed and said, “Goodnight, lovebirds.”

      “Night, ass,” I said.

      “Goodnight, Jozzy,” Ezryn said. I thought he was going to leave it at that, but then he added, “Don’t let the julju bugs bite you in the ass.”

      “The what?” Joz asked.

      Ezryn winked at me, then closed his eyes.

      “What was that, Ezzy?” Joz asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s asleep already, man,” I said, watching as Ezryn’s lips curled up into a smile at that.

      Joz sighed. “Great. Now you two are both working against me. This is going to be so much fun for me.”

      “You started it.”

      Joz sighed. “Whatever. Go to sleep, and don’t let the whatever bugs eat your face off.”

      I chuckled, and Ezryn snorted.

      “I heard that, Ezzy,” Joz said.

      It made me laugh harder, and Ezryn opened his eyes to grin at me one last time before we settled. Okay, maybe Joz had a point. We were giving each other some major dopey smiles, but it couldn’t be helped. Not with Ezryn’s blue eyes sparkling like that at me.
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        * * *

      

      Nervous didn’t even come close to how I felt by the time we reached the back exit of the bunker the next morning. The thought of going outside in an unfamiliar forest with a very scary evil wizard guy after us was stressing me out beyond belief. At least we’d been safe in the bunker. But I knew we had to help take the evil usurper down, also known as my brother… apparently.

      God, did I get into some kind of accident and have a stroke? Am I in the damn hospital somewhere in a coma or something? Is any of this real? How can it be when everything is absolutely crazy?

      One glance at Ezryn, and I knew the truth, that this was real whether I wanted to believe it or not. Crazy as all hell, but real.

      Hefting up my bag, I sighed. It would’ve been a lot lighter if it wasn’t filled to the brim with bubble gum. I’d caught Ezryn stuffing a billion pieces of the stuff in every available pocket of each and every bag, and I was pretty sure he’d even stuffed his pockets with it. When I’d caught him, he’d looked at me with wide eyes and said, “Nothing is worse than running out of gum around Bubbles. Trust me. We’re not meeting for a few days, but I want to be prepared.”

      I did trust him, of course, but it was really freaking odd.

      I trudged along, following behind Ezryn with Joz right behind me, and Braylik behind him, bringing up the rear. We’d loaded up with not only survival supplies for the trip, but with a ton of weapons, which wasn’t exactly instilling confidence in this trip. Everyone had at least one gun out and at the ready, which was also ramping up the anxiety fest happening in my head.

      After exiting out the back door that looked exactly like the front, Ezryn led us through the cave system, and through five of those weird rock-looking walls that we walked straight through. When we finally made it out of the caves and into the forest, I sighed in relief. No, I didn’t like being exposed, but being trapped or lost in those caves sounded like a much worse fate.

      Ezryn made a gesture for us to follow him—as if we wouldn’t have anyway—and headed to the north. Or I thought it was the north, anyway. Everything about this situation was new and confusing. Since Ezryn first showed up in my dreams, my life had become a huge puzzle. I didn’t know which way was up anymore.

      Ezryn didn’t even take a look at the map, yet he seemed to know which way to go. I was right behind him, making sure we didn’t get separated. I wouldn’t survive out here alone, and even though I knew Ezryn would be okay, the thought of him—or of Joz—being alone scared me more than the thought of myself getting lost. We needed to stick together, all four of us.

      It was a few minutes before Ezryn said, “Alright, I don’t think we were spotted coming out of the ground, so it’s safe to talk a little, as long as you keep it quiet and you promise to shut up and listen the moment I give you directions.”

      “We will,” I told him, even though I’d already made the same promise earlier when he’d lectured us. I guess he was really worried we were going to be attacked or something. That also didn’t instill me with confidence about this trip.

      “Thank god,” Joz said. “Walking for hours without talking sounds horrific.”

      Ezryn snorted. “You’re so dramatic.”

      Joz shrugged and shot him a grin as the three of us walked beside each other with Braylik trailing behind by himself.

      Joz asked, “How old am I?”

      That stopped Ezryn in his tracks, and he turned to face Joz. “How old do you think you are?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe twenty-five?”

      Before Ezryn could answer, I said, “Didn’t you have to give the store your birthdate and stuff when you applied for the job?”

      Joz shrugged. “I don’t remember applying. It’s like one day I was just… working there already.”

      I thought about that. “Actually, I already had the job at that grocery store in Boston before I was drawn to your town in Maryland.” Now I knew I’d felt the connection with my brother, that it had pulled me to him. “I know my birthdate because I applied for the position at the store with you. Hmm. It’s like we were set up with jobs and houses and things when we were sent there without our memories.”

      Joz nodded. “Exactly.”

      “I had a license, didn’t you? My birthday was on it,” I said.

      “How do we know they’re right? I never really looked at my birthday… you and I didn’t celebrate them, remember?”

      I nodded. “That’s true.” I pursed my lips. “Do you all work on the same calendar system as humans?”

      “We do,” Ezryn said.

      “Oh, good.” I shrugged.

      Joz asked, “How did we end up with all that fake stuff anyway?”

      Ezryn said, “Well, we have some humans that work for us, like the family at Rueberry Orchard, and a few others, plus some government officials that know about us. So maybe they set you up with fake identities or something.”

      I grunted in acknowledgement. So strange.

      He added, “Jozzy, you’re twenty-four.”

      My eyes widened. “So he was only twenty-two when we left and he’d already gone through college and training? And worked his way to our team? Geez.”

      Ez shot me a smile, then smirked at Joz. “He may look like an idiot, but he’s actually smarter than anyone gives him credit for, and he finished school early so he could work toward being on the team.”

      “Thanks… kind of,” Joz said with a snort.

      Ezryn smirked at him and gave his shoulder a light push.

      Joz chuckled and pushed him back, so Ez punched his shoulder.

      Braylik said, “You better get between them, Ry, or they’re going to end up in a wrestling match.”

      I snorted.

      Braylik added, “Seriously, go between them.”

      Rolling my eyes, I stepped around Ezryn to place myself between them, but I said, “Isn’t it me Joz is supposed to fight with?”

      Ez elbowed me. “I told you before, Jozzy is my brother, too. We grew up looking after the kid.”

      With a nod, I murmured, “Sorry.”

      After a few minutes, I asked, “Where are our parents?”

      Ezryn stopped walking and turned to us, stepping in front of Joz and me. He took a deep breath and said, “Your father fell ill about six months before you were taken. That’s why we were all at the compound spending time together with your family. Your father… he passed away a week before Handril poisoned us. I’m so sorry.”

      Even though I didn’t remember him, my chest still tightened at the thought of maybe never knowing my father. Or maybe it was more that my heart was mourning for the father it remembered when my brain couldn’t.

      “You said our sister wasn’t there?” Joz asked.

      Ezryn answered, “She got called away on a mission the night before, so she’d left the compound. She was there for the funeral and everything, though.”

      Braylik added, “She, uh, she didn’t come back for your funerals. Which we thought was very out of character for her, but she disappears a lot because of her job, so we brushed it off. As far as we know, she thinks you’re, uh, dead.”

      After a few seconds, Joz asked with a thick voice, “And our mother?”

      Ez exchanged a look with Braylik before he said, “We don’t know where she is.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He licked his lips and glanced away briefly. “She wasn’t down in the cells with me, at least not that I could see or hear, and the guys don’t know where she went or what happened to her. We… we searched and asked around while trying to find you, but… I don’t know, Ry, Joz. We don’t know what your brother did to her. She could’ve been sent away like you two were, but I’m not sure.”

      Joz kicked at the tree beside him but didn’t say anything.

      Again, my chest tightened in some kind of remembered grief for a woman I didn’t know, one I wouldn’t even recognize if she was standing right in front of me. Ezryn held my gaze for a long moment, a look of understanding and sadness, along with his own grief, in those pretty blue eyes of his.

      Joz’s booted foot hitting the tree again broke the moment, and I turned to my best friend—my brother—and grabbed the back of his neck so he’d look at me. “Are you okay?” I asked when his grayish-green eyes met mine.

      He took an unsteady breath and nodded, whispering, “I don’t remember them, but it’s like”—he grabbed his chest—“I can feel them somehow.”

      I nodded. “I feel the same way.”

      Taking a deep breath, he gave me a single nod to indicate that he was alright, so I released his neck and stepped back only to find Ez and Braylik staring at us with wide eyes. “What?”

      Ez shook his head, and Braylik cleared his throat and quietly said, “We need to get your memories back. Immediately.”

      My eyes darted between them, but they didn’t say anything else, so I slapped Joz on the biceps and we began walking again. We walked in silence for a long time, everyone stuck in their own heads, and I wasn’t surprised it was Joz that broke the quiet.

      “How are we going to get our memories back? Are we just going to try a bunch of spells until it works? Won’t that hurt us?”

      “If we get to my sister, I’m sure she’ll be able to help. She’s done mind magic before,” Ezryn said before abruptly stopping and holding his hand up, motioning for us to stop. He scanned the area, but I didn’t see or hear anything at all.

      Because it was totally silent.

      Which… wasn’t good. Birds and bugs should still be making noise.

      Nerves flared anew in my belly. The only reason the animals would fall this quiet was if they sensed a predator lurking around.

      Ez did a hand motion I didn’t understand, but Braylik grabbed my arm and pushed me behind a tree, while at the same time, Ezryn pulled a shield out of seemingly nowhere, knelt down behind it, and had a crossbow aimed over the side.

      I didn’t get to watch more because Braylik pushed me and Joz against a large tree, then whispered, “Stay low, keep your guns up and ready. Do. Not. Move. From. This. Tree.”

      I nodded, but grabbed Braylik’s arm before he moved away and asked, “What’s Ez doing? Isn’t he going to get hurt?”

      Braylik’s lips lifted. “No, he’s fine. He’s a warrior, he knows what he’s doing.”

      “I thought he was a freaking prince or something? They really let him fight?” I knew he was on that team with that Bubbles guy, but he was the team leader or whatever. Weren’t royals supposed to sit on a throne while their minions did their bidding?

      Braylik snorted, and I had a feeling he knew what I was thinking. “Be glad Ez didn’t hear you say that. He’d kick your ass. He’s an enforcer, the same as the three of us. He’s well trained in both combat and magic. Since we rescued him, keeping up his training was basically the only thing Ez did besides trying to figure out a way to contact you.”

      I peeked around Braylik to find the man of my dreams still hunched behind his metal-looking shield. Just as I was about to suggest he come behind the tree with us, an arrow whizzed over top of his head, followed by an array of bullets. I jerked and held in a whimper, even if I was relieved to see his shield holding up without even a dent against the bullets.

      Ezryn shot an arrow of his own—why the hell wasn’t he using his gun?—at who or what, I didn’t know, then lifted his shield in time to catch the onslaught of three more arrows and even more bullets.

      Braylik said, “Fuck. Don’t you fucking move.” Then he dropped to his knees in front of me, popped around the tree with his assault rifle in front of his face and started shooting.

      Joz caught my eye with an expression I read well. He wanted to help. Taking a breath, he said to Braylik over the sounds of bullets, “Let me help.”

      Braylik moved behind the tree again, staring up at my brother. “You sure you remember how to shoot?”

      “Yes.”

      Braylik didn’t look entirely convinced, but after a huge round of bullets started bouncing off Ezryn’s shield, he grimaced and nodded at Joz. “Alright. You stay high. On my count.”

      Joz nodded at him.

      “One. Two. Three.”

      Joz peeked out the opposite side of the tree as Braylik, and without hesitation, began shooting his assault rifle. Staring over at Ezryn only made it worse. There were bullet holes on the ground all around him, and every time he popped out from behind his shield to fire his freaking crossbow, I felt like my heart was in my throat.

      When a bullet hit his shield less than an inch from where his head was, I whimpered and said to Braylik, “I’m helping, too.”

      I was about to pop out over the top of Braylik, but he and Joz pulled back behind the tree, and Braylik grabbed my arm to hold me still, saying, “Wait!”

      A ton of bullets hit the tree.

      Braylik said, “We’ll wait for them to reload.”

      “What about Ezryn?” I asked.

      “He’s fine.” Braylik waved me away.

      “He’s not fine! He’s being shot at!” I yelled.

      Braylik rolled his eyes and muttered something under his breath, then said, “His magic is protecting him. Look.” He nodded at Ezryn.

      I turned my attention back to my… husband, and my eyes widened. Ezryn was covered in a thin layer of ice. His entire body was covered in frost. “What the fuck?” It wasn’t cold out. At all.

      “It’s his magic. Whenever he’s threatened, his body naturally does that.”

      “What good is a layer of ice gonna do him?” Joz asked.

      Braylik grunted. “It’s stronger than even his shield. Bullets can’t penetrate his skin when he’s like that.”

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      “Yes. Now focus if you want to help. Over me, okay?” At my nod, he counted. “One. Two. Three.”

      I popped out over the top of him, and Joz popped out on the other side.

      In a moment, I had scanned the area and figured out where to aim. There were at least a dozen men in green tactical gear, all with assault rifles, and three guys with a huge gun mounted on the ground. Without remembering a damn thing about my supposed training, I knew we needed to take out those guys first, so that was where I aimed. Unfortunately, my handgun was shit in this fight. I really needed something that held more rounds. I moved behind the tree and took a breath.

      As if reading my mind, Braylik handed me his extra assault rifle he’d been carrying on his back. He went right back to shooting, so I holstered my handgun, checked over the rifle, and took my position again.

      My heart was in my throat as I took a shot, then another one and another one.

      Ezryn called over to Braylik, “Ten down, six to go.”

      Holy shit, there’d been sixteen people?

      Braylik pulled a metal shield—out of nowhere, what the hell?—and stepped around the tree already taking a shot with his gun. Two arrows hit his shield, but I looked past him to see Ezryn now shooting his gun rather than his crossbow.

      Both of them had a sword on their hip and two handguns each in their holsters by their ribs, yet they had pulled those shields out of thin air. What the hell? And why had Ezryn been using arrows instead of bullets, anyway?

      My heart lurched every time he looked over his shield and every time an arrow or bullet hit it. What if something happened to him? I pushed all thoughts and questions away so I could help.

      It was over less than ten minutes later, yet that ten minutes was longer than a lifetime. I was surprised my heart didn’t give out with how hard it was beating.

      Ezryn stood and said, “I’m checking so we’re not ambushed. Stay here as backup.”

      “You got it, boss,” Braylik said.

      Ezryn kept his shield in front of him as he ran deeper into the forest. I watched him run over to all the dead bodies, and that made my heart pound even crazier. My hands were trembling, so I moved them away from the trigger and tried to regulate my breathing.

      Joz pressed his shoulder to mine in solidarity while I watched Ezryn removing weapons from the dead enemies. Joz’s presence helped, but the only thing that would make my shaking stop was having Ezryn safely behind the tree with me.

      When he finally came back minutes—that felt like hours—later, I sighed in relief.

      He said, “All clear. Their weapons have been removed, just in case, but they’re all down.” To my surprise, the ice covering his body seemed to be slowly disappearing.

      “Good.” Braylik nodded at him.

      As soon as the ice was completely gone, I didn’t hesitate. I walked straight over to Ezryn and pulled him into my chest. He made an “oomph” sound, but wrapped his arms around my neck and tucked his head in. As he ran his hand over my hair, he whispered, “You’re shaking, babe. It’s alright, Ry. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you.”

      “I wasn’t afraid for me, Ez, I was terrified something would happen to you,” I whispered back.

      He sagged into me a little. “Oh, Rhilenor. I just got you back. I’m not going to let anything happen to either of us.”

      I held him even tighter and closed my eyes, pushing away all pictures of weapons and blood. That was something I’d have to deal with later, although to be honest, it wasn’t bothering me as much as I’d thought it would. Maybe it was the shock of the events, or maybe it was because—according to Ez and Bray—I’d done this as a job for years. Maybe being shot at and seeing dead bodies was something I was used to.

      “I’m okay, babe, I promise.”

      He stayed there with me, petting my hair, until I finally stopped trembling. When I released him and stepped back, I asked, “Why did you call me that?”

      “Call you what? Babe? I’m sorry, it’s habit. I’ll try to stop if you don’t like it.”

      “No, not that. I don’t mind that.” I waved that away. “Rhilenor, I think you said. You called me that last night, too. Why?”

      He blinked at me. “Because that’s your name.”

      “No, it’s Rhile.”

      His gaze softened, and he offered a smile. “Your full name is Rhilenor Eoin Loraxidor Blackthane.”

      “For the past two years, my name was Rhile Lore,” I said.

      “That’s… odd.”

      I nodded in agreement.

      He stared at me for a few seconds before turning to Joz and asking, “Jozzy, what was your full name?”

      “Joz Axid,” he replied.

      Ez rubbed his forehead. “Your full name is Jozdrek Keene Loraxidor.”

      A slow grin formed on Joz’s face. “I didn’t even think about us having the same last name. Well, part of the same last name, anyway. Kinda awesome.”

      Ez rolled his eyes, but seemed amused. “Yeah, Jo Jo, it is.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Jo Jo?”

      Ez grinned. “That’s what your parents always called you, it kind of stuck with the rest of us.”

      “I think that’s worse than Jozzy.”

      I chuckled. “I think they’re both pretty bad, if you ask me.”

      “No one asked you, Ry Ry,” Joz said. “Ugh, that didn’t even sound like an insult.”

      I laughed and elbowed him. “What’s your middle name, Ez?”

      “Zan.”

      Joz tilted his head. “What’s your full name?”

      Ez sighed. “Ezryndryll Zan Loraxidor Blackthane.”

      “Wow,” Joz said. “Yours is an even bigger mouthful than mine and Ry’s.”

      It made me smile that he’d started calling me Ry like the other two.

      Ezryn had a grin on his face as he said, “Well, when we got married, we took on both names, so now they’re super long.”

      “I like it,” I said.

      Joz snorted. “Of course you do, lover boy.”

      I elbowed him again.

      Ez chuckled.

      Braylik shook his head like he couldn’t believe what a bunch of idiots he was stuck with, and he said, “Alright, we should go around this way so we don’t have to get close to all of that.” He waved in the general direction of the dead bodies that I was currently pretending didn’t exist.

      Ezryn reached over and squeezed my hand before walking away from the carnage I wasn’t looking at. Nope, not even going to take another peek.

      I grimaced at it, but followed Ezryn. We walked for less than a minute before I asked, “Why were you using a crossbow instead of a gun?”

      “It’s my preferred weapon, and also the arrows are spelled, so they’re just as bad, if not worse, than being hit with a bullet.”

      “Oh…” When I noticed that he and Braylik no longer had their shields and there was no way they’d fit into their bags, I asked, “What happened to your shields?”

      Ez shot me a grin. “Being a mage has its benefits.” He pulled his sleeve up and pointed at a cuff on his wrist. “There’s a spell that we can use on metal that makes it almost… fold into itself to make it smaller and lighter. It also makes the metal stronger, so it’s bulletproof and magic-resistant. If I whisper the spell, the shield unfolds. Watch.” He held his arm out in front of him. “Eare dela lu agra tamraw.” Since I was watching closely this time, I noticed the shield popping out of the wrist cuff. The cuff remained on his wrist, even when it was fully erected, and another cuff wrapped around his forearm.

      “Holy shit,” Joz said. “That’s badass.”

      Ezryn shot him a grin, then pulled a strap off his bag and rummaged around before passing Joz and me each a cuff. “I should’ve given these to you earlier, but I was too focused on covering enough ground. Clearly, we need to be prepared for attacks. Repeat the words after me.”

      Once we knew the words and had the cuffs on our wrists, Joz went first, repeating the words with intent, and a shield popped out of his cuff. His eyes went wide before he let out a loud whoop and said, “I just did magic!”

      “Shh, calm yourself, dwarf,” Braylik said.

      Joz stuck his tongue out at him, but kept staring at his shield in awe.

      Ezryn tapped my arm. “Do you want to try?”

      I nodded, closed my eyes, and pictured a shield, then repeated the strange words. Almost immediately, my hands were weighed down by heavy metal. I opened my eyes widely and breathed out, “Holy shit balls.”

      Joz and Ezryn chuckled, and Braylik’s lips twitched.

      Ezryn said, “You two were always great swordsmen.” He pulled his sword from his hip and handed it to me, then yanked one off Braylik’s hip and gave it to Joz. “Obviously your guns are better in a fight like we just had, but you’ve both always enjoyed using a sword.”

      “That’s so weird,” I said, staring at the sword in my hand. It felt familiar and comfortable, which was freaking me out a little.

      Joz suddenly swung the sword around and did a weird but very complicated and cool-looking little display with his sword and shield. I stared with wide eyes for a moment, then Joz turned a huge smile my way. “It feels as natural as breathing. Try it.” He nodded at my sword.

      Looking at Ezryn for guidance, he nodded encouragement, so I moved out of the way—far, far away from him so I didn’t accidentally nick him or something. Holding my sword in one hand with the shield strapped to my other arm, I took a deep breath and moved it through the air. I was skeptical at first, but as soon as I swung, something took over my body, and I did the same complicated maneuver as Joz. When I finished, I shared a wide-eyed glance with him.

      A smile bloomed on my face as I began going through the motions with the sword and shield while Joz did the same. After a few minutes, I moved closer to Joz and tapped his sword with mine. Before I had time to freak out, he and I were hitting our swords back and forth, blocking with our shields, and going at it despite the protests coming from Braylik and Ezryn.

      We kept it up until Joz knocked my shield out of the way, and we both froze as his blade stopped only an inch from my throat. We stared at each other with huge eyes before he lowered his sword and said, “Holy shit, I’m so sorry.”

      A nervous laugh bubbled out of me. “No problem. Guess that’s why you became an enforcer so young.”

      He nodded with a frown. “I could’ve hurt you.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      He grimaced.

      “Gods, you two are still a giant pain in my ass,” Braylik said. “Put the swords away before you hurt each other, cheek-crunchers. We need to hurry away from here. You made too much noise, and we don’t know who or what you caught the attention of.”

      Joz and I were both panting as we stared at each other for another few seconds. He gave me a nod and handed Braylik his sword—although he looked reluctant. He muttered words I’d never heard before, and his shield disappeared back into the cuff.

      Braylik eyed him. “We didn’t teach you that spell yet.”

      “What?”

      “You remembered something,” Braylik said.

      Joz blinked. “I… I just knew what to do, just like with shooting a gun or fighting Ry just now. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      Braylik didn’t say another word, but I handed Ezryn my sword and gestured to my shield, asking, “What spell do I say?”

      All three of them answered, so I said the words, and the shield disappeared. “So cool.”

      “Very.” Joz nodded.

      Ezryn and Braylik exchanged a look before they both unhooked the sheathed swords from their belts and handed them back over. Ezryn said, “You two should carry the swords.”

      Joz said, “Badass,” as he hooked his around his hips.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      Ezryn grinned. “Absolutely. That’s your sword, anyway.”

      “It is?”

      Braylik said, “I held onto them after… well after. And I made sure to bring them with me when the guys and I went rogue.” He grinned. “The one I gave Jozdrek used to be Ez’s until he gave it to me since he wanted to use Rhile’s.”

      Ezryn sent me a tiny smile and a shrug, so I said, “Thank you.”

      Joz said, “Yeah, thanks, guys.”

      Braylik nodded.

      “Come on, you two,” Ezryn said. “We need to move. Quickly.”

      With a nod, I followed him.

      Braylik said, “Just so you two know, those swords are dwarven made which means they can repel spells. So if you’re attacked by a mage, you can potentially protect yourself from the spells they throw at you.”

      “So damn cool,” Joz said, and I nodded in agreement.

      Ezryn said to Braylik, “How did they find us in the middle of the forest? It makes no sense.”

      Braylik shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t even turned on my comm yet today. I’ve only been turning it on in the evenings to make sure Sunshine hasn’t tried contacting us. How are they tracking us?”

      Ezryn grimaced. “Alright, let’s pick up the pace. We need to contact the team. I think we need to try and rendezvous with them sooner.”

      “Agreed. But let’s contact them now before we get too far from the scene. They already know we were here, but if we wait too long, and they’ve figured out how to track our comms, then they’ll know which direction we’re going.”

      “True.” Ezryn stopped walking. “Everyone take a sip of your water while Bray makes the call.”

      He was so incredibly bossy. I couldn’t decide if I hated it or if it was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. He shot me a smirk as if he’d heard my thoughts. Instead of saying anything, I pulled my water bottle out.

      Bray pulled out a thing that looked like a walkie-talkie, saying, “Everyone stay silent while I make the call.” Joz, Ez, and I nodded, and Bray took a breath before punching some numbers into the giant cell. He held it up to his ear, and after a moment, said, “Heya, baby.”

      My eyebrows rose. Was one of the guys his boyfriend or something? Ez turned an amused expression my way, but obviously didn’t say anything.

      Bray’s laugh brought my attention back to him. “I miss you, too, sweetheart. In fact, I think I’m going to get back early.” As he paused, I realized he was speaking in code, but I still couldn’t help but wonder if the person he was speaking to was his partner. “That sounds perfect. I’ll see you soon, baby.” He hung up and turned to Ezryn. “They’ll meet us at the house in the morning. We’ll be able to make it there before nightfall, so we can camp out there until they get there.”

      Ezryn grinned. “You just have to make that poor man uncomfortable. You can’t help yourself.”

      Braylik smirked. “Sunshine’s too easy. Plus, posing as his boyfriend for the call makes the conversation more believable.”

      “Uh huh. I’m sure that’s the only reason.”

      Braylik snorted out a laugh, then glanced at Joz and frowned. When I turned to my brother to see what had Braylik frowning, my eyebrows shot up. Joz was pissed. I didn’t know what he was pissed about, but he was pissed as all hell.

      Ezryn cleared his throat and said, “Let’s pick up the pace, people.” That seemed to get everyone in gear, although Joz was still angry as Ezryn sped up, forcing the rest of us to keep up with him.

      I walked beside Joz and whispered, “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head.

      Bumping him with my arm, I tried again. “What’s wrong?”

      Joz sighed. “I don’t know.”

      “You’re awfully pissed off for not knowing why.”

      He sighed again and motioned toward Braylik, who was in front with Ezryn, the two of them whispering together much like Joz and me. Joz said, “Seeing him being all flirty on the phone pissed me off, but I can’t really say why since I don’t fucking know.”

      I blinked at him. “You’re jealous.”

      “I am not.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m not.”

      “If you say so.”

      Joz grabbed my shoulder, shaking it. “I don’t even know him, why the hell would I care?”

      With a frown and a sympathetic feeling in my gut, I said, “Maybe your old self would’ve been jealous, and that’s why you feel that way without knowing why.”

      “You think that’s possible?”

      “I know it is. I feel all kinds of shit toward Ezryn that makes no sense. It’s like my body remembers him or something.”

      Joz sighed. “Yeah, alright. Let’s go with that, then.”

      I patted him on the shoulder, but didn’t get the chance to say anything else because Ezryn fell back in step with me on my other side. He asked, “Is everything okay?”

      I nodded. “Yes, we’re fine.”

      He reached down and squeezed my fingers, sending me a sweet smile, and my heart did a flip in my chest. Whether it was my body remembering him or my current emotions causing it didn’t really matter. What did was the fact that every inch of me wanted to find a bed in a safe place and wrap Ezryn up with my body, preferably naked.

      I almost groaned out loud at the thought of his skin pressed to mine.

      For fuck’s sake, this was going to be a long journey if I kept picturing him naked—which I couldn’t help but do. I could only hope that there really was a bed at the end of it.
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      Seeing Rhile and Jozzy using their swords earlier and knowing they’d be able to handle themselves in a fight if it came down to it was a relief. But not as much of one as I would’ve hoped. Yes, they could fight in hand to hand combat, assuming they didn’t panic, but they didn’t know how to use their combat magic. They’d only be good in close combat, and against people that wouldn’t fight with magic. If we were attacked by some of Handril’s mages, it would be up to Braylik and me to protect them. I should have spent yesterday teaching them a few defensive spells, but it didn’t even occur to me. I wasn’t used to this new version of them; I wasn’t used to their lack of magical knowledge. And I hadn’t been prepared for it, either. I’d assumed the bridge would’ve stripped the amnesia spell away like it was supposed to. I had no clue how it still remained on them. No fucking clue.

      I ran a hand through my hair and held in my huff of frustration.

      Being out in the open all day had been nerve-racking beyond belief, so I was happy when I saw our planned shelter for the night. Having four walls and a roof around us was going to be welcome, especially since Bray and I could set some wards outside. It was going to take us at least another day to get to our vehicle, and knowing we’d be out in the open until then, knowing my Rhile and our little brother weren’t safe was… daunting, and it was so damn worrisome. It was stressing me the hell out. So bad.

      After checking the small cabin was empty and safe, I ushered Ry and Jozzy in, then set wards outside with Bray. I didn’t relax at all until we were all inside, and even then, relax wasn’t exactly the word I’d use to describe my current state. Maybe a tiny, tiny bit less stressed was better.

      Afraid to use the fireplace and draw attention to our location, I used a spell on our rations to heat them up before I passed around the small bowls of food. We were sitting in a circle with Ry on one side, Bray on the other, and Jozzy across from me.

      Rhile was exhausted, so was Jozzy, but being younger than us, he seemed to have more energy or something. Ry and Jozzy were clearly not used to walking as much as we did today, not that I could really blame them. We’d always stayed fit, but walking for twelve hours straight with only short breaks wasn’t exactly easy.

      At least we’d made it here before nightfall. Between the attack and the two of them goofing off with their weapons earlier, I’d been nervous we wouldn’t find the place before darkness fell.

      Jozzy suddenly laughed a little and kicked Ry’s booted foot as he said, “Oscar’s going to be so pissed tomorrow when we don’t show up for work.”

      “Oh god,” Ry said, running his hand over his face. “I feel bad that we didn’t warn them we wouldn’t be coming back.”

      Jozzy sent him a small grin, and my lips couldn’t help but perk up, too. Ry had always been so responsible with things like that. He got into trouble all the time growing up, sure, but when it came to the important things, like his duty, he was absolutely serious about it and always tried to do the right thing.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. We’ll probably be reported missing though,” Jozzy said.

      Ry sighed. “Yeah, true. I guess we can’t call them, can we?” The question was directed at me.

      “No, babe, you can’t. I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

      Jozzy said, “Maybe once we get somewhere safe, we can give them a call so they know we haven’t been murdered or kidnapped or anything.”

      Ry nodded. “Yeah, okay. I still feel bad that we’re not showing up tomorrow. They’re going to be short staffed.”

      Jozzy laughed. “It’ll be fine.”

      “Oscar will worry.”

      Jozzy wiggled Ry’s knee. “He’ll be okay.” He got up and started stretching his arms over his head.

      Rhile watched him, worrying his bottom lip with his teeth, and I didn’t know what to say to help.

      Without looking back at him, Jozzy said, “Stop worrying, Rhiles. It’s gonna be okay.”

      “Joan’s going to be freaking out,” Ry said.

      Jozzy sighed. “Yeah, I know she will. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

      Ry nodded, but I noticed the sad expression on my mate’s face. Were there a lot of people they cared about back there? Did he regret coming here? Did he miss them enough to want to go back?

      Jozzy shot him a smile, saying, “You worry too much, big brother.”

      Ry huffed, but he couldn’t hide his tiny smile.

      My eyes shot over to Jozzy. “You called him ‘big brother.’”

      “So?”

      “So you used to say that sometimes.”

      Jozzy nodded, but sadness swept over his face. “I don’t remember anything. That just sort of slipped out.”

      “We’re going to figure it out.”

      “I hope so.” Jozzy scratched the stubble on his cheek.

      “We will.” Now I needed to get that sad look off my little brother’s face as well. Deciding to change the subject away from something else that could potentially be upsetting—like missing their friends and coworkers—I asked Ry, “Do you remember the fire spell I taught you?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good. While we’re walking tomorrow, I’ll teach you how to form balls with it that you can launch at enemies.”

      “Launch at enemies? How often do we have to set people on fire?” he asked, his green eyes widening.

      My lips lifted. “We’re lucky we didn’t run into more of the bastards today. I know you two figured out how to use your swords, which is great, but honestly, it’s not that helpful, especially against mages or guns. I’d like to arm you with at least a couple of spells that have more range. The fire spell is a great one because you can also use that on someone if they get too close to you. Fire works for ranged attacks and melee, that’s why it’s one we’ve always practiced regularly.”

      He grimaced. “This is a lot more dangerous than I was expecting.”

      I grabbed his forearm, and the heat of his skin rendered me mute for a few seconds. “It isn’t always like this. I’m sorry we’re on the run right now. We’re usually able to bring perps in with little issue, to be honest, but yeah, we’re put into dangerous situations daily. Right now it’s worse than ever because it seems like every seedy person alive is coming out to make trouble. I think it’s because the darkness Han has brought to the forefront calls to them.”

      He nodded, and since he wasn’t complaining, I didn’t release his arm. I rubbed my thumb along his skin, the hair on his arm tickling me and reminding me of all the times I’d done this very thing. Him holding me while we watched TV or holding me in bed, whispering in the dark, Ry always keeping his arms around me, and I always rubbed his skin and the soft hair on his arms. It had been so long since we’d been able to just be. Me and him, alone. Me and him, not worrying about anything. Me and him, not grieving the loss of his father.

      Gods, I missed that.

      If I had to take Han down myself to get it back, I was going to figure out a way.

      “What about me?” Jozzy asked quietly, breaking me from my trance.

      After thinking about what in the world Jozzy was referring to, I turned my gaze on him and smiled softly. “I’ll teach you the fire spell as well.”

      “I thought you said I don’t have the same kind of magic as you?” He had a deep frown on his face that looked wrong. Jozzy was always such a happy person, I wasn’t used to seeing him frown this often.

      “You do. Where we have ice-magic, you have fire,” I said.

      His eyebrows shot up. “Fire. Like regular fire?”

      “Yes. Regular fire. Opposite of our magic, yet we can do the same spells because you can be burned from ice as well. We all use the same spells, but with different results. For instance, Bray has water-magic, so if he uses the fire spell, he creates this weird water bubble, for lack of another word.”

      “Can’t wait to see that,” Jozzy said with a grin, then took a sip of water and stared off into space.

      Bray caught my eye with a pained expression. He wasn’t used to this deep-thinking version of the goofball we all knew and loved. Jozzy had always been a crazy combination of the biggest, most ridiculous goofy kid, and a serious, badass of a man that knew how to do his job better than anyone I’d ever seen. It was like he had two personalities: his overly professional one that demanded the respect of his fellow enforcers, and the ridiculous little brother that didn’t have a care in the world, that made everyone see him as a kid. That was what the guys called him, too—Kid. Jozzy had always worked hard and played hard.

      We weren’t used to seeing the serious side of him outside of his work, and truly, that side only came out during a mission when everyone had to focus so we could keep each other alive.

      But maybe there was even more to him than I ever realized.

      Braylik was having a hard time adjusting because he didn’t know how to handle it. Whether we were dealing with work Jozzy or play Jozzy, he always argued with Braylik. Over absolutely everything. The only time the two of them had ever agreed on something was when Rhile and I wanted to break into a human military base to relieve them of a huge machine gun. They’d both agreed that it was too dangerous.

      Thinking back, I knew it had been a ridiculous idea, but we’d been desperate to take out a group of terrorists that kept murdering, kidnapping, and doing horrible things to our people. The human gun had seemed like a good solution at the time. It was a good thing Bray and Jozzy had kept us from doing it.

      Bray and Jozzy had won that argument with Rhile and me, but not because we’d agreed with them, because we’d been so blown away by the fact they were agreeing, we’d sorta just sat there stunned instead of making our arguments.

      I knocked Bray’s foot with mine and offered a smile that he returned.

      A small growl came out of Rhile, making me turn to him. He seemed just as surprised by the sound as me, but Braylik started cracking up laughing. After a few seconds, Bray said, “Don’t worry, Ry, I’m not hitting on your husband.”

      The sound came out of him again, and Ry’s eyes widened in surprise before he scowled at Braylik.

      Bray chuckled and waved him off. “Gods, you’re going to be a pain in my ass more than usual without your memory.” When Ry grunted, Bray sighed. “Ez is more like a brother to me, okay? He’s been my friend for years.”

      “He’s too old for me, anyway,” I added with a shit-eating grin.

      Bray glared at me. “I’m not that much older than you, fudge-nucker.”

      “You’re in your mid-thirties.” I shuddered.

      “I’m three years older than you, gooma-root.”

      Jozzy flipped me off—making my and Bray’s eyebrows shoot up because since when did Jozzy stick up for Braylik?—and he said to Bray, “If anyone’s gonna call you an old geezer, it’s me.”

      Bray scowled and flipped the bird at Jozzy, making him crack up. Even though Bray was trying to hide it, I could see his amusement. Sometimes I swore those two just needed to sleep together and get it out of their systems or something, and other times I wondered if we should move them to separate territories so they don’t blow things up.

      I snorted, and knocked my knee into Rhile’s, who finally cracked a smile.

      After a few seconds, Ry asked, “What did he call you? A… fudge-nucker and a gooma-root? What the hell are those?”

      I hummed. “I forget that humans don’t always use the same insults.”

      “I don’t even know what a gooma-root is.”

      “It’s a really nasty root that lifts up and trips people when they walk near it. Sometimes it’ll wrap around you if you’re not careful.”

      His nose scrunched up. “Ew. Why does it do that?”

      I shrugged. “To be a bitter-booter.”

      He snorted. “A what?”

      “A bitter-booter.” At the expression on his face I said, “An asshole.”

      Ry laughed. “Is it related to Joz?”

      I snorted, and Jozzy said, “Hey! I’m not even in that conversation to defend myself.”

      Ry shot him a smirk, then asked me, “That root thing seriously only does it to be a jerk, not to, like, eat people?”

      “Oh Gods, no. It’s harmless. Well, not harmless, because let me tell you, people have broken bones or been trapped for hours before, but it doesn’t try to harm you on purpose. It thinks it’s funny when people fall over or get stuck.”

      “It thinks… it’s… funny.” His eyes blinked slowly as they glazed over. “A root… thinks? It’s funny?”

      After a second, I asked Jozzy, “Did I break him?”

      Jozzy snorted. “It’s weird hearing about a plant having a sense of humor.”

      I shrugged.

      “It’s fucking crazy that you have sentient plants. I can’t even picture what that looks like.”

      “We have lots of plants like that.”

      Jozzy shook his head, saying, “That’s… nuts.”

      “Laughter is how a gooma-root grows,” I said.

      Jozzy shook his head. “That sounds crazy. You sound like a crazy person.”

      I opened my mouth to argue that, but Braylik spoke in an angry voice before I could. “He doesn’t sound crazy. Everything he’s said is the truth.”

      Woah, where did that level of anger suddenly come from?

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t telling the truth, I said he sounds like a crazy person.”

      “He does not,” Bray ground out.

      Jozzy’s jaw clenched. “Yeah, well, we don’t have magic where we’re from, so everything about this is foreign, confusing, and makes no sense. It’s fucking crazy.”

      “No, you come from here,” Bray argued. “This is where you’re from.”

      Jozzy let out a harsh laugh that was anything but happy. “Well, we don’t remember that, now do we?”

      “That isn’t Ezryn’s fault.”

      “I never said it was.”

      “You calling him crazy is ridiculous and immature.”

      “My life has been turned upside down for the past few days, so excuse me for being a little pissed off, overwhelmed, and fucking confused. If it wasn’t for the sword and shield thing earlier, I was beginning to think you people drugged Rhiles and me and were trying to convince us of a crazy, made-up world. I don’t remember anything at all about this shit. Nothing here seems familiar. Okay, no, that’s not true. Things feel familiar, but it’s like when there’s something stuck on the tip of your tongue. You can’t remember it, but you know it’s there. Everything feels that way to me right now, so excuse the fuck out of me for being pissed and thinking things I don’t understand are crazy.”

      He got up and walked to the front door. For a second, I thought he was going to open it and go storming out and I’d have to chase him, but he stopped there with his back to us and his hands on his hips as he took a few deep breaths.

      Rhile got up and walked over to him, their voices quiet, their backs still to us.

      I turned to Braylik and said, “You shouldn’t have done that. It’s got to be difficult for him.”

      Braylik rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t give him the right to treat you badly and question everything you say as if you’re constantly lying to him.”

      “He didn’t offend me or hurt my feelings, Bray. He was just talking, he didn’t even say it meanly.”

      “Yeah, well, it sounded ignorant to me.”

      What the hell was Bray’s problem? I said, “He doesn’t remember us, Bray. It would be stupid of him to believe everything we say blindly. You were just joking around with him, what happened?”

      He shrugged. “Jozdrek doesn’t joke around with me.”

      “He just was.”

      Bray huffed out a breath. “He argues and he yells, that’s what Jozdrek does whenever I’m near him. He doesn’t joke around, he isn’t nice to me.” That wasn’t strictly true—Jozzy had always joked around with Bray, and he was never cruel. Bray simply knew how to push Jozzy’s buttons until the poor kid was red with anger and ended up exploding. Bray was the only one that seemed capable of getting that level of anger from him. So I wasn’t sure exactly what Bray meant, but I had a feeling that Braylik was more hurt that Jozzy didn’t remember anything, didn’t remember him, than he was about Jozzy saying crazy a zillion times. Bray had just wanted to push his buttons. Maybe not consciously, but that was probably how he was dealing with his own hurt. Didn’t make it okay, though.

      Trying to lighten the mood, I said, “It was kinda nice to hear you two arguing.”

      He snorted. “Just like old times.”

      “I think you should apologize.”

      He scowled. “I don’t apologize to Jozdrek Loraxidor. I never have, and I never will.”

      I sighed. “For all intents and purposes, that isn’t Jozdrek Loraxidor, Elite Enforcer of Valore. That’s Joz Axid, human from the Veiled world. He isn’t our little Jo Jo right now.”

      Bray stared at me for a few seconds before blowing out a huge breath. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “So you’ll apologize?”

      “Not a chance.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You do realize you’re just as bad as him, right? You’re both immature, at least when it comes to dealing with each other.”

      He put his hand to his chest dramatically. “How can you say that? You wound me.”

      I chuckled.

      Jozzy and Ry came back over, but Jozzy didn’t make eye contact. Instead, he pulled his sleeping roll out of his pack and began unrolling it. When Rhile started doing the same thing, I frowned at them. The tension rolling off of Jozzy was so thick it was as if I could feel it from here.

      Without a word, he put his sleeping roll on the ground against the far wall and lay down. Rhile made eye contact with me, and I didn’t miss the longing in his gaze, but he placed his sleeping roll a few feet from Jozzy’s and lay down as well.

      Exchanging a look with Bray, I got up and grabbed my own sleeping roll. He did the same and set himself up right in front of the door, blocking it with his body.

      I was about to place mine on the opposite wall, but dammit, Rhile was my husband and we’d spent far too many nights apart. I wasn’t about to spend another one with a huge space between us. Not as long as I could help it, not as long as he didn’t mind.

      So I marched over to him and placed my sleeping roll right beside his. Where he’d left over two feet between him and Jozzy, I barely left two inches between us. I refused to feel bad about it. It wasn’t like I was about to attack him in the night, but I just… I needed to be close to him. I needed to, I wanted to.

      Ry surprised me by rolling over and offering a small smile as he tucked his head on a rolled-up shirt he was using as a pillow. I faced him, using an extra shirt from my bag the same way.

      “Hi,” he whispered, and I softened. Everything about me melted right then and there with one simple word and the soft, sweet expression on his face.

      “Hi, Rhile,” I whispered back.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Me? Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

      He shook his head. “I was just an innocent bystander in all of that.”

      I hummed in amusement. “I suppose you were.”

      “Did he hurt your feelings?”

      “Not even a little bit.”

      “I think Braylik hurt his.”

      I frowned, then sighed. “I know. I told him to apologize.”

      “And he refused?”

      I nodded.

      “Why? Why wouldn’t he want to if he knows Joz is upset?”

      “There’s a history there between them that even I’m not fully sure of. They argue over everything. You and I take bets sometimes on what they’ll be arguing about the next, and once the arguments start, we bet on who will get their way.”

      A rueful smile played on his lips. “Who usually wins?”

      “It’s honestly pretty even, but I was on a winning streak before we, uh, were separated.” I didn’t want to bring the mood down, so I hoped he didn’t focus on that last part.

      He stared at me for several seconds, then snorted out a laugh. “Liar.”

      I laughed. “Okay, yeah, I wasn’t on a winning streak.”

      “You were on a losing one, weren’t you?”

      “Ugh.” I reached over to push his shoulder. “How can you even tell?”

      He shrugged. “You have a tell.”

      “Yeah? What is it?”

      “Nope, not going to tell you. Then you’ll try to stop doing it.”

      “Damn. I’ve been trying to get that info out of you for years.”

      He laughed. “That would’ve been cheating if you got me to say it now.”

      “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”

      He chuckled. “Is that the argument you were going to use once I get my memory back?”

      “Yep.”

      He laughed for a few seconds, then sobered and stared at me with this look of awe on his face. We held each other’s gazes for a long time before he broke the silence with his whispering, raspy voice. “I can’t wait to remember you.”

      “Me either.” My voice was just as quiet.

      “I want to remember kissing you and—” He cut himself off and made a sort of choking noise.

      “What?”

      Closing his eyes, he took a breath but kept them closed as he whispered, “I want to remember loving you.”

      I sucked in a breath.

      His eyes opened as he placed a hand on his chest. “I feel it. In here.” He tapped his chest. “But I don’t remember it, and it’s… it’s still there, Ezryn, if you’re worried about that, it’s still there, I promise. I just can’t get my head to remember, but every other part of me does.” His eyes were glistening as much as mine.

      “It does?” My eyes were threatening to leak over—I kept them at bay—and my heart pounded in my tight chest.

      He nodded. “Yes. It’s there. It’s always been there, I just didn’t understand it before.” He wiped at his eyes, and I realized that his tears had begun to fall. After a shaky breath, he continued, “Back home—or the home I’d been in before coming here—I always felt… I felt like I was missing something, only I didn’t know what. Joz kept trying to set me up with people and make me go out with him to find someone, but I couldn’t. He always asked me why, he didn’t understand it. I didn’t understand it, either, but I felt… I felt incomplete out there, and I knew the thing I was missing wasn’t going to be there.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes again. “God, I’m doing an awful job of explaining this.”

      I shook my head. “I think you’re doing a great job.”

      His lips turned up a tad. “When you came to me that first time in the mind-link thing, I… it was the first time I’d felt a true connection to someone even though back then I didn’t think you were real. And… it was so hard every time you broke the connection—”

      “It was difficult for me, too. It was the worst pain I’ve ever felt, besides the day I woke up without you.”

      He nodded. “It was, yet I looked forward to seeing you every night. Being here with you, it’s like my body, my heart, remembers you, and… it’s hard not to let it take over, but then I remember that I don’t know you—I mean, I know I do, but I… don’t. God, I suck at this.”

      Even though it hurt to hear him say that, I knew exactly what he meant. “No, you don’t. I get it, but can I say something now?”

      “Of course.”

      Taking a breath, I composed myself. “These past two years without you have been the worst and most difficult time of my life. The love of my life was taken from me, and it felt like someone ripped my heart out. It felt like my heart was with you in another world and far out of my reach. It took so long to get word out that I was still alive, so long before the guys rescued me. And when I was freed and I realized you were still out of my reach, I felt myself break again. I wanted to go to you and bring you back myself, but I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      I sighed. “That’s… another story for another day, if that’s okay with you.”

      He hesitated, but nodded.

      “Even though it’s hard for me to be here with you but not with you, I would take this over any day without you at all. I’m not expecting you to just be with me because you think you’re supposed to, I would never ask that of you. Being near you right now is… enough. Knowing you’re safe, knowing you’re here with me, even if it’s just as a friend, it’s… it’s hard, I’ll admit, but it’s better than being apart. I love you, I always have, and I would never force you into something you don’t want or you’re not ready for.”

      “I know you wouldn’t.”

      I offered a sad smile. “I’m sorry if I’m making it harder for you. I’m trying to go at your pace, but it’s weird for me, too.”

      “I can only imagine, but you’re not making it harder for me.”

      Taking a shaky breath, I whispered, “I still miss you even though you’re right in front of me.”

      Glassy eyes met mine. “I’m sorry, Ez. I really am.”

      I nodded. “I know you are.” I reached over and tugged on his beard.

      He smiled, and when I went to pull my hand away, he grabbed it and brought it to his lips. Keeping eye contact, he pressed a small kiss to my knuckles before releasing me. My heart was in my throat. He went back to staring at me for what felt like hours but was probably only a few minutes, until he finally sat up and started moving his bed roll. At first, I assumed he was moving away, so it shocked me when he pushed it flat up against mine.

      He lay back down on his side and opened his arms in silent invitation. I didn’t hesitate to move into his hug. He pulled me close, and as we settled with his arms around me and my face pressed into his chest, using his biceps as a pillow, we both sighed. Tension drained from me at the same time that it drained from him.

      “Is this okay?” he whispered.

      “More than okay, Ry. Definitely more than okay.”

      He settled further.

      “You’ve always been my big teddy bear, even when we were only friends. When we were teenagers, before we were together, we’d curl up on the couch together and read or watch TV or just watch the fire and talk.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded against him. “Yes.”

      “And you liked it?”

      “So much.”

      He chuckled, but I felt it more than heard it, but I heard the yawn that followed.

      “Go to sleep, Rhile.”

      “Good night, Ez. Sweet dreams.”

      “Sweet dreams, babe,” I whispered as I closed my eyes.

      Right as he was drifting off, I heard him murmur, “I’ve missed this.”

      My heart fluttered at that. Maybe his memory would slowly come back now that he was with me. Or maybe he was muttering that because he could feel it in his body and heart… and soul. That was what he’d meant, that was why he could feel everything. He was my soulmate. We were meant to be together. His soul had missed me as much as mine had missed him. He couldn’t possibly have meant anything more than that.
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      “Rhilenor, come on,” Ezryn whined, looking every bit the teenager that he was. “You promised you’d get in with me.”

      “I promised I’d get in, not that I’d jump off a damn cliff,” I said back.

      “It’s not a cliff.”

      “What do you call it then?”

      “An… overhang type of thing.”

      “Also known as a cliff.”

      Ez stuck out his bottom lip. “How many times have you made me do shit I didn’t want to do?”

      I shrugged.

      “You made me explore those caves with you last week! I hate the dark, you know that.”

      “So what?”

      “So you owe me. Now jump before I push you in.”

      I sighed. “Fine, but you have to come into the abandoned dungeons with me tomorrow.”

      “That’s not part of the deal.”

      I grinned. “It is now.” Then I jumped and held in the scream that wanted to come out while Ez yelled at me about the deal I forced on him—as if he wouldn’t have come with me anyway. The icy water took my breath away almost as much as seeing Ez land in the water beside me and pop up with droplets dripping down his handsome face.

      My eyes followed one drop that ran down his throat and into the water where he tread, and I almost swallowed my tongue. Thank the Gods the water was covering my waist or my best friend would see just how much I liked looking at him.

      

      Ezryn and I purposefully fell behind the group of royal advisors that had come to force Ez and our team into doing some stupid political shit. But of course, River Flintar noticed. He rolled his eyes at me with a shake of his head, but to my surprise, didn’t say anything to the others. This had been a long week, and he knew me well enough to know when I’d had enough.

      When they were far enough in front of us, I whispered into Ez’s ear, “Let’s sneak off before they realize.”

      He turned that sweet smile to me. “Where are we going?”

      “Waterfall?”

      He nodded. “Perfect.”

      “What are you two planning?”

      I startled at the voice and turned to find my youngest brother standing in his enforcer uniform. “Go away, Joz.”

      “Nope. There was a threat made to the royal family, and I’ve been assigned to stick with Ezzy until it passes.”

      Bubbles came up beside Joz, saying, “I’ve been assigned to shadow you two ches-nutters, too. Where are we going?”

      “You know how stupid it is for Ez to need bodyguards?” I asked. “Ezryn is more lethal than anyone I know. We can guard ourselves.”

      Bubbles grinned and blew a bubble, and Joz sighed, saying, “I know that, and for the record, I think it’s stupid, too. I think it’s more to appease Ezzy’s dad until he goes back to his own territory, but I still have my assignment. I have to stick with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We need a moment of peace. Alone.” We’d been stuck within the compound walls for over a week, dealing with this threat and making nice to all the political heads the entire time. I was going out of my skin. The reason Ez and I became enforcers was to get away from all this shit to begin with. Both our families were always in the eye of the public, always dealing with politics, and Ezryn and I absolutely hated it. We’d done everything in our power to stay out of it, but sometimes we were reeled back in. It was fucking annoying.

      Joz said, “You can’t go to the waterfall alone, Rhiles, but we can come with you to keep watch.”

      Ez grabbed my hand with a smile. “Whatever, Jozzy, just be quiet before they notice us leaving.”

      Joz nodded at him, and Ez pulled me into a side hall. We walked quickly, trying to keep our footsteps silent, and as soon as we turned another corner, we took off running and laughing with Joz and Bubbles right behind us.

      Ez kept his hand in mine the entire time.

      

      Waking up with Ezryn still in my arms felt absolutely right in every way I could possibly imagine.

      The only thing that sucked was the fact that I couldn’t remember us doing this a million times before, but he could.

      Okay, that wasn’t the only thing that sucked. The entire situation, the whole why of it, it all sucked. The fact we were hiding from enemies and trying to travel to another territory without being recognized. That all sucked. The fact that we were on the floor—even if the bed rolls were way more comfortable than I’d thought they’d be—that sucked. I wished we could be back in our bedroom in our home, in our huge bed with blue blankets, waking up and spending time together before River Flintar knocked on our door with our new assignment and ruined our alone time. I had a love-hate relationship with our team’s intelligence officer.

      As soon as that thought came to mind, I whispered, “River Flintar.”

      Ez jerked in my arms and leaned back to meet my eyes. “What did you just say?”

      My lips broke into a huge grin. “I remember River Flintar. I remember him! I used to get so mad and frustrated when he interrupted us in the mornings, but he’s a good person and a great intelligence officer. He never took my grumbling personal, and by the time I finished my first coffee, I’d be teasing him over his bad attitude.”

      “Holy shit, you remember River Flintar.” Ezryn laughed. “Wait until he hears that. All those years of being the one to wake up the team have finally paid off.”

      I snorted. “Apparently.”

      Joz sighed behind me, rustling sounds coming from him as he moved in his sleeping bag, and he asked, “Why haven’t I remembered anything?”

      “You remembered the spell with the shield,” I reminded him.

      “I guess.”

      “Jozdrek,” Braylik said. I hadn’t even realized he’d woken up as well. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Joz sighed, but stood up and walked over to him. Braylik was speaking too quietly for me to hear, so I refocused on Ezryn, but he was watching Braylik and Joz carefully.

      “Do you think he’ll apologize?” I asked.

      Ez met my eyes. “No. But hopefully they’ll start working together or this is going to be a very long few days.”

      I hummed in agreement. We were traveling under the radar to his sister’s territory, and apparently, trying to fly in a plane would get us noticed immediately. Supposedly, there were magical spells that would notify Handril if we showed our faces in any airport, subway, or train station, especially because Bray and Ez were sure our absence in our fake lives had been noticed as soon as we’d crossed that bridge. There was no question that Handril was looking for us.

      There was so much of my life that didn’t seem to make sense, but I supposed when someone put an amnesia spell on you and implanted you into another world, so to speak, with a whole new identity, they figured out a lot of the details first. Plus, magic. It could explain a lot of the weird things, I supposed.

      “You alright, Ry?”

      I snapped my gaze to him only to realize he’d been talking to me. “Sorry, what? I spaced out.”

      “After the guys get here, we need to get to the town on the edge of the forest. Our Hummer should still be there, as long as the farmer I asked to watch it still wants the payment from me. I gave him half before we left and said as long as the car was still there when we came back, he’d get the rest.”

      “Do you have money to pay him?”

      His expression was one of amusement. “Of course I do, you silly man.”

      My lips upturned. “I wasn’t sure if our money was stolen when Handril made everyone think we were dead.”

      “Oh, trust me, your brother took a lot of our money, but he has no idea where most of it is. We hid it in multiple places, including the bunker I took you to.”

      “Why in the world would we hide money all over the place? Why not use a bank?”

      His amused expression grew. “We don’t use human banks. You’re a dwarf, short stuff, hiding treasure is what you do.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Dwarves are known for hoarding their goods, except you’re all a very paranoid bunch, so you make sure your backup supplies have backup supplies. Every dwarf has his own hoard, and only their mate and possibly their children know where it’s kept. Your family and my family have been wealthy for generations, and we’ve always saved since that’s your natural inclination when it comes to money. We’re not overflowing in riches or anything, but we’re certainly not hurting for it. We have plenty, handsome.”

      “So we’re not poor? That’s what you’re saying, right?” I asked, because that dwarf stuff was a weird thing to learn about myself. We still had our arms around each other, but it felt wonderful and normal, so I kept them there.

      He chuckled. “We’re not poor.”

      “Good to know.”

      He shrugged. “Anyway, yes, we have plenty of money to pay the man a hefty fee for watching our vehicle. I’ll probably pay double what Bray originally offered.”

      “Why?”

      “Because our people are suffering under Handril’s cruelty, and if we can help one family out, even a little bit, I’m going to. Braylik will have to make the payment—with our money—since he’s the least likely to be recognized, so he’ll be happy to make someone else’s day.”

      That was actually really sweet and so fitting for the little I knew about him. With a smile, I asked, “Will you still have enough left to buy that goat you promised me?”

      A slow smile spread over his face. “Absolutely. But we can’t get a pet until we get our home back.”

      I nodded. “As long as you don’t forget you promised me that goat.”

      He laughed. “I won’t, although I might already be regretting it.” He shook his head. “Having a goat run around the hallways and the meeting rooms should be—”

      “Entertaining? Amazing? Fun? Cute?”

      “Sure,” he said slowly. “Let’s go with those, and not irritating, irrational, and ridiculous.”

      I gasped. “You’re so mean! What did my baby goat ever do to you?”

      He giggled. “You know you’re not bringing it in the bed with us, right?”

      “I would never.”

      “Liar.”

      I couldn’t contain my laughter anymore, and I wound up cracking up along with him.

      It felt good, amazing, incredible. Natural. Like this was exactly where I was supposed to be. Joking around with him was as easy as breathing. Which was strange since I certainly didn’t have my memory back yet. But… I had flashes of things. And in every one of them, Ezryn had a starring role. As if he was the only thing that had truly mattered to me.

      Without thinking, I brushed the hair from his cheek and tucked it behind his ear, then leaned over and pressed my lips to his forehead. He took a shuddering breath, and when I went to pull away, he tightened his arms around me, holding me there with my lips against his skin.

      It felt good, and his warm skin was soft beneath my lips. It made me want to run them over every inch of him. I wanted to explore him, taste him. Desire hit me in the belly, but I managed to hold in my groan as I closed my eyes and soaked up his warmth.

      Eventually, we parted, and Ez kept his gaze away from mine. It was probably because he was feeling as emotional as I was, perhaps more so.

      Silently, the four of us cleaned up and repacked our bedrolls, then Braylik walked outside to do a perimeter check and to see if the rest of the team was anywhere in sight yet.

      I sidled up to Joz and asked, “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “What did he want?”

      He sighed. “He said he wasn’t going to apologize for what he said, but that he was going to try to be more considerate since I don’t remember anything.”

      Ez snorted as he came up on Joz’s other side. “Of course he didn’t apologize. You two never apologize to each other no matter how heated your arguments get. He wouldn’t want you to hold that over his head once you get your memory back and remember how much you two normally argue. Last night was nothing.”

      “That’s comforting. Thanks.” Joz rolled his eyes.

      Ez grinned. “I do what I can.”

      Joz snorted and elbowed him.

      Braylik came back and nodded at us. “It’s all clear. Let’s eat something and see if they show up before we finish.”

      Ez worried his bottom lip, but nodded. “Sounds good.” He walked over and sat in the same place he had last night, so I took the same seat as well, purposefully bumping my knee with his and earning a smile from him.

      Ezryn fixed everyone a bowl, passed them out, and we all dug in. But I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was absolutely gorgeous, and even though I was trying to be subtle with my ogling, I knew he noticed. Luckily, he didn’t point it out.

      I swallowed my bite, then gestured at Ez’s face. “Um, you have some…” I waved my bowl toward the food on his face.

      “Oh shit.” God, he had more of a mouth on him than I’d first suspected. I think I kinda love it. He wiped his face, missing the food entirely. “Did I get it?”

      Laughing, I leaned over. “Nope.” I gently brushed the crumb off his cheek, and even that small caress of his soft skin under my fingertips made my dick jump in my pants. I met Ezryn’s eyes, hoping like hell he hadn’t noticed my reaction, and I got caught in his blue-eyed gaze. But he seemed just as trapped by me.

      I licked my lips nervously, and Ez’s eyes jerked down to them, his pupils dilating. The lust-filled stare he gave me when his eyes lifted back up to mine made my cock jerk again, and to my horror, it threatened to fill. I had to hold in a groan. Holy crap, what was wrong with me?

      However, Joz and Braylik both did groan, and theirs were definitely not the same type of groan I almost released. They were annoyed and exasperated with us—as usual.

      Joz asked, “Are they always like this?”

      Braylik replied, “They go through phases, but I have to say this has been above and beyond, and absolutely disgusting.”

      Joz grunted in agreement. “All they do is stare at each other and make goo-goo eyes and goofy smiles. It’s sickening.”

      Braylik snorted. “They weren’t even this bad when they first started dating.”

      Wow, the two of them getting along, all because my cock wouldn’t stop trying to aim its way toward Ezryn. I couldn’t decide if I should be grateful for it—such a rare feat for those two—or if I should be embarrassed by its lack of restraint. Probably somewhere in between.

      Joz said to Braylik, “I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      “We can hear you, you giant flaming fudge-nuckers,” Ez said without moving his eyes away from mine. There’s that mouth again. “No one’s telling you two to stare at us. If you don’t like it, turn around.”

      Braylik and Joz both groaned again, making me chuckle and Ez crack a smile. He reached over and tugged on my beard, and the familiarity of it made my heart race.

      “You okay, Ry?” he whispered, both of us ignoring Joz and Braylik’s continued grumblings.

      I shrugged. “It’s been a strange few days, but I’m good… glad to be here.”

      He smiled and quietly said, “Me too.” Before I could respond, Ez’s eyes widened a fraction, then he abruptly stood, whispering, “Our ward alarm went off. Someone’s here.”

      A trickle of fear made its way through my body. What if they found us? What if they sent more this time?

      Ezryn and Braylik motioned for Joz and me to get down, so we did, but we grabbed our guns. Braylik grabbed one, and Ez grabbed his crossbow as they lined up on either side of the window. Braylik did a quick peek outside, then immediately sagged in relief. “It’s the guys.”

      “Thank the Gods,” Ez breathed out before walking to the door.

      Braylik stepped in front of the door and Ez lined his crossbow up so it would point at anyone on the other side. I frowned that they still felt the need to do that if it was their team outside, but I supposed they were simply being extra cautious. Ez gave Braylik a single nod, and the prickly man whipped the door open, and Ez pointed his crossbow at some guy’s chest. They guy froze with his hand up as if he’d been about to knock.

      The guy and Ezryn stared each other down for a few seconds before the guy grinned and said, “Nice to see you, too, Boss Man.”

      Ezryn breathed out in relief and lowered his crossbow. “I had to be sure.”

      The guy’s smile grew. “I know.” Then he moved into the little house and pulled Ezryn into a hug.

      My eyes widened even as my chest tightened at the familiarity. I didn’t like that guy touching Ezryn. He was my husband, and no one else should be that familiar with him.

      I shook my head at the thought. The guy only gave him a friendly hug, yet I wanted to tear Ezryn away from him, put him behind me, and protect what was mine.

      But he wasn’t mine, I didn’t fucking own him. For fuck’s sake, what was wrong with me?

      I hadn’t been expecting Ezryn’s team of killers to be the hugging bunch, but that didn’t give me a right to my overreaction. At least I had the sense to tamp it down before I actually pulled Ezryn away. Ez slapped the guy on his back before they parted, and the guy went to give Braylik a hug. To my surprise, Braylik hugged him back. That Bubbles guy walked in next, also hugging Ezryn and Braylik, much to my dismay.

      Joz and I watched as three more men filed into the house, all but one giving them hugs.

      My supernatural instincts kicked in—or I was guessing it did—because I somehow knew which of these guys were elves and which were… something else. Something on the tip of my tongue.

      The guy that didn’t hug anyone turned in my direction, and I gasped out, “River Flintar. He’s an elf.” I knew that somehow.

      Joz muttered, “Holy shit. The guy you remember?”

      I nodded.

      Bubbles distracted me by pulling me into a huge, crushing hug. He held me so tight, I could hardly breathe, but luckily, the embrace only lasted a few seconds before he was pulling Joz into one.

      As another guy headed my way, my eyes widened. I didn’t know these people; I didn’t want them to touch me.

      I got back slapping hugs and huge squeezes—from all but River Flintar—and the volume in the house increased as every one of them tried talking over top of the others. I sent a panicked look Ezryn’s way, and he nodded at me. Seeing him, even across the room, helped calm my nerves.

      Ezryn made a face, then blew out a breath and sighed. “Alright, alright, shut it!” Everyone shut up immediately and turned to face him. I was surprised they’d listened so easily, but then again, he was their team leader. “This is a shitty situation, but I need you all to calm the hell down and give Ry and Jozzy some space. The bridge didn’t break the amnesia spell, so they have no idea who the fuck any of you bitter-booters are.”

      My eyebrows rose at that, but I didn’t comment.

      The huge man, Bubbles, let out a loud “Whoop” that made me jump, then started laughing as he loudly yelled, “Told ya so! Pay up, bitches!”

      There was a bunch of grumbling as people pulled cash from their pockets and all but threw it at Bubbles. When I looked at Ez, he was shaking his head in amusement.

      Bubbles shot me a grin, blew a bubble, and said, “I told them you two were acting funny and that I thought you were still under the amnesia spell, but they didn’t believe me.”

      “You thought we weren’t in our right minds, and you still handed us guns?” Joz asked.

      Bubbles shrugged. “There wasn’t much else I could do. I had my orders, you two needed protection, and I had to get back to the guys to draw those fuckers away from you.”

      Joz nodded. “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you in the ass when you ran away.”

      Bubbles snorted and blew another bubble. “I knew you weren’t going to shoot me, Kid.”

      “How?”

      He grinned with a shrug. “I know you, even if you can’t remember.”

      I was really starting to hate how everyone seemed to think they knew us. From the expression on Joz’s face, he clearly felt the same.

      One of the other guys moved closer to Joz and whispered, “You really don’t remember us?”

      Joz blinked at him. This guy was shorter than the rest—still taller than me, of course—and a hell of a lot skinnier. As I stared at the small guy, my mind supplied what he was without me having to think about it. Half-fairy. What that meant, though, I didn’t really know.  He was tiny as hell with big blue eyes, blond hair, and a pretty face, and exactly Joz’s type. Or at least the type he’d gone for in the guys and women he’d slept with without our memories. Joz’s eyes ran the length of the man so slowly I wrinkled my nose and turned away. Gross. Watching your brother check someone out wasn’t my idea of a fun time.

      I heard Joz say, “I’m sorry, I don’t remember anything.”

      The other guy sighed and moved to lean his tiny body against the huge tree in the living room, otherwise known as Bubbles’ huge bulky frame. Since Bubbles was at least an entire foot taller than the guy, he looked even smaller.

      Ezryn cleared his throat. “I suppose introductions are in order. You guys met Bubbles.” He smirked at Bubbles and said, “They called you the Bubble Gum Assassin.”

      Bubbles snorted and blew a bubble in response. He was one of the guys that I sensed was something other than an elf, dwarf, or half-fairy. The name didn’t come to me, but he was sort of close to an elf, I thought. Although I didn’t know elves came in the six-foot-eight variety.

      Ezryn continued, “The guy leaning against Bubbles is Angel because he has the face of an angel.” Angel flipped Ez off, making him smirk.

      Ez pointed to a guy of medium build with dark hair, dark eyes, and a huge scar on his face. It ran from his temple down to his cheek, passing so close to his eye that I was surprised it hadn’t been injured and he could still see out of it. He was also one of the somethings, and he looked mean until he shot me a grin that lit up his face. “There we have Lucky.”

      Ez moved on to another guy with curly red hair, chocolate brown eyes, freckles, a lean but very muscular body, and the biggest smile I’d ever seen, and Ez said, “That’s Ginger, which I’m sure you can tell how he got that nickname.” Ginger laughed and saluted me, then Joz. He was also a something.

      Ez pointed to the last guy, the one that hadn’t hugged him, the elf. He had wavy brown hair, hazel eyes, and a scowl on his face. “That lovely guy over there is—”

      “River Flintar,” I said, cutting him off.

      Ez smiled, but Bubbles said, “Oh man, Shorty, you remember that fudge-nucker, but not me?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      Ez snorted and said, “River Flintar, also known as Sunshine.”

      River, or Sunshine, scowled at Ezryn, and Joz said sarcastically, “What a fitting name.”

      That made the other guys snicker, and Sunshine flipped Joz off, making my brother grin widely. Clearly, they called him Sunshine to be ironic or something. The guy scoffed before walking to the window and staring outside. I assumed he was searching for enemies or whatever, but I didn’t ask since he was so standoffish. The rest of the team were staring at Joz and me like they’d seen a ghost. Which, to be fair, they pretty much had since they’d thought we were dead until recently.

      After a minute of silence, Joz said, “What? Why’re you all staring at us?”

      Angel met Joz’s eyes and whispered, “We thought you were dead, Kid.”

      Joz softened, just a tad. “I’m sorry. Still, can you stop staring at us like we’re a fucking zoo exhibit?”

      Bubbles predictably popped a bubble, Angel pouted at Joz, Lucky snorted and shook his head, and Ginger smiled widely.

      Angel pushed off Bubbles, walked up to Joz, close enough he had to tilt his head back to meet his eyes, and said, “I’ll stop, but only if I get another hug, Kid.”

      Joz grinned at him and opened his arms, saying, “I’ll take a hug from you anytime you want… as long as you stop calling me Kid.”

      Angel snickered as he moved into Joz’s embrace.

      Ginger muttered, “And all was right with the world.” He turned to Ezryn and hooked his thumb over his shoulder, pointing at Joz and Angel. “He hasn’t changed at all in two years.”

      Ezryn smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      Ginger pursed his lips as he stared at my husband, then he gave a single nod and moved over to Bubbles, tapping the huge man on the chest. “Come on, Bubs, help me get some food together before we head out.”

      Bubbles nodded, blew a bubble—good god, no wonder Ezryn had tried to take it away before; it was driving me crazy already—and they moved closer to Sunshine, rifling through their bags. Lucky joined them, but I was sure it was only to give us a little privacy.

      Ezryn asked, “How you doing, short stuff?”

      I frowned at the nickname, but didn’t comment. “Fine. Overwhelmed a little.” I shrugged. I didn’t like admitting that, but I also wanted to be honest with him. “So the Unveiled thing, I can tell that Sunshine’s an elf, Angel’s a half-fairy—I think, anyway—and that the other three are something else. They’re the same race, but I don’t know what that race is.”

      “That’s good that you can tell, and yeah, Angel’s a half-fairy, that’s why he’s so pretty.”

      The growl I’d been holding back since the team got there finally came out of my chest, and Ez smirked at me.

      “Don’t worry, babe, I only have eyes for you.” When I frowned, he grinned wider. “I don’t like pretty, anyway.” He pulled on my beard. “I like them a little hairy.”

      A strangled noise came out before I could stop it, and Ez tugged on my beard again with a sweet smile.

      “You have nothing to worry about.” He squeezed my hand, then changed the subject. “I’m glad your senses are back. You’ll get better at using them the longer you’re Unveiled. We haven’t really been around anyone or used much magic since you got back, so you’re out of practice. It’ll get easier.”

      Brushing aside the crazy amount of jealousy I still felt—it was ridiculous anyway; he didn’t do anything but hug them—I nodded. “Cool. Uh, so what are they?” I cringed a little, unsure of whether that was rude or not. At least I was only asking Ez and not the guys. Ezryn wouldn’t mind, even if it was considered rude. He was the one person I knew without a shadow of a doubt wouldn’t judge me or take my words the wrong way.

      “They’re lacunas, Ry,” Ezryn whispered while the guys were speaking among themselves.

      I turned to him with a furrowed brow. “What? Lacunas… Like lacuna? Doesn’t that mean… an empty space or something?”

      Ezryn’s eyes shot over to the three people in question and a frown formed on his face. “It does… the people that named them were fucking floundering fluxers.”

      Ignoring yet another weird name, I asked, “Why would they call them lacunas?”

      Ezryn kept his voice low as he explained. “Lacunas are… sometimes when a human and an elf have a child, instead of being a halfling, the child is sort of something else. Still half-elf, I guess, but we call them lacunas. It’s rare, but it happens. They can see, smell, and hear magic more keenly than any other creature. They can also absorb it, which is handy in a mage battle. In fact, they need to absorb magic to remain healthy. If they don’t absorb magic regularly, they get sick and will eventually die, which happens a lot, especially when they’re young because most people aren’t willing to help them. Many elves look down on them because they think they’re lesser since they can’t perform spells themselves, and they think lacunas only want to steal their magic, but that isn’t really how it works. They don’t steal anything, they only absorb spells if they’re around when one is cast, and only if they want or need to.” He sighed. “They’re rare, yet we have three of them on our team, but that’s mostly because other elves refused to work with them because they think they’ll steal their magic.”

      I blinked at that. “That’s terrible.”

      “It is. People say and do awful things when they’re scared, plus those other teams are a bunch of pissing paltries.”

      I didn’t know what that was, but that wasn’t the point. “Doesn’t make it okay.”

      He smiled weakly. “You’re right, and I agree wholeheartedly. Unfortunately, we have thousands of years of prejudice to work against, but having Ginger, Bubbles, and Lucky on our team and being in the public eye on occasion has helped some. At least in Valore. Hopefully Handril hasn’t messed up all the progress we’ve made. There was a law passed about ten years ago to protect lacunas and to give them equal rights with their jobs and housing and things, but there are still those that won’t hire them.”

      Turning my attention to the three lacunas over by the window, I frowned. “If anyone has something to say about them, they’ll have to get through me first.” I may have only known them—that I remembered—for a handful of minutes, but I already felt a kinship with them. Plus, people being cruel to others because they were different wasn’t going to fly if I had anything to say about it. It didn’t matter if I’d known them for minutes or years or not at all, no one deserved shitty treatment like that.

      Ezryn was smiling when I turned back to him, and he said, “You’ve always stood up for lacunas, even when we were kids. You hated how unfair they were treated in school.”

      “I thought they were rare?”

      “They are, but when we were little there was a kid in our class that was a lacuna.” Ezryn glanced away, sadness encompassing him. “When we were eight, the kid didn’t come back after summer break, and… we asked what happened to him. His family wouldn’t cast spells around him, didn’t want him to eat their magic. It’s basically the same thing as starving someone. They let the kid die.”

      I was sure my face displayed the horror I felt.

      Ezryn blew out a breath. “His name was Jamdol. He left an impression on you, and on me. His parents were thrown in prison for it, but…”

      “Jesus.”

      Ezryn rubbed my back and leaned over to kiss my shoulder. It burned my skin, even through my shirt, but I was too horrified by this society I was apparently a part of to give into the feeling. After a few minutes, I whispered, “Do people really do that? Like… is that a normal thing?”

      “There are many lacunas that never make it to adulthood because of it, yes, but that’s not common, Ry. Most of the time they’re simply not treated well, but obviously that’s not the case for everyone. There are plenty of people that love their kid the same and stick up for them, like Ginger. His family is huge and wonderful and absolutely supportive.”

      I nodded, and without thinking about it, I leaned into Ezryn’s side. I didn’t even realize I was doing it until he draped an arm over my shoulders and pulled me farther into him. Then he kissed my hair, and we both froze. My breath caught, tingles zooming through my body, and I shut my eyes.

      Ezryn moved his lips closer to my ear and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      My heart was in my chest, my nerves on overdrive, but the last thing I wanted was for him to think he couldn’t do things like that. It had only been a few days, and already, I lived for these moments with him. So I took a breath for courage and said, “Don’t be. I like when you do things like that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t want to pressure you… I don’t want you to feel obligated just because I remember what it was like to be… what we were like together.”

      Worried about the hesitation and shakiness in his voice, I easily pushed my own nervousness down to appease his. I stepped around, pressing my chest to his and wrapping my arms around his waist. I had to tilt my head back to meet his concerned eyes, and I sent him a smile. “I don’t feel pressured at all, Ez. I like being close to you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Ez. I’m very sure.”

      Finally, his body relaxed and he embraced me back. His eyes flicked to my lips, and I could see the longing there because I felt the same. I wanted to kiss him so badly, I wanted to devour him, learn the taste of his lips, the feel of his skin. When he met my eyes with a question in his, I hoped he could see my answer. Yes, yes, I want it. Yes, I want to kiss you. Yes, I want anything you’re willing to give me. Yes to everything.

      He leaned in, and our lips were a fraction of an inch away, we were breathing the same air, I was breathing him in.

      And a throat cleared behind him, followed by a voice saying, “We really need to be on the way, boss.”

      Ezryn closed his eyes and groaned in frustration, then ground out, “Tell everyone to pack up, Sunshine. We leave in five.”

      “Got it.”

      Ezryn tugged my beard, staring at me with those pretty blue eyes. “I’m sorry about that.” He sighed, then leaned in and pressed his lips to my cheek right above my beard. He squeezed my neck and pulled away. “We should pack up.”

      I nodded, sighed my annoyance at being interrupted, and moved away from him to get my crap together.

      Everyone was ready within the five minutes, and my nerves gripped me again. Being here had given me a false sense of security, and I knew the minute we stepped outside, it would come rushing back.

      Ezryn said, “Let’s head out. We should be able to make it to that little town before dinner, hopefully. We can rent some rooms there, pick up the Hummer, find another car, and refill our supplies. Might need to buy a few things. That’s going to take some time anyway, so we may as well stay the night there. Hopefully we’ll get everything situated tonight so we can leave early tomorrow and get to that damn safehouse. If we come across anyone, Joz, Ry, and I need to keep our hoods up so we’re not recognized. Bray can do all the talking with strangers, okay?”

      I shrugged because I was just going along with this plan of theirs. Joz muttered, “Sure,” and the rest of the guys all said, “Yes, Boss Man.” It was almost creepy how they all said it together. It made me wonder if Joz and I usually said it too. I wrinkled my nose thinking about calling Ez Boss Man. No way did I call him that before… right?

      Ezryn nodded at everyone. “Alright, I’ll lead, Ry and Joz with me, the rest of you fan out. Let’s go.” He walked out the door, and the rest of us followed behind him.

      About ten minutes into the walk, I reached over and took Ezryn’s hand. It was stupid since we needed our hands in case someone attacked us, but I needed to… show him that I was here. Or maybe I was the one in need of comfort. I couldn’t even tell anymore.

      He squeezed my hand and shot me a grateful smile.

      Unfortunately, holding hands didn’t last very long because Joz said, “You said you’d teach me magic. Can we start while we walk? Rhiles needs to practice, too.”

      With one last squeeze, Ez let go and quietly started going over the words of the fire spell with Joz. The rest of the guys were surrounding us, talking in low voices amongst themselves. While Ez helped Joz, I practiced the spell a few times, happy that I could easily do it now.

      The entire time I practiced, I kept stealing looks Ezryn’s way. When I glanced for the hundredth time and my eyes roamed over his ass, and holy shit, I wanted to take a bite out of those globes. I wanted to bury myself inside that and feel his tight heat. I almost growled out loud at the thought. My reaction shocked me—I never thought about doing that to anyone else before—and I tripped over my own feet.

      “You okay?” Ezryn asked, reaching out like he was going to catch me.

      My face heated. “Uh, yeah. Yep. I’m good. I, uh, I tripped over a root, I guess. I, um—”

      Joz gasped loudly, cutting me off, so I looked at Joz and my eyebrows shot up. “Holy shit!”

      The smile on Joz’s face was huge. “I did it!”

      Joz had his hands in front of him, palms up, and there was a blazing red flame engulfing his hands. It was huge, and even from here, I could tell how hot it ran. It was a little terrifying.

      Braylik glanced at him with a raised brow, but didn’t comment. He’d been quiet since we’d left.

      Bubbles said, “Awesome job, Kid.”

      Joz glared at the Kid nickname.

      Ez walked over and patted Joz’s shoulder, saying, “Great job, Jo Jo.”

      Joz shifted his glare to Ez for the Jo Jo nickname, and I snorted. The poor guy had a billion nicknames, one worse than the next.

      Ez waved Joz’s anger away and said, “Now will it away, and then do it again.”

      Joz closed his eyes, and a second later, the fire went out. Staring at his hands, he muttered, “That was so badass.”

      “Your hands are okay?” I asked.

      He grinned at me. “Hell yeah! It didn’t hurt at all.”

      “Good.” I nodded.

      Joz said the spell again, and his hands erupted in flame, then Ez said, “Keep practicing as we walk,” before moving back to my side. “Want to learn how to throw a flame?”

      I scanned the area. “I don’t want to hurt any trees or anything.”

      His gaze softened. “We’ll shoot at the ground, not at the trees. The grass will be fine.”

      “Are you sure? What if I miss and hit something, or god, hit one of you?”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t.”

      Bubbles added, “Don’t worry, Shorty, if it gets out of control, I’ll take care of it.”

      Oh right, because he was a lacuna and could absorb magic. He also needed magic. I turned to him and said, “Thanks. Uh, do you… need any magic right now?”

      A soft smile played on his lips before he popped another bubble. “Naw, I’m good, my man. Sunshine’s been feeding us this week.” When Sunshine turned to him, Bubbles winked and the elf mage turned red and looked away. I wasn’t sure if it was from anger or embarrassment.

      “That’s good. But if you need any magic, any of you”—I made sure to meet Bubbles, Ginger, and Lucky’s eyes—“all you have to do is ask. I don’t mind, and I don’t want you feeling sick.”

      Ginger walked over and patted my shoulder, saying, “Thanks, Shorty.”

      Lucky nodded at me and grinned.

      Bubbles, of course, blew a bubble and smiled at me, then said, “Thank you.”

      Ezryn elbowed my ribs, offering a smile, and said, “Ready?”

      “I guess.”

      “It’ll be fine, no matter what happens.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but I nodded anyway. If something happened and we needed to use our magic, I wanted to be able to protect Ezryn and Joz. And the others as well. Even Sunshine, regardless of that elf being a little aloof and distant.

      I took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      “Call on your ice-fire, but this time, picture it as a ball sitting in your hand instead of a wild flame.”

      I stopped walking and closed my eyes, trying to remember what it felt like to have the cold flame in my hands, then I pictured that blue fire in the shape of a ball and whispered the spell Ezryn had taught me.

      Feeling the flame burst to life in my hands, I opened my eyes and was shocked to see the fire in the shape of a perfect ball. “Woah.”

      Ezryn chuckled and pointed at a spot about twenty feet away. “Throw it.”

      “What do you mean ‘throw it’? How do you throw fire?”

      “The same way you would throw a ball. Just toss it over there.”

      I frowned at that, but hesitantly tossed the ball. To my utter surprise, it flew through the air, though it didn’t land anywhere near the spot Ez had pointed out. It did land in the grass, though.

      Ezryn’s laughter—as well as all the others—reached my ears, and when I turned to Ez, his amused eyes met mine as he said, “That was a good first try.” Another bout of laughter bubbled out of him, and snickering from the whole team filled the air.

      “I didn’t think it would really move, so I didn’t throw it very hard.”

      “We noticed,” Joz said through a laugh.

      I flipped him off, then turned to find the ball of fire still rolling around on the ground. “Um, how is that supposed to smite our enemies or whatever the hell? Are they allergic to dodge ball or something?”

      “Ha, no, you’re supposed to allow the flame to burst,” Ezryn said.

      “How do you do that?”

      “When you throw it, you let the fire have control. You simply let it go.”

      “Won’t that just make the flame go out?”

      He shook his head. “Not if you give the magic over to the flame. You let it go, you don’t pull it back in.”

      “That doesn’t really make sense.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “That’s the way it’s always been explained, so I’m not sure how else to explain it. Why don’t you try letting go of that ball now?”

      That sounded a little nutty to me, but hell, everything had been nutty since Ezryn showed up in my life. This whole place was crazy and weird, and I didn’t understand half of what was happening. It made me wonder if I’d been in an accident and was actually in a coma somewhere with my brain making this craziness up.

      I leaned over and asked Joz, “You’d tell me if I was in a coma dreaming this shit up, right?”

      He chuckled. “Only if you’d tell me, too, asshole.”

      I shrugged. “I would, but… it’s not like that’s really helpful.”

      “Truth, bro. But this feels real to me.”

      “To me, too.” I waved him away and concentrated on the fireball.

      When I thought about it, I could still feel a small tether between me and the fireball, so I focused on that small bond. Then instead of willing it to go out, I mentally said, I give the magic to you.

      The fireball burst into bigger flames, burning up the grass around it, and my eyes widened. I couldn’t believe that actually worked.

      Ezryn gestured to Bubbles, and the big guy walked over to the fire and took a breath. It was as if he sucked the magic right into his pores. It seemed to almost turn to mist before it seeped through his clothes, and I assume through his skin. So flipping weird.

      Joz asked him, “Did that hurt?”

      Bubbles turned glowing eyes our way—maybe they glowed when he “ate” magic—tilted his head to the side, and said, “If it’s strong magic, then yes, it hurts. But I’m used to Shorty’s magic since he often lets me absorb his, so my body’s used to it.” He sent me a smile, and—surprise, surprise—blew a bubble and popped it. “It’s been a long time since I’ve absorbed your magic, but my body still remembers it. Like an old friend.” He shrugged and his cheeks pinkened. Seeing a huge guy like that get embarrassed was, admittedly, kind of adorable.

      “That’s pretty awesome,” I said, hoping to help with his embarrassment.

      Ginger lifted his hand and said, “I get his next one!”

      I laughed, glad he pulled attention away from Bubbles’ flaming cheeks.

      Ezryn met my eyes. “Now you have to let go like that as you throw the fireball.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. How was I supposed to accomplish that? It was hard enough letting it go when it was the only thing I was concentrating on, but what was going to happen if I needed to throw magic fireballs in the middle of a fight?

      And wasn’t that the craziest sounding question I’d ever asked?

      Hands gripped my shoulders, and I realized I must have had my eyes closed because Ezryn was now in front of me, staring at me with those pretty, bright blue eyes. One of his hands left my shoulder to play with my beard as he whispered, “It’s going to be okay, Ry, I promise.”

      I nodded, and the urge to kiss him was almost too much to ignore, but I did. Barely. Only because I didn’t want an audience, and I knew everyone was listening even though they were pretending not to.

      Ezryn whispered, “If you practice, it’ll start feeling natural and you won’t even have to think about it.”

      “Okay,” I breathed.

      He tugged on my beard, and for a moment, I really did think he was going to kiss me. I wouldn’t have stopped him; I would’ve kissed him back and showed him everything I was feeling that I couldn’t voice. But he only let his lips quirk up in the corners before giving my beard one last tug and stepping back a few steps.

      “Try again, babe,” he said quietly.

      With a nod to him, I called up the fire, picturing a ball, and it easily came, as if I’d done this a million times before instead of only the once. Then I threw the fireball with more enthusiasm than last time, and mentally said, I give the magic to you.

      When the fireball landed in the grass pretty far away, it burst into flames that danced along the ground.

      Ezryn let out a loud whoop, then Ginger ran over to it and took a breath the same way Bubbles had. The ice-fire turned to a blue mist as it was pulled into him. The magic seeped into his body, and he shivered before smiling at me and saying, “Thanks.”

      This was the weirdest day of my life.

      I waved him off, staring in shock at the ice left on the ground. It looked like the area had been freeze-dried or something. Weirdest day. Ever.

      Ezryn shoulder-bumped me. “Alright, handsome, keep practicing that until you don’t have to think about it too hard. If you start to feel drained, stop doing it. Magic can easily wear on your energy. That goes for you, too, Jozzy. Stop if you feel drained.”

      “Got it,” Joz said.

      “Right, okay. I’ll keep practicing,” I said.

      Ez’s face lit up as he caught my eye.

      “Alright, guys, you can keep practicing, but only if you keep walking,” Braylik interrupted.

      Ezryn sighed. “He’s right. We need to keep moving.”

      With a nod, I walked with the group, Ezryn on one side and Joz on the other. Joz kept pulling up his flame, and I practiced throwing mine. About an hour later, throwing the flame and letting go of the magic was natural to me, and Ez must’ve seen it on my face because he nodded at me before moving to Joz and showing him how to throw his as well.

      It made me feel better knowing we had a little magic and a few weapons if we needed them.

      Still the weirdest day of my life.

      But even as I stared at Ezryn, I knew I wouldn’t trade it for anything now that I’d found him.
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      By the time we made it to the outskirts of the little town that was nestled up to the edge of the forest, both Rhile and Jozzy were more comfortable with their flames and with throwing them. I was relieved that they had another weapon at their disposal. Thank the Gods.

      Braylik and Ginger made their way into the town to make arrangements while the rest of us stayed back in the forest, hidden in the trees. I wasn’t a fan of being separated from them, but we could be recognized instantly, and having the lot of us walking around a small town wouldn’t go unnoticed.

      Bubbles was sitting on the ground a few feet away, leaning against a tree, chewing the new piece of gum I’d thrown him. I was sure his pockets were filled with tons of wrappers and chewed gum since he’d been trading out for new sticks all day. The tree was big enough to hide his bulk. Angel sat cross-legged in front of him with his knees against Bubs’ legs. He was doing some little finger game he’d made up long ago with Bubbles to keep our hyperactive Bubs from bursting at the seams. The two of them were always touching whenever we stopped moving. Angel had a calming effect on Bubs, and being a fairy—or half-fairy—Angel needed touch to calm his nerves, so Bubbles provided comfort to him. They’d been friends for a long time and seemed to enjoy helping each other.

      Lucky sat on the far side of Jozzy, but he was quiet. He’d been in his head all day, but that wasn’t too unusual for him. He’d talk whenever he was ready. He likely needed some time to process the situation with Ry and Jozzy. Seeing them like this was hard on everyone, especially after they’d all thought they were dead.

      Sunshine was eighty feet away, on his belly with his sniper rifle set up on the ground, watching everything he could see. Lucky was quiet, but he had nothing on the silence coming from Sunshine. That guy was a broody, miserable ass, so I was kind of glad he was so far from everyone. I didn’t need his bad attitude rubbing off on anyone else.

      “Keep your hoods up,” I whispered to Ry and Jozzy.

      Jozzy rolled his eyes at me, but complied, and Ry simply put his hood up without complaint.

      It was strange seeing him this way. Hints of my Rhile peeked through from time to time, but this new Rhile was far more serious than the one I’d been mated to. It was almost as if he’d forgotten how to have fun, which was crazy because he was the one that had always needed to remind me to relax and let loose sometimes. Even after joining the enforcers and my becoming team leader, he would pull me away from work on occasion to go on some crazed adventure in the woods away from prying eyes. That was one of the only times the team truly left us alone. They knew to stay out of Rhile’s way when he was on a mission of fun to get me to relax. Otherwise, our team—our family, really—was up in our business all the damn time. We all lived beside each other at the compound, so even when we weren’t working, it was impossible to stay out of each other’s hair. But Ry had always made time to make sure I had some fun in my life. He always had. In fact, I didn’t remember a time when he wasn’t making sure I had an actual life, one filled with laughter.

      The man before me now seemed to have lost his spark. And that… that was the saddest thing about this.

      I needed to figure out a way to bring that spark back, to see him let loose and relax.

      But that was going to be hard to do while on the run.

      “Tell me something fun you two did while you were away,” I said.

      Rhile frowned, and Jozzy snorted out a laugh and said, “This guy never had any fun.”

      “That’s not true. I went out with you a few times,” Ry said.

      Jozzy’s eyebrows shot up. “You went out with me once.”

      “What? No, I didn’t. I met you at Shambles a million times.”

      Jozzy rolled his eyes. “That was not going out. That was meeting me for one drink or only getting dinner.”

      “That counts.” Rhile was pouting and it made me want to kiss that look off his face. So adorable.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “I was out of the house. It counts.”

      Jozzy rolled his eyes again. “Keep telling yourself that, big brother.”

      “Whatever, little brother.” Ry flipped him off.

      Bubbles joined in the conversation. “So Rhile didn’t have any fun while Veiled, huh? That surprises me.”

      “Hey, I had fun,” Ry argued weakly.

      Jozzy snorted. “I had to threaten him to get him to leave his house. All he did was read while we were there.”

      “I watched TV, too.”

      “A real party animal.”

      Ry flipped him off.

      Jozzy waved that away. “Whatever, man. You were boring as hell.”

      “Yet, you stayed friends with me. Best friends. What does that say about you?”

      “That I was just as pathetic as you were.”

      Rhile barked out a surprised laugh and pushed his brother’s shoulder. “You’re such an asshole.”

      Now Jozzy flipped Ry off, and I couldn’t help but snort at the pair of them.

      Ry smacked Jozzy’s hand down with a laugh.

      At least they were still really close, which was nice to see. I was still relieved as hell that they’d found each other without their memories. It shouldn’t have surprised me, they’d always protected one another fiercely, and clearly, even their dormant magic worked to protect one another.

      Jozzy’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “What kinds of things do you guys do for fun?”

      I answered, “Usually Ry would take me down to the waterfall on the compound grounds or somewhere else away from nosy, eavesdropping people. All of us used to go to the pub on occasion or just hang out in one of our apartments, eating a shit-ton of food. But Ry and I would stay in and read or watch TV, hang out by the fireplace.” I shrugged. “Sometimes we’d go explore the forest and caves around the compound, too.”

      Jozzy groaned. “For fuck’s sake, you’re just as boring as he is.”

      “You didn’t used to say that when you were assigned to guard us.”

      “Why the hell would I need to guard you?”

      “There were a bunch of threats made toward the, uh, royal family, which unfortunately, includes me. Despite it being the dumbest thing ever, my dad sorta forced Valore to assign me guards. They did it to keep the peace.”

      He grinned. “You really used to run away from me?”

      “Oh yeah. You and Bubbles. Every chance we got.” I flashed Jozzy a grin.

      He snorted and shook his head.

      “Sometimes you’d join in on the fun, though.”

      “God, if I had to rely on you two for entertainment, I must’ve been bored out of my mind.”

      Before I could rebuke that, Ry punched Jozzy in the shoulder. “Asshole.”

      “Ow, man.” Jozzy rubbed his shoulder and tried to frown, but utterly failed when he snorted out a laugh.

      Leaning over, I pressed a quick kiss to Ry’s cheek, and his skin pinkened above the top of his beard. If his beard wasn’t covering half his face, I was sure he’d be pink all over.

      Jozzy rolled his eyes at us and turned his attention back to the town, peeking out from our hiding spot. “Do you think Braylik and Ginger are okay? It doesn’t feel right staying back while they’re out there.”

      “I don’t like it either, but we don’t have much of a choice. The three of us could be recognized alone, but with all of us, we’d be recognized immediately. If anyone wants to get on Handril’s good side, they might send a message to the compound.”

      “Does that mean we’re wanted fugitives?” Jozzy asked, sounding excited about the prospect.

      “Yes.” I nodded.

      Ry snorted and said to Jozzy, “Only you would be excited about that.”

      Jozzy snickered, and I said, “I was thinking the same thing, babe.”

      Ry grinned at me, so I reached over and pulled on his beard. I couldn’t keep my hands to myself when we were so close together and sitting down. At least when we were walking, I’d been able to keep myself busy.

      But he didn’t seem to mind the attention.

      It felt like hours passed before Braylik and Ginger finally made their way back to us. “You guys okay?” Bray asked.

      I nodded. “We’re fine. Did the guy still have our Hummer?”

      “Yeah. I paid more than double what he asked for, and now, I’m pretty sure the guy thinks I’m nuts, but he’s too grateful to say it to my face.”

      Jozzy snorted. “I’ll say it for him. You’re fucking nuts.” He smirked, and for a second, I was afraid Bray was going to explode the way he had last night.

      Braylik shot him an exasperated look, and shockingly, let it go. “Anyway, I bought an SUV and got us a few rooms above the pub. They only had rooms with single beds, and only four of them left, but they have an extra cot we can add to one of the rooms. Which means we all have to share. Ginger called it first and put himself with Sunshine and Lucky, Angel and Bubs together, Ry and Ez, and I definitely don’t want to be stuck with Jo Jo all night by myself, but I’ll make do.”

      “Whatever, dick,” Jozzy said.

      All of us ignored him.

      I said, “Alright, we’ll keep our heads down. Lead the way, Bray.”

      As I stood, I made sure Ry and Jozzy’s faces were well covered, then hid my own. The others followed suit with their hoods. We might draw the eye—Bubbles was huge and people couldn’t help but notice him—but Bray would take us down alleys and back roads, and if our faces were covered, hopefully we would just look like a gang of hoodlums and not the old elite enforcer team. We followed Bray into the town, through the shadows, and into the little pub. It was small, but there were still several tables and a decent size bar. The tables were filled, and two people sat at the bar, but luckily for us, no one seemed to care that we were walking through with our hoods up.

      Braylik walked up the steps at the back and stopped in the small hallway, saying, “Jozdrek and I are across from you two.” He pointed to Ry and me, handing me a key and pointing to the door behind me. “Bubs, you and Angel are beside Ez. Ginger, you three are next to me.” He passed out the keys.

      I said, “Thanks, Bray. I want all of you to stay out of sight as much as possible, yeah? We don’t want to bring more attention to ourselves. Bray, since you’ve already been down there, can you order some food for everyone and ask that it be brought up here?”

      “Of course,” Bray said.

      “Go get comfortable, guys,” I said, and they all—minus Ry, Jozzy, Bray, and me—headed into their rooms, already arguing about who was sleeping on what side of the bed. I shook my head at them fondly, then turned to Bray. “Food?”

      “I’ll do that now.” He started to walk away, then stopped and frowned at Jozzy before sighing. “Why don’t you stay in Ezryn’s room until after we eat? I don’t want anyone going anywhere alone.”

      “Yeah, except you, apparently,” Jozzy said.

      Bray sighed. “I don’t have a choice, Jozdrek. Me alone draws less attention. If I could, I’d bring you with me.”

      My eyebrows shot up at that, because what? He’d bring Jozzy with him, not me, not any of the others?

      Braylik’s face went from exasperated and slowly morphed into shock as if his words were only now catching up to him.

      “You’d bring me, huh?” Jozzy sounded way too proud of himself.

      Bray groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Forget I said anything.”

      “No way. I’m already looking forward to holding this over you. I can only imagine how good this will be once I get my memory back.”

      I couldn’t help the chuckle that slipped out as I opened my room door and stepped inside. Bray turned an angry finger in my direction, following me in with Ry and Jozzy behind him. Bray poked me in the chest rather hard. “This is your fault.”

      “How is it my fault?”

      He waved his hand angrily, then poked me again. “You made me be nice to him. To Jozdrek, for fuck’s sake. And you told him I—”

      “Have a massive crush on him?” I said.

      Bray turned blood red, and Jozzy grinned even more proudly behind him. Braylik poked me. “Why would you say that? You know it’s not true. Why would I ever like that wretched spoof?”

      “Why are you so defensive? I think you protest too much.”

      He sputtered. “I… I’m… I’m not. I’m. Not.” He poked me again. “Your fault.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      He poked me again. “It is.”

      As he went to poke me yet again, Rhile stepped in front of me, grabbed Braylik’s wrist, and pushed it away from me, stepping into Bray’s space. When he spoke, his voice was low and angrier than I’d expected. “Poke him again. I dare you.”

      Braylik backed up, trying—and failing—to pull his wrist out of Ry’s grasp. “Rhile.” Bray’s voice held surprise and worry.

      Rhile didn’t let go.

      Bray’s eyes darted to me, and Ry growled deep in his chest.

      Gently, I placed my hand on Ry’s back between his shoulder blades. “Rhilenor.” When he didn’t let go, I tried again. “Rhile, let go. He didn’t hurt me.” I rubbed his back, then squeezed his neck. “Ry, please release him. Come on, Rhilenor. Release him and face me. I need you to look at me.” He still didn’t let go. “Rhile, I need you, baby.” I’d never called him baby before, only babe, but it slipped out.

      A rush of air came out of him before he blinked a few times. He released Bray, staring at him in mild horror as he whispered, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to… I don’t know what I was doing… I’m sorry.”

      Bray sent him a half-smile. “It’s alright, Ry. I wasn’t thinking. You thought your mate was being hurt. I’m lucky you didn’t break anything.”

      The color drained from Rhile’s face at that, and I scowled at Bray, murmuring, “Thank you for that. Go get the food.”

      “Yes, sir.” He crossed his arm over his chest, his fist over his heart, giving me a mocking royal salute before he left the room.

      Stepping in front of Rhile, I took his face in my hands and tilted his head back so he’d meet my eyes. What I saw in them made my gut clench. He was sad, guilty, frustrated, angry, worried, and yet, there was a lot of affection in his gaze as well. So many things flashed through his eyes in a matter of seconds. Rubbing my thumbs over his bearded cheeks, I whispered, “That was a totally normal reaction. Don’t worry yourself over it.”

      “I wanted to break his wrist. For poking you. That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Your heart, soul, and body are all battling with each other right now. Parts of you remember me when others don’t, but your heart and soul know I’m your mate. That isn’t something anyone can ever strip away. Mates protect each other, especially when they first find one another or after something traumatic. Being separated from each other for two years is one hell of a trauma, babe. Not to mention, your head thinks we’ve only just found each other, which is confusing to your body. You have nothing to be ashamed of or worried about.”

      He closed his eyes, and a shaky breath left his lips.

      I kissed his forehead and pulled him in for a hug. He gripped me tight to him as he pressed his forehead against the side of my neck. I held on just as tightly.

      Over the top of Ry’s head, I saw Jozzy sit on the edge of the bed and give me an appreciative nod. I nodded back without releasing my mate. Kissing the side of Ry’s head, I backed away, but kept one arm around him as I led him to the bed to sit. Jozzy moved to the far end to give us space, and I was a little surprised at his restraint at keeping his mouth shut. I suppose he knew it wouldn’t help right now.

      My mate was feeling out of sorts. He needed food and a bed. And he needed me close. I was perfectly okay with that.

      Rhile didn’t look defeated, he looked frustrated and pissed, which I’d take over sad and defeated any day.

      Jozzy suddenly leaned forward, gripping his head and moaning.

      “Joz?” Ry said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Memory… head hurts,” Jozzy murmured.

      “Shit, I have some salve in my bag,” I said, about to go grab it.

      “Nah. It’s already easing.” Jozzy began blinking furiously. “Fuck, that hurt.”

      Ry grimaced. “What memory did you have.”

      Jozzy waved him off. “Tell you later. Head hurts.”

      I said, “I can get the stuff.”

      “No, thanks, Ezzy.”

      “You stubborn zoot.”

      He waved me off.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. Ry leaned into my side with a sigh of his own.

      After a few minutes, there was a bang on our door that made all three of us jump, but it was quickly followed by Bray’s voice. “One of you open the door.”

      Jozzy waved us away and got up, ushering Braylik inside and grabbing one of the trays from his hands. I wasn’t sure how Bray had balanced two very full trays while walking up the steps by himself. He said, “I already dropped off food for the others.”

      “Thanks, Bray.” I offered a smile, and got a nod in return.

      Eating was a quiet affair, and a little awkward, but after everyone finished, Jozzy stood and said, “Ready to share a bed with me again, old man?” His head must’ve been feeling better because he was grinning like a little brat.

      Braylik groaned. “Please don’t start calling me that again.”

      Jozzy sported a shit-eating grin. “I remember calling you that and loving how red you’d get when I pissed you off.”

      Bray groaned again, but my eyes widened in excitement. “You remember that? Really?”

      Jozzy nodded and told him, “I had a few flashes of weird memories while you were getting food, and again when we were eating. Is that what’s happening to you, Rhiles?”

      Ry cleared his throat. “Yeah, it is. I also had a few memories when I slept last night. Hopefully we’ll both remember more when we wake up tomorrow.”

      Jozzy nodded. “Hopefully it’ll be another memory of me driving Bray to the point of his head almost exploding.”

      I snickered.

      Jozzy patted Bray’s shoulder. “Come on. Up you go, or do I need to find you a cane to lean on? Oh no, Braylik, did you pop your back out of place again? Do I need to carry you?”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Braylik groaned as he stood and picked up all our empty dishes. “Of all the things you remember, that’s the memory you get first?”

      Jozzy laughed, heading for the door. “It was a good one! You were moaning like you had a brutal wound, so when I picked you up, ready to rush you to the doctor and realized you were just being a baby, I was relieved and highly amused. You’re so dramatic. I think it must be an elf thing.”

      “You’re an elf, too,” Bray said.

      “Only half. You’re a full elf, so you got all the full dramatics that come with it.”

      “That isn’t even remotely true. Elves aren’t dramatic, you rude dwarf.”

      Jozzy’s laughter rang out as he walked across the hall with Braylik behind him, complaining about judging people. I listened for their door to shut, and once it did, their voices were muffled, but it wasn’t hard to hear Braylik’s outrage in his tone alone. And Jozzy’s amusement in his answering one.

      I turned to Rhile and said, “Alone at last.”

      He smiled at me, but it looked tired.

      “You alright, my love?” I immediately cringed at the endearment. It sort of slipped out. That wasn’t even one I typically used. If anything, Ry used it on me, so I had no idea where it came from. I’d blame it on being physically and emotionally exhausted.

      Rhile either didn’t mind or he chose to ignore it because he nodded. “I’m good. I feel out of my depth here, but I’m okay, all things considered.”

      “I think sleep is the best thing for now. It’s early, but we didn’t get much sleep last night. I think we’re all exhausted. We can clean ourselves up in the morning before we leave.”

      “Sounds good.” He stood and stretched, then sat on the edge of the bed to take his boots off.

      I followed suit, then locked the door and moved to the bed, laying my head back. When Ry joined me, he opened his arms up immediately, so I scooted into them and sighed.

      Ry kissed my forehead and whispered, “I can’t wait to get somewhere safe so we can spend some real time together without needing to look over our shoulders constantly.”

      “That’ll be wonderful.” I kissed his throat, his beard scratchy on my cheek and making me smile.

      Ry rubbed my back and sighed as the final tension of earlier left him. I placed another kiss to his throat, then another, and another. I’d waited two long years to get to touch him again. Two long years of not knowing where he was or if he was okay, not knowing if I’d ever see him again. It was nearly impossible to stop myself from kissing his skin.

      But I forced myself to so I didn’t make him uncomfortable, and I stuffed my face farther into his neck as I wrapped my arm around his waist and held on tight. Although I kept my hips back so he couldn’t feel how turned on I was simply from being close to him.

      When he rubbed his cheek on the top of my head, I sighed in contentment and let my eyes drift closed, some of the stress of the last few days—the last few years, really—eased off me in the arms of my husband and mate. Of the love of my life.

      A trickle of worry tried to etch its way into my heart.

      I really needed to spend some alone time with this new version of my mate so I could make him fall in love with me again.

      My heart squeezed as I fell asleep wishing the love of my life loved me back.
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      Last night, I’d fallen asleep before I truly meant to. I’d wanted to enjoy the feeling of having Ezryn in my arms again.

      Again. That word had a different meaning for me than it did for him. This was something he’d experienced for eleven years before I’d disappeared. But it was all new to me. I meant again, as in the same way I’d held him the night before. His again was far different.

      His again was intimidating, yet intriguing. It was something I wished I could share with him.

      I didn’t dream up any new memories last night, which was disappointing, but it might have been because I’d been so exhausted that I’d been dead to the world almost as soon as I’d lain down.

      “Good morning,” Ez whispered, his face pressed to my chest.

      “Morning,” I whispered back, squeezing him a little and rubbing his back.

      He sighed and nuzzled into me. “Maybe we can stay here forever and pretend we’re in our bed at home.”

      “Home, as in the compound?”

      “Yes, Ry. It’s literally the only place you’ve ever lived.” After a second, he added, “Before you were taken, I mean.”

      I squeezed him tighter because there was nothing I could say to make that better.

      “We’ll have to find a new condo. Unless the person that bought it has moved out.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t thought about that, but it made sense that our condo would’ve been sold when we’d been declared dead two years ago. “That sucks.”

      “It’ll be alright. Any new memories?”

      “No.” I sighed. “I think I was sleeping too hard.”

      He nodded, and even though I couldn’t see his face, I could tell he was disappointed.

      “You know, I’m disappointed, too.”

      He leaned back, opening and closing his mouth a few times before clearing his throat and saying, “I know.”

      Before I could fix the awkwardness I caused, there was a light knock on our door and Sunshine’s voice reached us. “Are you two awake?”

      Ez cleared his throat again, then called out, “We’re awake.”

      “We need to eat and get going. Our breakfast will be up in about ten minutes. You need to wash up and get ready before then so we can leave immediately after we eat. There’s some soap and shampoo out here for you. Braylik had to buy it separate, because apparently, it doesn’t come with the rooms.” I would practically hear his teeth grinding.

      “Alright. Thanks, Sunshine,” Ez said before leaning back to stare at me and offering a hesitant smile. “We should probably get up.”

      His blue eyes looked so vulnerable and held such sadness in their depths, but there was also this strong fondness and familiarity coming through that I didn’t deserve. The sadness was wrapped up in that affection, and it broke my heart to see how much he was struggling. I wanted to make it better. I wanted to help. I wanted to make him happy. I wanted to see that happy version of this man, the one from my limited flashes of memories.

      Before I registered my intent, I was leaning in to him, bringing my lips close to his. His widening eyes were the thing that shocked me back into my head. What was I doing? Was I really planning on kissing him for the first time—to my memory, but also the first time since being back; I hadn’t kissed him back at the cabin—when we didn’t have time? When we needed to rush? Was that the memory I wanted to keep? And did I even have any right to kiss him when I didn’t have my memory back yet? Was that fair to him? To me? To our relationship?

      I didn’t know.

      But…

      But I could see in his eyes how badly he wanted it, and dammit, I wanted it to. I’d been drawn to him since the first time I’d seen him in the mind-link, and even more so since I’d been with him in person.

      So I tilted my head a little and pressed my lips to his pretty ones. It wasn’t the hungry kiss I’d been dreaming about, but a simple press of lips to lips, tender and full of affection. My chest bloomed with warmth as tingles ran through my body from my lips down, and goosebumps broke out on my skin. Ezryn’s eyelids fluttered shut and his breath hitched as we lingered, breathing one another in. His chest heaved against mine, and I couldn’t help but lean back only to place another kiss against his soft lips. I wanted to deepen it and devour every inch of this man.

      But we couldn’t linger here, and it wasn’t fair to start something we wouldn’t be able to finish. Especially since I didn’t know if I really should. So I pulled away and rested my forehead to his, squeezing my eyes shut so I wouldn’t have to face him just yet.

      Was it unfair that I’d kissed him because I wanted to? I, as in the man that had only known him for a few days? When he’d known me my whole life? I didn’t know, and I really didn’t know how to ask. He wanted it, I knew, but did he want me or only the memory of me? Me? A different version of the man he knew, not the person he’d married. He thought he was doing a good job of hiding his reactions to me, but the truth was that I could tell I wasn’t behaving the same way I normally would. I could tell when I did or said something that his Rhile wouldn’t. I could tell that I was breaking his heart.

      So should I really have kissed him? When he was already breaking? Would it break him further? Or could it help him heal?

      There was no good answer to this situation. There was no precedent on how to handle it.

      So I backed away, pulled out my courage once again, and offered a smile, but frowned when I found his eyes squeezed shut tight. Just as concern filled my chest, a single tear rolled down his cheek, and that concern fluttered to life so fast and tight, it took my breath away.

      “I’m so sorry,” I choked out.

      Ezryn’s eyes opened, pain and sorrow in them, but also a healthy dose of hope shined back at me. “You did nothing wrong, Ry.”

      “I didn’t think… I wasn’t thinking, and… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you. I didn’t mean to hurt—”

      “No. That isn’t what this is about. I’ve been wanting to kiss you since the moment I saw you again.” He waved his hand at the tear that he wiped away. “Well, it is about it, but not in the way you mean. I missed you, that’s all that was. I missed you, and I think… I think I might get you back. You made me happy, Ry. That’s all. You gave me hope, and I’m so happy you’re home.”

      With an exhale of relief, I rested my forehead against his again and whispered, “So am I.”

      “I will happily take any kiss you want to give me.”

      I smiled. “Same goes to you.”

      He smiled back and closed his eyes for a few moments, then sighed in frustration. “We need to hurry. Sunshine will beat our asses if we don’t get ready and eat as fast as we possibly can.”

      “Aren’t you the team leader?” I asked in amusement.

      He huffed. “Yes, but that huffing howler gets even crankier if we go even one minute off schedule. It’s easier to just… let him get our asses moving. When we’re on the field, everyone defers to me.” He shrugged.

      “Huffing howler?”

      Ez nodded like that was a normal thing to call something. “He’s the biggest huffing howler.”

      I snorted.

      He sighed. “Alright, we really have to get a move on. We want to get out of here before too many people have a chance to see us, even with the hoods up. We don’t want people to know there are nine of us, and it’s possible someone recognized Bray or Ginger yesterday. Although, it’s doubtful since we haven’t been attacked… or if they were recognized, the person didn’t notify Han’s men.”

      I nodded and reluctantly pulled away.

      Ez rubbed my arm, then got up, unlocked the door, and pulled a bag of toiletries inside. “You get the first shower, handsome.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yep. But hurry, we’ve already wasted like half of our time.”

      I jumped up and without thinking too much on it, I pulled my shirt over my head and ignored the looks I knew Ezryn was shooting me. I could feel his eyes on me, but I kept my gaze down as I grabbed the bag from him and headed into the bathroom.

      I took the quickest shower of my life, and came out of the bathroom in only a towel so he could get in quickly. His eyes stayed on me until he went into the bathroom and shut the door. I breathed out a calming breath, then quickly put on clean clothes. It was amazing how refreshing a shower and clean clothes were after being so grimy from our journey.

      After a few minutes, Ezryn came back out of the bathroom. I glanced at him and gasped. He was concentrating on pulling out his clean clothes, so his back was to me, revealing his bare skin. His bare skin that had three huge scars on it. Jagged lines that were still pink. Scarred skin that was covering his ribs that were sticking out. I’d thought he was thin since the first time I’d seen him, but this confirmed that he was underweight. Did he not eat on purpose or was our time apart much harder on him than I’d thought? Had he always been that skinny? He had muscles, but he was so fucking thin, and so fucking scarred.

      He turned slightly and gave me a view of his chest. Swallowing hard, I looked at all the small scars on his chest and a huge, wide scar on his stomach. It was indented with little lines coming off it, almost as if someone had punched a hole in his stomach, and his skin had a hard time closing up. There was a burn scar over his left shoulder and biceps. Some of the smaller scars were raised, some were very faded, but a few were… still angry-looking, as if they hadn’t been there very long.

      Questions burned on my tongue as bile rose in my throat. What had happened to him to scar him so? How much pain had this beautiful man been through in his life?

      His dressing paused, and he made eye contact with me, but didn’t say anything about the scarring on his body. He swallowed thickly, then pulled a shirt on and dropped his towel, revealing part of his scarred legs. God, he was scarred everywhere.

      I was rendered speechless, but knowing I had a limited timeframe, I hurriedly put on my shoes.

      Ezryn kept his eyes down as he finished dressing, and I felt guilty for staring at him. But… how in the world did he get all of those scars? He’d made it sound like we’d both had a pretty pampered life growing up, so where had they come from? And why did some of them look as if they were still healing?

      My god, was that… were all those scars given to him while I was away? Did my brother do that to him? Had he been hurting my mate the entire time I was just existing instead of living? Had Ezryn’s fate been worse than mine?

      My heart clenched. Someone had hurt him. Badly.

      Ezryn whispered, “It’s okay, Ry. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Ez—” I cut myself off when my throat clogged with emotion.

      Ezryn moved over and tugged on my beard. “Please stop. There’s nothing to worry over. I’m here, with you, now, yeah?”

      I nodded and pulled him into my arms, whispering, “Tell me you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay, Ry. I promise.”

      “Will you tell me what happened?”

      He sighed. “Of course. But not now… we don’t have time.”

      I nodded and held him tight. My body was trembling a little. Fuck.

      Ez rubbed my back as I clung to him like I was afraid he was going to disappear.

      A knock on the door was the only warning we had before Braylik walked in carrying a tray with Joz hot on his heels. Ezryn gave me a squeeze before we parted. He must’ve forgotten to lock the door after he’d grabbed the bag from the hall.

      It took me a moment to shake off the emotions and face Joz and Braylik, but I managed. I was getting used to having crazy emotions rushing through me at any given time. This journey had been a damn rollercoaster.

      “Where’re the guys?” Ezryn asked, giving me more time to compose myself.

      “The room’s too small for everyone in here, so they’re eating in Bubs’ room,” Bray replied.

      Joz sent me a grin, and trying to push away my unease, I said, “I’m glad to see you made it out of that room alive.”

      My brother—it was still a little weird to think of him that way, but it also seemed to fit—grinned at me. “I have my ways of taming the elf.”

      Braylik snorted. “You wish, dwarf.”

      Joz smirked at Braylik. “Who’s the one that ended up snuggling up to who all night?”

      Braylik turned red as he focused on divvying up the food for everyone without saying a word.

      Joz chuckled and walked over to me, surprising me by giving me a tight hug and whispering, “I remember you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He backed away and took a deep breath. “I remember you helping me with my homework when I was little and Mom and Dad were too busy. I remember you taking me swimming in the river—you and Ezzy, actually. I remember you playing tag with me, and when I fell and scraped up my knees, you cleaned and bandaged them yourself instead of getting an adult. I remember following you around wherever you went. One time, your friends made fun of the little runt trying to keep up. I thought you were going to tell me to leave, but you didn’t. You yelled at them, grabbed my hand, and told me you didn’t need fudge-nuckers like that in your life.”

      His eyes started getting glassy as he continued, “I remember you asking me to stand with you when you and Ezzy got married. I remember you being pissed at me when I started working as an enforcer. But even though we fought, I knew you were pissed because you were scared I’d get hurt, not because you didn’t want me doing what I wanted.” He took a shaky breath. “I remember looking up to you and loving you because you’re my big brother and you’ve always been there for me.”

      I was stunned for a few seconds, but the emotion in Joz’s voice rocked me. I didn’t remember any of those specific things, but I did remember that feeling he was talking about, so I pulled him back into a hug for a few seconds.

      When he pulled back, he laughed, punched my shoulder, then plopped on my bed, grabbing himself a plate and acting like nothing had happened. Ezryn sent me a sweet smile, so I took a second to compose myself, then grabbed my own plate and pushed Joz over until he made more room for me to sit on the edge of the bed.

      Dealing with all these emotions, plus everyone else’s, was wearing me the hell out, and I’d only been awake for thirty minutes tops.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even inside the Hummer, we had to keep our hoods up in case someone was looking through the windows, at least until we got out of the town. Braylik was sitting up front, driving. Ezryn was in the front passenger seat, I was in the middle in the back with Lucky on one side, and Joz on my other. I was disappointed that Ezryn wasn’t sitting with me, but my brother climbed in beside me before Ez had the chance.

      We sat there, heads down, no one talking while Braylik drove us out of the town. Luckily, we left early enough that most people were still inside their homes, awake, but getting ready for the day.

      Once we were out of sight, Joz called up to Braylik, “Do you want me to take over?”

      “No, I’m fine,” Braylik said over his shoulder.

      “Let me know when you need a break,” Joz said back, and Braylik gave him a nod. When Joz caught me gaping at him, he scowled. “What?”

      “You two seem to be getting along better this morning.” I nodded in Braylik’s direction.

      Joz smirked. “That’s what happens when you cuddle together all night.”

      Braylik shook his head, but didn’t comment, which I took to mean that they really had cuddled all night. It made me chuckle, and Ez smiled. Lucky grinned, but turned to look out his window.

      Ezryn reached over and patted Braylik’s shoulder, saying, “He’s going to give you so much shit when he gets his memory back.” Ez couldn’t contain his laughter.

      Braylik groaned. “Trust me, I know.”

      Joz snickered, and Ezryn sent him a fond smile before he turned his gaze to me. After a minute, Ez said, “Alright, Jozzy, switch with me.”

      Joz snorted again, but did as Ezryn asked. I watched in amusement as Ez climbed into the back, ass almost knocking Braylik out.

      He landed with an “oomph” squished between Joz and me. I chuckled and asked, “You good?”

      He smiled at me. “Perfect now.”

      Joz groaned. “Gods, you two are annoying. Watch out, Ezzy. Incoming, old man.” Joz climbed up front, and Braylik groaned but didn’t say anything. Lucky surprised the hell out of me by smacking Joz on the ass as he climbed. Joz yelped, then cracked up while Lucky snickered. He’d been so quiet since we’d met.

      When Joz was finally situated, he turned to Lucky and said, “Couldn’t resist this fine ass, huh?”

      Lucky snorted and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that’s exactly it.”

      Joz made a kissy face at him before turning around, and Lucky shook his head, a small smile on his face.

      Instead of moving farther away now that Joz was out of the way, Ezryn slid even closer to me until our arms and legs were pressed together. He sent me a shy-ish smile, so I grinned and leaned into him, and he blew out a relieved breath.

      About an hour into the drive, Ezryn fell asleep with his head on my shoulder, so I rested my cheek against his head, closed my eyes, and smiled. Every time Ezryn was close, especially when he touched me, something inside of me settled. As if my insides were a constant storm, and Ezryn was the sun setting me at ease.

      “Did he fall asleep?” Braylik asked.

      I opened my eyes and met his in the rearview mirror. “Yes.”

      “Good. That boy hasn’t been sleeping enough.”

      I frowned at that, but I could only imagine how hard it would’ve been to sleep if I’d been missing him for two years. “Don’t worry, I have no plans to wake him.”

      I could see Braylik’s smile in the mirror, although he was watching the road and not me. “I know you’ll take care of him, Ry. You always have.”

      I hummed and shut my eyes, resting against him again and sighing in contentment.

      “Jozdrek, I swear if you don’t stop practicing your fire spell in this car, I’m going to kick you out and leave you on the side of the road!” Braylik yelled, waking me from my nap. I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep.

      “You wouldn’t do me like that, old man, would you?” Joz asked.

      “Of course I would, you huge pile of digri dung.”

      Joz laughed loudly, making Ezryn stir, and my brother said, “I don’t know what that is, but that sounded funny as shit.”

      Bray leaned over and punched Joz in the shoulder.

      “Ow!”

      “Serves you right.”

      Ezryn stretched and a smile formed on his lips before he even opened his eyes. “All is right in the world when the two of them are giving each other shit.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Lucky added, rubbing his eyes and looking like he’d just woken up.

      I snorted. “We seriously put up with this all the time?”

      “Unfortunately,” Lucky said.

      Ez opened his eyes and grinned at me, but was still leaning against my shoulder. “Every single day.”

      I groaned. “That’s horrific.”

      Lucky snorted.

      Ezryn said, “Tell me about it. One minute, they make me laugh, the next, I want to throttle both of them.”

      “I’m definitely leaning more towards throttling,” I said.

      “Agreed,” Lucky said before yawning.

      Ezryn laughed, and Joz said, “We can hear you three.”

      “Don’t care,” I said.

      Joz flipped me off, and Ez and I chuckled.

      It was Ezryn’s turn to yawn, and he stretched some more. “Gods. How long was I out?”

      “I’m not sure. I fell asleep, too,” I replied.

      Braylik said, “We’ve been driving for nearly four hours. You two didn’t even wake up when we stopped to use the bathroom an hour ago.”

      “I even checked for a pulse,” Joz said. “Didn’t even move.”

      Lucky said, “Then I poked your cheeks, and nothing.”

      Ez shot me a grin and yawned again as he said, “What can I say? Ry is extremely comfortable.”

      Braylik added, “Ez has a habit of falling asleep on Ry at any given time. Even in the middle of a meeting.”

      Joz turned in his seat. “Seriously? That’s terrible.”

      Ez shrugged. “I don’t fucking sleep when we’re talking about a job, for fuck’s sake, Bray. Don’t make them think that.”

      “I’ll give you that. I didn’t mean when it was enforcer related.”

      “Then what did you mean?” I asked.

      Ezryn answered, “When it’s something to do with my family or some political or royal bullshit. It’s not my fault if they bore me to sleep.”

      Joz snorted and shook his head, turning back around.

      Ezryn leaned in and whispered, “I never really fall asleep. It’s just something we do to get out of things when we’ve been working twelve hours a day for weeks without a break, or when my parents were alive and using their influence for some bullshit reason. You’re the only one that knows that.” He winked at me and nodded toward Braylik before shaking his head.

      “Your secret’s safe with me.” I grinned and mimed zipping my lips.

      His answering smile was bright and gorgeous and made me want to kiss those perfect lips. Ezryn smiled at me. “So are you going to—”

      His words were cut off by the screech of tires, and before I could register what the hell was happening, my body was flying through the air and crunching metal was filling my ears. My breath was knocked out of me as I slammed into Lucky, and the car flipped on its side, the glass breaking. Stinging pain shot through me from my head down, and dizziness made me squeeze my eyes shut—or maybe it was the car rolling and spinning.

      I was jolted around, my body flinging everywhere. Ezryn and Lucky kept getting bumped into me.

      It was over so quickly, yet seemed to go in slow motion, and when the car finally stopped moving, we were hanging upside down, the car on its roof.

      Voices were yelling outside, but they sounded muffled and I couldn’t make out their words. Lots of popping sounds… was that gunfire?

      The sounds started becoming clearer, and I almost wished they hadn’t because that was most definitely gunfire. What the hell was happening?

      “Rhiles? You okay?”

      “Shorty? Shorty, wake up… Rhile?”

      I groaned.

      “He’s awake, Kid,” Lucky said, although his voice sounded strained, like he was having trouble speaking. “Boss Man? You doin’ okay over there?”

      Blinking, I turned to Ezryn, and my heart jolted. He was hanging by his seat belt, his head covered in so much blood, and his arms were dangling down because… because he was unconscious. But his skin was covered in that icy shield like it had been when he was fighting those guys in the woods.

      “Ezryn,” I mumbled, my voice croaking. “Ez, wake up.” He didn’t move, not even a little, and my heart raced and my throat was clogged up. “Ezryn, sweetheart, please wake up. Wake up.” Reaching for my seatbelt, I couldn’t seem to get my fingers to work and panic had me in its grip. “Fuck!”

      “Hold on, Shorty, I’ll help you,” Lucky said, but his movements were even slower than mine. I was pretty sure he had a broken wrist—if the weird angle was anything to go by.

      I tugged on the damn belt, but the buckle was jammed. “My name isn’t Shorty,” I muttered angrily, even though it was the belt I was pissed at, not Lucky. The belt and whoever had hit us.

      “Right,” Lucky said, trying and failing to hold a knife in his right hand. He switched hands and murmured, “Fuckin’ thing. Wrong godsdamn angle.”

      The gunfire was still going strong outside. Gunfire and yelling. But I didn’t have time for that, I had to get Ezryn out of here.

      A moan from the front seat brought my attention to Joz. He was moving, although I could see blood dripping down his arm.

      “Joz,” I said as loudly as I could. “You okay?”

      He muttered something, then said louder, “Gotta get out before they kill us.”

      My heart lurched. “Who? Who’s shooting out there.”

      “Dunno, but the rest of the team can’t get to us.” He gestured outside of the car. Oh shit.

      “We were hit on purpose,” I said.

      Joz grunted. “Yeah.”

      My ears must be off still. I touched my ear and my hair around it, and my hand came away bloody. Fucking great.

      I needed to get Ezryn out of his seat and out of the car before those guys got to us.

      As Lucky tried to unhook his seatbelt, he asked Joz, “Is Bray okay?”

      “He’s unconscious, but breathing.”

      “Fuck.”

      Joz grunted. “Motherfucking shit asshole fucking seatbelt!” A second later he dropped down, landing with an “oomph” and a groan. “Got it,” he mumbled. “I’ll get Bray, you guys get Ez.” He paused and sucked in a breath. “Fuck. Hurry up.” Before I could stop him, he was pulling out a handgun and shooting out the window.

      Lucky said, “Rhile, you’re the only one that can touch Boss Man right now.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Lucky gestured with his chin. “His shield. No one else can touch him without freezing their skin right off. You’re his mate and use the same magic. You can touch him just fine.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t even care. I didn’t want anyone else touching him anyway.

      “I’m almost out,” Lucky said before he dropped to the ground, or rather, to the roof of the car in a big heap. He’d finally cut his way out. He groaned and was slow to move, but at least he was still moving.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yep. Just peachy, Shor—Rhile.” Lucky scooted over and began cutting my belt while cradling his broken wrist to his chest.

      I grunted.

      Joz said, “Come on, Ry, you need to move quicker than this.” He reloaded his gun and shot off another round before moving back and trying to get Braylik out.

      “I’m fucking trying,” I said, then remembered that I had magic. “Let go, Lucky. I’ll burn the belt.” He scooted away, and I said the fire spell quickly. A little icy flame appeared on my hand, and I held it to the belt. Since it was my magic, it didn’t burn me, but it did burn through the belt, freezing it almost immediately, so I was able to break the belt apart. I willed my flame back, and it went out as I fell to the ground—or to the roof, as it was.

      I saw several sets of boots coming our way. Motherfuck, we needed to hurry.

      “Where the hell is James?” a voice said.

      “Can’t we just shoot them?” another asked.

      “No, we gotta bring them in.”

      Well, that settled it. They weren’t trying to kill us, only incapacitate and kidnap us. If they worked for my other brother, that made sense. If my brother wanted us dead, he would’ve killed us two years ago instead of erasing our memories and sending us away. I was sure killing us all off would’ve been easier in the long run for him, but I suppose some part of him still cared for us. Some very, very small part of him.

      Lucky had an assault rifle pointed out the rear window and was shooting with his good hand, his other arm only balancing the gun. Even without staring, I could tell he couldn’t really aim like that, but at least it was making the people back away.

      I righted myself and held still to let the wave of dizziness pass by, then I grabbed Ezryn and sighed in relief when I felt his chest rising. My hands didn’t even register the ice covering his skin. I held him in my arms and unhooked his belt—luckily it unlatched easily—and I gingerly pulled him out of his seat—he felt heavy from the ice, heavy and a little stiff.

      “I’ve got you sweetheart,” I whispered. “Please wake up, Ez, please wake up.”

      A moan came from the front before Bray whispered, “Jozdrek?”

      “I’m here, Bray. You’re okay, but keep your voice down,” Joz whispered back.

      “What happened?”

      “We were in a car accident. We need to get out because people are coming to kidnap us.”

      “The guys won’t let that happen,” Lucky said.

      “They’re outnumbered and can’t reach us right now. They’re on the other side of these assholes,” Joz replied.

      Cradling Ez in my arms, I asked, “How are we getting out of here? We’re surrounded, and they have guns.”

      “We have guns,” Lucky said.

      “Yeah, but I don’t want to get shot,” I snapped back.

      The guys outside our car were ducking for cover behind an eighteen-wheeler, shooting in the opposite direction as our car. Obviously, our team was keeping them busy, but if the shooters saw us getting away, they’d surely turn their attention back to us. “What the hell are we going to use for cover?”

      Joz sighed, although I saw it rather than heard it since it was so loud out there. “We can use my fire. Lucky and Ry can walk with Ry carrying Ezzy… Bray, tell me you can walk?”

      “I don’t think I can,” Braylik said.

      “Fuck.”

      Lucky said, “I’ll help him.”

      “That’ll work,” Joz said. “You three—four counting Ezzy—stay here, and I’ll be right back.”

      He headed for the now-open—more like broken—window near a set of boots heading our way. Before I could stop him, he was hanging out of it and saying the fire spell. A huge flame appeared beside Boots, and the guy screamed and backed away. Joz called on his flame and made it grow into a wall of fire. The men outside started yelling and I heard a bullet hit the side of the car.

      “Shit! Joz, get back in here!” I yelled.

      Joz ducked back in and said, “Go out the other side and run for the trees. I’ll keep them distracted.”

      “No! We’re not leaving you here!” I yelled.

      “I have backup,” he said, gesturing to where our team must be.

      “You just said they can’t reach you. You gotta come with us,” I argued.

      He grunted and cringed, then gasped out, “Holy fuck, they have a water mage! How am I going to keep them back?”

      I could feel him pushing his fire-magic, I sensed it, tasted it in the ash in the air. Shouts were yelled outside, and more gunfire made it hard to hear and harder to focus. Everything was still a little fuzzy. As Joz grunted with frustration and yelled out, I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my nose against Ez’s hair for a moment to gather my strength. He was still limp in my arms, and I didn’t know how to help him.

      “Motherfucker!” Joz yelled, making me open my eyes.

      Braylik leaned over and put his hand on Joz’s shoulder, saying, “You’re one of the strongest mages I’ve ever seen. Your magic is more powerful than nearly anyone’s, minus Ez. Don’t think of it as water against fire, think of it as magic against magic. You need to subdue their magic. You can do this, Jozzy, I know you can.”

      Joz gave a nod of acknowledgement, and I felt his magic surge even brighter. It was almost like a tingling against my skin, plus the smell and taste of ash in the air as his fire wall grew once again. “Get the fuck out while I have them distracted!”

      “We can’t leave you here,” Lucky argued.

      “I’ll be right behind you, I promise.”

      Braylik said, “Jozdrek, you can’t stay here, they’ll kill you! One of us will stay.”

      The shouting and gunfire got impossibly louder.

      “No, it’ll be easier for me to sneak away if it’s just me. I need you to be covered, and all of you are injured. I’m the only one in any condition to fight. Now get the hell out because I don’t know how long I can hold this with that fucking water mage working against me. I promise I’ll be behind you. You guys need to get Ezryn out of here.”

      I glanced at the man in my arms, and my heart lurched again. Joz was right; I needed to get him somewhere safe and make sure he was okay. Dammit! “You promise me you’re coming, right?”

      Joz glanced at me and his eyes softened. “I promise, big brother.”

      “You can’t leave me.”

      “I won’t. I promise.” I could see nothing but sincerity in his eyes. “Now get Ezzy out of here, he needs medical attention.”

      Braylik said, “I can’t fucking leave you, Jozzy. Don’t ask this of me.”

      Joz turned his back to Braylik, concentrating on his fire-magic. “I’m sorry, Bray, but you have to. You need help walking, and I can’t cover our asses and help you. You have to go with Lucky.”

      Braylik’s eyes filled, and I couldn’t contain my shock as he whispered, “If you don’t get out of this, I swear to you, I will hunt you down and kill you myself.”

      Joz grinned. “I know you will. Now go.” He didn’t wait another second. He pushed with his fire and made it split into two so there was a path between the flames from the car to the woods. I watched in amazement for a few seconds as the wall of fire began moving toward our enemies, like Joz was trying to surround them with it, but then he yelled, “Go!”

      With my heart in my throat and my unconscious mate in my arms, I dove out of the car followed by Lucky pulling a cursing Braylik out behind me.

      Joz pushed his flames so high, there was no way the men on the other side could see us to shoot us. So I ran as fast as I could without falling over. I was admittedly wobbly on my feet, but I pushed myself if only to get Ezryn to safety.

      Lucky cursed again, then grabbed my arm and helped keep me upright as we ran into the woods. He had Braylik’s arm over his shoulders, helping him as well. Lucky hissed at me, “Don’t say a word until we find some cover.”

      I grunted in agreement, silently praying that the men hadn’t seen us slip into the trees. We ran as fast as we could before Lucky pointed to a break in the trees.

      “There’s a community over here,” Braylik said through clenched teeth—probably clenched in pain. “On the other side of the trees… human houses.”

      “How does that help us?” I asked.

      “Shelter. We need shelter.”

      “Humans aren’t going to let us inside their homes like this.”

      Lucky said, “We’ll find a garage or something.”

      We were quiet as we broke through the tree line. Pulling me to a stop, Lucky scanned the area before pointing to a shed in someone’s back yard. “There. That’s our best bet for now.”

      I nodded and followed behind him and Braylik.

      Braylik muttered a spell to break the lock on the shed, and we went inside. It was dark when Lucky pulled the door shut, but he pulled out a lighter and lit the shed enough to see. The shed was a decent size, luckily, so there was a small area on the floor beside the lawn mower.

      As I lay Ezryn on the ground, tears welled in my eyes and I whispered, “How are we going to save him in here?”

      “Shh, it’s okay, Ry,” Bray said. The gentleness in his voice surprised me. “His magic is already healing him.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “That’s for Ezryn to tell you.”

      “What the hell, man? He’s unconscious,” I said a little too loudly.

      Lucky said, “Boss Man didn’t tell him?”

      I sputtered, but Braylik grabbed my arm and said, “He’ll tell you when he wakes up. For now, I need you to pull up your ice-fire so I can see, okay?”

      “You can heal him?”

      “No, but you can.”

      “What?”

      “You’re his mate, Ry,” he said like that somehow explained it. “Now give me some light.”

      I grunted and said the spell, holding my hand over the top of Ezryn’s head. As soon as it was lit up, Lucky closed his lighter and Braylik moved closer to Ezryn, putting his face almost against my mate’s. A possessive growl wanted to erupt at seeing him so close, especially when Ez was hurt, but I managed to tamp it down—it wasn’t easy, but I managed to hold my shit together.

      Braylik signaled for me to drop my magic, so I did, and he grabbed my hands and placed one on Ezryn’s neck and the other on his chest. “You have to push your energy into him. I can’t heal him, I can’t even touch him, not with his skin like that. My magic will bounce right off.”

      “Why didn’t his skin protect him in the crash?”

      “It’s his innate ability—some elves, including the royal family, have them—so it only reacts to things, it doesn’t predict them. It reacts to a threat or any violence, especially if he’s hurt by something. Ez must’ve gotten knocked out before his magic had a chance to react.”

      I took a breath. “Okay, what do I do?”

      “Since you’re his mate, his magic will react in a positive way to yours. His magic should already be healing him—his magic is strong and unique in that sense—you just have to give it a boost. You’re the only person alive that can help him heal. Concentrate on your bond, try to feel it, picture it. Once you can, push your energy into it.”

      That sounded like crazy talk, but I closed my eyes and searched for my bond with Ezryn. I didn’t expect to find anything, not really, but I focused on him and everything I knew about him, everything I’d been feeling since we met. How I was drawn to him, how I wanted to hold him and touch him, how just being near him set my nerve ending on fire, how he made my heart race, how his smile made me happy, how I wished with all my might that I could remember our time together.

      And then, suddenly, I felt our bond, I felt it and I saw it in my mind’s eye. It was a silver string connecting him to me, connecting our souls together. Our souls that were always meant to be one. I expected it to be frayed like my memory, but it wasn’t, it was solid and strong, and I had no doubt that nothing, not even the strongest spell, could ever break it. A small sob came out of me because I could feel him there, where he was always supposed to be.

      “Ez,” I whispered as I clung to that string. I dropped my forehead to his, breathing him in as I pushed along that thread. I didn’t know if I was doing it correctly, but it felt right, so I kept at it. I pushed and pushed, and I started getting tired.

      “Rhile,” a voice said. “Ry, you need to pull back.”

      “Dammit, Shorty. Stop!”

      Gasping, I opened my eyes and blinked down at Ezryn. My forehead was still against his, so I leaned up to get a better look at him. He was still unconscious, but seemed to be breathing more easily. What was the most surprising was the fact that my hands and arms were covered in ice, the same way his skin was. As if his innate magic was clinging to me. I wonder if my forehead’s the same way?

      “Ezryn, you need to wake up,” I whispered, my voice hoarse, my body drained. “Please wake up, sweetheart.”

      As if my words woke him, Ezryn began coughing. He sucked in a huge breath and his eyes flew open, his back arching off the ground. Without hesitation, I grabbed him and pulled him to a seated position as he continued coughing. Holding him against me, I pulled him sideways between my open legs. I rested my forehead against his temple for only a moment before I rubbed his back to help his lungs. Ezryn kept blinking as he tried to suck in air.

      Hoping hearing my voice would help, I whispered, “Shh, it’s okay, sweetheart. You’re okay. I’ve got you, Ez. I’m right here.”

      When his coughing subsided, I rested my forehead against his temple again, keeping one hand on the back of his neck to steady him, and the other gently caressing his jaw and cheek.

      He blinked furiously before leaning back to meet my eyes. “Ry?” Tears spilled over as he reached for me. “You’re here? You’re okay?”

      He clung to me, so I pulled him in tight, embracing him. “I’m okay, Ez. I’m right here. I’ve got you.”

      He took a shaky breath and held me tighter.

      Lucky ran a hand over his face, rubbing his eyes and looking relieved.

      Braylik took a breath and stood. “He needs to rest for as long as possible. I’m going back for Jozdrek.”

      “Wait, you’re leaving?” I asked. “Shouldn’t we all stay here? The team will help Joz. Right?”

      “Of course they will, but I need to get your brother.”

      “You’re injured,” I argued. When Ezryn didn’t add to the conversation, I realized he was trembling in my arms and in no shape to be giving orders. He didn’t even know the situation, which I supposed was why he was remaining quiet.

      Braylik sighed. “I am, but I’ve splinted and wrapped my ankle. I’m good to go now.”

      Lucky said, “I think he’s okay. He’s fought with worse injuries.”

      “That isn’t exactly encouraging, Lucky.”

      Lucky ground his teeth together. “He’s capable.”

      Braylik gave him a nod of thanks and said, “Stay here unless they come for you. If they do, find a place to hide. Keep each other safe, and Jozdrek, the team, and I will find you.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but I stopped myself. Joz needed help. If the team hadn’t reached him yet, he was out there on his own. So I nodded. “Alright. Be careful. Lucky should go with you.”

      He grunted. “No, you and Ez are hurt and weak, you need backup. He’s staying with you, and I’ll be additional backup for Jozdrek.”

      Lucky nodded at me, so I sighed. “Fine. Be careful.”

      “I will. I’m going to get your brother back.” He gave me a nod before slipping out the door.

      Lucky nodded at me, saying, “I’m going to take a look around, get a sense for where we are and where we could run if we need to. I’ll be back in two minutes.”

      “Okay,” I said before he slipped out.

      Ezryn fisted my shirt in his hands and whispered, “What happened?”

      “Our car was hit by an eighteen-wheeler. We rolled a few times, landed in a ditch. The guys that hit us were there to kidnap us, I think. They were armed and got between us and the rest of the team. We were down, so they started shooting at Bubbles and all of them. While our team kept them occupied, Joz set a perimeter of fire and allowed us to get you out since you wouldn’t wake up. Braylik, Lucky, and I were also hurt, so Joz insisted that we make a run for it. We’re in some human town on the other side of the trees that lined the highway.”

      “Okay.” He tightened his grip and pressed his forehead to my neck. “I’m dizzy.”

      “I know, sweetheart, I know. I keep getting dizzy, too. Hopefully Bray and Joz won’t be too long and we can find somewhere safe to bunker down. Maybe some food, water, and rest would do us some good.”

      “Maybe.” He rubbed his forehead against me.

      I settled back, then pulled Ezryn fully into my lap so I could hold him tighter.

      He sighed. “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.”

      “Shh. None of that now. You can’t control everything, sweetheart. It’s alright, we’re all okay.” I kissed the top of his head. “We’re okay.”
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      Closing my eyes, I tried to get the dizzy wave to pass. We didn’t have time for this. We needed to get out of here and find a safehouse before those people found us here. I still couldn’t believe Handril found us. We’d been so careful since we escaped him. How the hell did he find us?

      I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t been able to stop Braylik from running off. I would’ve stopped him, but every time I’d opened my mouth, I thought I’d vomit.

      Lucky came back in and met my eyes. The strain on his face didn’t help my stress level. He reached out like he was about to pat my shoulder, and Rhile’s hand shot out, grabbing his wrist to stop him as he growled, “Don’t touch him.”

      Lucky blinked, understanding dawning across his features. “I’m sorry, Rhile.”

      Rhile let go with a nod, and since he didn’t apologize, I said to Lucky, “Treat him like we just met.”

      Lucky nodded. “I know. I forgot.”

      Since I knew nodding my head would be a bad idea, I closed my eyes and sagged against my mate, letting his warmth wrap me and his smell fill my lungs. Despite how much pain I was in, this was the most solid I’d felt in years. This right here, being held in his strong arms flat against him with my ear against his chest, listening to my husband’s heartbeat. My living, breathing husband that was right here with me. Finally. Finally here with me.

      “I hear something,” Ry whispered.

      Being a dwarf—or half-dwarf—he had better hearing than I did, so I held still and listened, straining to hear whatever it was that had him frozen in place. I knew without looking that Lucky would heed Ry’s warning. It took a few seconds, but I soon recognized the sound of footsteps. Multiple footsteps from multiple people. Shit.

      Releasing my mate—the absolute last thing I wanted to do—so we could grab our weapons, I held his forearm tight and began to push up, holding a finger to my mouth so he knew to be quiet. Well, of course he already knew that, but still.

      Footsteps ran toward us, and I braced myself. I might’ve been dizzy and not fully healed, but I could still kick some asses if I had to. I’d do everything in my power to ensure Rhile’s safety.

      “Come on, Ben!” a little girl’s voice yelled. “I found the ball!”

      “Bring it back over here!” a little boy yelled back.

      I sagged in relief, though I didn’t fully relax, just in case.

      Ry pulled me close until his lips were hovering beside my ear, and he whispered, “I hear others.”

      That made me tense. I didn’t hear anything else, but I trusted Ry’s dwarf senses.

      A few seconds later, the handle on the shed wiggled. Lucky already had a gun aimed at the door, and Ry pulled one out as well. I held out my hands so I could send a blast of ice at whoever was coming at us. The door flew open, and just as I was about to throw a blade of ice, I realized it was Jozzy and Braylik, so I dropped my hands. I peered behind them and saw the rest of our team, making me sigh in relief. It seemed that everyone was accounted for, although they were all covered in an array of injuries, blood, bruises, and lots of ash.

      Jozzy was covered in ash and dirt, and had blood on his face. When I scanned his body, I realized he had blood dripping down his leg as well.

      “Holy shit, Joz, are you okay?” Ry asked before I could.

      Jozzy waved him off. “We have to hurry, they’re hot on our tail. Get your asses up. Now!”

      Ry pushed me off his lap and stood before helping me stand. I was shaky on my feet, so I wrapped my arm over Ry’s shoulders, and he put one around my waist to help hold me up.

      “Come on! Now!” Joz yelled again before turning and limping away with Bray frowning after him.

      “How bad is he?” I grunted out as we ran—more like Ry dragged me—to catch up with Jozzy. The team filed in around us with Lucky and Bubbles guarding the rear.

      “He’s got a bullet wound in his thigh. How bad do you think?” Bray asked.

      “Gods. Is he going to bleed out?”

      Before Bray could answer, Bubbles said, “We couldn’t reach him in time, Boss Man. I’m sorry.”

      I waved that away. “I know you did everything you could. Someone tell me about his wound.”

      Bray said, “It missed the artery, thank the Gods, and I put a tourniquet on him when I found him. I’ll fix him up when we get to the safehouse.”

      “You know where one is?” Joz asked from a few feet in front of us. “Lead the way, old man.”

      “We need a car,” Bray said, ignoring the dig.

      “Unless we’re stealing one, I don’t know how we’re gonna get one,” Jozzy said.

      I said, “We’re stealing one.”

      Ry turned a concerned expression my way. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “For fuck’s sake, man,” Jozzy said. “Half of us can barely walk, I bet everyone’s hiding more injuries, and I’m not so sure Bray’s as well off as he’s pretending. We need a car if we have any hope of escaping them.”

      “We’ll send the owners money,” Bray said, waving it off as he ran in front. “Give me one minute to find one.” He ran down the street.

      I pointed after him. “Keep following him.” Jozzy nodded and began limping after Bray, but I said, “Not you, you’re bleeding. Angel, you good?”

      “I’m on it, Boss Man,” Angel said before jogging up to Bray and staying with him.

      The rest of us trailed after them at a much-slower pace.

      Jozzy scowled at me, so I said, “You only got away with what you did because I was unconscious. I’m the team leader, so unfortunately for you, you gotta listen to me.”

      He huffed and hurt crossed his features before he could hide it. Fudge-nuckers. That wasn’t what I wanted.

      “Jozzy.” I waited for him to face me. “You did good, you got everyone out. Thank you for stepping up when I couldn’t.” I gestured to his leg. “I just don’t want to see you hurt yourself. You look like you’re about to bleed out in front of me.”

      He snorted. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. You’re lucky I’m not ordering Bubbles to carry you.”

      Bubbles said, “Oh, I like that idea. I’ll throw his little ass over my shoulder.”

      Jozzy chuckled. “I’d like to see you try.”

      Bubbles took a step toward him, and I knew he’d really try to pick him up, but since we weren’t out of the woods yet, I held up a hand and said, “Nope. Don’t even think about it, Bubs.”

      Bubbles frowned, then pointed at Jozzy. “As soon as you’re not dyin’, your ass is mine.” His eyes widened. “Not like that!” That made everyone chuckle, and even Sunshine couldn’t hide his smile.

      “Alright, alright, quiet down before they find us. We’re like sitting ducks,” I said, and they shut up immediately.

      Ry had a serious look on his pretty and grime-covered face.

      “You alright?” I asked as quietly as possible.

      “I’m fine, but I’m starving.”

      I snorted. “Of course you are, handsome.” I patted his chest with my free hand, trying to ignore how weak I felt from the little running we’d done. “Even in the face of danger, your appetite matches no one’s.”

      “Is that your nice way of telling me I’m fat?” he asked.

      I laughed. “No! Good Gods, Ry, you’re the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on. You are absolutely not fat.”

      “I have a round belly.”

      “Not really.”

      “It’s a little bit round.”

      I patted said round-but-not-really belly. “It’s sexy.”

      He snorted. “Uh huh. Sure.”

      “It is!”

      “Could you two stop flirting and shut the fuck up for two minutes? Someone could hear you,” Jozzy hissed.

      I muttered, “Sorry.”

      We stumbled until we caught up to Bray, who was breaking into an SUV that had third row seating. Watching in amazement, I let Ry help me to the passenger side. He leaned me against the SUV, then climbed in before pulling me onto his lap and immediately wrapping me in his arms. The only way for everyone to fit was for me to sit on Ry’s lap, which was no hardship. He tried to put the seatbelt over us both, but it didn’t work very well. After being in a car accident, I knew he was freaking out over having me in his lap, but we honestly didn’t have a choice right now. The guys were already squished in like sardines in the back.

      As Bray got the car started and began driving, I easily leaned into Ry, relaxing, but I kept my eyes open and focused on the front windshield. Every time I tried to close my eyes, the dizziness hit me too hard.

      “How did you get away, guys?” Ry asked after a few very tense and silent minutes.

      Jozzy sighed. “Sunshine and I worked together. He said he could tell the fire was my magic, and since we’ve apparently been working together so long, we’ve combined our magic before. I didn’t understand what was happening at first, but when I figured out what he was doing, I kept my fire going. Sunshine added his wind-magic to my fire, and we sort of created a big firestorm tunnel thing all around those assholes. That’s when they started shooting in any direction. After I got hit, I couldn’t hold my magic for very long, but the guys reached me and we headed into the woods. The farther away I got from my fire, the harder it was to control so I had to let it go and they came after us.”

      “You did great,” Bray said, surprising the hell out of me.

      “Thanks. I’m just glad we’re all okay.” I could hear the smile in Jozzy’s voice. Smiling at something my best friend said. So weird.

      “Me too,” Bray said with a nod. “As soon as we get to the safehouse, I’ll fix up your leg.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I didn’t think they’d shoot you,” Ry said. “They sounded like they wanted us alive.”

      Angel said, “Those guys were under orders, so they didn’t care if you were alive, not personally anyway. Their boss did, but when you’re surrounded by fire on all sides, I can’t say that I wouldn’t have started shooting at anything to get out.”

      Ry nodded. “True.” He tucked his face into my nape and took a deep breath, his arms tightening around me, so I leaned back into him further.

      “You alright, Kid?” Ginger asked.

      Jozzy grumbled. “That’s not my name.”

      “It’s your nickname, unless you’d like me to start calling you Dumbass instead,” Bubbles said.

      Jozzy snorted, then made a strained noise in his throat. He had to be in a lot of pain. “No thanks. Anyway, Ry, that could be why I got a bullet to the leg and not to the chest. Maybe they were trying to slow me down without killing me.”

      Sunshine grunted. “I think you’re giving them too much credit, Kid. They were sloppy, and several bullets went right past your head.”

      Ry sucked in a breath, I held mine, and Bray said, “Let’s not think about that. Jozzy will be fine after I get the bullet out. We got away, we’re safe and relatively whole. That’s all that matters.”

      There were grunts of agreement from the back.

      “Thank you, Joz. You saved us,” Ry said a minute later.

      Jozzy said, “Shut up, asshat.”

      Ry smiled against my neck, then leaned back in the seat with a yawn.

      I asked Bray, “Are you sure we’re not being followed?”

      Bray opened his mouth, but Sunshine beat him to it. “We’re not. I’ve been keeping an eye out. I’ll watch until we get to the safehouse.”

      Bray opened and closed his mouth a couple times, then sighed with a shake of his head. “Fine. Thanks.”

      Jozzy leaned forward in his seat and patted Bray’s shoulder without a word. My eyes widened at the sight. When the hell did the two of them become friends? That was probably the strangest thing I’d ever seen.

      Rhile leaned close to my ear and whispered, “Are you alright, sweetheart?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. He’d never called me that before, but I kind of liked it. A lot. “I’m good.”

      Ry hesitated before, “How are you really?”

      I sighed. Even without his damn memory, and without seeing my entire face, he could tell when I was lying. “I’m dizzy as fuck and feel like I’m about to fall over even though we’re sitting down. There. Happy now?”

      He frowned. “No, I’m not happy you feel that way, but I’m glad you told me the truth.” He tightened his hold on me. “I’m feeling the same, to be honest. I’ve been a little dizzy off and on since the crash.”

      “You have?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. It’s not too bad, but it hits me if I move too quickly or whatever.”

      I reached back and accidentally poked his cheek—making us both chuckle—before I gently tugged on his beard. “When we get to the safehouse, we’ll both drink some matelette and we’ll feel better. All our safehouses are filled with it.”

      “What the hell is matelette?” he asked.

      “It’s a kind of juice from a matel root that grows near the phoenixes’ nests in the Abuel Forest near the compound. We use the juice from the root and mix it with water while saying healing spells. It works well on pretty much anything. It’s not like it’s instantaneous, but it helps speed up the healing process.”

      “Oh… okay. Weird, but cool. I’ll take anything to get rid of this headache I feel coming on.”

      I tugged on his beard again. “Sorry you don’t feel good.”

      He nuzzled into my neck, his beard tickling my skin as he pressed a kiss there. I sighed against him and wrapped my arms over his, lacing the fingers of both hands together to keep him right where he was. When he removed his lips from my skin, I frowned, but he pulled me back so I could lean my head on his shoulder. He’d always been shorter than me, so I was used to curling up in weird ways to lean on him. I may have been taller, but I was a lot thinner and definitely not as cuddly as him, so I liked snuggling up on him instead of the other way around. I hadn’t been kidding when I’d said his little belly was sexy. It was. I loved it; I loved every part of him. I didn’t care how big or small he was in any sense of the words. I just enjoyed being near him and against him—that was all I wanted.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” he whispered after a minute.

      I relaxed into him. “I’m perfect, babe.”

      He hummed and settled in.
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        * * *

      

      The safehouse was nothing special, at least not on the outside or most of the inside. There was a hidden room with a bunch of equipment, weapons, and supplies, but other than that, it was pretty much a regular old one-level rancher. Although it was pretty big, I supposed.

      After Bubbles and Ginger declared it safe, Ry and I went into the first bedroom we found and both dropped onto the queen-sized bed without a word. Bray was fixing Jozzy up, and someone was bringing us some matelette to drink. If I had more energy, I’d get some myself, but walking to the kitchen sounded like climbing Mount Everest at the moment, so I’d simply wait.

      Ry got up suddenly and walked to the en suite bathroom and came back with a bowl of water and a washcloth, then sat on the edge of the bed and very gently wiped the blood and ash from my head, face, neck, and arms. Then he offered a smile and wordlessly went back into the bathroom. This man was killing me with his sweetness.

      “What are we going to do now?” Ry asked when he came back, freshly wiped off himself.

      I sighed. “We’re going to keep heading for my sister’s, though I think Han might know where we’re headed. It’s the only plan I have. Getting you and Jozzy to safety is the priority here.”

      “Why?”

      I hesitated.

      “You can tell me, Ezryn. I heard you and Braylik talking the other night about not telling us until we’re ready. Well, I’m ready now. What exactly is going on?”

      I sighed. “The center of magic, where all magic comes from is called the core. It’s located in the Valore Territory. The core—and magic as a whole—needs to be anchored to our world. If it isn’t anchored, magic, including the magic you and I and every other mage can create, will simply disappear.” I wiggled my fingers to show what I meant, even though that probably didn’t make much sense.

      He lifted a brow. “Okay… so? What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “It has to do with everything.” I sat up and gingerly scooted until I leaned my back against the wall, and Ry mirrored me. “There has always been an anchor, a person that takes it on. Before an anchor dies, he passes the job on to someone else.”

      “Wait. People are the anchors?”

      “Yes.”

      He blinked at me. “Does that mean…?”

      I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “I’m an anchor, Ry. I’m connected to the core on a level that no one else is.”

      “You’re the anchor?” His eyes were wide.

      “Yes. That’s the reason your brother didn’t kill me. I guess he felt bad killing his own brothers, so he sent you away instead, but… if he’d had the option, he would’ve killed me, but then the magic wouldn’t be anchored and it could leave this world altogether. He wanted me to pass it to him, but I couldn’t, I didn’t. He would’ve… I wouldn’t want to see what a world with him holding the key looks like. Your brother might be… evil, but he loves magic and since I wouldn’t pass it to him, he couldn’t kill me. Actually, I think that’s part of why he’s being so crazy. When he found out I’m the anchor, he was pissed that he was passed over, even though I know for a fact that he didn’t know who the last anchor was.”

      “So it’s like a big secret?”

      “Yes. The only people that know I’m the anchor are the people in this very house. I never even told my sister or parents,” I said.

      He nodded. “So how did Han find out?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Did someone on the team—”

      “No.” I cut him off. “No one on the team told him. These men aren’t traitors. They’re our family, Ry, more so than Han ever was. I trust them implicitly. They’d never do that to us.”

      He grunted, and I wasn’t sure he accepted that. But he let it drop, and instead, asked, “Han wants to be the anchor?”

      I sighed. “It’s a huge power boost since you have direct access to the core, but… people think that you can just gather all the magic in the world into themselves and use it, but it doesn’t work that way at all. I can’t use all the magic at once. Yes, I’m more powerful than I used to be, but the magic is almost a… sentient being in its own right. It would never want to be used in such a manner, and would fight you on every level if you tried.”

      “That’s good, I guess.”

      I offer a smile. “An anchor might pick his successor, but the magic judges that candidate before it accepts it. If someone isn’t pure of heart, the magic will fight its transfer. It is possible to fight the magic and transfer it anyway, but only in extreme circumstances would it truly let you.”

      “So you could have passed it over to Handril anyway?”

      I sighed. “Not at first, but… after a while, I felt the magic almost give me permission to give it to him.”

      Ry stared at me with a look of concern. “Why would it do that if he’s so evil?”

      Not wanting to get into that, I said, “So every anchor needs supports, to help keep them steady and take on some of the burden. It’s also a safeguard, in a sense, so if I were to die”—he growled at that, but I ignored it even if it made me feel a little warm in the chest—“the magic could possibly anchor itself to one of my supports. It’s not a guarantee, but it’s a better chance to keep it from dissipating.”

      “Do you have supports?”

      I nodded. “You’re one of my supports because you’re my mate. I didn’t even need to ask you; you offered, and I’m pretty sure the magic would’ve simply chosen you anyway.”

      He nodded. “Okay, that makes sense. Who else? How many do you have?”

      “I only have one other.” I cleared my throat. “Um, it’s Jozzy.”

      Ry’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Yeah. I told you before that he’s been like my little brother since he was born. He’s also one of our best friends, and since he’s on our team, he’s with us all the time, which helps.”

      His eyes widened. “So when we were separated, it was hurting you?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Yeah, a little, but it’s fine now that you’re both here.” Fine might be exaggerating, but it was a hell of a lot better than it had been before I found them in that cabin.

      “If Joz and I are supports for you or for this magic—whatever—why haven’t we felt it?”

      “Handsome, honestly, you probably don’t notice because you’ve always felt it. At least you have for the past two years. I’m sure you’ve felt energy under your skin, though, right? Especially since you crossed over?”

      He thought about it. “Well, yes.”

      “That’s the magic readjusting to your closeness to me. You were too far away from it for too long, so before you came back, you probably didn’t feel it very much.”

      “Far away from you, you mean?”

      I cleared my throat and said, “Well, yes, but also from the core of all magic. That’s why I couldn’t come all the way to the bridge. With you and Jozzy so far from me, I’ve had to carry all the weight, so to speak. If I would’ve come to you, I could’ve unintentionally broken my connection. When we’re solid, we can travel anywhere, but I didn’t want to cross a null line, or even get close to one, and chance it.”

      “That’s a spot where magic can’t exist or something, right?”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t chance it,” he said. After a long moment, he asked, “Are you feeling any better?”

      “Yes. A lot better. Being anchor means I heal more quickly than most people. You get some of that, too. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m okay.”

      I chewed on my lip before saying, “You’re taking all of this better than expected.”

      “At this point, I’m past thinking everything’s weird, and I’m just trying to let it go, I guess.”

      I nodded.

      “You can let me take on more of the burden, sweetheart.”

      I melted. “Thank you… I will when you’re feeling better.”

      “But you’re worse than me.”

      “I’m used to it.”

      He huffed. After a minute, he said, “Ez?”

      “Yes?”

      “Did my brother give you those scars?”

      I blinked at him, then flushed hot. I hadn’t looked like this before we’d been separated, so I was a little self-conscious of the scars that now riddled my body. I sent him a sad smile. “So Handril wants to be the anchor because it would give him more power at his disposal. It would be a disaster, Ry. He wants it for himself whereas the rest of us only want to help the magic stay in this world, we want to balance it so that everyone can enjoy it.”

      He nodded. “Okay…? But the scars, sweetheart?”

      I took a breath. I didn’t want to talk about this, but he deserved to know. I’d never kept secrets from him before, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to start now. “Handril’s willing to do whatever it takes to get what he wants. He tried… he tried to force the magic out of me, and when that didn’t work time and time again, he’d get angry and… take it out on me.”

      “You mean torture you. He tortured you.” Ry’s entire body tensed, and he closed his eyes, his nostrils flaring. He muttered something under his breath, and I swore it was like his body was suddenly radiating outrage. I had never seen Rhilenor look so angry before—he’d never had a temper.

      I hesitated again, then finally whispered, “Yes.”

      “Your skin didn’t turn to ice and protect you?”

      “I was kept in spelled manacles on a table that’s also spelled to suppress magic. It couldn’t help me.”

      His anger ramped up several notches, and my eyes widened as he murmured something else under his breath. I’d never seen him like this. Not even once.

      “What did you say?” I asked. When he didn’t answer, I said, “Ry?”

      “I’m going to kill him,” he ground out.

      “Rhilenor, he’s your brother.”

      “He hurt you. He tortured you. He hurt my baby brother, and who knows what he did to our mother. You said he’s been an awful dictator, even going so far as to enslave Unveiled. No, Ezryn, he doesn’t get to get away with this.” Anger and determination rang through his voice.

      “Rhile, he’s still your brother.”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, baby, it does. You’re not going to execute him, you’re going to lock him up for the rest of his miserable life.”

      He took a deep breath. “Rotting in prison is too small a price to pay for hurting you.”

      “Ry.”

      He shook his head, and I realized he was trembling in rage. If I had known he’d react this badly, I never would’ve told him about the torture, at least not yet, not while he had no memory of the man that had done this to me. Gods, I didn’t know how to make this any better.

      I tugged on Ry’s beard, then ran my fingers over his neck and started playing with the hair at his nape. He closed his eyes and visibly relaxed a little. After a few seconds, he exhaled loudly and twisted around to pull me into a full hug, burying his face against my neck.

      He whispered, “I could’ve lost you before I ever knew the true feeling of having you. I can’t lose you, Ezryn, I can’t. Please.”

      Running my hands over his hair and back, I tried to soothe him as best I could. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere. Trust me, I only just got you back, like hell are you getting away from me again.”

      He snorted, and relief flooded through me. At least he wasn’t holding on to that anger anymore.

      A knock on the door made me jump, and in turn, Ry growled and jumped out of the bed, stepping in front of me. My eyes widened at his reaction for a moment before I remembered what was going on with him. Shutting my eyes, I sighed and tried not to let guilt eat away at my insides.

      “I brought you some matelette,” Ginger said through the door.

      Ry lost some of his tension and opened the door, taking the two glasses from Ginger, but not allowing our friend—family, really—into the room. Rhile quickly shut the door and brought the glasses over, handing me one. I took a few sips as he settled down, then set it on the nightstand.

      “So,” I said. “You’re behaving like someone that has just found his mate rather than someone that’s been with his mate for thirteen years.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I grabbed Ry’s free hand. “Baby, you’re being possessive and a little crazy, which is totally normal for someone who just found their mate.”

      He blinked at me. “I’m not acting possessive.”

      “Yes, you are. I don’t mind, but I wanted you to understand the strange urges you’re feeling. It’s not a big deal, just try not to bite off anyone’s head.”

      “Um… okay? That’s weird.” He waved me off, either not caring or not wanting to deal with that—which was totally understandable. He took a sip of his drink and made a face. “That’s a little sweet. Wow.”

      I laughed. “It’s very sweet, but you have to drink the entire thing.”

      He wrinkled his nose, so I pulled on his beard yet again—it was like I was making up for all the times I didn’t get to over the past two years—making him grin. I wanted to lean over and peck his lips, but I refrained. When I went to pull away, Ry grabbed my wrist, holding me there with my fingers tangled in his beard. His eyes searched mine for several long beats before he slowly leaned in.

      He was too much for me to resist—not that I wanted to—so I leaned in as well, and the second our lips met, a small relieved whimper fell from my lips. An answering groan came from his chest, and in a slick move, Ry placed his glass on the nightstand and managed to pull me lower on the bed to press me on my back, all without breaking our kiss. He hovered over me and licked my lower lip, so I opened to him and moaned loudly when his tongue brushed mine.

      Gods. Finally. Finally, I get to taste him again. Devour him instead of holding back for only a sweet peck.

      He deepened the kiss, leaning on one elbow while he brushed my cheek with his other hand, and I held him to me, practically clawing at his back to keep him as close as possible. Our bodies were flat against one another, but it was still nowhere close enough. His hand ran into my hair as he further deepened the kiss, and when he rutted his hips, I felt his erection pressing into my belly.

      “Oh Gods,” I whimpered against his lips. “Ry.”

      He moaned and ripped his mouth away. I tried to chase his lips with my own, but his hand held me there and he met my eyes. His fingers gently brushed my cheeks, my lips, my nose, my forehead, and he whispered in awe, “You’re so beautiful, Ezryn.”

      I pressed a kiss to his palm, and not knowing what else to say, said, “Thank you.”

      “Are you still dizzy?”

      I shook my head. “I’m good, I promise. Now kiss me.” He laughed and leaned down to do just that, but I suddenly pushed his chest back to stop him. He gave me a confused and questioning look. “Are you okay? Still dizzy?”

      “I’m okay. That juice stuff must’ve worked its magic.”

      I lifted a brow. “You had maybe two sips.”

      “Three.”

      Both brows lifted.

      “They were big sips.” He grinned and kissed the tip of my nose, then my cheek. “I’d rather drink you up.” He kissed my other cheek and rutted against my cock, making me moan. “The juice can wait.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      He laughed again before claiming my lips in a bruising kiss that curled my toes. Holy shit was Ry a good kisser. Had he always been this good or was this a new skill? I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to that question.

      Pulling him tight, I moved my hips under him, and he gasped, so I kept it up and moved my hands underneath his shirt, finally getting to touch his soft, gorgeous skin. Feeling bold, I pushed his shirt up, and he got the message.

      As Ry leaned up to peel his shirt off, I saw him wince, although he tried to hide it.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just sore. I’m okay.” He leaned back down to kiss me, but I stopped him.

      “I’m not doing this if it’s going to hurt you.”

      He groaned. “Ez, I’ve wanted you from the moment I saw you. I’m fine, I promise. I’m sore, yeah, but I swear it’s not enough to stop this.”

      I stared at him for a moment longer. “Are you sure?”

      He groaned. “Yes, sweetheart. Now shut up and kiss me.” He leaned in close, then added, “Please.”

      I grinned and tilted my face to brush my lips against his. A small whimper fell from his mouth, and it only made me more desperate for him. But Ry rolled off me, and I almost complained before I realized he was only doing it to pull my shirt off. I was slower at getting mine off, but he was right. I was only sore, not hurt enough to stop kissing him and feeling him in the way I’d been dreaming of for years.

      Pulling him back on top of me, I smiled against his lips as I rutted up against him. He groaned and began pumping his hips so our cocks were rubbing through our pants. I wanted him naked, but I couldn’t seem to stop kissing him long enough to make that happen, so I settled on digging my fingers into his back hard enough to hurt and letting him devour the hell out of my mouth. He wasn’t close enough, never fucking close enough. There was no air between us, but I needed him closer. We’d been apart for far too long.

      He reached down with one hand and pulled my leg up so I wrapped it around his ass, and he started rubbing his hand up and down my thigh. He managed to squeeze my ass cheek, then run his fingers over my crack. Even through my pants it made me shiver, and my lust kicked up a notch.

      I redoubled my efforts, rutting up and eating up all the little moans and whimpers coming from him. The pressure began building in my center, and I knew I was going to come without even getting fully naked. Holy shit.

      Ry shivered and his movements lost their rhythm, so I knew he was close, too. I reached down to grab his ass and pulled him harder against me. His low growl vibrated my chest, and hearing that animalistic sound from him did it.

      My orgasm hit me like a freight train, and I shouted out Rhile’s name as pleasure filled my every cell. I broke our kiss to cry out as a second wave made my vision blurry and turned white around the edges.

      A second later, Ry cried out, “Ezryn,” and hearing my name on his tongue in such a seductive, sexy way, made another wave of pleasure rush through my body. Euphoria enveloped me, and I felt like I was floating.

      After it passed, I was shaking, trembling beneath him, afraid I would fall apart if Rhile moved away from me. So I held on tight and buried my face in his shoulder, praying that he didn’t move away any time soon.

      His breath was hot against my neck, his body trembling as badly as mine was. When he started to move, I whimpered and held him tighter.

      “Shh. I’m just rolling us so I don’t squish you,” he whispered in a husky voice.

      I nodded against his shoulder and allowed him to turn us on our sides. I scooted down far enough to stuff my face into his chest, and he wrapped me tightly in his arms, kissing the top of my head. I clung to him, barely keeping myself from shattering.

      I’d missed him. So fucking much. I couldn’t lose him again; I couldn’t bear it.

      “I’ve got you, Ez,” he whispered a minute later. “I’m right here.”

      My eyes prickled. He was right here, but this was different. He was different. The same in some ways, but changed in so many others.

      His fingers carded through my hair, and I sighed, some of my crazy emotions settling from his comfort. After several more minutes, he whispered, “We need to shower. We’re both covered in cum, blood, and ashes from Joz’s fire.”

      I grunted, not wanting to move ever again. “I don’t want to get up.”

      “Me either, but if we clean up, we can come right back here and sleep.”

      “Right back here? Just like this?”

      He nodded. “If that’s what you want.”

      “It is.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Sounds good. Let’s take a shower.”

      “Together?”

      “Yeah… I’m pretty sure either of us might fall over if we’re not there to help hold each other up.”

      In more ways than one, baby. “That’s probably true.” As wonderful as that orgasm had been, it wore me the hell out. And my emotions were still very much frazzled.

      Once we made it to the shower, we undressed and stepped into the hot water. I sighed and wrapped my arms around Rhile, wishing I could take a nap right here.

      He chuckled and grabbed the soap, cleaning every part of me he could reach, then he pushed me against the wall and soaped up the rest of me, only lingering on my cock for a minute. It twitched in his hand, but I was utterly spent. I’d been knocked unconscious, after all.

      Ry even washed my hair for me.

      His tenderness was gluing my fragile pieces back together.

      He might be different, but this was still Rhilenor we were talking about. He was my mate, and as long as he was safe, healthy, and fucking here with me, we’d be okay. He was still mine, and I was still his. No matter what life threw at us.

      When I went to take the soap from him, he kissed my lips and said, “It’s okay. You just rest.”

      Too tired to argue, I nodded.

      He went quickly through the motions, leaning against the wall beside me to take a break halfway through, almost as spent as me.

      When we were finally clean, he turned off the water, and we got out, wrapping up in nice, clean, fluffy towels. As we headed back to our room, Ry said, “Let’s drink that juice, get under the covers, and sleep.”

      “Best plan ever.”

      I sat on the bed, drank the rest of my drink, and got under the covers completely naked. It occurred to me then that this had been the first time Ry had seen me naked. Well, technically not, but the first time he remembered, anyway. It hadn’t been weird or surprising to me because we’d showered together a million times before, but what if he was weirded out? I was covered in ugly scars, some that were still a little angry-looking.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      He gave me a surprised look, and I couldn’t blame him since that had come out of the blue. “Yeah, I’m good.” He put his empty glass on the nightstand, then got under the covers and moved around until he threw his wet towel on the floor. He was shy. How fucking endearing was that?

      As I scooted closer to him, I asked, “Is this okay? I can put on pajamas if you want me to.”

      He swallowed hard, watching me. “This is more than okay.”

      I smiled, and settled in his arms again, my head in his gloriously hairy chest, our legs tangled under the blanket.

      He kissed my forehead and whispered, “Good night, Ez.”

      “Good night, handsome.”

      I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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Ezryn

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OVER TWO YEARS AGO

      

      

      My eyelids felt heavy as I forced them open. Fuck, what time was it? I blinked and groaned. Did I drink last night? Did I have a hangover or something? I didn’t remember drinking any alcohol. I hadn’t even had a glass of wine, did I?

      My chest hurt, like I was being crushed under a ton of weight. It only took me a second to understand what the pain was from, and panic overtook me. Where was my mate? Oh Gods, he was gone. My mate was gone.

      A sob tore from my throat, and just when I was about to let all despair overtake me, just when I thought I’d rather die than live without my mate, I felt it. I felt him. Faint. Barely a whisper of his soul. But there. He was still alive. Hurt, I thought, but breathing. The silver thread connecting us was still there, thinner than it’d ever been, but there. A slight glow surrounded it as if it had been injured and was trying to protect its fragile pieces.

      But nothing could ever break my bond with Rhile. Nothing.

      Turning my head, I squinted my eyes, taking in the concrete wall. What the hell? Where was I? Where was Rhile? Why wasn’t he with me?

      “Ry?” I croaked, turning my head the other way and stilling. All I could see was another concrete wall. Rhile wasn’t beside me, that was why he felt so faint. He was too far away. “Ry?” I whispered, my quiet voice echoing off the stone. I knew he couldn’t hear me, but my soul ached for his comfort. What was happening? Why was I here?

      The loud creaking of a door had me whipping my head around. A man walked in, and I breathed out in relief. “Han? What’s going on? Where are we?”

      Handril, my brother-in-law, swept into the room, doing that I’m-pretending-to-be-a-royal stroll of his and shutting the door behind him with a loud click.

      I lifted my hand to wipe my eyes, but my arm jerked back. As I stared down at my arm, cold ran through my veins and my heart began pounding in my chest. Shackles. My arms were chained to the concrete slab I was lying on. Pulling on my feet, I realized they were chained down, too. I leaned up as much as I could and panic filled me. There was a steel bar across my chest so I couldn’t even sit up.

      Looking at my brother-in-law again, I asked, “What’s going on? Come on, Han, get these things off me. We need to get away; we don’t know how much time we have.”

      Han stepped closer and grinned, only it looked crazed, not happy. “Oh, I don’t think I will, dear brother-in-law.”

      I blinked up at him. “Come on, Han. Just undo the chains so we can get out of here. Where’s Rhile? Have you found him yet? Where are we? Do you know what happened? How I got here?” Panicking, I couldn’t stop the questions from spilling from my lips.

      “Oh, of course I do. But don’t you worry, Ezryn. Rhile is in a place you’ll never go, a place where you’ll never find him.”

      As he stared at me with that manic grin on his face, realization hit me and anger boiled in my veins. “Where is he, Handril? What the fuck did you do to him? If this is another one of your fucking pranks, it’s not funny. Ry’s going to kick your ass when he finds out that you chained me to a fucking concrete table.”

      Han laughed and walked to the wall by my feet, pulling a large knife off the wall. I hadn’t even noticed the weapons there. “Rhilenor will be doing no such thing, not where he’s going.”

      A new fear gripped my heart so hard, I couldn’t breathe right. It took me several seconds to suck in enough air to speak. “What did you do to my mate? Where is he?”

      Han laughed louder.

      “Where is Rhile?” I was screaming now, the panic in my voice obvious. Adrenaline filling my veins. I was going to murder Handril if he hurt my mate. I’d kill him. “Handril, where the fuck is Rhile? Rhile! Rhilenor!”

      Han moved to my side and put his hand over my forehead, holding my head down. I called on my magic, ready to blast his ass to next week and get the fuck out of here, find my mate, and hold him in my arms. My magic stirred inside me, but I couldn’t quite grasp it. It felt like I was trying to grab onto smoke with my bare hands. What the fuck was happening? Why wouldn’t my magic come? I’d never had an issue with it before.

      Han tsked. “Don’t you recognize this place, Ezryn? This table has runes, and so do the manacles. Your magic can’t help you here. Not even you can break through these spells… they were placed and charged for years by eight different mages.”

      A new wave of panic hit me. I was in the dungeon in the compound. The place where we kept perps, the table and manacles runed to suppress magic so our dangerous magical perps couldn’t get away or hurt our guards. These cells were meant to hold the strongest mages; these manacles strong enough to contain an ogre.

      Han smiled. “There you are, you’re starting to get it now. No one is coming for you. Your team and everyone on the planet thinks you, Rhile, and Jozdrek are dead. In fact, I’m holding your funerals tomorrow for the whole world to mourn you.”

      Oh Gods, he has Jozzy, too.

      “Where are Rhile and Jozzy? What did you do to them?” What if Ry and Jozzy were in the other cells down here? I didn’t want them in pain from being unable to access their magic.

      “Far away from this place with no memory of magic.” Oh Gods, he put an amnesia spell on them? Han moved in closer and added, “No memory of you.”

      “Where’s Rhile? Rhile!” I yelled again in case he was really in another cell.

      Han patted my cheek, so I spit in the bastard’s face.

      He grunted and straightened, wiping my spit from his face. In the next blink of an eye he had a knife at my throat. “I was going to give you a chance to do this the easy way, anchor.”

      My eyes widened. Oh shit.

      He grinned gleefully. “That’s right, Ezryn, I know what you are, and you’re going to give me everything inside of you.”

      “No.”

      “You don’t have a choice.” He mumbled a spell under his breath, then stabbed his knife straight into my stomach.

      Sharp pain made me yell out, but the spell he’d cast started burning me from the inside out. My ice shield was trying to cover me, but the magic couldn’t seem to fully form. What the hell? That had never happened before. Searing pain ran through my body until it covered every inch of me. Lava filled my veins, uncontrolled screams tearing from my throat. The pain seemed to last forever, and darkness began to creep into the edges of my vision. I prayed for it to take me.

      Just before I passed out, Han eased up a little, the pain receding to an ache as he said, “Give me what I want and the pain stops.”

      “I’ll… never… give it… to… you,” I said through clenched teeth, my words jumbled and hard to understand through my crying.

      “We’ll just see about that, Your Highness,” Han said before casting his spell again and making the pain intensify. My body was trembling, my voice already cracking from screaming so much.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and thought of beautiful green eyes and the smile that lit them up even as sobs tore from my broken body. Sobs coming from my broken heart as much as from the pain.

      Never had I wanted my mate more, but I prayed he really was far away from this pain. I prayed he wasn’t suffering wherever he was.

      Please be safe, Ry. Please be safe.

      I screamed again and everything began fading, but just before that black emptiness of relief came, I felt a stab of a needle in my arm, and my eyes sprang open as my heart raced.

      Han chuckled. “Oh no, sweet anchor, you won’t be getting out of this that easily.” His face moved in front of mine. “Give it to me.”

      “N-n-n-no.”

      “Then I guess you’ll get to feel every second of this while I tear it from your body.”

      I whimpered as he shoved his hand into my stomach, and I let my eyes fall shut as tears escaped.

      He could try all he wanted, but he’d never be able to steal it from me, not unless I gave it to him, and there was no way in hell that was happening.

      A scream tore from my throat as his spell invaded me, burning me from the inside out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PRESENT DAY

      

      

      I woke up in the bed all alone, and I frowned, wondering where the hell Rhile had gone. Pulling myself out of bed, I stretched and found some clothes to put on. I was still sore, but nothing compared to last night. Being the anchor had its benefits.

      A smile tugged at my lips as I thought about last night. Yesterday had been a shit show, but last night… last night had been absolutely wonderful. Rhile had put his hands all over me, and the way he’d kissed me… Mm. Just thinking about it made my body tingle.

      With a grin, I walked out of the room and followed the sound of voices to the kitchen.

      “I just don’t know what he’s going to expect now.” Ry’s voice reached me.

      “Then maybe you should talk to him about it,” Jozzy said.

      “I don’t want to hurt his feelings. He’s… I’m his husband, for fuck’s sake, Joz. I can’t wrap my head around it. I just met the guy, but he’s my husband, and I don’t… I don’t want to hurt his feelings by telling him we need to slow down. After he got hurt yesterday, I had this possessive need to protect him and to keep everyone else away from him. I’ve never felt like that before.”

      A piercing pain filled my chest. Ry regretted last night. Of course he did. I was a fucking idiot. This wasn’t my husband, this was someone that had only known me for a handful of weeks—days, if you counted in-person only. Fuck. I’d screwed up.

      “You need to talk to him about this, Rhiles. He’ll understand.”

      Ry sighed, and I started backing away as tears filled my eyes. I shouldn’t have overheard that, but there was no way I could pretend I didn’t.

      If Rhile needed space, he’d get some space.

      I backed up to the end of the hall, took a breath to calm myself, and made extra noise so they’d know I was coming. When I rounded the corner and saw Rhile, he smiled at me—this sweet, welcoming, happy smile that reached his eyes. And my heart crumbled. “G-good morning,” I croaked.

      Ry’s brow furrowed. “Good morning. How did you sleep?”

      “Fine. Good. Great.” I nodded and walked to the coffee pot.

      Jozzy said, “Good morning, Ezzy. You alright?” Great. Now he noticed I was off, too.

      “Yep. Good. Great.” I closed my eyes at my inability to communicate well and pulled a mug from the cabinet.

      Rhile came over, placed his hand on my back, and leaned over to kiss my cheek. “Morning, sweetheart.” He offered me that sweet smile again, and I almost melted right there. If he thought we were going too fast, why was he behaving like this?

      “Hey,” I whispered, then met his eyes. There was affection in them, and seeing it eased my tension and nerves a little. I didn’t want him to feel obligated to me. I needed him to want me as much as I wanted him. I wanted him to love me as much as I loved him. But maybe that wasn’t fair to him right now. He had a lot of catching up to do, and it wasn’t fair to expect him to be in the same place as me. Last night, he’d been the one insisting on doing everything we’d done. I’d followed his lead; I’d follow him anywhere. But if he was regretting going that far with me, I needed to address the issue, meet it head on, and figure out how to make him happy.

      “What’s wrong, Ez?”

      I closed my eyes, and instead of ignoring the problem and letting it fester, I decided to be honest. “I heard you talking to Jozzy. I was walking down the hall, and I overheard.”

      His eyes widened and a brief moment of panic flashed across his face. “I’m so sorry, Ez. I—”

      “No. Don’t. You were being honest.”

      “Ezryn…”

      “I’m giving you guys some privacy,” Jozzy said before fleeing the room.

      I turned to Ry, saying, “I’m sorry if I made you feel… obligated to do things with me. I’m so sorry.”

      “No, Ez. You didn’t. You didn’t at all.”

      “Then why were you—”

      “I’m not sure what to expect, what you expect from me, that’s all. I don’t regret what we did last night, not even a little bit.”

      My eyes pricked, but for fuck’s sake I wasn’t about to cry. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      I blew out a relieved breath. “Okay… that’s good to hear because I kinda loved last night.”

      He grinned. “So did I.”

      Turning to fully face him, I pressed a little kiss to his lips, then leaned back against the counter. “So what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong… but I don’t know how to do this. I’ve never… I don’t remember ever being in a relationship before, so I don’t know the first thing about it.”

      I took a breath. “Communicating with me is key, so maybe next time you can come to me instead of Jozzy?”

      “I didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

      I shook my head. “You wouldn’t, honey.”

      “But I did.”

      “Because I walked in halfway through the conversation, and I was hurt that you didn’t come to me instead of Jozzy. I was hurt you didn’t trust me.” Hurt flashed across his face, and I cursed myself internally. “Just be honest with me, and I’ll do the same.”

      He searched my eyes for a moment before smiling shyly. “Okay. And I’m sorry. The last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

      I felt like I could breathe again. “It’s alright, short stuff.”

      He stepped close and wrapped his arms around me, and I sank into his hug, holding him tight to me. I wished I could stay in his embrace for the rest of my life.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Ez, but I picked up some chatter,” Braylik said.

      Fuck. Reluctantly, I stepped back from Rhile to face Bray. “You did?”

      “They’re close to this area. I don’t understand how they’re tracking us, but they’re close and I’m afraid they’ll find us. Which means we need to get out of here before more of Handril’s men come to attack us. We need to get on the road as soon as possible.”

      “We don’t even have a car,” Ry said.

      “There’re two emergency vehicles in the garage that we can take. Why don’t you two go get your stuff together. I’ll whip up some eggs really quick for everyone so we can leave. The house is well warded, so that will slow them down from following us in here, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible for them to find the house. Especially if Handril has a strong mage, and we’re not sure who all’s working with him.”

      I nodded. “Alright, we’ll get ready. Did you tell the guys already?”

      “Yeah, I told Jozzy, and he relayed it to everyone.”

      Despite the situation, I waggled my eyebrows and teased, “Told him first, huh?”

      Bray turned red, but I was pretty sure it was from anger. “I walked past him in the hall, so of course I told him first. Then he helped me plan a route to take since you two were talking and the huckle-fume wouldn’t let me in here.”

      Ry snorted at the huckle-fume thing, and I grinned at Bray, saying, “Uh huh… sure.”

      Bray spluttered at my back after I walked past him with Ry chuckling beside me.

      Ginger came down the hall with wide eyes, saying, “We have a Bubs emergency.”

      “What happened?” Ry asked with concern.

      I snorted and shoulder-bumped him. “Not that kind of emergency.” Reaching into one of the pockets on my combat pants, I pulled out a handful of gum and held it out to Ginger.

      He sighed in relief. “Thank you, Boss Man.”

      I grinned and dropped the gum into his hand.

      As Ginger tried to catch them, his fingers brushed my wrist and his grin turned to a frown. He grabbed my wrist and yanked it closer to him, and Rhile started to react, so I used my other hand to squeeze his shoulder and hold him in place. Then I asked Ginger, “What are you doing?”

      His face was close to my forearm, his eyes narrowed as he spoke. “You have a spell in your forearm.”

      “What?” Ry and I asked together.

      Ginger’s chocolate brown eyes went wide. “There’s a spell in your arm, Ezryn. A little piece of… metal, maybe? With a spell linked to it.”

      I gasped out, “Tracking spell.”

      Ginger’s eyes went impossibly wider. “Holy shit.”

      Rhile grabbed my hand that was still on his shoulder, squeezing my fingers. “How do we get it out? Won’t his skin keep us from removing it?”

      I shook my head. “We can’t get it out. Ging, can you disable the spell?”

      He cringed. “I should be able to, I think. There’s some kind of protective shield around it. I might need Bubs and Lucky to help.”

      I nodded. “Let’s do this before we leave, otherwise, they’ll just follow us. The wards in the safehouse have probably been confusing it and offering a little protection.”

      Ry whispered, “That’s why they’re in this area, but haven’t found the house yet.”

      I nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      Ginger asked, “Can’t Rhile get it out of you? Your magic won’t react to him as a threat.”

      Ry’s eyes widened, and I grimaced. “Yeah, he could, but…”

      “I’ll do it,” Ry said, surprising the shit out of me.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I can’t stand the thought of something like that inside your body.” His nostrils flared.

      Ginger added, “Pulling it out will allow me to be sure the entire thing is disabled. I think that’s the better solution. Plus, even if I deactivate it, what’s to stop someone from reactivating it in the future?”

      “Yeah,” Ry said. “That thing’s coming out.”

      And that was how I found myself at a table, surrounded by the team, with Ry holding a knife to my outstretched arm. He was hesitating, and I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to cut him open either, even if it was to save our asses.

      I placed my other hand over his and said, “I won’t be able to feel it. Sunshine numbed my arm, remember?” That was a useful spell for things like this.

      He took a breath. “Okay. Here I go.” He placed the knife tip to my skin, hesitated for another split-second, then pressed, cutting along the line that Ginger had drawn on my skin with a marker. I felt nothing, and even though my magic stirred, it didn’t react once it realized Rhile was the one cutting me. My magic recognized its mate and knew he’d never hurt me, so it settled again.

      Rhile dropped the knife, picked up the long tweezers, and dug around in my arm. His nose was wrinkled in disgust—so was mine—but he didn’t let that stop him. He kept wiping away the blood as he worked, and in less than a minute, he was pulling a disc about the size of a quarter but ten times as thick out. Much, much larger than I’d expected.

      “Holy shit,” Jozzy said. “How the fuck didn’t we know about that?”

      I didn’t respond because it could’ve been placed in my skin anytime I was in that dungeon and unconscious.

      As Ry sewed me up, Bubbles grabbed the still-bloody disc and did his thing to deactivate the spell. It took a lot longer than one would’ve thought for such a small piece of metal, and when he was finished, he said, “It had its own shield to protect against a lacuna. I still got through it, but that’s some strong-ass magic.”

      Rhile began pushing his energy into me as the other discussed it. I sent him a smile as he helped kickstart my healing magic. Once he was finished, the skin was closed and my muscles were threading back together. It would be sore for a few days, but it wouldn’t be too bad after the numbing spell wore off. I pulled on Ry’s shirt to capture his lips. It surprised him, and he almost fell into me, but managed to catch himself without using his bloody hands that he was holding up out of the way. I could tell he wanted to grab me, but was kind enough not to.

      “Thanks,” I said against his lips.

      “You okay?”

      “Perfect.” I kissed him again before releasing him and saying to the room, “Let’s get this shit cleaned up and get the hell away from here before they find the house.”

      Luckily, everyone listened.
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      We were on the road again, this time in SUVs that weren’t stolen, thank god. Braylik, Joz, Ezryn, and I were in one car, and this time Sunshine was riding with us. If I’d thought Lucky was on the quieter side, he had nothing on Sunshine. Silent and moody. He scowled at just about everything I said, and it sorta made me want to punch his lights out.

      Joz was in the passenger seat, poking Braylik in the arm or side or cheek every now and then, just to bug him. And I was riding in the middle of the back seat because I didn’t want Sunshine touching Ezryn, even by accident. So… maybe Ez was onto something with the whole acting like I’d just found my mate thing. I was behaving a little crazily, now that I thought about it, but I didn’t actually care too much as long as I was the only one touching my husband—still weird to think of him as my hubby. Okay, hubby was definitely out as far as terms of endearment.

      Shaking away the thought, I asked, “How long until we get to Ezryn’s sister’s?” We’d already been in the car for over two hours.

      “We’re only about two hours away now,” Braylik answered from the driver’s seat. “Hopefully we’ll make good time.”

      I nodded and turned to Ez. “Why didn’t you call your sister?”

      “I tried, but she must’ve changed numbers. The one I know is disconnected, and when Bray and I tried to search for her and your sister, all of their contact information had been erased. I’m not sure if it’s because our sisters don’t want Handril contacting them or if there’s something wrong. I’m hoping it’s to keep Han and his people at a distance, but I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Gotcha. What about doing a mind-link with her?”

      Ez sighed. “Honestly, I have never been very close with Inora. We love each other, she’s family and I’ve missed her these past two years, and I know she’ll help us, but she and I aren’t friends the way you and Jozzy always have been, or even how Jozzy and I have been. I was too worried about mind-linking with you to even try with her, and I didn’t really think about trying because I’ve never done it with her before.”

      “So it takes practice to mind-link with another person?”

      “Yes. I might be able to link with her if we were closer to her territory, but being so far away and never having done it before, it probably wouldn’t have worked.”

      I hummed, but after a few minutes, asked, “Bray?” That was the first time I was using the shortened version of his name, and it felt normal. Of course it feels normal, Ry, you’ve said it a thousand times before your memory was lost.

      “Yeah?” Bray said.

      Shaking away the rude inner voice, I asked, “Where were you and the rest of the team for the past two years?”

      He sighed, and color me surprised when Sunshine opened his mouth to answer. “Handril sent us out to a little elf community, claiming that they needed help governing themselves. It was a bullshit assignment, but we had our orders, so we stayed there for a few months. Before that, we were in a human town searching for ‘evil doers’ as Handril put it. And before that, we were patrolling the border of a little fairy town. Anything to keep us away from the compound for months at a time.”

      “Oh,” I said.

      Sunshine met my eyes. “We didn’t know you were alive, Shorty. You have to believe that. If we had, we would’ve searched the entire world for you and the kid.”

      “I’m not a fucking kid,” Joz said.

      My lips quirked up. “I know you would have, Sunshine.”

      He nodded at me, then started playing with his holster to avoid eye contact.

      After a while, I asked Ezryn, “Is there any other magic you can teach me while we’re in the car?”

      He thought about it for a few minutes, then nodded. “We can work on a camouflage spell since that won’t harm the car or distract Bray.”

      “Why didn’t we use that before?”

      Ez pursed his lips. “It’s hard to maintain, and you two are basically untrained mages. This spell is complex and if you don’t know what you’re doing, it only lasts for a handful of seconds. If we practice now, we can make sure you can hold it.”

      “Right. Got it.”

      He shot me a small smile. “Jozzy, you can learn this, too.”

      Joz turned in his seat to face us. “I’m listening.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Before you teach us, what are the limitations of our magic? What can we do?” It had been so overwhelming—and frankly, scary knowing people were after us—that I hadn’t thought to ask much about my magic. Truth be told, I was purposefully avoiding it because I was nervous. Knowing I had this strange power inside of me, power I didn’t know how to control, was freaking me out a little.

      Ezryn stared at me for a few seconds, but I could tell he was only figuring out how to answer me. Finally, he said, “There are many spells that cover anything from chopping up a vegetable to blasting people away. We all learn the spells, but each affinity has different results and some spells require more power than others. Your power and how much you put into it determines its effectiveness. Some mages won’t be able to perform certain spells because they’re outside their power well. The three of us”—he pointed to himself, Joz, and me—“have more power than anyone since I have a direct line to the source, and you’re both linked to me.”

      Joz caught my eye. Ezryn had spent the first hour of this trip explaining the whole anchor thing and how Joz and I were the anchor supports or whatever. It was a lot to take in for sure, but Joz was handling it well.

      Ezryn continued, “We can’t really run out of juice, so to speak. But there are plenty of mages that can’t even perform the fire spell you two know already.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised because that spell hadn’t felt like it took a lot of energy, but then again, I was connected to the most powerful mage in the world—or at least it sounded like he was—so maybe my view on it was a little off. “Ezryn?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let Joz and me take on more of the burden.”

      He sucked in a breath, and when he saw Joz nodding, he blew it out slowly. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. A hundred percent,” I said.

      Joz added, “I want to help.”

      Braylik said, “We already know they’re capable. Let them do this for you.”

      Ez met my eyes. “Okay.” He held out his hand to me, so I took it, then he reached forward and placed his hand on Joz’s shoulder. “Ready?”

      “Yes,” we said together.

      Ez closed his eyes, and a moment later, so much energy shot through his hand into mine, my entire body tensed, then convulsed for a few seconds.

      I heard Bray say, “Take deep breaths, guys.”

      With monumental effort, I sucked in some air, and blew it out slowly, then did it again. My muscles began to relax a tad, but my insides felt jittery. Like I was going to come out of my skin.

      I met Ezryn’s eyes, and when I spoke, my voice was shaky. “Is it supposed to feel like this?”

      “Like you’re a jittery mess? Yes. It’ll settle once you get used to it.” He examined me, then Joz, and said, “I can take it back if it’s too much.”

      Joz said, “Nah… it’ll… it’ll be okay.”

      I nodded and shook myself out. “I’ll be fine, sweetheart.” If this was what it took to help him, I’d do it. Even if I hated the feeling.

      “Your body will adjust soon, and you won’t even notice it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Cool,” Joz said, his voice strained.

      Ezryn said, “Tell me if you need me to take it back. We can try the spell in a bit after you two settle.”

      I gave him a nod.

      It took almost an hour for Joz and me to feel somewhat normal. Not entirely back to rights, but almost there. So we asked Ez to show us the camouflage spell.

      Ezryn said, “Okay, so the way the camouflage spell works is that it makes you blend flawlessly with your surroundings, even as you move. You’re not invisible, so if someone knew to look for you, they might be able to pick out the person-shaped bubble against the wall, but you’ll go unnoticed ninety-nine percent of the time.”

      “Is there an invisibility spell?” I asked.

      Ez nodded. “There is, but that’s more complicated and even harder to hold. You probably could only keep it steady for maybe two minutes tops. I’d rather teach you a long-lasting one for now.”

      “Makes sense.” I tilted my head. “Do you guys have things like invisibility cloaks?”

      Joz laughed, and Ezryn’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

      “What? You said you have people that weave spells into clothing, so I thought… you know, why not? You have body armor that feels like regular clothing, so you probably have all kinds of cool shit.”

      He shook his head. “No, we don’t. Our spell weavers haven’t figured that one out because the spell always wears off the fabric too quickly, and of course, there’s the problem of the fabric being invisible, and you know, getting lost.”

      I scowled at him. “Don’t make fun.”

      “I’m not.” His lips twitched.

      I shoulder bumped him. “Whatever. Teach me the damn spell.”

      He laughed, threw his arm over my shoulders and kissed my hair. “Alright, I’ll teach you the words first.”

      The next hour flew by with Joz and me learning the camouflage spell and a few others, so when we pulled up to the gates of Ezryn’s sister’s compound, it felt like no time at all had passed.

      Whenever Ez, Bray, or any of the other guys spoke about the compound, they always had a fondness in their voices, so I’d been picturing a welcoming… estate, I guess. Like a mansion on a bunch of land or something. Whether the Valore compound was the same as Draetus or not remained unknown, but this place looked like a damn prison from the outside. It was like one of those places you’d see in a horror movie and yell at the screen for the people being so stupid for going inside. There was a thirty-foot, thick, concrete fence—maybe taller—with barbed wire at the top, watch towers every hundred feet or so, and a huge-ass gate. At the gate and all the watchtowers there were armed guards.

      “Holy shit,” Joz said. “Real welcoming place, Ezzy. You sure we wanna go in there? It looks like the place you go if you never want to come back out again.”

      Ezryn frowned as he scanned the towers and all the guards, then he sighed and said, “Yes, we need to go in. It isn’t usually like this, but I’m sure they’ve beefed up security because of Handril.”

      “You think it’s safe?” I asked.

      Sunshine said, “As far as we know, Draetus hasn’t been compromised and is still under the council and Queen Inora’s rule.”

      “Does she make people call her that?” I asked.

      Ez snorted. “No, she doesn’t, but that’s technically her title.”

      I nodded. “What if it’s a trap?”

      “It isn’t.”

      “You sound sure.”

      He opened his mouth, closed it, and grunted. “I’m not, but this feels like the right move. I have nothing else to go by other than what Sunshine said, but I think we’re meant to come here.”

      I took a deep breath. “Okay. But… is that why you taught us the camouflage spell?”

      “Not specifically, but it’s good you know it so we have a back-up plan to get you and Jozzy out.”

      “What about the others?”

      “We won’t leave anyone behind,” he said with finality.

      I nodded and tried to keep from showing my nerves.

      Braylik slowed the car to a stop, rolled down his window, and said to the guard standing behind a bulletproof window, “I’m Braylik Northyra from Valore, the vehicle behind me is with us as well. Can you tell the princess that her brother’s here to see her?” He jerked his thumb toward Ezryn.

      The man’s eyes widened—he was an elf—and he peeked into the car. Ezryn lifted his hand in greeting, and the guard’s eyes went even wider before he picked up a phone. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but the huge heavy gates slowly opened a few seconds later and Bray drove through.

      The inside was in total contrast to the outside, and I realized that seeming unwelcoming was probably an easy way to keep most humans away. Inside it was like a small town. A bunch of little shops lined the main road we were driving down with a ton of trees and flowers everywhere, brightening the place up. There were people milling about, shopping, chatting, eating, and kids playing and running around. And the best part was I could easily see that most of them were elves, although there were plenty of dwarves—holy shit, Ez hadn’t been kidding that I was tall for a half-dwarf—a few fairies, some with big wings that reminded me of a dragonfly, and I saw one lacuna, so I suppose they truly were a rarity. In the distance, I could see a huge, towering building. Past the road of shops were some smaller homes and behind them were some bigger apartment buildings. The place was absolutely huge. It truly was its own little city.

      It felt like I’d walked—driven—into an entirely different world.

      When I felt eyes on me, I turned my gaze to Ezryn, and he smiled and said, “It’s like a whole new world, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. “Wow. I… all of this hasn’t really felt real, the magic part I mean, you know? I’ve seen it, but we’ve mostly been running and hiding and…” I sighed. “Seeing all these people… wow.”

      “I didn’t think about this being your first time seeing one of our compounds.”

      “It’s awesome. I was worried when we pulled up, but this is nothing like how it looks on the outside.”

      Ez nodded. “It’s meant to keep people away, and it’s warded to help cloak it into looking like an old factory to humans.”

      “So before I crossed the bridge, these people would’ve looked human to me?”

      “Yep.”

      “Is our compound like this, too?”

      Ez’s eyes lit up. “Valore’s compound is even bigger.”

      “Holy crap.”

      He chuckled and grabbed my hand, lacing our fingers together, so I sent him a grin and went back to taking in the sights. Joz was talking quietly to Bray up front, but I wasn’t paying attention to them, instead studying all the elves and dwarves walking around.

      Eventually, Braylik pulled into a parking spot near the huge building that seemed to be in the very center of the compound, and Angel pulled the other SUV into the spot beside us. All the guys checked their weapons, so I made sure I still had the two handguns and six knives Ezryn had given to me at the safehouse.

      “Aren’t they going to take our weapons when we get inside?” I asked.

      “We’re an elite enforcer team for the Valore Territory, but we’ve assisted Draetus teams before. So no, they won’t. Technically, we’re allowed into any building with our weapons. We have devices to cover our weapons if we enter a human building that normally doesn’t allow them, but that’s unusual,” Ez answered as he holstered a gun by his ribs before climbing out to meet the guys. “Everyone good?”

      I climbed out after him as the guys all gave affirmations.

      Bubbles said, “I think I should take point, Boss Man.”

      Ez nodded. “You want a lacuna up front?”

      Bubbles nodded. “I think that’s best. Play it safe.”

      “Alright, that works. Bubs in front. Ginger, bring up the rear. The rest of you in formation around Ry and Jozzy,” Ez said. Bray opened his mouth to argue—probably to say that Ez needed to be protected as well, something I was in agreement with—but Ez held up his hand to stop him. “I’ll stand beside Ry, but I’m not going in the center.”

      Bray huffed, but nodded, listening to his team leader.

      Joz stood on my right, Ez on my left, and the rest of the guys around us, and we headed inside. There were more guards inside the doors, but they knew who we were and let us pass without any issue.

      One guard—or maybe they were enforcers, too—came over to us, saying, “She’s waiting in the throne room, Your Highness.” He gave Ezryn a little bow that made my eyes go wide.

      Joz actually laughed at the move, but Bray, who was on his other side, smacked him in the chest to shut him up.

      “Thank you, Eludor,” Ezryn said. “You know where to go, Bubs.”

      Bubbles nodded and led the way down a long hall, past the elevators and the grand staircase that made me feel like we were inside a castle instead of the modern skyscraper it was. As we walked, Ez said, “No matter how many times I tell that man to stop calling me ‘Your Highness,’ he won’t. Makes me crazy.”

      “Well, you are the royal prince, my liege,” Angel said with a cheeky grin.

      “Fuck you.” Ez flipped him off, and I snorted.

      “I can’t believe they haven’t taken away your crown yet with the way you talk,” I teased.

      Ez chuckled and shoulder checked me.

      We reached some huge ornate doors, and without having to ask, the guy ushered Joz and me to the side, then lined up on either side of the doors with their guns pointed and ready. Then on Ez’s signal, Lucky pulled open one of the doors and Bubbles checked quickly before rushing inside with his gun up.

      Braylik held my brother and me back until Ezryn said, “You guys can come inside.”

      With a sigh of relief, the three of us joined the team inside the throne room. When I got a look at the place, my eyebrows rose. It didn’t look like a throne room at all, it looked like a large meeting room, or a conference hall of some sort. There were monitors and projectors and tons of chairs at one end. But I was sure it was a meeting room since there was a long table filled with people at the other end. Lots of people. All of whom had papers or computers in front of them, all of whom were staring right at us.

      A woman stood from the head of the very long table with a huge smile on her face. The way her blue eyes lit up and her brown hair shined under the light made it obvious that this was Ezryn’s sister. They could practically be twins. She rushed over, waving away the guards lined along the walls, and crashed right into Ezryn. A giddy laugh came out of her as she breathed, “Baby brother.”

      Ezryn embraced the woman and smiled at me over her shoulder, offering me a wink before he shut his eyes and whispered, “It’s so good to see you, sissy.”

      She laughed again. “Me? Gods, Ez, I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

      “I know.”

      They hugged for a long time before she finally released him. She kept her hands on his shoulders, scrutinizing him for a few seconds before a sad smile played on her lips. “You’re okay?”

      He nodded.

      “You’re too skinny,” she whispered.

      “I’m okay.” Ez reached up and squeezed her hand.

      She gave him another hug, then turned her gaze on me and smiled. “Rhile, it’s been too long.” She released Ez before giving me a tight hug as well.

      I gently patted her back a few times, feeling incredibly awkward, but luckily, she released me after a few seconds.

      Ezryn cleared his throat and shook his head at me, then glanced around the room. I understood his message; he didn’t want me to say anything about my memory with all these people in the room. I gave him a nod, and Ez said to his sister, “Perhaps we can speak privately, Inora?”

      She eyed him for a moment before nodding, and saying to the group of magical beings around the table, “Please excuse me, ladies and gentlemen. My brother has returned from the dead. I’m going to retire for the day, if that’s alright with all of you?”

      “Of course, Inora,” one of the elves that had been sitting near her said. “We’ll reconvene in the morning.”

      “Thank you.” She nodded at him before looping her arm around Ezryn’s and pulling him to a door on the side of the room with the rest of us following. The queen—holy shit, she was a real queen—pulled us through a maze of hallways, up several flights of stairs, and to an area that seemed like private living quarters. That was confirmed when she pulled us into a fancy apartment, locked the door, and said, “It’s safe to talk in here. I search it for bugs every day.”

      Ezryn nodded. “Good. Rhile and Jozzy are under an amnesia spell, so he doesn’t remember you. The Rueberry bridge didn’t get rid of it.” I was surprised he jumped right in. “Ry and Jozzy, this is my sister, Inora. Sissy, you obviously already know them.”

      I awkwardly said, “It’s nice to meet you, Your Highness… again… even though I don’t remember so not again, but kind of again, I guess. Do I call you Your Highness or—”

      “Nice to meet you, Ezzy’s big sis,” Joz said with a grin, holding out his hand.

      “Inora is fine.” She seemed amused by us, but shook Joz’s hand, then mine before saying to her brother, “Tell me everything.”

      So he did, and the rest of us found places to sit in the living room and dining room areas while he did. I held in an amused smile when I watched Bubbles empty his pockets and bag, filling Inora’s trash can with a ton of chewed gum and wrappers. I sat beside my mate on the couch and leaned against him a little while he spoke. Inora didn’t interrupt him, only asking a handful of questions and listening to every word. Ez skimmed over his torture, but Inora’s eyes narrowed, and it was clear that she wasn’t stupid. Neither was I, and I wanted to know, but it was clear it was something Ez didn’t want to talk about.

      When he finally finished, she said, “I thought you were dead, Ezryn. If I had known, I never would’ve let him keep you. When we found out you were alive, we planned a rescue mission, but got word that your team beat us to it.” She smiled over at the guys. “Thank you for saving him.”

      They nodded and Bray said, “We would’ve gone sooner if we’d known.”

      Ezryn waved him away. “I know that, Bray. Stop worrying over it.”

      Bray glared at him. “Hard to do when I know what Han—”

      “No,” Ezryn said, in that hard voice I’d only heard maybe once before. “Drop it.”

      Bray saluted him, but when he lowered his hand, he flipped him off. My eyes widened because the queen was sitting right on the other side of my mate, but all she did was snort in amusement.

      Inora said, “I’ll have my people make you up some rooms. Ez, your quarters are still yours. No one touched them, even when I thought… well, I didn’t let anyone else go in there. I couldn’t bear it.”

      He smiled softly. “Thanks.” He met my eyes for a second before asking her, “Do you know where Xillana and Ry’s mother are?”

      Inora’s brow furrowed before she shook her head. “No, Ez. I thought… well, I thought they were killed as well.”

      My chest ached at that even though I didn’t know them.

      Ez sucked in a breath. “Xillana really isn’t with you? What about her team?”

      “I haven’t seen any of them in over two years.”

      Ez closed his eyes. “Fuck.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Ezryn met my eyes, then Joz’s and said, “I’m so sorry.”

      Joz nodded and turned his gaze to the floor, and I took a deep breath. Hearing that they were missing and possibly dead hurt, but… I didn’t remember them. It was like hearing about strangers. Like hearing an awful story about someone you didn’t know that made you upset and maybe even made your heart ache, but it wasn’t… personal. And that made me feel guilty because they were my family. My family was missing.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a few deep breaths. There was nothing I could do about that right now, not until we had more information. Maybe we could get something out of Han when we took him down.

      Ezryn rubbed my arm, whispering, “Are you alright?”

      Nodding, I dropped my hand. “Yeah, just… it’s weird and horrible and… there’s nothing I can do. I wouldn’t even recognize my own mother and sister if they were standing right in front of me, but I do feel a sense of… loss. But it’s confusing.”

      “I’m sorry.” He rubbed my back, then kissed my cheek.

      Offering a small, probably sad, smile, I said, “Thanks. Finish talking to your sister. I know you want to pick her brain on the amnesia spell stuff. I’m alright.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.” I was as okay as I could be under the circumstances, anyway.

      Inora made a phone call about the rooms, then she and Ez began speaking about a bunch of spells I knew nothing about—possible ways to unlock my memory—and Bubbles came over, dropping his beefy arm over my shoulders as he crammed in on the large couch, and asked, “You doing okay?”

      I surprised myself by drawing comfort from his gesture. A few weeks ago, I wouldn’t have appreciated someone doing that to me, but maybe that was because I hadn’t truly felt like I was home until I found Ezryn and all these guys. Answering Bubbles, I said, “Yeah, I’m fine. Just taking it in.”

      He gave me a little squeeze before releasing me. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to make it better for ya.”

      “Thanks, Bubs,” I said.

      He grinned and blew a bubble, then walked over to Angel, stepped behind him and pulled the much-smaller man back against him. Angel didn’t even pause his conversation with Ginger, he simply leaned back and grabbed a hold of Bubbles forearms as the large man wrapped them around his chest. Those two really were constantly touching.

      Joz was leaning against the wall by himself, so I stood and headed over there, stopping beside him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      I lifted a brow at him, and he sighed.

      “I feel off,” he said.

      “You do?”

      He glanced at Ez and Inora. “Yeah. I can’t place it, but… something isn’t sitting right with me.”

      I took in the woman sitting beside my mate. “Do you think she’s working with Han?”

      “No. She doesn’t feel off, but something else does… I think… I think it might be related to our missing sister and mother.”

      I nudged him with my elbow. “I’m sorry, Joz. It feels bad for me, too.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded. “It’s strange because it feels like I miss them, but we don’t—”

      “Know them.”

      With a sigh, I leaned against the wall and rubbed my face with my hands.

      “I think I feel off because it’s like whatever’s going on with them, or wherever they are, is on the tip of my tongue, you know? It’s right fucking there, but I can’t get to it.”

      “I’m sorry, Joz.”

      Joz was quiet for a long moment. “We need to get our memories back, Rhiles.”

      “If only we knew how…”

      He nodded and gestured for Braylik to come over. Once the elf was standing before us, Joz said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea for anyone to room alone.”

      My eyebrows shot up along with Bray’s, and he asked, “You don’t?”

      Joz shook his head. “I can’t say for sure, but I don’t trust these people.”

      “Even Inora?” Bray hissed.

      Joz hesitated, making a face like he smelled something sour. “I’m not sure. I’m leaning toward trusting her, but I can’t say for sure.”

      Bray nodded, a furrow on his brow. “Alright. We’ll stick to groups of two or three. I’ll tell the guys to pair up.” He started to move away, but Joz caught his shirt, pulling him back. Bray blinked at my brother, surprise written on his face.

      “Will you bunk with me again?” Joz whispered.

      Bray opened his mouth, and I could practically see the snarky comment on his lips, but then he hesitated and must’ve thought better of it because all he said was, “Of course, Jozdrek.”

      Joz smiled at him, let go of his shirt, and said, “Thanks, Bray.”

      Bray nodded in a daze as he walked away.

      When he was out of hearing distance, I whispered, “You have a crush on him!”

      “I do not!” Joz said loudly, then winced and whispered, “I do not.”

      I snorted. “You so do. Awww, is my wittle baby brother in looooove?”

      Joz punched me in the arm.

      “Ow! Jesus, Jozzy, that fucking hurt!”

      “Serves you right… and don’t fucking call me Jozzy.”

      As I rubbed my arm, I smiled at him. “You shouldn’t have said that.”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I regretted it as soon as the words were out of my mouth.”

      I snorted. “You practically just gave me a birthday present… Jozzy.”

      He groaned. “Now that’s all you’re gonna call me.”

      “Yep.”

      He punched me again.

      “Ow! Asshole!” I punched him back. You know, in a friendly way.

      “Don’t hit me. You fucking deserved it,” he said, so I punched him again.

      Joz lifted his fist like he was about to get me again, but Ezryn called over, “Boys, knock it off or I’ll have to put you in separate corners.”

      Joz narrowed his eyes, and I could tell he was debating doing it anyway, so I smirked at him. He went in for another hit, but I dodged it with a laugh and quickly said a spell, shooting my ice-magic at Joz’s feet and entrapping them.

      “What the hell, Ry?” Joz yelled as I laughed, running to the other side of the room.

      Ezryn said, “If he hadn’t done it, I would’ve.” But he ruined the menace in his voice by sticking his tongue out at him.

      “I can just melt it,” Joz said, calling on his fire and holding flames in his hands. He bent down to melt the ice.

      With another laugh, I consciously released my magic so Joz could do what he needed with it. Then I walked over to Ezryn, plopping down on the seat beside him and grabbing his collar. I pulled him in for a quick kiss, then jerked away at the “Aww” I heard. My head whipped around to find Inora still sitting on Ezryn’s other side, mirth lighting up her eyes.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She laughed, sounding so much like her brother, and waved me away. “Trust me, it’s nothing I’m not used to. I’m around other mated couples often enough. Plus, I’ve seen the two of you kiss more times than I care to count.”

      I frowned at that, but Ezryn chuckled and leaned into my side, so I wrapped my arm around his shoulders. He still seemed so tiny to me. Tall, yes, but he was so thin and always seemed to fold into me, so I sometimes forgot how much taller he was than me.

      Inora smiled at us, then said, “Alrighty, boys, I need to see to a few things, but I’ll send some food up for you all. Stay here, make yourselves at home, and I’ll let you know when your rooms are ready.”

      “Thank you, Inora,” Ezryn said, standing up to pull his sister into another hug. “I missed you, sissy.”

      Before Inora’s eyes fluttered closed, I noticed tears in them. “I missed you so much, baby brother.”

      They squeezed each other for a few minutes before they parted, and Inora smiled at me. “It’s good to see you again, Rhile. I’m going to get my best scholars on this. We’ll pull every memory spell we can find and figure it out. I already have a few ideas, but I want to check the books to make sure I’m right.”

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded, then said to Ez, “I’ll be back shortly. Eat and rest. You’re far too skinny.”

      He grinned.

      As soon as she was out of the room, all the guys came over, dragging chairs and piling around the couch. When Joz went to sit beside me, I held up my hand, saying, “Nope. You gotta sit somewhere else, Jozzy.”

      “Are you serious?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “I fear for my safety,” I said in as serious a tone I could muster.

      He flipped me off, and right when I thought he was going to punch me again, Braylik grabbed Joz’s belt buckle and yanked him into the seat beside him on the little loveseat. Joz landed so he was almost on top of Bray, yet neither of them moved away from each other even though there was plenty of room. I lifted a brow at Joz, but he only shrugged. He was crushing hard, it seemed.

      It didn’t surprise me one bit to find Bubbles in the armchair with Angel on his lap. Constantly cuddling. If I was being honest, I might admit to being a tad jealous.

      Ezryn asked, “What do you guys think?”

      Sunshine said, “We should get a list of the people that were in the throne room so we can keep an eye out and maybe do a little digging, see if any of them are connected to Han or to any of Han’s known associates, just in case. Inora feels trustworthy to me, as she always has. But no one else was exactly screaming honesty in the throne room. We weren’t in there long enough to do a great evaluation, though, and we did barge in there with three people back from the dead, so I suppose I can understand their hesitancy.”

      Bray nodded. “I’ll hack into the system once we’re in our own rooms. I’m sure there’s a record of that meeting somewhere, and at the very least, we can update our knowledge of Inora’s advisors.”

      “You can do that?” I asked.

      Bray opened his mouth, but Joz put his arm behind the couch—almost touching Bray’s shoulders—and answered, “Obviously. Bray’s good with gadgets. That’s why we call him Gizmo.”

      Everyone gaped at him, and I asked, “Did you have another memory?”

      Joz shot me a smile that he turned on Bray. “A few.”

      Braylik blushed, and I gaped further. What the hell? I turned my shocked eyes on Ezryn, hoping he could shed some light, but he was just as confused as me. We shrugged at each other, and since we didn’t have time for whatever that was, we turned back to the team—all of whom wore similar expressions.

      Bubbles broke the tension by popping a loud bubble and saying, “We need a map of our compound with all the underground tunnels. If we can get Inora to give us some backup, maybe we can sneak in and take Han and his people out.”

      Sunshine said, “Wish we could’ve done it when we broke Boss Man out.”

      Bubbles nodded. “Yeah, but we couldn’t risk him, plus Han wasn’t even at the compound—”

      “That’s why we went in when we did,” Bray said. “Getting Ezryn out was the priority.”

      “I’m glad you guys did,” I said, earning a nod from Bray.

      Ezryn waved us off. “There’s nothing we can do about that now, anyway. I’m glad you guys didn’t try to take him on without me and without a backup team. He’s powerful—more so than we realized—and he has powerful mages as backup.”

      I turned to him. “How do you know that?”

      He took a deep breath and met my eyes. “His… friends tried to take the anchor out of me.”

      He meant they’d tortured him. More fucking torture.

      Red filled my vision as my mind conjured terrible images of what Ezryn must’ve gone through. People tortured my mate. They’d maimed him. Made him bleed. Tried to steal a piece of him. My entire body tensed, the anger filling my veins, filling my soul.

      Ezryn cupped my face and forced me to meet his eyes as he said, “I’m fine, Rhile. It’s over with and there’s nothing either of us can do. Please remain calm and stay with me. Right here. Right now. I need your input on this, baby. Don’t let your anger overtake you. Please, Ry.”

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to push the rage down. I wanted to kill anyone that had laid a finger on my mate.

      “Rhilenor. Making a plan to take Han down and get our home back is the best way to stop him from hurting me again.”

      Taking another deep breath, I pulled Ez into me, the rush of air from his lungs brushing my shoulder as I buried my face in his neck and breathed him in. His fingers played with my hair as I took a few more calming breaths. Having him in my arms, letting his scent surround me, was soothing in a way nothing else was.

      Placing a gentle kiss to his skin, I nuzzled into him for a few more seconds before pulling back enough to press my lips to his in a soft kiss. He smiled at me as I slowly released him, and I murmured, “Sorry.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t be.”

      I pushed his hair behind his ear. “The thought of them hurting you…” A shudder racked my body. “I can’t…”

      He cupped my face again. “I know, handsome. You’re fine. We’re both okay.”

      I nodded, and continued ignoring the others—who were talking among themselves anyway.

      After a moment, Joz asked, “How did they hurt you, Ezzy? Surely your ice-magic would’ve stopped them.”

      Ez sighed. “He had me tied to a spelled table most of the time, and kept me in spelled manacles the entire time. I couldn’t access my magic… he made the table by… um, he spilled lacuna blood on that table for years. And eight mages spelled the manacles.”

      Braylik interrupted, saying, “You never told me that.”

      “I didn’t want to think about it.” Ez shrugged. “I try not to think about the time I spent in that dungeon.” I could feel the tension rolling off him, tension, sorrow, and… fear.

      I gathered him in my arms again and whispered, “Alright, let’s talk about something else, then.”

      He nodded against me. “Okay.”

      I held him for another minute. I knew we needed to focus on our goals, but nothing was as important as making sure Ezryn was okay. My chest filled with a mix of emotions. Guilt, fear, grief, horror, but also warmth and affection toward this man. He was so kind and caring, and I couldn’t get enough of him. With every little touch, with every little smile aimed my way, my chest was filling more and more. It was almost like I… there was something there I was afraid to identify after only knowing him for a handful of days. No. Too soon for that.

      But it was there and it was growing every second I spent with him.

      My heart, my body, and my soul were already ahead of me, but it seemed that my mind was finally catching up.

      I squeezed him in my arms, words on the tip of my tongue, but I bit them back. I didn’t know if Ezryn felt the same.

      Sure, I knew he loved Rhilenor Eoin Blackthane Loraxidor, but that wasn’t me. I was Rhile Lore, the unsure man that only found out magic was real a week ago. I was Ry, the man that knew nothing of this world, the man that wasn’t brave and courageous like Rhilenor Loraxidor was, the man that was but a shadow of him.

      Could Ezryn really fall for me when he’d had Rhilenor Loraxidor before? Could he love me and not some other version of me that we may never get back?

      It didn’t seem possible, not when I was such a poor substitute for the man I once was, the man I couldn’t remember.

      “Ry?”

      “Hm?”

      Ezryn leaned back and tugged on my beard to get me to focus on him. “Are you okay, baby?”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. Can you ever really love me, this version of me? But I couldn’t ask that, so I said, “I’m okay.”

      He searched my eyes, and I knew he wanted to call me out on my lie, but I leaned in and captured his lips to distract him. He might not love me right now, but maybe he would in time. Or maybe he’d always wish for the other me. No, stop this nonsense. You’re the same person, and Ezryn obviously cares about you.

      I needed a distraction, too.

      Parting his lips with my tongue, I tasted him and held in a moan as I kissed him deeply for a minute. We had an audience, and no one else got to see the look on Ezryn’s face when he was lustful and ready for me. So I reluctantly cut the kiss off, resting my forehead against his.

      When he leaned back, he opened his mouth to say something, but his eyes widened like he realized what he was about to say and didn’t want to say it, and he snapped his lips closed.

      “Are you two done yet? I’m sick of waiting for you,” Joz said.

      I flipped him off without looking away from Ezryn’s intense blue-eyed gaze.

      A knock on the door made me jump, but the guys got up to take care of it, so I simply stayed on the couch with Ezryn while they answered the door. The poor maid-looking guy was held at gunpoint as he slowly pushed a huge trolley filled to the brim with food. He retreated quickly, and Sunshine shut the door, locking it.

      He walked over to the tray and said a spell I didn’t understand. Ezryn leaned in to whisper, “He’s checking the food for poison.”

      My eyes widened, but when I thought about what had happened to us when we’d trusted my brother, I nodded and was grateful for the precaution, and I asked, “Can you teach me that spell?”

      He nodded. “Of course. I’ll teach you and Jozzy that one before we eat breakfast tomorrow. You should check your food before every meal.”

      “Do you?”

      “Of course I do. I’ll never let someone take advantage of me like that again.” His voice did that icy tone thing again, but I could hear the fear underneath it.

      That was… sad. But I couldn’t blame him. I knew nothing of the torture he’d suffered, but the scars that littered his body were many. I could only imagine how deep the scars went that I couldn’t see. Sometimes the scars inside were harder to heal.

      Hopefully I could help him.

      Vowing to myself to help Ezryn in any way I could, I kissed his cheek. “I’ll help check our food as soon as you teach me.” That helped him relax and he sent me a smile. I nudged him, then asked Sunshine, “Any poison?”

      He shook his head. “We’re in the clear.”

      “Good. I’m starving.”

      Ezryn snorted. “Of course you are, short stuff.”

      I shot him a grin, and was pleasantly surprised when Angel brought us plates so I didn’t have to move away from my mate.

      Angel said, “If you need help with anything, just ask, yeah?”

      “Thank you, Angel,” I said, getting a grin and a wink in return.

      Everyone ate until the trolley was completely empty, and then we all sat together to mull over taking out Han. It was the worst post-meal talk I’d ever had. I just wanted that fucker dead.

      But even though the subject was awful, being with these guys in relative safety was the most I’d felt at home in… years.
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      “Alright, guys,” Ezryn said once the plates were cleared. “I’m thinking along the same lines of what you did to get me out, but with Inora’s people with us.”

      Ginger wrinkled his nose and sighed. “The sewer system.”

      Lucky groaned. “That fucking sucked.”

      Ginger nodded. “It did, but it’s a good way into the compound.”

      Sunshine said, “Not if we have a ton of people, though. It’s only big enough to walk single file in most places, and we can only exit maybe two at a time. How are we going to take them out if they’re waiting on the other side for us? They’ll pop us off as we come out no problem.”

      Ez nodded. “True. And now that we’ve used the sewers once, they’re bound to have extra precautions and wards in it. They’ll see us coming from a mile away.”

      “So what then? We go through the front door with guns a-blazing?” Bubbles asked, chewing his gum loudly, like the idea was getting him excited.

      Ezryn rubbed his face with his hand. “I don’t know. I need to see a map to make a better plan. Maybe one with the sewers outlined as well.”

      Joz asked, “Can you call your sister and get someone to bring us one? Or is there a library or some shit in this place where one might be?”

      Ezryn pursed his lips. “She’s looking at reversing the amnesia spell right now, so I’ll ask her once she comes back here.”

      We didn’t have to wait too long for Inora to come back up, and when she did, she seemed almost giddy. Which was weird for a queen. Or maybe not. Ezryn wasn’t exactly the prime example of what I thought a prince was—I didn’t think of him as a prince at all—so I guessed I needed to set aside my assumptions about people.

      “I think we found something for the amnesia spell,” she said as soon as she shut the door.

      My eyes widened, and Ezryn gaped at her. “Are you serious?”

      She nodded. “Yes. You know I’ve dabbled in mind spells before, so my mage friends are well versed in them.”

      Ezryn nodded. “That’s why I wanted to come to you. I thought you’d have an idea, but I didn’t expect you to find something so soon.”

      “We’re still searching the archives. But I have something we can try now. It might not work, but there’s a good chance it will.”

      Ezryn glanced at me, then back at his sister. “What’s the spell?”

      She went into detail, and I realized I was right—she was giddy about it.

      Joz came over, and this time, I didn’t stop him from sitting beside me and pressing his shoulder against mine in solidarity.

      Sunshine said, “That spell’s painful, and what happens to them if it doesn’t work?”

      Inora winced. “It could make their memory loss worse.”

      “What’s that mean?” Bubbles asked, chewing so fast I knew he was nervous. “They’ll forget some of the past two years, too?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. It might not do anything to them, to be honest—well, nothing besides a severe headache—or they could lose some more time. But that’s a worst-case scenario we’re talking about. In all likelihood, if it doesn’t break the amnesia spell, it might unlock at least a few memories. But that’s not something I can determine.”

      “What are the chances that this makes them lose more time?” Ezryn asked as he grabbed my hand and squeezed hard enough to hurt.

      “Less than ten percent.” She shrugged. “That’s my best guess.”

      Ezryn’s jaw clenched.

      Inora sighed. “No matter what spell we try, there’s always going to be a risk it won’t work.”

      “I don’t want them to lose more time, Inora.” He glared at her.

      She lifted her hands in a placating manner. “I understand that, but like I said, there will always be risks. I’ve done this spell several times before so I’m familiar with it, which you know makes the chances of success higher. We can wait and see what the others uncover, but nothing they find will be a spell I’m well versed in.”

      Ezryn’s gaze hardened. “This isn’t good enough.”

      She scoffed and threw her hands in the air, and everyone started throwing question after question at her. I could see her getting frustrated, but she answered every one.

      As everyone continued discussing the spell and all the possibilities it came with—more like all the consequences—Joz elbowed me and said, “We got this, brother.”

      I nodded. “I know.” Ezryn still gripped my hand, and I held onto it like a life raft.

      Joz gave me a single nod, but he wasn’t fooling me. He was freaking out just as much as I was, he was only better at hiding it than I was.

      I asked him, “Do you want to chance it?”

      He thought about it for several beats. “Yeah, I do. I hate having a huge part of my life, of who I am, hidden from me.” I nodded, and he asked, “Do you want to?”

      “Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “I’ll do anything to remember.” My eyes shot over to Ezryn. What I meant was that I’d do anything to remember him.

      Joz met my eyes. “I get it. I need those memories back. We need them.”

      I nodded, then turned to Ez and said, “Sweetheart?”

      “Hm?” He gave me a questioning look.

      “We want to do it.”

      He stared at me, then flicked his eyes to Joz for a second before meeting mine again. “I won’t risk you, Ry.”

      “Well, this is what I want. I want Inora to try.”

      “No.”

      My nostrils flared. “Are you going to let me explain why I want to?”

      “No, because you’re not doing it.”

      “Ezryn, I want—”

      “No. No, Rhilenor. I can’t let you.”

      “This isn’t your decision to make; it’s mine. Mine and Joz’s, and we’ve decided to do it.”

      Something flashed behind his eyes, something that looked a lot like hurt. He dropped my hand and stood up, taking a small step away. “I suppose you’re right, Rhile Lore. It’s not my decision to make.”

      Hearing him say the name I’d been given when the Veil was placed over my eyes felt like a slap in the face. And I could tell he meant it that way.

      He turned on his heel and walked away, down a long hall inside Inora’s personal quarters that I assumed went to her bedroom.

      I gaped at him for several seconds before my anger ratcheted up to full-blown pissed-the-fuck-off. How could he say something like that and run away? Why couldn’t he just listen to me, let me explain so he’d understand? Why did he have to act like a dick?

      Standing, I took a deep breath, then ignored the others in the room and marched after my mate. I found him pacing the length of a room that I assumed was a personal office, so I stepped inside and slammed the door shut.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” I shouted. “You don’t get to walk away from me like that, Ezryn. Not after everything we’ve been through. You don’t get to walk away.”

      Ezryn turned to me, and all of my anger drained away. He was devastated. He had tears pouring down his cheeks, and the grief and sorrow on his face broke me. He looked like he was shattering before my very eyes.

      “Ez,” I whispered and took a step toward him.

      He shook his head and stepped back, holding his hand up to stop me from going to him.

      Hurt wrapped around my own heart, making me afraid it’d crumble along with him.

      He waved his hand for a second and blew out a breath. “Sorry, just… just give me a moment.”

      “Ezryn…”

      He shook his head again. “No, I need… if you come over here… sorry, I’m not trying to push you away, I just… it’ll make it worse if you touch me right now.”

      My heart splintered a little more, but I still whispered, “Okay.”

      He stared at me, then closed his eyes and breathed out, “Fuck. I’m making this worse.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      He wiped his face and squared his shoulders. “We used to be partners, Rhile. You used to respect my opinion. You used to listen to me. It’s hard to remember that you’re not… that you’re not my partner anymore.”

      Another crack to my chest. “I am.”

      He shook his head. “Then you would’ve talked to me about it, or at the very least, you would’ve asked my opinion and we would’ve discussed it.”

      My chest tightened further, and I swallowed around the thickness of my throat. “You’re right. I should’ve asked you what you thought about it.”

      His sweet sad eyes met mine. “You’ve only known me for a few weeks, Ry, why would you—”

      “You’re my mate, Ezryn.”

      His chin quivered as he sucked in a breath and swallowed loud enough to hear. “I am.”

      I whispered, “You’re absolutely right. I should be discussing these things with you. I’m sorry.”

      “I… thank you.”

      “But you should’ve let me explain as well.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” He turned away and started pacing again.

      “Ez…” When he didn’t respond, I said, “I’m serious, Ez, I want your opinion. Let’s talk about it.”

      He stopped and met my eyes. His beautiful blue eyes were so sorrowful as he whispered, “What if you forget me again?”

      Oh god. No wonder he was so upset, he was worried the spell would backfire and I’d… holy shit. “That won’t happen.”

      “You can’t know that, Ry.” He angrily wiped his face and began pacing yet again. “Fuck. I’m so sick of crying. So fucking sick of it. I’ve cried more in the past week than my entire life prior. Fuck.”

      “Maybe this spell will work, and I’ll be able to tease you over it like you think I would.”

      He let out a snort. “Yeah… maybe.” He blew out a breath and faced me. “Or maybe you’ll forget who you are and forget me along with it. Maybe you’re destined to forget me over and over again.”

      “Ezryn… that’s not going to happen, sweetheart.”

      He took a shaky breath. “I can’t do it again, Rhile. I can’t… I can’t survive you forgetting me again. I barely… I barely made it through the first time.”

      Unable to take it any longer, I moved across the room and pulled him into my arms. “That isn’t going to happen. Your sister knows how to use this spell, surely, she knows how to keep me from forgetting the past few days. Plus, even if it does make me forget, won’t it take away my oldest memories first?”

      He wrapped his arms around my neck and bent down to press his cheek against my hair. “I don’t know if it’s that straightforward. It sounds like it could take away random memories.”

      I cringed. “We’ll figure it out, sweetheart.”

      “You really want to do this?”

      “I want to remember being with you. I want that more than anything.”

      Ezryn took another shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “Does that mean you agree?”

      “It means that I’ll support you in this decision even if I hate it.”

      I pressed a kiss to his neck. “You’re not going to use your royal powers to order me not to do it?”

      He snorted. “I should.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “No, baby, I wouldn’t. Also, I don’t think anyone would even listen to me if I told them not to let you do something. You’re my mate, others don’t get involved in our arguments.”

      “The guys don’t?” I asked.

      “No. Not really. They let us sort our shit out ourselves. They might offer an opinion, but when it comes down to it, everyone respects a mate bond too much to get involved.”

      Kissing his neck again, I asked, “So no one will listen to your orders, huh?”

      Ez sighed. “Not when it comes to something between us, no.”

      “Not even the guards?”

      “Not even them. Plus, technically you’re the prince consort, which makes you part of the royal court.”

      I leaned back and lifted a brow. “Really? Can I order beheadings?”

      He snorted out a laugh. “That’s where your mind goes right away? Beheadings?”

      I shrugged. “Yes. That’s what I think of when I picture a queen and a king, or princess and prince. Some guy or gal in crazy, ornate clothing ordering heads to be chopped off.”

      He laughed. “Why the hell would that be what you picture? No one in my family has ever ordered a beheading, for Gods’ sake.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      His lips twitched. “When we get back home, I’ll be sure to try it out.”

      I kissed his smiling lips. “Only if I’m there to watch you.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of doing it without you.”

      Snickering, I captured his lips with mine in a slobby, smiley kiss that made us both laugh harder. The words I felt in my heart were on the tip of my tongue again, but I swallowed them down.

      “Fuck, Ry,” he breathed. “Wanna take you to bed.”

      I moaned in agreement, holding him to me. Reaching down, I grabbed his ass to grind our cocks together. “So take me to bed.”

      “But what about—”

      I cut him off. “We can worry about that later. I’m here with you right now, and that’s all that matters.”

      He groaned and nodded, then walked me backward toward the door. Between kisses, he said, “My quarters are down the hall. We’ll have privacy there.”

      “Yes. Perfect.”

      He pushed me against the door and ground against me, causing a whimper to fall from my lips. Bracketing me in between his arms, he broke away, but only to kiss along my neck. I tilted my head back to expose more skin, and yanked on Ezryn’s shirt to splay my hands on his back. His soft skin had divots and bumps in places from his scars. I wanted to know about each one, I wanted to kiss them, show him I cared, that they didn’t bother me or disgust me like I knew he worried about.

      As I slid my hand down and managed to slip it into Ezryn’s pants to squeeze his ass, Ez leaned back to meet my eyes and breathlessly said, “We need to go to my quarters. I want to take our time… I want to keep you in my bed until morning.”

      I nodded and rubbed my nose along his. “Yes. Please.”

      He smiled and kissed my lips quickly, then stepped back, forcing me to release his glorious ass. He stared at me for a second before launching back into my arms. An “Oomph” came out of me before I caught him and chuckled. As he pressed his mouth to mine, I felt him reaching for the door handle, so I braced myself so we didn’t fall on our asses when he opened the door.

      It didn’t help that much because when he finally opened it, we stumbled out hard enough I hit the opposite wall, making us both laugh again.

      “Um…”

      We startled at the new voice and turned to find Angel standing there with wide eyes.

      Angel licked his lips nervously before saying, “Uh… I drew the short straw and had to come find you guys. They, um, Inora’s people are setting up the spell now in the conservatory.”

      I murmured to Ezryn, “If we sneak back into that room, do you think they’ll come after us?”

      He snorted, then sighed and leaned his forehead against my temple. “Fuck.”

      I nodded a little.

      Angel blinked at us. “Uh, right, so I’m gonna go back… but they need us in the conservatory, like, now. We’ll, uh, we’ll wait for you in the living room, I guess.” He did an awkward shuffle before scrambling down the hall.

      I could tell Ezryn was about to make us follow, but I couldn’t let him go yet, so I pushed him back into the room, locked the door, and said, “We can take our time later, okay?”

      He blinked at me. “What?”

      I pushed him back until he hit the desk, then I began unbuckling his pants.

      “What are you doing?” He was already breathless again.

      Once I freed his cock from his pants, I knelt down in front of him and tilted my head back to meet his eyes. “What’s it look like, sweetheart?” Then I took him into my mouth all the way to the root.

      “Oh fuck!” he yelled out.

      As I pulled back, I circled my tongue around the head, teasing a sensitive spot that I somehow knew he had. His hips bucked and a hand went into my hair. Grabbing his ass, I pulled him forward, encouraging him to use me the way he wanted. His hips pistoned back and forth as I relaxed my throat and hummed, staring up at this sexy-as-hell man.

      He tasted so good, and seeing him lose control like this made my cock ache against my pants, so I unbuckled them, taking myself in my hand. As I jacked myself, I reached under Ezryn’s shirt and pinched his nipple, eliciting a moan from him. His hand tightened in my hair, turning me on further. I pulled off him for a second, and Ez whimpered, trying to pull me back, but I licked my hand before swirling my tongue around his head again and grabbing my dick. When I took him into the back of my throat, he shouted out.

      It only took a minute before he was nudging me, warning me, so I sucked harder. I wanted to taste him, I wanted him to fill me up. Knowing he was close, knowing I was the cause of his pleasure, ramped up my own.

      He shouted, “Rhile!” a moment before he shot down my throat.

      Seeing him in ecstasy and tasting his cum on my tongue sent me over the edge, and I groaned loudly, the sound vibrating Ez’s cock and making him shoot a little more. The pleasure in my veins made me see stars and my body quaked in satisfaction.

      I eased off him with my eyes closed and wiped my mouth as I breathed out. A moment later, Ezryn was pulling me into a hug. Blinking, I realized he was kneeling in front of me, but had shifted us so we’d avoid kneeling in my puddle of cum. Holding him to me, I buried my face in his hair, catching my breath and filling my lungs with nothing but Ezryn.

      “Rhile,” he whispered.

      “I’ve got you sweetheart.”

      He nodded, burying his face in my neck. “Promise me you won’t leave me again.”

      “I won’t leave you again,” I said without hesitation. And I meant it. Nothing in this world was going to separate us ever again.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we met up with the guys in the living room, they were all ready to go to the conservatory. But not before Bubbles made a bunch of cat-calls and Lucky made some obscene gestures at us. Of course it made me blush, especially because the taste of Ezryn was still on my tongue. Ezryn took it in stride, laughing and saying, “You’re just jealous, Bubs.”

      Bubbles said, “Of you? Never.”

      Ez chuckled and flipped him off, then said, “Alright, let’s get down to the conservatory.”

      I got a bunch of pats on the shoulder and a “Nice” and a “You get ‘em” which made me turn blood-red. Joz wrinkled his nose at me and fake shuddered as he walked past. Of course none of the guys could just pretend they didn’t know what we’d done. Why in the world had I thought otherwise?

      Ezryn shoulder-bumped me, grabbed my hand, and led me out of the room as he laced our fingers together.

      Nerves hit me on the way. What if Ezryn was right and I lost my memories of him? How could I go through with this if there was a chance I’d forget him again?

      But how could I not when there was a chance I could remember him? All of him? All of us?

      I was missing a huge piece of myself, wasn’t it worth it to try? Wasn’t it worth it to know my mate?

      The conservatory was bigger than I’d expected, and a lot brighter. Which, to be fair, I hadn’t realized it was still light out since this had been the longest day ever, but the sun was starting to go down. The huge windows were actually rather pretty, as were all the potted colorful plants decorating the room.

      What wasn’t so pretty was the giant circle in the very center of the room with a bunch of weird symbols all around it. I stepped closer to Ezryn without a thought and murmured, “Please tell me you didn’t lead me to a human sacrifice.”

      He snorted out a laugh and said, “Not a human one, no.”

      My eyes widened, and I stepped back. “What?”

      He reached out, chuckling like an ass, and grabbed my arm, saying, “Oh my Gods, Ry, I was joking. Of course we’re not doing a freaking sacrifice. Are you serious right now?”

      I waved at the circle. “That doesn’t look… friendly.”

      “It’s a way to help better control complicated spells. I don’t do it much, but obviously my sister does.”

      I nodded, and Joz came over to stand beside me, saying, “I thought it was a sacrifice, too.”

      Ezryn snorted out a laugh, so Joz flipped him off.

      Inora walked over in time to see the exchange and said, “I’ve missed you, little Jozzy.”

      She patted his arm, and Joz leaned close to me, whispering, “A queen just touched my arm.”

      “I had a prince’s cock in my mouth twenty minutes ago,” I said without thinking, then turned horrified eyes on Joz. “Oh my god!”

      Joz’s eyes widened before he laughed so hard, he bent over at the waist, holding his stomach.

      Ezryn’s wide eyes met mine and he said, “I can’t believe you said that.”

      “I’m so sorry, Ezryn. Oh my god. I don’t know what happened, it just kinda came out.”

      He snorted and waggled his eyebrows. “You can play with that prince’s cock anytime you want.”

      “Oh my god. Ezryn!” My face was burning so much I was surprised it hadn’t caught fire.

      Joz was still laughing, but gasped out, “I can’t decide if I’m… glad you said that… or horrified.” He fake shuddered.

      “I didn’t mean to say it!” I said.

      Ez laughed. “It’s fine, babe.” Before I could apologize again, he pulled on my beard and winked. “Stop worrying so much. Be happy Jozzy was the only one to hear, otherwise you’d never live it down.”

      “Oh god. The guys didn’t hear, right?” A nervous chuckle came out, and Ez grinned and kissed my lips.

      “Do you really think they’d be quiet if they did?”

      “Uh, no. Definitely not.”

      He chuckled, then turned to the room. “We’re ready, sissy.”

      Inora nodded. “Alrighty, boys, let’s do this thing. Rhilenor and Jozzy, I need you in the center of the circle. Let me inspect the spell for a few minutes. If it’s the same spell, as in it’s one spell placed on both of you and not two separate spells, we’ll do both of you together. But if it’s separate spells, I’ll have to break them one at a time.”

      Ez squeezed my hand. “It’s okay, I promise. I’m right here no matter what happens.”

      I nodded at him. “Okay.”

      He gave me a single nod, then turned to Joz, saying, “I’m here for you, too, Jozzy.”

      He smiled hesitantly and cleared his throat. “I know you are, Ezzy… thank you.”

      “Always.”

      The two nodded before Joz grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the center of all the weird symbols I didn’t even recognize. Inora had us sit back to back in the middle so our heads were touching. I didn’t know if that made it easier to see if our amnesia was the same spell or not, but that was what I was going with.

      Inora had some wind-magic—I thought—so it felt like a damn windstorm in the circle. The air whipped around our heads so fast I had to shut my eyes. And then I felt little pinpricks all over the skin of my face and my scalp. Almost like my whole head had fallen asleep and blood was now rushing to it again. It was gross because it was out of my control, and it made me think of tiny bugs crawling all over my head. Creepy as hell.

      I shivered at the feeling, and Joz pushed his back against me, so I focused on that. That I was here with my brother, that we were in this together, and that Ezryn had our backs no matter what happened.

      Inora’s magic stilled abruptly, and she said, “Wow, that’s a complex spell. But it’s the same spell on both of you. In fact, if I tried doing you one at a time, I doubt it would work. I need to bring the entire spell down at once, or it won’t work.”

      “Is that going to work?” Ez asked.

      “Hopefully. The spell’s complicated.”

      “How so?” Bray asked.

      She took a breath. “It’s as if it’s suppressing parts of them, Rhile more so than Jozzy.”

      “What exactly does that mean?” That was from Ezryn.

      She sighed. “I think because he wanted Rhile to forget you entirely, but you’re all wrapped up in everything Rhile is, who he is. You two grew up together, you found your mate at such a young age, and you stuck together your entire lives. You are a part of who he is, and so, in order to get rid of you, Han seems to have gotten rid of parts of him. As if he’s only a very small portion of himself, like he’s not whole.”

      I sucked in a breath. Got rid of parts of who I am? Not whole? So it was confirmed, then. I was the shittiest version of the man Ezryn knew, I was a shadow of the person he loved. How could Ezryn stand being near me if I was such a poor stand-in for the man he loved?

      Joz turned and put his arm over my shoulder, saying, “There’s nothing wrong with my brother, Inora. I would choose my next words carefully if I were you.”

      She blinked at him, jerked her head back, and a look of horror crossed her features. “Oh my Gods, Rhilenor, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how that sounded.” She cringed.

      Joz pulled me into his side and kissed my head. “My brother is perfect the way he is.” To only me, he said, “I mean it, Rhiles. I know what’s going on in that head of yours, and you better stop that shit. You’re a great person, and I couldn’t have asked for a better best friend in the entire world.”

      “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” Inora said. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Nor, can you give us a few minutes, please,” Ezryn said.

      She nodded and left the room. The guys stood back to give us space as Ezryn came over and sat cross legged in front of me and said, “You are an amazing person, Ry. Don’t listen to a word she says, I’ve loved getting to know you these past few weeks.”

      I swallowed and met his eyes even though Joz still had his arm around me, and I said, “I’m not the person you married.”

      He smiled. “Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean you’re not an amazing man that I’m looking forward to getting to know better.” He grabbed my hands. “No matter what happens, I’m here. For you.” He looked at Joz. “Both of you.”

      “I know, Ezzy.”

      I took a breath.

      Ezryn refocused on me. “Remember I was the one that didn’t want you to go through with this, right? If I didn’t like you the way you are, then why would I have tried to stop all of this?”

      Okay, he had a point. I nodded.

      “You still want to go through with it?” Ezryn asked. “I’d be happy to forget this and take you home now. As you are.”

      I offered him a small smile. It didn’t feel good knowing I was only part of the person he loved, but Ezryn’s kind words were helping take the sting out of it.

      Joz said, “I’m up for doing this spell, if you are. But if you don’t want to, I’ll support you.”

      “Really?” I asked, meeting his eyes.

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      I stared at him, scrutinizing his features for a moment. “But you want to do it, right?”

      “I do. I’d like to get my memories back.”

      “So would I.”

      “So we’re doing this?”

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      Ezryn sighed. “I knew you weren’t going to change your minds, but it was worth a try. Alright, I’ll go get my sister.” He leaned forward to kiss my forehead, then got up and walked to the door.

      As Inora walked back inside, I asked Joz, “Do you still feel off?”

      “Yeah, but I’m alright.”

      I nodded, then asked the question I’d been thinking since we came into this room. “You think we can trust her?”

      “I sure as shit hope so.”

      I nodded and held up a fist that he bumped. “Let’s do this.”

      We were back to back again when Inora started her spell. The wind whipped in my face hard enough to hurt my skin a little, but I simply squeezed my eyes shut. The gross bug and tingling feeling started over my skin and scalp again, giving me chills, so I pressed into Joz’s back, and he pushed into mine.

      The moment I felt the wind rush through my nose, ears, and mouth, I wanted to scream in pain, but couldn’t. Because I couldn’t breathe. It was as if I was choking on air. There was shouting all around me, but it was unclear because my head was nothing but piercing agony, like my head was being crushed under the weight of the world. It felt like the tiny crawling bugs were inside my head now, crawling along my skull, and the air being shoved down my throat made me want to throw up.

      The tiny bugs started… drilling on my brain, and dark spots flashed in my mind’s eye followed white flashes. Each change of color was like a hit to the skull, the pain excruciating.

      Ezryn’s eyes floated by, as did a little boy who I was sure was Joz as a child. But it was like they were wisps on the wind, floating by and forgotten the second they were out of sight. I couldn’t grasp them. I couldn’t hold on to them or even reach for them.

      The wind in my mouth, nose, ears, and now my eyes as well, picked up in force, and I began choking while my brain was lit on fire. Not literally, I didn’t think, but it sure as hell felt like it.

      A scream tore from my throat, despite the wind there, as more and more flashes of white and black rolled past, sometimes with blue eyes staring at me. Over and over until I was sure I’d pass out from the lack of oxygen. I wished I would if only to end this torture.

      The wind stilled around me, but I still felt stuffed with it, like I was suffocating. And then as quickly as it had come, it left my body, and I fell onto my side, gasping for breath with Joz’s back still against mine on the floor.

      Coughing, I sat up enough to vomit a few times, then I grabbed my head as a migraine pounded my skull.

      Joz groaned behind me when a thousand voices started speaking at once.

      No, not a thousand, but it sure as shit sounded like it.

      I murmured, “Shut up,” at the same time that Joz said, “Shut the fuck up.”

      I would’ve laughed if I’d had the energy.

      “Rhile?” Ezryn’s sweet voice found me, and somehow, soothed my frazzled nerves and aching head.

      I groaned in response and blindly reached for him, muttering, “Didn’t work.”

      “Are you alright?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

      “Need you.”

      The words had hardly left my lips before he was pulling my head into his lap, his fingers carding through my hair. I felt his lips brush my temple, and it helped my poor, abused head.

      Joz told someone, “Felt like I was suffocating from billions of tiny bugs crawling all inside my head. Fucking gross.”

      “That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard,” Ginger said.

      “Didn’t feel too great, either,” Joz quipped, then immediately groaned.

      “Someone help him,” I murmured. “Ez’s making it feel better.”

      Braylik cleared his throat and said, “I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t sound so happy about it, old man,” Joz said.

      Ezryn said, “Everyone be quiet for a few minutes while they recover. We’ll discuss everything once they’re not in so much pain.”

      There were grunts of affirmation given before the room fell quiet.

      I basked in the silence.

      We stayed on the floor for a good twenty minutes before I was able to sit without puking, although Ezryn kept me against him, my head on his chest. If it didn’t hurt I’d make a comment about the fact that Joz’s head was in Bray’s lap, and Bray was running his fingers through his hair. What the hell was going on with those two? I thought they were supposed to be sworn enemies. Right now, they both seemed peaceful in each other’s presences.

      I gestured to them, and Ez got the gist because he whispered, “I really don’t know, but it’s kinda cute. Inora took a couple pictures that I’m sure she’ll send to everyone… once we all have regular phones again.”

      I grunted. That would be awesome. I was glad there was evidence to use against them the next time they argued.

      “Why didn’t it work?” Bray asked Inora, his fingers still playing with Joz’s hair.

      “I… I’m not sure,” Inora said. “Perhaps there’s someone else inflicted with this spell.”

      “Who? Who else would’ve been… oh. Oh. Shit,” Braylik said before cursing under his breath.

      “What? Who?” Angel asked.

      “Their sister,” Bray answered. “And possibly their mother as well. Or one or the other.”

      Joz gasped. “You’re right. I think… I think that’s what I was feeling. It sounds right.”

      Bray began asking Joz questions until my brother groaned and mumbled something about getting a headache.

      I closed my eyes, unable to deal with that for the moment.

      Angel said, “That makes a weird sort of sense. Why else have they disappeared as thoroughly as Shorty and the kid did?”

      They continued discussing it, but I blocked it out. My brain didn’t have the capacity to carry that worry along with all the others right now. One thing at a time, and taking Han down was the key. But first, I needed to make sure my mate was alright.

      “Ez?” I said, leaning back to look at him. The grief-stricken face I met hurt. But of course he was upset. I wasn’t his Rhile, was I? I was an imposter wearing Rhilenor’s skin. Of course he’d wanted his husband back, of course he didn’t want me. Why would he? I was all the shitty parts of Rhile, according to Inora.

      “I’m sorry it… didn’t work,” I choked out and immediately buried my face in my hands, trying to keep from crying.

      “Oh no, baby, don’t cry. It’ll be okay,” he whispered as he gathered me more firmly in his arms.

      Even though I felt like an imposter, I couldn’t stop myself from clinging to him. I wasn’t what—who—he needed, but I still needed him. It wasn’t fair, but that was the truth of it. I needed him. I had since the moment he showed up in my dreams, and likely, I’d needed him my whole life before that.

      “You’re shaking,” he said. “What’s wrong? What hurts?”

      I shook my head because how did you tell someone they’d hurt your heart when they were sitting here comforting you? How did I tell him that I’d seen the look of disappointment on his face and that it made me feel like my heart was being broken?

      “Rhile, what’s going on?”

      I shook my head again. “I’m tired. Can we go to bed now?”

      “Sure.” He rubbed my arms and kissed the top of my head, and the move made me squeeze my eyes shut because it hurt. It hurt to receive comfort from him, knowing he wished I was someone else, but it hurt even more thinking about being apart from him.

      My head was feeling better with every passing second, it was my heart that hurt.

      Looking at Joz, I asked, “You okay?”

      His lips quirked up. “I’m good. Bray’s got my back.”

      Braylik gave me a single nod, and I knew Joz would be taken care of, so I said, “Good. See you in the morning.”

      The guys and Inora all gave farewells, and I let Ezryn lead me out of the conservatory and through the halls, back toward where we’d come from. His quarters were closer than Inora’s, but just as big and lavish.

      “How’s your head?” Ez asked once he’d locked the door.

      “It’s fine. The headache’s nearly gone.”

      His shoulders sagged in relief. “That’s wonderful, Ry. Do you want something to eat?”

      “No, I want to go to bed.”

      He nodded and waved me to a hallway, but stopped and faced me. “Um, so do you want to sleep in your own room or do you want to, uh, share with me?”

      I’d never heard him sound so awkward before. “Do you want me in a different room?”

      “No!” he shouted, then cringed at my wince. “Sorry. No, I’d like to share, but if you need your own space…” He ran a hand through his hair. “This is our apartment, Ry.”

      “I thought it was the prince quarters?”

      “It is. I was given my own place when we were in college, but this was our second home, so to speak. When we visited my family, this is where we stayed. You… you brought some pictures to set around the place so it’d feel homey.”

      “Can I see them after I brush teeth?”

      “Of course.”

      He pointed out the bathroom, so I quickly got the taste of sick out of my mouth, then headed back out. Ezryn was waiting for me at the end of the hall, so I said, “Can I see?”

      He nodded and walked back into the living room to a bookshelf, but before he reached for a frame, I saw something else on one of the shelves.

      Moving closer, I asked, “Is that your crown?”

      He groaned. “I had it hidden away in a drawer, but you always found it hilarious to torture me by pulling it out and displaying it around the room.” He shot me a grin. “I always put it back, but before I knew it, it’s displayed somewhere else in the apartment. Unfortunately, you do it in Valore as well.”

      “You have more than one crown?”

      He sighed. “My parents made sure I had one there, and they knew I’d never bring this one with me, so Mom gave me another one. She told you to make sure I didn’t pawn it.”

      I laughed. “Would you have?”

      “Hell yes.”

      I snorted at that.

      With a shrug, he grabbed a picture frame, and held it out to me. “We took this on our honeymoon.”

      I stared at the picture with a sense of awe. Right there in front of me was solid evidence that all of this was real. Not that I’d had any doubt, but seeing it was… well, it was heartbreaking, tragic even.

      In the photo, we were wearing life jackets on a boat in the middle of a crystal-clear ocean. Ezryn had his arm wrapped tight around my neck, close enough that he was likely sitting on my lap. And he was smiling while holding the camera up. His smile lit up his entire face. He was so fucking happy. His head was tilted and his shoulder was up because I was kissing his cheek and my beard was obviously tickling his neck. And I was laughing. I was happy. I was lighter and free, and so fucking in love with him.

      Running my finger over Ezryn’s face in the picture clogged my throat with emotion. This was what I’d wanted to get back, these moments of our life together.

      Ezryn quietly said, “We were heading out to go snorkeling. We went to a hotel run by Veiled and did a bunch of activities run through them because we wanted to stay away from everyone and hide in plain sight.” He grabbed one of my hands and ran his thumb over the skin there. “The whole time we were on that boat, I kept trying to take a serious picture of us, but as soon as I would start to click the camera, you’d tickle me or make a goofy face. I’m pretty sure the only reason you ever kept that beard of yours was because you loved making me squirm and giggle like a blasted buzzer. You used that thing like a tickle weapon.”

      As he tugged on said tickle weapon, I sent him a sad smile. “You look so happy. We both do.”

      He smiled. “We were. Even though you were driving me nuts with the picture stuff, this one turned out to be my favorite of the whole trip. We have a copy at home, too… or we did. I know the guys kept most of our stuff, so hopefully it’s still there in storage.”

      I nodded and glanced at the shelf behind him. There were a ton of pictures of Ez and me, some of us with Joz or Bray or one of the guys, one group shot of all of us. We were happy. Such a happy life.

      Ez took the honeymoon picture from my hands and replaced it with another one, saying, “This is from our wedding.”

      I took in the photo of us dancing together. Our foreheads pressed together, eyes closed, hands clasped together between us, my other arm around his back and his on my shoulder, soft smiles playing on our faces. Tears pricked my eyes. I didn’t remember being so in love with him, I didn’t remember him loving me that way either. I didn’t remember, but I knew it was there. I could still feel it in my soul. But I wanted my memories back, dammit.

      A sense of longing made my chest ache, and my breath hitched.

      “Ry? What’s wrong?” Ez asked, taking the photo and placing it back on the shelf. He cupped my face. “I’m sorry, Ry. Maybe I shouldn’t have shown you.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m glad you did. I just… I wish I remembered it, remembered you like this.”

      “I’m sorry, baby.”

      I waited for a few seconds, debating whether I should say this or not, but in the end, I knew I had to. We needed to be honest, and I needed him. Period.

      “I want to know what it felt like to be that guy in those photos, to be so free and happy. To… to know what it feels like to be loved by you.” He sucked in a breath, but before he could respond, I powered on. “I saw your face, Ez. I saw how disappointed you were when the spell didn’t work. How disappointed you are that I’m not… I’m not this man anymore.” I waved my hand at the pictures. “He’s a stranger to me.”

      “Ry…”

      I sucked in a shaky breath and admitted, “Seeing that look on your face… it hurt, Ez. I’m not telling you this to make you feel guilty, I simply want to be honest with you. I want you to know what I’m feeling. I think we owe it to each other to be honest.”

      “We do,” he said quietly. “I admit that I was disappointed.” I pulled away, and Ez rushed to add, “But not in the way you think.”

      “So you’re telling me you’re not disappointed that you’re probably stuck with me, that I’m not that guy anymore.” I gestured to the pictures.

      “No, baby, I’m not. I was disappointed for you, not because of you. Disappointed for the fact that you don’t have these beautiful memories of your life because I know you want them. I swear to you that I’m happy you’re here, that you’re you. I want you as my mate more than I want my next breath.” He exhaled, long and loud. “I love you more than anything else in this world, in this universe. I’ve been fighting for us for the last two years, and now that you’re finally here with me, I keep screwing up.”

      “You don’t keep screwing up.” Did he really just say that he loves me?

      “I hurt your feelings, that’s screwing up. You’re convinced I don’t like you, that I don’t love you, and the fact that you could even think that means I’m screwing this up.”

      “No, you’re not. I’m the one with the fucked-up brain. I’m the one that can’t accept everything you’ve been telling me this whole time.”

      “Don’t call yourself fucked-up. You’re not at all, you zoot.”

      I snorted out a surprised laugh, and a little bit of the tension in my chest released.

      He smiled at me. “There’s that sweet smile of yours.” He cupped the back of my neck, burying his fingers in my hair, and stared into my eyes. “Do you still want to stay with me? In my room—our room.”

      Meeting his blue eyes, I said, “Yes.”

      He blew out a huge breath, and his shoulders seemed to sag in relief. “That’s where I want you to be, too.” He stepped back and held out his hand. “Come to bed with me? To sleep. Just to sleep.”

      I shook my head, and he dropped his hand, looking as if I’d just slapped him. Not wanting that reaction, I stepped back into him and whispered, “I’ll come to bed with you, but not to sleep… if you’ll have me as I am. I’m not the same man you married, Ezryn, but I’m still falling for you. Even when I didn’t remember you, remember us, I knew I loved you. No one and nothing else has ever felt so right to me. But… I only want you if you want me as I am, not as the man you once knew.”

      He reached up and cupped my cheeks again. “I love you as you were, and I love you as you are. I can’t separate the two, honey, but I do love you. I. Love. You. As you are, as you were, as whoever you’re going to be. I’ve loved you my entire life, Rhilenor, and whether or not you ever remember, that doesn’t change my feelings for you. The love I feel for you grows with every passing day, every passing hour, every passing second. I love you more now than I did yesterday, and I’ll love you more tomorrow than I do today. It’s inevitable. You and I were always meant to be, and I want nothing more than to show you how much I love and cherish you every day for the rest of my life.”

      My heart was squeezing so hard in my chest at his words. They were a big, huge declaration, but I felt them in my bones, and I knew them to be true. He loved me, regardless of losing my memories. And he was right; I couldn’t ask him to separate me from the man he knew because that wasn’t possible and it wasn’t fair. I couldn’t ask him that any more than he could demand I have my memories back before we did this.

      Those things didn’t matter when it came to us. Our love was beyond us, it was boundless and ever growing. And no matter what else happened there was one thing I knew to be true. Our love was inevitable and true, unequivocal and everlasting. It was the one thing I knew, above all else, even without my memories, I felt it in my very soul.

      He loved me.

      I loved him.

      And that was all that mattered.

      So I stepped closer to him so we were chest to chest, and I cupped his cheeks and lowered my mouth to his. I’d meant to devour him, to show him the passion he’d shown me with his words. But the second our lips met, something righted in the world, and we stayed there, lips touching softly, in a sweet but passion-filled kiss as we breathed each other in.

      It lasted a few moments before I gently swiped my tongue across his soft lips. He opened his mouth immediately and our tongues brushed, sending a jolt of pleasure and familiar happiness through my entire body. A whimper fell from his mouth as he pressed deeper inside mine, exploring my mouth and devouring me in the way I’d dreamed about before I ever knew him.

      Our breathing hitched as our tongues dueled, and my entire body lit up like it was on fire.

      His arms came around me, and mine went into his hair, holding him there like I was afraid he’d pull away. His chest heaved in pants as he continued his assault on my mouth, and my emotions sprang forward again. I loved this man, and my love went soul deep.

      Ez moaned into my mouth and began backing me farther into the apartment. I easily went, trusting him implicitly, and sooner than I’d expected, I felt a bed against the back of my legs. I wrapped my arms around him as I sat, pulling him with me, then lying flat on my back with him on top of me. I could feel his hard length digging into my hip, and suddenly, this wasn’t enough. I needed to feel all of him. I needed to feel every inch of his skin pressed to mine. I needed him. All of him. Anything and everything he was willing to give me.

      He seemed to be of the same mind because he sat up and removed his shirt before pushing mine up and off. I quickly grabbed his pants and began yanking them down, and Ezryn chuckled as he climbed off my lap. I whimpered from the loss of his body on mine, but he grinned and pulled his pants off, standing before me completely naked.

      “You have too many clothes on,” he whispered, his voice ragged.

      As fast as I could, I yanked my pants off, kicking them to the floor. Sitting up, I reached for him, and he easily came, climbing onto the bed beside me and meeting my lips with his. He signaled for me to climb higher on the bed, so I complied, resting my head back on the pillows so I wasn’t hanging off the edge.

      Ezryn swung his leg over my thighs and leaned down, his mouth still on me as he rutted his hips. His beautiful skin was covered in so many scars, but it felt amazing against mine, and his hard cock rubbing against my dick made me moan loudly in the quiet room. It felt way too good, and I didn’t want this to be over so soon, so I pushed on his chest.

      “Ezryn?”

      He leaned back, blinking at me.

      “Lie on your back, sweetheart,” I whispered.

      He stared at me for a beat before rolling off me and lying on his back. I wanted to take my time exploring his skin, so I kissed his lips and hovered over him for a few seconds. He opened his legs in open invitation, so I lowered myself there, nestling between his thighs.

      I licked and nipped my way down his neck to his chest where I placed open-mouthed kisses on every scar I came across. Ezryn squirmed beneath me, making me smile against his skin, but after several minutes, he breathed out, “I can’t take it anymore, Ry. Please.”

      I came back up his body and kissed his lips. “Please what?”

      “Fuck me before I explode.”

      With a snort, I kissed his lips. “Lube?”

      “Nightstand. Uh, I asked Inora to put some in here since the stuff that was in here was probably bad.”

      “You did?”

      His dilated eyes met mine. “I had high hopes of seducing you.”

      I grinned and reached into the nightstand, opened up the new bottle, and poured some on my hands.

      As I rubbed my finger over Ez’s hole, he groaned, then muttered, “Don’t need condoms, my mate.”

      “Okay.”

      I was about to move down and take him into my mouth again, but Ezryn grabbed my head and kissed the hell out of me as I slipped my finger inside him. He kept devouring my mouth as I added a second finger, then a third, and I ate up all his little moans and whimpers. When I found his prostate, Ez arched off the bed and broke our kiss, crying out.

      On the second brush of his spot, he pushed on my arm, saying, “Now, Ry. Fuck me right now.”

      “With pleasure.” I pulled my fingers out and poured lube onto my cock while Ez wiggled around impatiently, then I lined myself up with his hole and made eye contact with him. He nodded encouragement, so I pressed inside and groaned loudly.

      For the past two years, I’d had no relief except that of my own hand. Ezryn’s heat, the tightness of his entrance as it pulled me inside, almost had me coming already. And I wasn’t even all the way in.

      Remembering Ez hadn’t slept with anyone else either, I paused and let him adjust. After a few deep breaths, he nodded at me to continue. It was slow going, which was a sweet kind of torture, but it was worth it by the time I was fully seated. I dropped my sweaty forehead to his while he adjusted again. In truth, I needed the break for fear of this being over before I could make him feel good.

      Ezryn’s fingers went into my hair and he said, “I’m good.”

      Brushing my lips with his, I pulled my hips back, then pressed in slowly, both of us moaning. I did it again and again, then sped up a little, being sure to push inside as deep as possible. The sounds coming from Ezryn’s mouth were ramping up my lust.

      Abruptly, a sharp pain shot behind my eye, and I groaned, losing my tempo.

      A streak of naked skin and pretty blue eyes, a lithe body on top of me, riding me, flashed through my mind’s eye. As sudden as the tiny memory and the pain hit, it was gone. But I still found Ezryn cradling my head to his chest and whispering, “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

      Shaking my head, I let out a small laugh. “A tiny memory just came through of, um, us having sex.”

      His eyebrows shot up before he chuckled. “Of course it did. And what were we doing in this memory?”

      My cheeks heated. “You were… on top.”

      A sexy grin spread over his face. “Oh yeah?” I nodded. “I was riding you, huh?” I nodded again. “And did you like it?” I nodded more vigorously. “Do you want to try it now?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      That grin remained as he rolled us and positioned himself over me. On the first pump of his hips, I cried out, and he said, “You really liked it, huh?”

      “Yes,” I moaned.

      He chuckled, bent down to kiss my lips, then rested his hands on my chest for better leverage. “Can I mind-link with you?” he asked as he lifted and slammed back on my cock.

      “Huh?” I was too far gone to understand what he meant.

      His laugh reached my ears, and he stopped for a second to kiss my lips. “If we do a half-mind-link so you’re still aware, it’ll be a deeper and more intense connection. Is that okay?”

      I nodded.

      A moment later, I understood because he mind-linked with me, only instead of being in my bed at home, we were still in this bed, making love. I didn’t get why he wanted this until he pumped his hips and it was as if I could not only feel it on my cock, but I could feel it… everywhere. It was almost like I could feel what he was feeling on top of it, too. Like every tiny movement was a brush of pure bliss in every single cell of my body.

      “This okay?”

      “Holy shit,” I panted, making him chuckle.

      “I take that as a yes.”

      All I could do was groan in response.

      And then he rode me hard and fast, and the sounds coming out of my mouth weren’t anything I’d ever heard before. I was a writhing whimpering mess that was about to come far too soon, but Ez didn’t slow when I tried to warn him.

      But he knew anyway, because he could feel me the same way I could feel him and his pleasure.

      I grabbed his hips and held on tight, trying to keep it together as long as possible. But it seemed he was determined to get me to come because he grinned that sexy grin and slammed down on me over and over.

      And then every part of my body sang.

      It sang and it danced.

      Ezryn’s body sang right along with mine.

      It was like an out of body experience because the pleasure in every single cell was so vast and overwhelming, I couldn’t even register it.

      I was pretty sure I blacked out.

      When I finally became aware again, Ezryn was chuckling and already cleaning up our mess, wiping my stomach and chest, the evidence of his orgasm disappearing inside a hamper.

      I blinked at him. He’d released the mind-link, but I felt like we were still connected.

      Ez climbed back into bed and straight into my arms, covering us with a blanket, and he whispered, “So it was good, then?”

      I snorted. “Obviously. You fishing for compliments?”

      He chuckled and kissed my lips, settling into me.

      “How are you even moving? I’m boneless.”

      “I had to get us situated so we don’t have to move until tomorrow.”

      I kissed his head. “Is it always so intense?”

      “Not every time, but yeah, when we mind-link it is. That’s draining if you do it too often, though.”

      I nodded. I could totally see why.

      We lay in bed together for a long time, simply being together. Neither of us went to sleep yet, despite being exhausted. We were too content being in each other’s space. His fingers played with my chest hair, and my fingertips dragged along his hip and back.

      It was perfect.

      “Being with you, just lying around in this bed, feels like coming home,” I whispered.

      “For me, too, handsome.” He kissed my temple. “For me too.”

      I sighed and relaxed into him, feeling like for the first time, that even if I remained like this without my memory, I would be enough. He was my mate, and I was his mate. We were meant to be together, two halves joining as one.

      A long while later, Ez asked, “What do you think about sticking around here for a few weeks to train?”

      I leaned my cheek on his hair. “Don’t we need to take down Han as soon as possible?”

      “We’re safe here. Han would be an idiot to attack us within these walls. My sister and her council would declare war on Valore if he shed blood on their territory, which means we can take some time to make sure you and Jozzy are ready. Plus, it’ll give us time to let Inora’s people do some recon on Han and the Federation terrorist group.”

      “Training like combat training?”

      He nodded. “Yes. In combat and in magic.”

      I thought about it for a few minutes, then smiled. If I trained, I could protect him better. Him and Joz, and the rest of the team. “I think that’s a great idea.”

      “Good.” He leaned up on his elbows to give me a kiss on the lips, then rested our foreheads together with his eyes closed.

      We breathed the same air for several minutes, not saying a word, only soaking up each other’s presences, and it was somehow just as intimate as when we were having sex.

      Without a word, I pulled him into me, and he got comfortable on my chest again, our legs tangling under the covers. He kissed my chest, and I kissed his hair.

      And we both closed our eyes and let sleep claim us, back in each other’s arms, right where we were always meant to be.
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        ONE MONTH LATER

      

      

      My eyes blinked awake to the most wonderful sight—Rhile on the pillow beside me. Waking up beside him every morning for the past month had been absolutely wonderful.

      Even if he came back to our room each night frustrated at me for being a hard ass during training. By the time I was through with him every night, he was sated and happy, so he always started out with that sweet smile on his face.

      We’d tried several more mind spells over the past month, all with the same result that ended with Ry and Jozzy in horrible pain. Nothing had worked. I felt guilty that they didn’t remember their childhoods, but… getting to know them over the weeks had been amazing. Rhile and I fell back into an easy friendship, and we were learning to be husbands again. I loved him more and more each day.

      Ry was already awake and lying on his side facing me, and when I met his eyes, he grinned and said, “Good morning, sweetheart.”

      The smile on my face couldn’t be helped as I rolled over to mirror his position. “Good morning.”

      He cleared his throat. “I have something important to talk to you about.”

      My eyes widened. “What’s wrong? Did something happen while we were asleep?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that. Sorry. Everything’s fine.”

      I blew out a relieved breath. “Oh. Good. What do you want to talk about?” Was he worried about today?

      He scooted closer to me so our faces were only an inch apart. “What if I wanted to get a baby pig instead of a baby goat?”

      I blinked at him, then a snort of laughter came out—an attractive snort, of course. “It still couldn’t come into bed with us.”

      Ry sighed. “Ugh. Fine. Then what kind of pet could come in bed with us?”

      “None.”

      He scowled at me. “That’s not fair.”

      “The only one allowed in my bed is you.”

      “If we were talking about people, I’d be in total agreement.” He carded his fingers through my hair and played with the tip of my pointy ear, sending a shiver through me. “No one else touches you.” I hid a smile at that. He pecked my lips. “But we’re talking pets here, so they don’t count.”

      “They totally count.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you say because whatever pet you buy me is going to wind up in our bed.”

      “Not happening.”

      He lifted a brow. “And you already promised to buy me one, so no backing out.”

      “I won’t. But our bed at home is way too small.”

      “It is not.” He squinted his eyes. “Is it?”

      I snorted out a laugh again and patted his cheek. “Nice try, babe.” I lightly punched his arm.

      “Ow. What the hell?”

      “You made me think something was wrong, you trill-spoof.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You know, I’m starting to think Joz’s right. You’re making these names up, aren’t you? I’m going to go to use one of them and people are going to think I’m a nut.”

      I chuckled and pulled his beard. “Yep. Totally my plan.”

      He studied my face, then huffed. “I can’t tell if you’re serious or if you’re humoring me.” He rolled onto his back with a sigh. “You ass… see, that’s a real one.”

      With a laugh, I moved over and rested my head on his chest with my arm around his waist. He pulled my body closer to him until I was plastered to his side, so I kissed his neck and whispered, “Best morning ever.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Yeah, it is.”

      “Too bad we have to get up and… do what we have to do.”

      “Shh.” He kissed my forehead again. “Just for a little while, let’s pretend we’re at home, safe and sound, okay? Nothing else matters right now besides you being in my arms.”

      I took a shaky breath and nodded against him. “Yeah. That sounds nice.”

      He held me tighter, and I clung to him just as hard.
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        * * *

      

      Driving to the Valore Territory was more nerve-racking than anything we’d done yet.

      But Ry and Jozzy were ready. Truth be told, their training felt more like simply reminding them of things they already knew. Their bodies and magic were already on board, so once we’d gotten their minds to focus, they performed as well as they had two years ago.

      They were ready. We all were.

      I was ready for this to finally be over. I was ready to go home. I was ready to let the true leaders of Valore take over control.

      I’d informed Jozzy and Ry that they were going to feel jittery and more energetic the closer we got to the core since they’d been away so long. It was the same way I’d felt when my manacles had been removed and I’d finally had full access to it again. It had been refreshing, but also kind of like I’d drunk fifty cups of coffee in quick succession. From the way Ry’s knee was bouncing and Jozzy was wiggling around, I figured they were feeling it.

      I almost laughed when I saw Bubs hand Jozzy a stick of gum. Jozzy grinned and started chewing it right away. Bubs offered Ry one, but he declined.

      Recon had discovered that the council still existed—most of them, anyway; some had been presumed dead, killed by Han himself—but they were being blackmailed. Most were letting Han take control because he’d imprisoned family members. And the mages on the council were all stuck wearing spelled manacles to prevent them from using their magic against him. He’d basically enslaved them, and it was a practice he was doing to many in the Valore Territory. He needed to be stopped.

      Han and his merry group of traitorous, gutless trill-spoofs had taken over by force. His mages doing his bidding and keeping him in power.

      But we were going to take it back. We were going to save Valore and the council, hand over control to the rightful leaders, and then Ry and I were going to go on a vacation, far, far away from any of the turmoil. And when we came back, we were going to live a nice, peaceful life together.

      Okay, the peaceful was pushing it because we both knew we’d wind up getting bored and wanting to help our team. There was no way we were quitting the enforcers. But we’d live a nice, amazing, adventurous life together.

      Because he was never leaving my sight again.

      I was sure he felt the same about me.

      But first, we had to take Han out.

      We were going to go in through the delivery area. We’d catch them by surprise, but once we were inside, it would only take a moment for them to realize they were under attack. Since Han had control of the enforcers still living and working in Valore, it was likely to turn into a shitshow.

      We didn’t want to kill any of the enforcers because it wasn’t their fault their commander was a lunatic; they were only doing their jobs. We had non-lethal weapons, plus non-lethal magical spells, to use on them. They took longer to work, which put us at a higher risk of being hit, but we were going to try taking them out non-lethally first. If it got to be too much, we’d be forced to pull out our guns with real bullets, or in my case, my crossbow with magically spelled arrows. I was really hoping we wouldn’t have to use those, not until we reached Han and his co-collaborators. Those fudge-nuckers were getting the real bullets and arrows.

      Ry squeezed my thigh, and when I met his eyes, he offered a small smile. “We’re ending this today. We’ll be in a big bed in Valore tonight, safe and together.”

      Taking a deep inhale, I nodded and smiled back. “I know we will.” I hoped. I wish our condo was available. We’ll have to buy a new one. A worry for another day.

      Inora and her council had sent three of her enforcer teams with us, relinquishing them to my control while out in the field. Her co-council-people had been surprisingly helpful and on our side. Apparently, having Han in control of Valore was affecting all the territories in negative ways. Having him so close to the core of magic wasn’t good for anyone, and while people knew he hadn’t acquired the anchor magic—yet—they were afraid he would.

      No one was aware that I was the anchor, although Inora was suspicious—probably not confirming it so she’d have plausible deniability. No one knew that in two years of torture, I’d never given up the magic to him, not even when the magic itself wanted my suffering to end and would’ve easily released its hold on me if I’d wanted the torture to stop. Of course I’d wanted it to stop, but like hell would Han be the one to inherit the anchor position. No one knew there was zero chance of Han becoming the anchor.

      But they weren’t stupid, and they knew that he must be searching for the anchor and that if he found them, he’d torture them into giving it up.

      They were scared of what he’d do with that power. I couldn’t blame them. That was why I’d held onto it as hard as possible.

      So taking Han out benefited everyone.

      Closing my eyes, I found that peaceful place I always went right before a mission. I pushed out all other thoughts, only focusing on the task at hand.

      We were in a delivery truck, one of Inora’s men driving it, and the other teams were following my orders. One team was going in through the front, one through a side entrance that maintenance used, and the last extra team was riding in this very truck with us. There was a back gate used for deliveries that was closer to the main building.

      The main building was constructed around the core—where all magic stemmed from, the place I was anchored to. It was originally built to protect the core, but the building soon became a place of community and it grew over the years. The core building was a place of reverence, somewhere that was monitored and guarded by enforcers, but also a place where Unveiled could visit if they were escorted by enforcers. The room that held the core was likely the most secure room on the planet, especially when it was shut and locked up tight.

      That building grew into multiple buildings that were all connected by walking tunnels. There were smaller buildings where communal activities were done, others where the Valore council met and conducted business, and the largest section of buildings where our enforcer training was held, where our offices and conference rooms were for working enforcer teams, and where recruits lived. Before the huge stone wall was erected around the compound, these buildings were where all the Valore residents lived and protected the core.

      Now there were homes and apartment buildings all over the Valore compound grounds, a small city in its own right, similar to Inora’s—to my hometown—but even larger. The guys and I lived in a section of the compound that was made up of mostly enforcers. All of our teammates lived in the same building—and we did as well—so hopefully, Ry and I would be able to find a new condo there.

      Our delivery truck was going in the guise of delivering food to one of the communal eating areas where many enforcers ate lunch every day while they were training or working in the building. We were hoping that by catching them off guard, we could take many of Han’s backup out before he even knew what was happening.

      I checked my comm in my helmet, then said into it, “Charlie, Delta, check in.”

      “Charlie in position and waiting on your signal,” a voice said.

      Another said, “Delta in position and waiting for your signal.”

      “Hold your positions. Alpha and Bravo just passed through the gates.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Roger.”

      I turned to nod at Ry—who looked cute in his helmet, not that I was thinking about that right now, nope, not me—then waited for our truck to get as close to the building as possible.

      It was a tense few minutes while we waited. The driver was also on my comm, so once he’d backed the truck into the loading dock, he parked, got out, and then I heard him say, “In position now, sir.”

      My team and Bravo stood, holding our weapons up with helmets on and visors down, so I reminded them, “Non-lethal force unless it’s absolutely necessary. These are fellow enforcers, people.” I got a bunch of nods since we were trying to be quiet, then I took a breath with my gun ready, and into the comm, I said, “All teams, go, go, go!”

      The truck driver opened the liftgate, and I jumped out with Ry right beside me and the rest of my team behind me. Bravo was bringing up the rear.

      The workers in the food storage area were surprised as hell, and I took out the first two while Ry took out one on the other side of the room. Knowing he wasn’t hesitating made it easier to concentrate on my job.

      I led the way into the kitchen area where we took out the cooks back there, and once that room was cleared, I counted silently with my fingers, then barged through the double doors and began firing. The people in the cafeteria were shocked, but since most of them were enforcers, the shock only lasted a few seconds before they were diving behind tables, flipping them over, and pulling out their weapons.

      We all wore Kevlar, but it would still hurt like hell to be hit, so the guys knew to overturn some tables once we were taking on fire. Ry was still beside me when I ducked behind a table on its side, which was a relief. This new Rhile was more timid than he used to be, so I’d been a little nervous that he’d hesitate to shoot, but so far, he was doing magnificent. Just as great as always.

      He had a steely look of determination on his face as he reloaded his weapon. With a nod at me, he popped out the side of the table and fired a few shots as I reloaded myself, noticing that my skin had turned to ice from the incoming threat. I only wish that Ry had the same protection.

      When he came back, he asked, “Should we freeze their shields?”

      I did a quick look to assess the situation. The enforcers were using a bunch of tables to shield themselves, and they were firing at us heavily with regular bullets. If we didn’t take them out quickly, we’d be forced to use lethal force, and I didn’t want to do that to them. These men were good men—mostly, anyway—many of them were our friends, our coworkers. “Yeah. You good to freeze a table that big?” I asked Ry.

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      “Alright, on the count of three. One. Two. Three.”

      We popped out on either side of our table, and I quickly said the fire spell, throwing a ball of ice-fire and releasing it once it hit. The table I’d aimed for burst into an icy blue flame, so I threw another at a second table before ducking back behind ours and releasing the spell from my will.

      Ry landed beside me a second later, saying, “I got three flames off and hit three tables.”

      “Nice, babe. I only got two.”

      He shot me a grin I could see through his visor. “Ready to go again?”

      I nodded. “On my count. One. Two. Three.”

      Popping back out, I hit three more tables, and was glad to see that our plan was working. My team was aiming their weapons at the now-frozen tables, and they were breaking apart, revealing the other enforcers and giving my guys a chance to tranq them.

      In only a few minutes, we had taken down everyone in the cafeteria.

      “Alpha, Bravo, move out,” I called out. We needed to get out of here as quickly as possible and make our way to the core room where we figured Han and the rest of the traitors would be by now. If we didn’t get out quickly, we could get trapped here when more enforcers—including their mages—came. I kept my tranq gun in one hand, but was debating switching to my crossbow. No, non-lethal till we got to Han.

      Into my comm, I said, “Charlie, report.”

      “We’re under heavy fire here, but we’re all accounted for. More troops are headed our way, though.” I could hear the ensuing battle through his comm. More troops going toward them meant less coming this way, which was exactly what we wanted.

      “Good. Report in if you need backup.”

      “Copy that.”

      I said, “Delta, report.”

      “They’ve got us pinned, and we’ve taken two casualties.”

      Fuck. I looked at the Bravo team leader. “You guys head that way and provide Delta with backup.”

      “Yes, sir.” She nodded and barked an order at her team to follow her.

      “Delta, backup’s on the way. Hold your position.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I gestured to my team, and they followed me as I took off down the familiar halls. It felt like a lifetime ago that I was here, yet like no time had passed. I hadn’t seen this place—outside of the dungeon—in over two years, but nothing had changed.

      We all knew this entire compound like the back of our hands, especially this building, so it didn’t take long to get to the hall where the core room was located. I rounded the corner, then jumped back behind the wall and halted the team as bullets flew past. Unfortunately, the core room was being guarded by six enforcers.

      I heard a voice say, “Hold your fire!”

      My eyes widened. I knew that voice. So I yelled, “Norathatin?”

      There was a pause before the voice I recognized called back, “Blackthane?”

      I let out a laugh. “Yeah, it’s me. It’s been a long time, Ethan.”

      “It has. I thought you were dead.”

      “Yeah, it seems that rumor made its way around.”

      “Who’s that?” Ry asked.

      “Ethan Norathatin. He’s a good guy. Was a couple years ahead of us in school,” I answered, then called out, “So listen. We’re here for Handril.”

      Ry gaped at me, but I shrugged and waved him off. Ethan Norathatin was a good guy. No way did he want Han running Valore.

      “Here for him how?” Norathatin asked.

      “To take him down and restore peace in Valore.”

      “You really think you can do that?”

      “Yes. That evil usurper is going down. Today.”

      There was a pause, then some whispered arguing going on before Norathatin said, “We’re going to walk away, Blackthane, and I’ll try to get others to stand down as well.”

      Taking a chance, and counting on the fact that Norathatin had always been a good man, I lifted my hands—although I still had my tranq gun in one of them—and came out, ignoring Ry’s complaints. When I wasn’t immediately shot at, I said, “Han and his men are in there?”

      “Yeah. As soon as you started shooting up the cafeteria, they retreated inside,” Norathatin said.

      “Killing your own now, prince?” another guy asked.

      “We’ve been using tranqs, so everyone should be fine in a few hours,” I said.

      “Really?” The guy seemed unsure, but was still carrying an attitude I didn’t have time for.

      “Yes, spoof, really. The only people that deserve a real bullet are in that room you’re guarding, so why don’t you let us pass, and we’ll save you the headache from being tranqed.”

      Norathatin waved a calming hand at me, then grabbed the guy’s shoulder and started hauling him down the hall with the other four guys trailing behind. No one pointed a weapon at me, to my surprise and relief, and Norathatin nodded as he walked past. “Glad to have ya back, Blackthane. Give ‘em hell for me, would ya?”

      I grinned. “Always.”

      He and his men rounded a corner, and I listened to their fading footsteps until they were out of hearing range, then I turned to my team, saying, “Looks like we’re a go.”

      Ry walked over and pushed my chest angrily. “Don’t fucking do that to me, Ezryn! They could’ve shot you.” He brushed past me and headed to the sealed door.

      I grimaced, but followed. “I’m covered in my ice armor, Ry, and it’s better to get some of them on our side. Norathatin has always been a good guy.”

      “You and I both know that nothing is perfect, and even if it kept you from taking a bullet to the skin, you’d still be hurt from the impact. You’d still be bruised, and who knows what would happen if they tried blowing you up! Forgive me for being concerned.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, then thought better of it because this wasn’t the time or place. I’d have to deal with his anger later.

      Stifling a sigh, I asked Bubbles, “Do you have it?”

      “Sure do, Boss Man,” he said, pulling a pack off his back and opening it.

      He and Angel began pulling things out and connecting them to the steel door that was protected by magic. Hopefully we brought enough firepower.

      While they did that, I switched to my lethal crossbow, and gestured for everyone to put away their tranqs.

      Jozzy asked, “If this is the most secure place in the world, is that really gonna work?”

      I shot him a grin that was probably a little unkind. “What they don’t realize is that since I’m the fucking anchor, the core wants me near it. It’s as if I have a bond with it, and it wants me close. The wards and magic they have guarding this place can keep others out, but not me, not when that very magic wants me inside.”

      “Well, okay then.” He nodded.

      Bubs and Angel situated the bomb made up of organic and magical parts. It would help keep the blast contained, although we still needed a shield, so I’d call on my magic to form an ice wall to stand behind.

      Being closer to the core made it even easier to call on my magic and make it strong, so after muttering the spell, the guys and I ducked behind my ice shield. On my count, Bubs set the blast off, and I felt the core drop its wards on the door.

      A huge gust of air and metal flew into my ice shield, but I gritted my teeth and held it together until the dust settled—literally. They knew we were coming now, but that didn’t stop us from rushing through the hole.

      The core was calling to me, almost like a long-lost friend. It had been way too long since I’d set foot in this room, and I could feel its… excitement. The core was sort of sentient, but in a way that made little sense to anyone other than the anchor that could read its intentions and emotions—for lack of better words.

      The giant ball of blue magic—the core—was floating in the center of the room, right where it had always been. It was like a ball of ice, water, fire, wind, and smoke all rolled into one. Always moving inside the perfect sphere, yet never moving from its perch above ground. As soon as I walked in, I sent my awareness toward it so it knew I was happy to be close as well, then I searched for my target.

      Bubbles, Ginger, and Lucky stepped ahead of us in a practiced formation. Being lacunas, they were able to catch the mage magic thrown our way and neutralize it. Bubbles took a large hit to the chest with a fire blast, and I saw him struggling, but Angel grabbed him and pulled him out of harm’s way to give him a chance to recover. Lucky was knocking water spells left and right with another mage, but was holding his own. Ginger rushed an air mage, and the two were duking it out. Rhile, Jozzy, and Sunshine started throwing spells—ice, fire, and air—at the six mages off to the left. My three family members used a couch to take cover, and I knew they had it handled.

      All of that happened in a matter of seconds, but my focus was brought to the man we were here to take out.

      Handril Loraxidor was hiding behind the bar in the corner with a mage I knew well. One that had taken part in my torture for the fun of it. Vardor Gilxisys. That trill-spoof had been cruel beyond measure, using his fire-magic to burn my skin, then healed it only to burn it again over and over and over. I was going to take him down with Han.

      I took position, counting on my icy skin to keep me safe, I stood in the middle of the room and aimed my crossbow at the bar. Sooner or later, one of them would pop their head out, and I’d take the shot.

      When they didn’t come out, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I called on an ice-fireball, and shot it at the bar, releasing my will and letting the flame have control. The bar caught on fire, so I shot it three more times until the entire thing was engulfed in icy flames.

      Han pulled Vardor from behind the bar, using the other mage as a shield, but I didn’t care because Vardor deserved to die as much as Han did. I shot an arrow into his stomach, and the mage screamed as my magic sent ice through his body. He was a fire-mage, so it wouldn’t freeze his entire body, not with only one arrow. But it was akin to shooting him with a fireball, only the ice started inside the open wound formed by the arrow.

      After nocking another arrow, I shot him in the thigh, making him scream again. Then I nocked another arrow and shot his other thigh so that Han had to hold the man up to keep using him as a shield.

      I yelled out, “I can do this all day, Han!”

      “Don’t count on it, Ezryn!” Han yelled back.

      Han moved quickly, pulling out a disc—a small device—and I understood his intention immediately. He’d used enough of those things on my body while holding me prisoner. So I focused on trying to kill Vardor as quickly as possible, hoping to stop Han’s plan. I nocked an arrow and aimed for Vardor’s shoulder.

      But Han was quicker. As my arrow flew through the air, he attached the device to Vardor’s neck, and the man began paling immediately. My arrow hit, and for a moment, I thought I’d killed him, but then Vardor started fighting Han’s hold with new panic and adrenaline. Vardor used his fire-magic on Han’s arms that were holding him captive. Instead of being burned by Vardor’s fire, the fire danced along Han’s skin as if it was his own magic.

      My eyes widened at how quickly the device was working. He was stealing Vardor’s magic, and now, Vardor’s magic had become his own meaning it wouldn’t harm Han. No matter how badly Vardor tried.

      I watched in horror as the mage was drained of power in less than a minute—Han stealing it faster than my arrows could freeze the fire-mage’s body—and his body turned into nothing but a husk. He was shriveled up, dried out, enough so that when Han let go and the body fell to the ground, it broke into pieces. It made me want to puke.

      I shot ice at Han, but he erected a shield before my ice hit him.

      I pushed on Han’s shield, trying to break through, but he was stronger now that he had his magic plus the stolen power. He narrowed his eyes at me and said, “It’s really too bad you escaped before I had a chance to break you, Ezryn. All of this fighting could’ve been avoided if you’d only stayed like a good boy.”

      Bile rose in my throat. Han had gone crazy. Like actually lost his mind.

      “Even your little device can’t take it from me, Han. But you already know that, don’t you,” I ground out, readying an ice-flame in my palm.

      “I think you’ll find this new one much stronger.”

      I threw my flame, but Han’s shield only cracked; it didn’t break. “Stop this madness, Han. Haven’t you done enough damage already? It’s not going to work.”

      Han grinned. “I guess we’ll have to see about that, won’t we?”

      Quicker than I thought possible, Han dropped his shield and moved into my space. I threw my flame at him, but he deflected it and moved closer. I punched out, and he moved, so I punched again and again. I hit him a few times, but nothing seemed to hurt him through his armored clothing.

      I pulled out a knife and swiped across his cheek, getting a hiss out of him. It only seemed to piss him off further, and he went on the attack, forcing me to defend against his blows. When he dropped his guard a little, I took advantage and went on the attack instead. As my knife sliced across his other cheek, I realized my mistake too late.

      Han had let me cut him so he could press his little device to the back of my hand.

      The device hummed to life on my skin, and even though my skin was turned to ice beneath it, I could still feel it drawing on my magic. Pulling power from me.

      To my horror, I watched Han’s skin form an icy shield the same as my own.

      I stumbled, already feeling the strain from draining my magic.

      He wouldn’t be able to steal my bond with the core, nothing could, but he could apparently use enough of my magic to make me weak.

      Dizziness made me fall to my knees, and I grabbed my head with my free hand as the room began to spin. Oh Gods. How was I going to take him down when he was using my magic?

      “Ezryn!” I heard Ry yell from the other side of the room. “No! Handril! Get the hell away from him!”

      Before I could stop him, Ry was rushing across the room at his brother. I wanted to warn him that Han wouldn’t be affected by his magic since his magic was the same as mine—it was our magic—but my mouth wouldn’t work. I needn’t have worried though because instead of using magic or trying to use a gun whose bullets wouldn’t pierce Han’s skin, Rhile full-body tackled him.

      The two went flying to the floor, and Han’s hand was ripped from my wrist, the device along with it.

      I coughed out as I took deep breaths while Ry and Han rolled around on the floor, Ry trying to punch Han’s lights out even though his skin was still icy, and Han trying to scramble away.

      “Ry,” I called out weakly. “Get the device.”

      Ry must’ve heard me because he slammed Han’s hand to the ground and used his body weight to hold him down and block his other hand from grabbing the device. As he forced open Han’s fingers, Ry yelled out. But Han managed to knock Ry off of him and scramble away.

      Angel was the closest person to Han, and my teammate was fighting off one of Han’s mages, so he didn’t see him coming.

      “Angel!” Ry yelled, but it was too late, Han slapped his device onto Angel’s neck because Angel’s helmet had been knocked off.

      Immediately, our half-fairy friend—family member—stilled, then began to convulse.

      “Angel,” I tried to call out as I pulled my feet under me. Ry lunged at Han at the same time that Bubbles roared from across the room and made a run for it.

      Ry tackled Han away, but this time, the two of them slammed into the wall and remained upright. Bubbles came up behind the other mage Angel had been fighting and broke the guy’s neck in a split-second, then gathered Angel into his arms as our teammate fell to the ground, boneless.

      Ry grabbed Han’s arm and began slamming it into the wall over and over again while Han tried to beat him off with his other hand. He began throwing fire spells at Ry, but my connection to Ry, him being my anchor support, meant he was connected to the core. And the core was pissed.

      Ry’s skin became ice, and Han’s magic had no effect on Ry whatsoever.

      Han stopped, gaping at his brother, and I heard his gasp of “Support.” Why he was surprised my own husband was my support, I didn’t know, but Han had clearly lost his mind long ago. “Brother, please,” Han pleaded, weakly pushing at Rhile’s shoulder. “Please.”

      Ry kept slamming Han’s hand, and spoke one word with every hit. “You. Erased. My. Memory. You’re. Nothing. But. A. Stranger. Hurting. My. Mate.”

      Han abruptly stilled, maybe realizing he wasn’t going to win Ry over that way. But then he started trembling. His skin kept going from icy to his normal color to a pale ghostly white and back again.

      Ry noticed and punched Han in the face when the icy barrier dropped. Han howled in pain and dropped his little device to the ground, and as Ry kicked it out of the way, I yelled, “Back away, Ry!”

      To my relief, my mate listened to me and moved back a few steps, but pulled out his gun, aiming it at Han’s head. I stared in horror and disgust as Han’s skin continued changing, and his body quaked harder and harder. When terror crossed his features, Ry asked, “What’s happening to him?”

      “He… he stole fairy magic,” I said. “The fucking idiot stole fairy magic.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Jozzy asked as he limped his way over.

      Scanning the room, I sagged in relief. All our opponents were down. We were a little worse for wear, but nothing we couldn’t recover from.

      “You can’t steal fairy magic without dire consequences,” Bubbles said as he cradled Angel in his arms. Angel had his arms around the big guy. He was shaking, but breathing. He’d be alright after some food, water, and rest.

      “What kind of consequences?” Ry asked.

      Han’s skin-changing picked up, and his shaking intensified. The absolute terror on his face almost made me feel bad for the guy. Almost. But he deserved far worse than this.

      “Guys,” I said. “We need to take cover.”

      “Fuck,” Lucky said before pulling Jozzy into the hall. The other guys found something to stand or sit behind, but Ry hadn’t moved yet.

      “Rhile, get behind the fucking table right now,” I said. “He’s gonna blow.”

      Instead of listening, my idiot mate stepped closer to Han, asking, “Where’s our sister and mother?”

      Han’s fearful face turned to Ry, and something like sorrow crossed his features. “I’m sorry, Rhile,” he whispered, his voice hoarse from strain. “I sent them away.”

      “Away where?”

      “Ry, you gotta move,” I said, making my way to him.

      Han didn’t seem to hear him. All he kept saying was “Sorry” over and over again.

      “Rhilenor, get away from him right the fuck now!” I yelled as I reached for Ry’s sleeve.

      The air around us seemed to still for a breath, and then all the air in the room was sucked right into Han’s body, leaving me gasping. I dove for Rhile, covering him with my body as the world around us exploded in a flash of light and a sonic boom. The blast ripped through the air, walls, the floor, everything exploded around us, but my only thought was to keep Rhile safe.

      I wrapped my arms over his head and tucked my own down as heat, then ice, then air, then water, then smoke, then leaves hit us. The affinities rushing out of the explosion one at a time. The first blast would’ve burnt the flesh from my back if not for my icy shield protecting me—and Ry—from the worst of it. The heat still hurt and singed my hair.

      It lasted longer than I thought possible, or it felt like it did, although it was probably only a few seconds before the air began to calm and return to a normal temperature. The room being made of magical protection steel helped contain the explosion and kept the building from falling on us, but inside, the room was stripped down to the bare steel beams and walls.

      Something was on fire in the corner, there appeared to be a small stream running from one end of the room to the other underneath the unharmed core, and half the room was covered in a sheet of ice.

      I looked to where Han had stood and grimaced at the burnt husk of a body that lay there.

      “Rhile?” I whispered, wincing as I moved off him a little.

      Ry didn’t move.

      “Ry?” I cupped his cheek. “Ry, baby, wake up.”

      For one horrible second, he wasn’t breathing, but then he took a deep, gasping breath like he was coming up for air from underwater. Relief flooded me, but it only lasted a moment before panic erupted in my veins.

      A heart wrenching, pained and terrible scream tore from Rhile’s throat, and he curled up in the fetal position. Another scream came out of him as I reached for his arm. I jerked back to stop hurting him, and tears filled my eyes. What was wrong with him? What the hell was wrong with him?

      There was crying and more pained screaming coming from the other side of the room, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from my poor mate in so much pain.

      “I’m right here, Rhile. I’m right here.” I went to touch him again. I wanted to hold him and take away his pain, but the second I touched him, he cried out as if I was burning him. “Oh Gods. I need help over here!”

      Someone was yelling my name, but I couldn’t hear over the sound of my own panic.

      “Please be okay, baby. Please be okay,” I whispered over and over as my mate and husband writhed on the ground in horrible agony.

      He had to be okay. We hadn’t made it this far only to be torn apart again, had we?
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      The sudden sharp pain to my head had me curled up before I could blink. A scream tore out of my throat unbidden as my head felt like it was about to burst. Tears filled my eyes as I turned on my side and curled into a ball, holding my head in my hands. My body was trembling from the sudden, horrible pain. I couldn’t see, I couldn’t hear, I couldn’t do anything but scream and pray for release from this horrific pain.

      It was like my skull was being ripped in two, like someone was trying to tear my brain from my body.

      Something touched my back, but I screamed and moved away, my body like a hotwire, like every nerve was exposed.

      There was a sudden hiatus from the pain, only a brief moment of relief before everything came tumbling in at lightning speed. Thirty-two years’ worth of memories trying to cram into my brain all at once. Things flashed before my eyes at a rapid pace, and through the pain, the memories of my life burst free.

      

      “Mommy, I don’t want to,” I whined.

      “Well, sweetie, I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. The prince is coming to live with us, and I expect you to treat him with kindness. He’s coming to a strange place far away from his family.”

      “Like how you sent Xillana away?” I asked.

      She hesitated, then nodded with sad eyes. “Yes, sweetie, like that. Prince Ezryn is going to need a friend here.”

      I huffed. “Fine.”

      She patted my shoulder and led me to the door where a little elf was standing. He seemed sad and scared. I guess if I was going to live somewhere without Mommy and Daddy, I’d be scared, too.

      So I walked over to him and said, “I’m Rhile. Wanna play in my toy room?”

      The little boy smiled and glanced up at my mom, who nodded encouragingly to him. The boy said, “Sure. I’m Ezryn.”

      “Come on!” I started to run to the play room, then turned back and asked, “Do I have to call you prince?”

      His eyes went wide and he shook his head. “No. Ew.”

      “Okay. Let’s build a pirate ship.”

      

      Ezryn laughed and splashed water in my face. “You’re it!”

      I launched myself out of the water and tried to catch him, but I missed. Laughing, I chased after my best friend as the other kids swam around us.

      Joz popped out of nowhere and jumped on my back, yelling, “I got you!”

      Ezryn cracked up and called over, “Yes! Jozzy is so on my team!”

      Joz giggled and tugged on me, trying to dunk me. He was so tiny, he had no chance, but I pretended he did, and I went under while he cheered.

      When I came back up, he was swimming over to Ezryn, who scooped my baby brother up and started bobbing around, playing with him while Joz giggled and giggled.

      Ezryn met my eyes and said, “Oh no! The sea monster got me! Save me, Rhile, save me from the sea monster!” He went under slowly, like Joz was pushing him.

      “I’ll save you!” I swam over and pulled Joz back, then pretended to eat his neck, making him laugh harder.

      

      I sat on the bench across from Ezryn and pulled out my lunch. When Ezryn turned to me, my eyes widened. “What happened to your face?”

      He shrugged and pulled his own lunch out.

      “Ez, what happened? I just saw you thirty minutes ago!”

      He sighed. “I ran into Georgie in the bathroom.”

      My jaw clenched. “He punched you?”

      Ez shrugged again.

      “Where is he?”

      A slow grin formed on his face. “In the nurse’s office.”

      I blinked at him before a laugh came out. “You hit him back?”

      “When he tried to hit me a second time, I think my ice armor broke his hand.”

      My eyes widened. “And you still hit him, didn’t you? Your mom’s gonna kill you.”

      “He’s a jerk and was trying to beat the crap out of me, so I put him in his place.”

      “Good. Otherwise, I’d have to kill him.”

      He shot me a little grin.

      

      I couldn’t focus on the movie we were watching; Ezryn’s presence was too distracting. For years I’d found him attractive, but the past couple of weeks, it was starting to drive me crazy. I wanted to be near him, I wanted to touch him, but I knew if I did, I’d have to hide the problem in my pants.

      Ezryn turned from the TV, his blue eyes piercing me in their gaze. “You okay, Ry? We can watch something else if you don’t like this.”

      I waved him off. “This is fine.”

      His brow furrowed, and he licked his lips, making me stifle a groan. “You sure? You’re not paying attention.” He licked his lips again, and I reached over to snag the throw pillow and cover my lap with it.

      “Sorry, I keep daydreaming. This is fine though, I promise.”

      He searched my face, then nodded. “Okay.” He slid across the couch, grabbed my arm to wrap it around himself, and rested his head on my shoulder, staring at the TV. Cuddling on the couch while watching TV wasn’t anything new, but the way my body kept reacting to him touching me and being close was. And it was happening more and more. He would probably punch me in the face if he knew.

      

      “I swear to the Gods if you take me bungee jumping on our date, I’m kicking your ass,” Ezryn said as I drove to the date I had planned.

      I laughed. “It’s not bungee jumping, I promise.”

      “Rhilenor, if it’s skydiving, I’ll kill you.”

      I snorted. “Nope.”

      He sighed. “You said the word ‘adventure’ for our date, and now I’m worried. I’m never letting you plan another date again. From now on, I get to do all future date plans.”

      I shot him a grin. “Sounds like you’re planning for a lot more of them.”

      He huffed. “Shut it, Mister.”

      Reaching over, I took his hand in mine and kissed the back of it. “I hope you’re planning on more because I sure as hell am.”

      He was quiet for a few seconds before he said softly, “So am I, Ry. Lots… for the rest of our lives.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I pulled the car over to the side of the road.

      “What are you doing? Why are you stopping in the middle of the road? Ry? Rhile? Rhilenor, would you answer me?”

      Once the car was in park, I turned to face him, took both his hands in mine, and said, “I love you, Ezryn.”

      He blinked at me.

      I brushed the hair behind his ear. “I think I’ve loved you my entire life, but I’ve fallen in love with you… probably since that day you dumped spaghetti on my head.”

      He laughed, his eyes shone with affection as he whispered, “That was like three years ago.”

      “I know. I’m sorry I didn’t do anything about it sooner. I was afraid to mess up our friendship.”

      He nodded. “Me too.” He cleared his throat and leaned over to rest his forehead against mine. “Rhilenor?”

      “Hm?”

      “I love you, too. So much, Ry. So fucking much.” He pressed a hard kiss to my lips. “I’ve always loved you, but I realized it that day you helped get gum out of my hair.”

      My eyes widened. “We were like fourteen!”

      “I know.”

      “Liar.”

      He laughed. “I don’t know the exact second I knew because it’s always been you, Ry.”

      I grinned, then launched myself at him, making him fall into his door and hit his head. “Oh my gods, I’m so sorry.”

      He cracked up laughing and leaned up to capture my lips. “Kiss me and make it better.”

      “Anytime, my love.”

      

      “I’m going to be an enforcer like you two,” Joz said.

      Ezryn shared a look with me, and I knew he felt the same fear I did. We wanted him to be happy, but like hell did we want my baby brother putting himself at risk like that every day.

      “Jozzy…” Ezryn started, but Joz held up his hand.

      “I know what you two are thinking, but this is what I want to do with my life. I want to help people, and you know I’d be good at it.”

      “Of course you would,” I said. “You’d be great at it.”

      Joz met my eyes. “But you’re scared. I know. I get it. I’ve been scared since you two became enforcers, but… this is what I want, and I’m hoping I’ll have your support.”

      “Jozzy, you know we’ll support you no matter what.”

      Joz grinned at my mate. “Thank you.”

      

      “Do you, Rhilenor Eoin Loraxidor, take Ezryndryll Zan Blackthane to be your husband? To ha—”

      “I do,” I said, cutting off the officiant.

      The woman laughed. “Well, alrighty then.”

      Ezryn’s eyes were filled with mirth as he stared at me, so I mouthed I love you to him, making him smile wider and mouth it back.

      The officiant asked, “And do you, Ezryndryll Zan—”

      “I do. I really, really do.”

      Everyone laughed, and even though we weren’t supposed to kiss yet, I couldn’t help myself. I leaned in and pressed my lips to his, making him giggle as the officiant gave up and threw her arms in the air, and the entire crowd roared with laughter.

      Ezryn muttered against my lips, “I fucking love you.”

      “I love you, too, Ez.”

      

      The memories kept coming and coming, too many for me to decipher as they flashed by, hitting me quickly. The pain intensified before it slowly began to fade away into a dull ache rather than the sharp, bone-splitting agony.

      When I came to my senses, I was lying on Ezryn’s lap. He was curled over me, as if he was using his body to shield me, and I could tell he was shaking in fear.

      “Ez,” I croaked.

      His head shot up, and he leaned back to meet my eyes. “Rhile? Oh Gods, Ry. Are you alright? What happened?”

      Lifting a shaky hand, I gently cupped his cheek and whispered, “My love.”

      He sucked in a breath.

      “I remember you, Ezryn my love.”

      “Ry.” His breath caught.

      “I remember everything.”

      “You got your memories back?”

      I nodded, and the move surprisingly didn’t hurt, with every passing second it was hurting less and less. “I remember you, Ezryn. I remember us. When we started dating, our first kiss, taking you zip-lining and you screaming the whole way down the first one.” He let out a little laugh and kissed my palm. “I remember our wedding, cutting the officiant off and kissing you before I was supposed to. I remember our wedding night when you wore that—”

      He slapped his hand over my mouth. “Shh. The team’s listening.”

      I smirked in amusement as I pushed his hand away. “What? You don’t want me telling them all about the little lac—”

      He slapped his hand over my mouth again. “I will murder you in your sleep.”

      I laughed and licked his palm.

      “If you think a little spit is going to make me move my hand, then you’re sorely mistaken, short stuff.”

      I snorted and kissed his hand.

      With a sigh, he let go, but pointed in my face. “Don’t you dare say another word about that.”

      “I swear.”

      He narrowed his eyes, then nodded. “Fine.”

      I pushed the hair behind his ear as the realization of everything that had happened over the past two years truly hit me, and tears welled up. “I’m so sorry, Ezryn. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      “Shh. I know, baby, I know.” He pulled me into his arms, and once I was seated, I hugged him back, tucking my face into his neck and savoring his smell.

      “Christ, I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” I whispered. How could I have forgotten my mate?

      “You don’t need to apologize. You did nothing wrong.”

      “But… how could I possibly… how could I forget you, Ezryn? How could I let them take you away from me?”

      “You were drugged and spelled, Ry, there’s nothing you could’ve done. We trusted Han, and he did unspeakable things, but it wasn’t either of our faults. Not even a little bit.”

      I held him tighter. “Fuck. I love you so much, my sweet, amazing, sexy mate.”

      He hummed. “I like the sound of that nickname.”

      I snorted.

      He held me tighter. “I love you, too.”

      Leaning back, I cupped his face. “You’re beautiful.” I pressed my mouth to his, and he opened up to me immediately. Knowing I wouldn’t be able to hold back if I kissed him too much longer, I pulled back and kissed down his neck. I pulled his shirt to the side and kissed his shoulder, then paused at the sight of one of his scars.

      Scars that my own brother had put there.

      The skin was rough under my fingertip, and more guilt settled in my gut.

      Ezryn pulled my hand away and leaned back to meet my eyes. “I’m sorry, Ry… I… I’m sorry I don’t look the same as I used to. I’m not… my body’s not pretty anymore.”

      My head jerked back. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “What?”

      “Like I give a shit if you have scars. What the fuck, Ezryn? Don’t you ever say something so stupid ever again.”

      He scowled at me. “Rhile—”

      “No. Don’t you even think about it, Ezryndryll Zan Blackthane Loraxidor. The only reason I paused is because I can’t stand that my own brother did that to you. I can’t stand that you suffered while I was away. I fucking hate that you were hurt. Hate it. And if I could, I’d bring Han back to life just so I could kill him. But don’t you dare, for one second, think I’d ever think less of you for how you look. Jesus Christ, Ezryn, you could get a dick tattooed to your forehead, and I’d still think you were beautiful.”

      His lips twitched. “But you like dicks.”

      “A vagina, then.”

      He barked out a laugh and wrapped his arms around my neck, pulling me into a hug. “Alright, no need to get so worked up.” Before I could yell at him again, he patted my back. “Okay, okay. Chill.” He kissed my hair. “You said a couple Veiled words.”

      “Did I?”

      He nodded.

      “Hm. I guess I’m a weird combination of pre-Han-being-a-fudge-nucker and post-Han-being-a-traitorous-gutless-trill-spoof.”

      He snorted. “At least now you know I wasn’t making the names up.”

      “You totally made up the zoot thing! Trying to make me look a fool.”

      He patted my back. “Oh, baby, I don’t have to help with that, you do it all on your own.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks, honey.”

      He squeezed me tight. “Anytime.”

      We stayed that way for a long time before finally parting and standing up. There was someone else I needed to talk to. I kissed Ezryn’s lips and whispered, “I need to—”

      “Jozzy’s right behind you.”

      I smiled at him, unsurprised that he knew what I wanted, and turned around to find Joz leaning against the wall with his hands behind his back, and Braylik standing beside him. Without a word, I walked over and pulled him off the wall and into a hug.

      “Hey, baby brother,” I whispered after a minute without letting him go.

      “Hey, Rhiles.”

      “You remember everything?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      We embraced for a long time before releasing each other. “I’m glad you’re safe and… even though I wish your memories hadn’t been taken, I’m thankful you were with me out there.”

      He smiled. “So am I, big brother.”

      I pulled him back into another hug for a few minutes, grateful and feeling extremely lucky to have him.

      Braylik came over to give me a hug, followed by Bubbles, Angel, Ginger, Lucky, and even Sunshine gave me a super-quick one—so strange. But then Joz came back over for one last one, making me smile. I was happy to have him, too, and I was pretty sure we were both ignoring the fact that our other brother was now gone and that our mother and sister were still missing. We needed to celebrate this for the win it was and deal with the consequences later. Right now, we’d won.

      When we parted, Ezryn came over. I wrapped my arm around his waist, so he put his arm over my shoulders.

      Other enforcers came, and we spent the next several hours going over everything that had happened with enforcers, the rightful council members—thank Gods there were enough of them still alive to help clean up this mess Han got Valore in—and Inora even came in. Ezryn and I didn’t let go of each other the entire time, not even when one council-person said we had to do separate interviews. Ez had pointed out her complacency during the past two years and said that he was using his position as a royal to start a campaign to vote in a new council since the current ones were a bunch of cowards. She shut up after that.

      Our condo wasn’t available, but we found out that one was open in that building, so we’d check it out this week. The guys had packed up and stored our personal items, but we’d have to buy new furniture once we found a place. For tonight, though, they were making the entire team stay in the enforcer barracks. The apartment situation was a worry for tomorrow.

      It was going to take months to sort out everything Han had done, but it was clear that everyone was relieved he was dead.

      If I was honest with myself, I’d admit that I had mixed feelings on the subject. Han and I had never been close, but he was my brother and a part of me would always miss the kid he once was. All it took was one look at Ezryn’s scarred wrists—from the manacles he’d been forced into for two years—and that grief turned to hatred. Han hadn’t been the little boy I used to push on the swing set for a very long time. This version of him didn’t deserve my tears. I was sure there would be some anyway, at some point, after everything was settled. But for now, I was pushing all thoughts of him away.

      Ezryn and our team were the ones who truly mattered.

      What felt like an eternity later, we were finally free to go to the rooms we’d been given.

      As we headed out, Joz sent me a smile and surprised the fuck out of me when he put his arm over Bray’s shoulders and said, “Take me to your apartment, old man. I don’t want to be alone.”

      Bray grumbled, but led him away, and I was sure my eyebrows had never been so high on my forehead.

      “What the hell? I thought for sure they’d hate each other again,” I said.

      Ez shook his head. “No clue.” He yawned and wrapped his arms around my bicep as we followed the team to the rooms. “You holding up okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m tired, but I’m also relieved it’s over.”

      “Me too.”

      “You doing okay?”

      He sent me a tired smile. “I’m good, baby.”

      I smirked at that, amused by the endearment. “You know I love you, right?”

      “Duh.”

      I kissed his cheek with a laugh.

      “Take me to a bed so we can sleep for the next four days straight.”

      I groaned. “Anything for you, my prince.”

      He snorted. “Don’t fucking start.”

      I yawned this time and groaned. “Sleep sounds amazing.”

      “It does. And you know I love you, too, right?”

      With a grin, I kissed his lips. “Yeah, sweetheart. I think I got that these past few weeks.”

      He snorted and pulled me along toward a bed I couldn’t wait to fall into.
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        THREE MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Something wet touched my nose, and I grinned as I stretched and opened my eyes. I was met with dark brown eyes staring intently at me. I chuckled and muttered, “Heya, Petal,” as I scratched behind the baby goat’s ears. “You’re such a cutie.”

      She sniffed at my cheek and lips, huffing and puffing in my face and making me laugh.

      There was a groan from behind me, and a moment later, Ezryn mumbled, “She’s not allowed in the bed, Rhilenor.”

      I peeked over my shoulder and watched Ez stuff a pillow over his head before I turned back to the little baby. “Don’t listen to him, my sweet baby girl. You’re allowed in the bed anytime you want.”

      Ez groaned again. “I regret so many things in my life, but most of all, I regret telling you I’d get you a damn baby goat.”

      I laughed and rolled onto my back so I could pull Ez into my arms. He came willingly even if he did grumble the whole time. As soon as he was settled on my chest, Petal climbed up on the other side and started sniffing away at Ezryn’s face.

      “Ugh. I’m trying to sleep here.”

      I kissed his head. “No, you’re not.” I held him tight and pet the goat as she settled on my chest beside Ez. When Petal curled up around Ezryn’s head, I didn’t miss how Ez seemed to soften before he began petting her. “You love her.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Nope.”

      He sighed and moved so he was more on top of me, then put his arm around Petal and pulled her in tight. With a smile on my face, I wrapped them both in my arms.

      A while later, we left Petal in our condo—we’d converted a bedroom into baby goat heaven for her—and headed down to our conference room. We were supposed to be getting a new assignment today. The rest of the team was already inside when we walked in, and a few minutes later, Levia, the head councilwoman herself came in, shutting the door behind her.

      When I noticed Bubbles twitching on the other side of the table, I reached into my breast pocket, grabbed a stick of gum, and tossed it at him.

      He caught it on instinct and grinned at me. “Thanks, Shorty.”

      I nodded at him as he stuffed it in his mouth.

      Levia cleared her throat. “Gentleman, this next mission is top secret. It doesn’t leave this room, do you understand?”

      There were nods all around.

      “Good. We have information on Taenya and Xillana Loraxidor.”

      I leaned forward in my seat. “You found my mom and sister?”

      She met my eyes. “I’m not sure, but I received some interesting intel late last night that I think might be related to their disappearances.”

      “What intel?” Ezryn asked, placing a hand on my thigh under the table.

      I covered his hand with mine and squeezed, and he flipped his over to tangle our fingers together. Turning, I met Joz’s eyes, surprised to find Braylik’s shoulder pressed to his, obviously in comfort.

      When Joz turned his gaze to me, I lifted a brow, and he shrugged a shoulder in answer to my silent question. Now that I had my memories back, it was even stranger to see the two of them not only cordial to one another, but comforting each other, and dare I say, being nice. Those two had never played well together in the past.

      Ezryn muttered, “That’s still so weird.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” I replied, knowing he was talking about Joz and Bray.

      Levia gave us all the information she had on my mother and sister’s case, plus the new intel, before she headed out the door to leave us to our planning.

      Ezryn opened his mouth, about to address the entire team, then slammed his lips shut and twisted around to face me. He quietly asked, “Are you alright?” Before my disappearance, he never would’ve asked me that before speaking to the entire team, but then again, neither of us were the same men we were years ago. We now knew how easily we could be ripped from each other’s lives, so we were learning to appreciate and protect our bond before anything else.

      I offered a smile. “I’m good, sweetheart.” Sometimes it was strange for me because I almost felt like I was two people—the Rhilenor from before, and the Rhile after. But the more time that passed, the more I was able to blend the two together. Some things were the same, and others were different. I still called Ezryn sweetheart, even though I never had years ago, and he still called me baby. One of the strangest changes we’d discovered was that the core had seemed to gift me with the same innate magic as Ez—the icy skin armor—since the day we’d taken out Han.

      He shot me a tiny smile. “Let me know if you need anything, or if you want to take a break from all of this or whatever, yeah?”

      “I will.” I leaned over and placed a lingering kiss on his lips—also not something I would’ve done in the middle of the conference room before—and whispered against them, “I know you love me, Ezryn.”

      He snorted and sat back. “And you love me.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “For fuck’s sake, lovebirds,” Joz said. “Would you quit it while we’re at work?”

      Ez and I both flipped Joz off at the same time.

      We shared a grin, then turned back to our team and got to work. No matter what happened from here on out, I was going to hold on tight to my beautiful husband and never ever let him go.
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