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Content warning


Hi! Thank you for opening another one of my books. Before getting into the meat and bones, I wanted to quickly run over some triggering material that is present in this story. Catalyst is a darker romance/sci-fi novel that contains or mentions teen pregnancy, shitty parents, death of a loved one, parental grieving, cannibalism (very light mentioning), kidnapping, sex work, sexual assault, pregnancy complications, Jack Voltaris, feelings of inadequacy, domestic violence, and disturbing things involving a toothbrush. Your mental health matters, so if any of those are triggering to you, please don’t force yourself to read this book.

Some of the kinks in the book include, but are not limited to: Degradation, praise, shadow play, food play, blood control (different from blood play), object play, and airtighting.

All sexual actions in this book are performed by consenting adults and this book is not meant to be used as a guide for safe sex.

Thank you!


To everyone who feels or has felt like their worth was tied to their accomplishments: I see you, I feel you; I am you. We are enough. Your life isn’t meant to please anyone but yourself, and you’re doing great.


Chapter 1
Callie


It’d been approximately fourteen weeks since my boyfriend passed away.

Not only had he been tragically ripped away from me, he’d also been posthumously labeled as the world’s most dangerous terrorist. But I didn’t believe any of it. Sulien Seo was a lot of things, but he was not a villain. I would scream his innocence from the rooftops if I could.

Unfortunately, that’d do me no good. No matter what I did, he’d still be dead, and I’d still be mere months away from becoming a single mother. Sulien and I hadn’t been dating for very long before this happened, but I’m grateful to have this piece of him.

Our relationship, while short, had been a whirlwind of emotions, ones that came on too fast and burned too strong. Ones that would never have burned out if he hadn’t.

I let out a soft whimper as I rubbed the curve of my stomach. The gentle flutter under my hand was the only thing that stopped me from crying.

A few weeks ago, my sister, Aurora, told me that babies feel everything their moms do. I was pretty sure she only said that in the hope of getting me to stop crying so much. True or not, it was working.

A soft knock came at my door, one I ignored. It didn’t matter if I answered or not; whoever was coming in would do so anyway. Plus, I didn’t need to look to see who it was.

If it was Mom, I’d be able to smell flowers the second the hinges squeaked. Dad would bring a gust of wind with him, and Aurora would say something before invading my space. This time, a chill began creeping in as soon as the door swung open.

At the moment, Jack was my least favorite person in the family. It wasn’t anything he’d done in particular, but more that I couldn’t look at him without thinking about Sulien. Not only were they in the same hero class, but he was also Sulien’s partner during the school showcase. The one that went so horrifically wrong that my sweet, strange, loving boyfriend was branded as a terrorist.

So, instead of acknowledging my brother, I pretended to be asleep.

“Cal, are you awake?” Jack whisper-shouted. “I’m heading out on patrol. I wanted to see you before I did.”

I forced my breathing to stay slow as I buried my face farther in the pillow. His boots shuffled along the floorboards as he inched toward me. His icy presence loomed over me, and I pulled the blanket up to my chin. I wondered: was he staring at me? Was he trying to decide if I was asleep or just avoiding him? Did he even care?

“I know you’re not asleep.” He let out a sigh as he settled beside me. My bed dipped under his weight. “You’ve been snoring since you’ve started looking like that.”

The disgust in his voice caused my eyes to snap open and shoot him a glare.

“Fuck. Off.” I hissed, trying to hide my wounded pride.

Jack blinked twice before a smug smirk twisted his lips.

“There’s my beautiful baby sister.” His tone was lighter, almost joking... But, boy, did it piss me off.

In response, I smacked him with my pillow.

“I’m serious. Just go away,” I pleaded before pulling the covers over my head.

“Cal, it’s your birthday. You can’t just hide in your room and mope the day away.”

Jack snatched my blanket, suddenly exposing me to the frigid air around him. I tried my best not to react, even though all of my cells wanted to shiver.

“Actually—it’s my birthday, which means I can do whatever I want.”

And what I wanted to do was hide in bed and watch reruns of cooking shows while pretending I didn’t exist. Plus, it was my last day to relax before the next semester of college started, meaning this was a perfect way to spend my day.

Jack rolled his eyes before standing up and walking over to the curtains. Before I could formulate a proper protest, he threw them open. Sunlight invaded my room, revealing the mess of blankets and unwashed clothes I’d been doing my best to ignore.

“Mom’s making breakfast—remember, you’re not allowed to skip meals. You opened your legs for a villain, now you have to deal with the consequences.” Jack pointed to my stomach. He must have regretted the words as quickly as he said them, though, because the smugness in his expression faltered.

“He wasn’t a villain!” I snapped, chucking the pillow at him as hard as I could.

Jack didn’t bother dodging, allowing the projectile to hit square on his chest.

We’d been over this a thousand times. I’d defend Sulien; Jack would remind me how the rest of the world saw him. We’d go in circles, and I’d silently wish that I’d been one of the thousands of casualties of last year’s showcase. If I was dead, I wouldn’t have to deal with any of this.

“I have a friend at work who’s interested in you—Trenton Taylor. He’s a good guy.”

“Is he a six-five Korean pyromancer?” I challenged, knowing damn well it wouldn’t have mattered if he was. I didn’t like Sulien for any of those things; I liked him for him. Sure, Sulien’s thoughts were an anxious mess, but his heart was so good. Everything he said, he meant; none of it was an act.

I’d been spying on his thoughts since I started at Valor University. At first, it was an accident; I caught a few of his thoughts and immediately needed to know more about him. From then on, I followed him whenever I could, lingering close enough to listen in on him but far enough not to look like a creep. When my mom suggested I help clean up his reputation, I jumped at the chance just so I could actually have a reason to talk to him.

And it went better than I ever could’ve imagined. When he fell for me, he fell fast, hard, and true, and that made me comfortable enough to do the same.

“Uh… no?” Jack laughed awkwardly before sitting back on my bed.

Just being near him made the temperature drop by ten degrees. Goosebumps prickled my arms. I drew my knees closer to fend off the chill because someone had taken my blanket.

“He’s like an inch or two taller than me. Dark hair, dark eyes, super strength, dude can turn himself into solid metal, ninety percent sure he’s bulletproof—haven’t tested that, though.” Jack raked a hand through his short blonde hair as he blew out a laugh. “Dad thinks he’s going to be the top hero at Aegis soon. And it would look good on the center for him to be a Voltaris.”

My jaw dropped. Sulien had been dead for just a few months, and they were ready to sell me off? For the family’s image?

“What about what I want?”

Jack’s blue eyes bore into mine. “Callie—Mom and Dad are letting you keep the baby.”

“Letting me keep my son? The one I made with my boyfriend, who is now dead?”

Even if he hadn’t died, I still wouldn’t have given up the baby. Sulien had been too excited. I had my misgivings about being a teen mother, but Sulien and I would’ve figured it out together.

Now I had to do it all alone.

“Sulien would have ruined your life. He wasn’t like us; you had a bright future. It was only a matter of time before he snapped and became a villain, just like his old man.” A wry laugh clipped Jack’s words. “Callie, our family only wants what’s best for you.”

“No, Mom and Rori want what’s best for me—you and Dad want what’s best for the Aegis Center.” My eyes started to burn, but I fought back the tears by clearing my throat.

Jack’s expression hardened. If I had been wrong, he would have argued with me. But I wasn’t. So, instead of fighting me, he stood up.

“Just get your fat ass dressed. Mom and Dad want to have breakfast for your birthday.”

I scanned his mind, trying to figure out if that was really the best insult he could muster. Unfortunately, it was. Sulien was right—my brother was an idiot.

I waited for him to leave before getting up and tugging on a pair of leggings and a tee-shirt that still fit, even if barely. Seeing as school was starting the next day, I probably needed to actually get maternity clothes—or at least something a size or two bigger.

I sighed as I looked at myself in the mirror.

Just a few months ago, I had been exactly what my family wanted: always made up, not a hair out of place, the perfect, straight-A golden girl. Still, I had a power associated with villains, so they made me take suppressors. They forced me to claim that all I had was empathy or, at most, minor telepathy. They even tried to convince me that I was powerless, and I pretended they were right in hopes they’d love me like they did my siblings.

But now, all that was for nothing. No matter how hard I tried, I’d never be the Voltaris golden girl anymore. Instead, I’d always be the one who ruined our gene pool by mixing it with Vexxas’s.

My hand drifted to my stomach. I’d like to think if Sulien were here, he’d make me feel like I wasn’t fucking up my life, or that I still deserved to be loved. But he wasn’t, and I didn’t.

I sighed as I ran a brush through my hair and pulled it into a messy ponytail. My reflection made eye contact with me, and I gave her a sharp huff before heading downstairs.

The smell of freshly squeezed orange juice and cooked vegetables greeted me. Instantly, my mouth watered. For the past few weeks, all I’d been wanting was vegetables and cheese—specifically spinach, but I wasn’t picky. My mom knew this, and had kept ingredients on hand so that I could have an omelet every morning. Usually, I had to make it myself, though. Having my mom cook for me made me feel... special. I was an adult, but there was something undeniably comforting about being taken care of by my mom, even if I didn’t need her to.

When I finally got to the dining room, I was a little shocked to see only Mom and Dad sitting there. The second I came into view, Dad looked away. Unfortunately, I’d gotten used to that. Mom smiled the second she saw me, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. That’s when I noticed just how heavy the atmosphere felt.

“There’s my baby girl.”

Mom rose from her chair to greet me. She wrapped me in a tight hug, burying my face in her auburn hair. She smelled like cinnamon and roses, the same way she’d smelled since I was a kid.

“How are you, sweetie?” She pulled me away and cupped my chin. “How’s my grandbaby?”

She smoothed my hair before dropping a hand to my stomach. The gesture was one I was still getting used to, even though she’d been doing it since I started showing.

“We’re okay.” I smiled back.

My mom seemed satisfied with my answer, but a strange sadness lingered in her expression. I glanced over at Dad to see his gaze fixed on the table. He’d been avoiding looking at me since I refused to get an abortion, but right now, it seemed worse than ever.

“Good!” Mom’s tone was a little too bright for my comfort. “I made your favorite: a veggie omelet, lots of cheese and spinach, and some rye toast.”

Normally, the thought alone would be enough to make me drool, but the unspoken tension killed my appetite. My gaze stayed fixed on my dad as I inched toward my usual spot at the table. Mom sat across from me and gave a wide gesture, inviting me to eat. Reluctantly, I dug my fork into the eggs. Zucchini, spinach, and tomatoes spilled onto the plate.

“How is it?” Mom asked as I brought the fork to my lips.

It tasted the same as always—cheesy and savory, with fluffy eggs. Most mornings, I had to remind myself to slow down and enjoy it, but right now, I couldn’t even force a second bite.

“It’s good… thank you,” I managed, my gaze flickering toward my dad.

For the first time in weeks, he was looking at me. His silver eyes were trained on my face. A little poking in his thoughts revealed that he was desperately trying to separate his precious baby girl from the woman I’d become. Not only that, but the action was hurting him, making it almost impossible for him to breathe. His love for me was still there, but it was unfortunately tangled with his disappointment in my choices and his fears for my future.

I shot him a smile as I took a drink of my juice, and once again, he had to look away.

“Happy Birthday, Calista.” Dad’s voice was deep and commanding, filling the space like thunder before a storm.

I did my best to act like everything was okay as I dug into my breakfast with renewed, albeit false, vigor.

“Thank you, Daddy.”

I shot him an oblivious grin before scooping my omelet onto my toast. Both my parents stared at me like I was a wild animal as the crust of the toast cracked under my teeth.

“What?” I asked around a full mouth.

My mom looked at my dad with tight-lipped dissatisfaction. She nudged my dad with her elbow. He grabbed his coffee and took a long sip, then finally spoke.

“Did Jack talk to you about Trenton Taylor?”

“Yeah… but I’m not interested.” I kept my eyes glued to my breakfast, hoping that by some miracle I could just disappear.

“It’d look good for the family.”

I shrugged. This conversation was quickly taking a turn for the worse, but I had to stand my ground. I wasn’t about to let them marry me off just to further their social status.

My mom cleared her throat.

“Callie, please understand… The path you’re on isn’t an easy one. It takes a village to raise a child.”

My stomach twisted at the start of this all-too-familiar lecture. I was too far along for an abortion, so now they wanted to make me someone else’s problem.

“I have a village. I have you guys and Rori… plus, I thought we were going to look into a nanny so that I could finish college.” My voice broke a little as I realized just how spoiled I sounded.

“Yes… But, if we’re doing that for you, it’s only right that you do something for us,” Dad explained slowly.

“And I am. I’m going to take over public relations once I’m out of school,” I reminded him, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. I had absolutely no interest in taking on that role. If it wasn’t for them, I would have tried my hand at being a chef. But I wanted to help my family in the only way they’d let me.

“And that’s not enough, Calista.” Dad’s voice took on an uncharacteristic edge, one I wasn’t used to hearing from him. “The media doesn’t care about the future; they care about the now. And right now, the youngest Voltaris is pregnant with a terrorist’s kid.”

“Sulien isn’t a terrorist!” My snap echoed around the dining room.

“He blew up part of the stadium, killing thousands of innocent spectators.” My dad was eerily calm as he argued. “How you view him doesn’t matter. The media says he’s a terrorist, and now we have to contend with his legacy all because you wanted to keep—” My dad gestured to my stomach—“that thing.”

“My son.” And why wouldn’t I? Trying to force your child to have an abortion was barbaric. “I know the life I picked is a hard, shitty, lonely path. One that has disappointed everyone. But I’m an adult, and I need you to stop judging me and just support me.”

My dad tipped his chin lower, glaring at me through his brow. Mom placed a hand on his chest, but he removed it as quickly as he could.

“Support you? Calista, we’ve been supportive. We’ve let you mourn, we’ve raised you for nineteen years, and now you’re refusing to see the long-term consequences of your actions. This isn’t the life we wanted for you.” Father stood, a gust of wind blowing back his long silver hair as he did. “You think love and love alone will fix this, but that’s not how the world works!”

His thoughts swirled with thoughts of my naivety, how he’d raised a selfish brat, and how I was too irresponsible to raise a child. Those ideas hurt my pride more than I cared to admit.

“I’m not asking for the world to be fixed!” My voice cracked as tears burned my eyes. “I’m asking for my parents to support me. I don’t need WindWeaver or Headmistress Flora. I need Flynn and Ruby Voltaris.”

Why couldn’t they see that?

Mom gasped, and Dad looked away from me again. His ego screamed that I was out of line and how dare I disrespect him, but if I listened closely, I could hear a whisper of guilt:

She’s right, Flynn. She needs her parents.

“Calista, you need to leave.” His voice was plain, as if he were asking me to run an errand.

“I—what?”

“You need to leave,” he repeated. “You have an hour. Get your clothes; you can keep your car, but you need to leave.”

It was like the ground had vanished from underneath me. For just a minute, I forgot how to breathe.

“You’re kicking me out… Like, for good?” I asked softly, trying to process it.

“You’ve made it clear you don’t want our help, so you need to go live without it.” He continued.

Mom’s skin grew pale as her lips pressed into a thin line. Why wasn’t she arguing for me? Her betrayal hurt more than the threat of homelessness ever could.

“But, where am I supposed to go?”

“That’s not our problem anymore. It’s time for you to deal with the consequences of your actions.”

It was too late for me to get a dorm at Valor University. I was homeschooled until recently, and I wasn’t allowed to have friends. We didn’t have family, and my job had been with the family Hero Center, which I probably wouldn’t have access to after this.

No money. No place to go. He couldn’t really be doing this…

Right?


Chapter 2
Kane


Morning was always my favorite time, which was weird considering my abilities thrived in darkness.

Back when Sulien was still here, he’d wake up bright and early to run. I’d do my best to be up and have coffee ready for him when he got back. Sometimes I’d offer him breakfast, too, but he knew as well as I did that anything I owned was stolen or purchased with stolen money, and his moral compass was too strong. He’d rather starve than accept my offers, and as stupid as that was, I respected it.

Now, my mornings were spent waiting for Jace to get home. He also worked under the cover of night, but his job wasn’t as clean as mine. Again, I’d offered to cover his half of shit; that way, he didn’t have to sell his body. But, he liked having a purpose.

His hemomancy made it easy for him to get an erection, or to help a client if they couldn’t get it up on their own. Even though I knew he hated his job, that he came home every day feeling dirty and used, I let him do it.

The least I could do was give him some space whenever he came home. He needed to shower and exfoliate, and God knew what else to feel clean. So, while he scrubbed away the sins of a hard day’s work, I sat on the couch and watched a stray cat trying to climb a telephone pole just outside our cracked window.

The orange tabby was small, probably barely old enough to be away from its mother. Its claws dug into the splintered wood as it hung on for dear life, but the creature abandoned its mission as an expensive-looking white car roared by. I made a mental note to look for the vehicle later—I bet I could find at least something of interest by breaking into it.

But that was for later. Right now, I was enjoying the peace. The silence wasn’t perfect, but it was about as quiet as this area got... until a knock on our door broke the stillness.

My gaze snapped toward the sound. We didn’t usually get visitors—not friendly ones, anyway. Sometimes we had the stray junkie, a client looking for Jace, or some rich asshole demanding I give them back their wallet. But those knocks were usually rougher, demanding to be let in. This one was soft, almost pleading.

After a moment of hesitation, the sound came again.

“Kane! Someone’s at the door!” Jace’s voice called from the bathroom.

I rubbed my temple, wondering if he’d forgotten that I had ears. But I also knew Jace probably just wanted to get a rise out of me, so I ignored him. The couch creaked as I stood, shadows swirling at my feet like smoke. Normally, when someone knocked, they were looking for trouble. And while I wasn’t one to start fights, I’d certainly finish them.

The shadows crept up my arm. The sensation was cool and wet, like someone pouring ink down my skin. Slowly, with my unencumbered hand, I unlatched the deadbolt and opened the door just enough to peer out. But the person at the door wasn’t looking to hurt us—it was a sweet, sniveling angel.

I pulled the door open so fast I was shocked it didn’t fly off its hinges.

“Callie?”

She didn’t answer me, not directly. Instead, a soft whimper left her lips as she fought to collect herself. Her golden hair was in a messy bun, parts of it sticking to her tear-stained skin. Her cheeks were blotchy, and her eyes were red and swollen.

I’d never seen this girl without a smile, let alone this torn up. That's why I didn’t hesitate to pull her little ass into the apartment, locking the door behind her.

“Come here.” My voice came out rougher than I meant for it to.

Immediately, she leaned into me, her head resting on my chest. She wrapped her arms around me before sobbing into the worn material of my shirt. My hands rose to meet the small of her back, and that’s when I realized she didn’t quite fit against me the same way she used to. There was more of her now, and while the new undeniable softness of her body was doing things to me, that wasn’t what held my attention. Instead, it was the firmness of her stomach.

My heart froze as the shower stopped running. I didn’t want to stop comforting Callie, both for her sake and because of how much I loved having her in my arms, but I needed to get a good look at her.

I pulled back and called forth a shadow to wipe her tears. She cleared her throat, forcing a few shaky breaths. Before I could force myself to look lower, the bathroom door opened. Amber-scented steam filled the living room, and I swallowed hard.

“Holy fucking shit.” Jace’s voice cut through the growing tension in the room. I could hear his smug grin far before I could see it. “When did you get into the business of smuggling basketballs?”

Callie gave him a tired look as he swaggered into view, his long chestnut hair tied into a low bun. The red towel hanging from his waist was the only thing covering his decency. Still, that did very little to hide his... excitement. I couldn’t blame him, though. Despite how shitty Callie looked emotionally, she looked good.

His pistachio colored eyes flickered from her waist to her face, then back to her body. And though his smile didn’t falter, I could tell he was just as shocked as I was.

I finally allowed my gaze to follow his. Her formerly flat stomach was full and round, stretching the already-thin pink material of her shirt. A gentleman would have stopped looking there, but I wasn’t like that. My attention fell lower, savoring the way her hips strained against her leggings. Her thighs looked softer, and instantly, I thought about how they’d feel wrapped around my head.

I took a deep breath to quell the thundering of my heart. A wave of warmth hit me below the belt, and I discreetly adjusted myself to prevent her from knowing what she was doing to me. Now wasn’t the time to bend her over the couch and watch the way Callie’s ass jiggled as I plunged in and out of her. I needed to figure out who hurt her.

Jace’s towel slid lower as he crossed his arms against his still-wet chest.

“So... I see someone’s been eating good.” His eyes lingered on her curves in the shameless way that would’ve earned anyone else a slap.

Callie’s cheeks flushed further, though I couldn’t tell if it was from frustration or embarrassment. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other before placing a hand on her stomach.

“Shut the fuck up, Jace,” she muttered, using her free hand to rub her temple.

She clearly wasn’t happy, but at least she wasn’t crying anymore.

Jace’s smirk deepened as he blatantly gave her a once-over again, now circling her. I didn’t miss how he pulled his lip through his teeth when he looked at her ass. When he filled the space beside me, his cock was at full attention, turning the towel into a makeshift tent.

“Our sweet little angel’s filled out a bit, hasn’t she?” His words took on a mocking tone as his eyes repeatedly flicked between her stomach and her hips. “The way you look in those leggings is about to give me a fucking heart attack.”

Her jaw tensed as she sniffled once more. No tears followed, so I assumed it was just her winding herself down.

“I’m pregnant, asshole.”

“Now, was that so hard? You could have started with that and saved yourself all this embarrassment.” He rested a hand on her stomach, and I envied how he shamelessly touched her. “Don’t get me wrong, though. Those new curves of yours look delicious.”

“Are you enjoying yourself?”

Though she sounded fed up, I could see the way her breathing quickened. Whether or not she liked it, part of her was responding to Jace’s attention. He slid his hand lower, hooking one finger into the band of her leggings.

“Oh, I absolutely am.” He assured her. “And I know if Sulien were here, he’d be keeping that fine ass of yours well-fed and as close to the bedroom as possible.”

Just the mention of his name caused Callie’s face to fall. Her bottom lip quivered for a beat, and I prepared to smack Jace. But, after a moment, she cleared her throat and wiped away the tears sticking to her lower lashes.

“Shut up, Jace.” The shake in her voice strangled my heart.

Callie turned away from him, crossing her arms as she completely focused on me. Her lips parted like she had something to say, but the words died on the tip of her tongue.

“I’m sorry,” she breathed before turning to walk away. To prevent her from leaving as quickly as she came, I jogged past her to the door and pressed my back against it. I shot Jace a glare, and he held his hands up in mock surrender, but his smirk said he wasn’t sorry.

Fucking dickhead.

“Hold on there, sweetheart. You didn’t come to visit just to get bullied.” I laughed, trying to think of something else to say, anything to keep her here. “We haven’t seen you for months. Why don’t you sit down? I can get you a drink.”

The second I offered it, I realized we didn’t actually have much in the way of beverages. We had a bunch of beer, something a pregnant woman couldn’t have. Jace brought home some whiskey the other day, but no mixers, so I couldn’t offer her a soda. I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t think she could have coffee either. And, though it was fine for Jace and me, I didn’t really trust the tap water.

Callie pressed her lips into a thin line as she shook her head.

“I shouldn’t have come here, and I’m sorry.” She struggled through the words, and I swore I was going to see her cry again.

“Well, you did,” Jace called from behind me.

Callie wrapped her arms tighter around herself as her sapphire eyes flickered between me and the door. If I weren’t right here, she’d have bolted by now. And that would’ve meant losing the one form of contact we’d had with her in months. Of course Callie had been on my mind since Sulien’s death, but I figured she didn’t give a shit about us. And that was her right. Her family was heroes, and we were just low-grade villains.

“Don’t be like that,” I soothed, leaning further onto the wooden door for emphasis. “You’re here now, so just sit for a few minutes… I don’t really want you running around like that.”

I wildly gestured to her stomach, still trying to process the news. Sulien had said something about Callie fucking around with other heroes before she got involved with us, so there was a chance that thing wasn’t Sulien’s… but I hoped it was.

It’d be nice to have a piece of him to hang onto, and I knew his dad would feel the same.

Her gaze fell to the floor. “I can’t stay. I’m sorry for interrupting you.”

“Don’t be sorry.” I locked the sliding lock at the top of the door before pushing myself off of it and closing the gap between us. The second she was within reach, I placed a hand on either of her shoulders. “No matter what, you’re always welcome here. We’ve missed you.”

She tensed, but didn’t pull away. The second her eyes met mine, I saw an emotion much deeper than anxiety, sadness, or even anger. Callie was completely exhausted—not just physically, either. The normal spark in her eyes was gone. In the time since I’d last seen Callie, she’d been completely broken.

“I can stay for a few minutes,” she relented, batting at her eyes with the back of her hands.

“Good.” That was all we needed. Callie could explain why she was like this, and then she could leave, as long as she had somewhere safe to go. If she didn’t though… I guess I’d have to politely kidnap her.

I draped an arm over Callie’s shoulders and led her away from the door. Jace decided that was his cue to vanish into his room. Honestly, it might be easier to talk without his dumb ass here. After making sure Callie was as comfortable as possible on our depressing excuse of a couch, I settled into the weathered armchair across from her.

“Now, why are you in our neck of the woods?”

Our neighborhood wasn’t the place for people like Callie—too many shady things for someone so bright.

“I…” Her voice trailed off as she picked at the chipped pink polish on her nails. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

I fought a look of confusion. “Don’t you still live with your folks?”

At least, that’s what Sul had said. His exact words were: The Voltarises are like some sort of cult where the kids never move out. But hey, having a close-knit family wasn’t a bad thing. If my Mama hadn’t been so insistent about me joining the family business, I would have stayed at home a few more years. Could’ve used the time to get myself on my feet, honestly.

“I got kicked out.”

My eyes involuntarily widened.

“Because of the baby?” In a fucked-up way, that made sense. They probably wanted some sort of cookie-cutter princess, and right now, that wasn’t Callie.

Her hair swayed as she shook her head.

“They wanted me to get into a relationship with the top hero at Aegis. Something about fixing our reputation.” A quiet sort of anger colored her words, but it didn’t last long. “So… I was hoping I could stay here… just until I figure out what to do.”

So, the Voltarises kicked out their own daughter because she wouldn’t play along with their plans for her. That wasn’t the type of behavior you’d expect from the world’s most popular family of heroes. And now, not only was their daughter homeless and pregnant, but it sounded like she thought she was a burden.

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I studied her. If Sul were here, he would have burnt down their fucking mansion for hurting Callie like this, and I’d have helped him. But Callie didn’t need that stress. Instead, I focused on coming up with a way to tell her that I’d prefer her to be here. It’d be easier to protect her and the baby that way. I just didn’t want to come off as a creep.

“You can stay as long as you need.” That seemed safe enough.

She let out a deep exhale, pressing her fingers to her chest as she mumbled something I didn’t quite catch. I could practically see her muscles relaxing one by one.

Ah, fuck. I was staring at her again.

“I can pay bills!” she hurriedly offered. “I kind of lost my job because I worked for my family… but I have savings, and I can get another one!”

“You’re in school, right?”

She nodded, and I winced.

“No job,” I ordered, trying to be firm without overstepping. A job, school, mourning, and a baby were way too much for one person to carry. “I make enough; if you need or want something, just ask, and I’ll make it happen.”

Her lips parted as she studied me like I’d suddenly grown another head.

“No job?” She echoed like she couldn’t quite believe it. “But... I don’t want to sit around and be useless. I need to help somehow.”

I waved her off. “You’re growing a human. That’s enough.”

Her brow furrowed, and I felt like she was going to argue with me, but it would be in vain.

“Give me a list of stuff to get you from the grocery store.” I yawned as I stood. “You’re home now, and I want you to feel like it.”


Chapter 3
Callie


The melodic chiming of my alarm clock dragged me out of sleep long before I was ready, which fucking sucked. I’d already snoozed it three times, and now I had no choice but to face the day. Groaning, I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, silently cursing myself for signing up for an 8 a.m. class. What the hell had I been thinking?

Yawning, I rolled over, trying to calculate exactly how long I could stay in bed without being late. Then, something clicked. For the first time since the showcase, I’d slept through the night.

My eyes snapped open, and my vision swam for a moment before focusing on the popcorn ceiling of Sulien’s room. Since his death, vivid memories disguised as nightmares had haunted my nights. Every time I closed my eyes, I was back in that arena—gasping for air between lungfuls of smoke, trapped under the heat of the explosion, watching the world disintegrate as blue flames tore through the air. But last night? Nothing. I’d been blessed with a blissful, dreamless sleep.

The bed creaked as I struggled to sit up, fighting against the familiar ache in my lower back. I let out a strained breath and rubbed the curve of my stomach. Pregnancy sucked. Everyone had warned me it would, but I hadn’t expected it to be this bad.

At least I still had some part of Sulien left with me.

My lip trembled as that sharp, familiar ache of grief clawed its way up my chest. Sulien’s room still smelled like him: faintly smoky, like burnt wood and something darker. Sleeping in his bed was comforting in a way, but it also made me miss him even more—and that was something I didn’t have time for right now.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, stretching as I stood. Lately, I felt unbearably heavy, and I knew it wasn’t just the pregnancy. Using food to fill the hole in my chest—especially homemade spinach artichoke dip—probably wasn’t helping, either. I sighed. There was nothing I could do about it now.

I padded over to the bag of clothes I’d left on top of Sulien’s dresser. I’d ordered some new outfits last night, but they wouldn’t arrive for a couple of days. Until then, I’d have to make do with what I had, which wasn’t much. After digging through the bag, I settled on a pair of leggings and a tank top that had fit last week. The leggings didn’t go on as smoothly as I anticipated, leaving them to stick to my thighs. Wiggling my hips, I slowly coerced them into place. The tank top wasn’t any better, leaving a strip of skin exposed just under the hem.

“Great,” I muttered, tugging at the shirt only for it to pop back up.

Maybe I should just skip school today. But no, that wasn’t an option. Skipping class just because my clothes didn’t fit would be pathetic. I had to keep going. I needed to prove I could do this—not just for myself, but for Sulien. For the baby.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging on Sulien’s door and turned slightly to inspect the bump. Before I could dwell on it too long, the door creaked open.

Kane stepped inside, shirtless, wearing charcoal gray pajama pants that hung low on his hips. In the dim light, his tattoos rippled across his tanned skin, almost blending into him.

I tried—and failed—to keep my gaze respectable. Normally, that would have been mortifying for me, but I took comfort in the fact that Kane’s thoughts were dirtier than mine.

Damn. His eyes lingered on me for just a second longer than they should have. She looks fucking good.

He cleared his throat, forcing his gaze back to my face. “Is that what you’re wearing to school?”

I glanced at my reflection again, unsure what he was seeing. “I don’t have much of a choice,” I said with a forced smile, shrugging. “None of my clothes fit.”

Saying it out loud only made the embarrassment worse. I needed to stop growing. I felt like a human balloon. With two men lusting after me, I should’ve at least tried to look presentable. Jace and Kane deserved someone beautiful—not the bloated mess I was turning into.

“Steal one of Sul’s shirts,” Kane said plainly, already walking toward Sulien’s closet. He rummaged through the hangers, finally pulling out a dark, worn shirt with a singed collar. “He’s not around to help you raise the kid, so the least he can do is help keep you clothed.”

He tossed the shirt to me, and I caught it, the familiar scent of smoke instantly overwhelming me. My throat tightened as tears threatened to spill. Sulien wasn’t here. He would never meet our child—a child that would one day be older than him.

“You alright?” Kane asked, his voice softer now.

I forced a tight-lipped smile. “I’m fine.”

But Kane wasn't convinced. His eyes lingered on mine as he watched my every move. I slipped Sulien’s shirt over my head, letting the thick fabric drape over my body. His smell almost broke me in a way I hadn't expected.

“Hey, are you hungry?” Kane’s tone shifted, almost like an order disguised as a question.

Was I hungry? Always. But I wasn’t about to admit that. I needed to be smaller than this.

“I’m fine,” I said, more to convince myself than him.

Kane didn’t buy it. His jaw tightened, arms crossing over his chest. “You sure? I made enough for two, and Jace isn’t home. Scrambled eggs don’t reheat well, so you’d be helping me out.”

I hesitated, torn between my pride and the gnawing hunger in my stomach. Before I could make up an excuse, Kane took me by the arm and tugged me toward the kitchen.

“What are you doing?” I protested, trying to keep up with his long strides.

“If you weren’t hungry, you would’ve said no immediately,” he replied, his words dripping with authority. “You’re eating breakfast.”

He led me to the small table by the fridge, already set with two plates of scrambled eggs, toast, and tomato slices. My stomach growled loudly at the sight.

One of Kane’s shadows crept from the floor to pull out a chair for me. “Sit,” he said, guiding me into the chair.

I thanked him quietly, my eyes darting to the plate in front of me. I didn’t have to eat it all; just a few bites would be enough to quell my hunger and keep the peace. It was a good plan—one that crumbled the second I took a bite.

The eggs were fluffy and perfectly seasoned. Damn it, they tasted good—good enough to make me forget, at least for a moment, about the calories.

“I knew you were hungry,” Kane said, sipping his coffee, a satisfied smirk playing on his lips. “I’m not gonna push you to admit why you didn’t want to eat... but just so you know, you don’t have to starve yourself around me.”

His comment hit harder than I expected, and I choked on a bite of toast. I grabbed my glass of apple juice, swallowing quickly to avoid making a scene.

“I’m just worried about school,” I lied. “Appearances matter to my family, and right now, I’m…”

I trailed off, not sure how to finish that sentence.

“Hot,” Kane asserted.

I blinked, unsure I’d heard him right.

“... What?”

“Hot.” He leaned back in his chair, his dark eyes never leaving mine.

My heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t used to this side of Kane—this bold, assertive confidence. I scanned his thoughts, half-expecting to find a joke, but no. He was dead serious.

And his thoughts… holy shit. His mind was full of images—dirty, primal fantasies of bending me over the table, fucking me hard enough to make my legs tremble, of worshiping every inch of my body. Literally, every inch. The sheer intensity of his desires was almost overwhelming.

“You alright?” His voice dripped with amusement. “You’re looking a little red.”

I bit my lip, trying to keep my focus on the food in front of me. But now, all I could think about was what I’d just seen in his head.

“Your... your thoughts are very loud,” I squeaked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Kane froze for a second, then a sheepish expression overtook his face. “I forgot you could do that. Is it… bad?”

I shook my head, my face still burning. “Just unexpected.”

“Good.” He flashed a slow, lazy smile, one he quickly hid under his hand. “Because I wasn’t about to apologize for it.”

A shiver ran down my spine as I finally looked up to meet his eyes. They were darker now, full of something raw and hungry. His chest rose and fell as he breathed deeply, his gaze never leaving mine. A cool tendril of shadow slid up the leg of my pants, wrapping around my ankle.

My breath hitched.

“Is that okay?” His voice was low, rough with restrained desire.

I nodded, unable to find any words to respond.

“Good.” His lips curved into a wicked grin. “Finish your breakfast, and I’ll help you relax.”

The shadow crept higher, curling around my thigh, and I nearly dropped my fork. My hands shook as I tried to lift another bite of eggs to my mouth. The shadow brushed the edge of my panties, and I gasped softly.

“What if I’m f-full?” I stammered, trying to steady my breath as the shadow teased me, brushing against my clit through my underwear.

“You’re not.” The shadow shifted again, pressing just enough to make my breath catch. “And I’m going to make sure you take care of yourself.”

I swallowed a whimper, hurriedly scooping the remaining eggs onto a piece of toast. Kane watched me with that same dark intensity, his lips curling into a smirk as I took bite after bite. Every time I swallowed, the shadow moved, stroking me through the fabric, keeping me on edge, driving me crazy.

By the time I finished the last bite of my toast, my breath was coming in shallow pants. I chased it down with a quick gulp of juice, desperate to satisfy him—and let’s be real—myself.

But just as I set the glass down, Kane withdrew his shadows. The sensation vanished, leaving me hollow and aching. My body screamed in protest, a whine slipping from my lips before I could stop it.

“Hey!” I panted, glaring at him. “What are you doing? I finished eating!”

Kane’s chuckle was low and deep as he stood, his chair scraping against the floor. He took his time crossing the small kitchen, his steps slow, deliberate, almost predatory.

“Oh, I know,” he said, his voice like silk as he stopped just in front of me. His hands slid over my shoulders, down the curve of my back. “Just because it’s your reward doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy it, too.”

A shiver ran down my spine as his fingers trailed lower, skimming over the curve of my stomach before slipping under the hem of my shirt.

“Stand up,” he ordered softly, his lips brushing my ear. “Tits to the table.”

I hesitated for a moment, unsure if my legs would even hold me up. But Kane wasn’t the kind of guy who waited for permission. One of his hands pressed firmly between my shoulder blades, guiding me up and out of the chair. My body obeyed him before my mind could catch up, and the next thing I knew, I was standing, my chest pressed against the edge of the table.

The solid weight of his hands disappeared, only to return as he hooked his fingers into the waistband of my leggings. With one sharp tug, they were down around my thighs, my panties following close behind. The sudden chill of air on my bare skin made me gasp.

“Jesus Christ,” Kane muttered, his voice low and thick, “You’re soaking wet.”

Heat flooded my cheeks as he toyed with my clit, his thumb sliding back and forth with agonizing precision. My body arched against the table, desperate for more.

“I knew you were a freak,” he murmured, his breath hot against the back of my neck. “But if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were getting off on the idea of being fed and fucked.”

A whimper escaped my lips as I pressed my cheek to the cool surface of the table, giving him a lazy glance over my shoulder.

“M-maybe…” I admitted, too far gone to care how embarrassing it was.

A wicked grin spread across Kane’s face. “Oh, Jace is going to have a fucking field day with that.”

Before I could respond, his shadows wrapped around my ankles, pulling my legs apart and anchoring me in place. I choked on my breath, bracing for his next move, but nothing no amount of preparation could have readied me for the feeling of his tongue against my clit. The sensation sent a shockwave of pleasure tearing through me.

“Oh my God,” I gasped as his shadows pushed inside me, stretching me with the same slow, deliberate rhythm he’d teased me with earlier.

The combination of his tongue, the shadows, and the cool table pressing against my skin was too much. My body felt like it was on fire, every nerve ending raw and exposed. It was overwhelming—in the best way possible.

My legs trembled as my climax hit like a tidal wave. The pleasure was so intense I momentarily forgot how to breathe.

As the aftershocks rippled through me, Kane finally withdrew, leaving me trembling and spent. My chest heaved as I sucked in air, my mind blissfully blank for the first time in months.

Then I saw Kane casually tossing my leggings into the trash.

“H-hey!” I gasped, my voice shaky.

He shot me a smirk, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’re not wearing those again.”

“Why not?” I protested weakly.

“Because they don’t fit.” His gaze softened slightly, and he reached down, pulling me to my feet. “I’ve got some sweatpants you can borrow.”

He wrapped an arm around my waist, steadying me as I wobbled, my knees still weak from everything he’d just done. For a moment, I thought he might kiss me, but he didn’t. Instead, he made sure I wouldn’t fall before letting me go.

“Take your time getting ready,” he murmured, looking away from me. “It won’t kill you to be a couple of minutes late.”

I nodded, even though I disagreed. Kane gave me one last lingering look before heading out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts—and the delicious ache he’d left behind.

I sank back into the chair, my heart still pounding and my body still buzzing with the afterglow. I wasn’t sure what the hell was happening between us, but whatever it was… I wasn’t ready for it to stop.

[image: image-placeholder]

I really needed to write Kane a thank-you note for this morning. Realistically, he was just a man who wanted sex, but without his injection of confidence, I didn’t think I would’ve made it through the day.

Between Kane’s maroon sweatpants and Sulien’s oversized black shirt, I looked like I was prancing around campus in pajamas. If someone had told me last year that I’d show up to the first day of my sophomore year like this, I probably would’ve had a heart attack.

Appearances were everything to my family, and unfortunately, their vanity was one of the many qualities I’d inherited. Most mornings, I’d spend over an hour in front of the mirror, making sure every strand of hair was perfectly in place. If I didn’t look flawless, I felt like I didn’t deserve to bear the Voltaris name.

But today? I didn’t fit into that mold—and the world didn’t end.

Sure, my pulse needed to get the memo before I passed the fuck out, but I was alive. I was okay. My classmates’ thoughts weren’t exactly kind, but I couldn’t blame them. If someone else showed up thirty pounds heavier and visibly pregnant after disappearing for the entire summer, my thoughts would’ve been rude, too.

I kept my headphones in and my head down as I walked into Wearable Combat Systems. It was my last class of the day and the one I’d been looking forward to since last year. Valor University was famous for its heroes, but its tech program? Equally impressive, even if less well-known.

Last year, all my biomedical engineering classes heavily focused on theory. Wearable Combat Systems would be my first hands-on class and my first chance to experiment with actually making something. And I knew exactly what I wanted to create this semester.

Harsh fluorescent lights greeted me the second I stepped into the sterile, unforgiving, lab. The stainless-steel workbenches only amplified the glare, but I found a seat in the back, slipping onto a stool as I pulled out my notebook and tablet. The room filled quickly, but it felt noticeably emptier than all my other classes last year. Then again, this was a hard program, and Mom had warned me that most students dropped out before junior year.

But that wouldn’t be me. I couldn’t be one of the quitters. I had to prove myself. I needed to earn my family’s love again and show them they could be proud of me. Then maybe… just maybe, I could go home.

With about half the seats occupied, Dr. Langford strode into the room. Dressed in crisp black slacks and a white lab coat so starched it could’ve stood up on its own, she exuded an air of cold authority. A small Aegis Center pin gleamed on her lapel—a subtle reminder of her history with my family. Years ago, she’d been the top scientist in my family’s tech and pharmaceutical division, so of course, she’d be teaching this class. Luckily for me, she’d loved me when I was a kid. This class should be a piece of cake.

She marched straight to the whiteboard, grabbing a green marker as she passed her desk.

“Welcome to Wearable Combat Systems.” she began, her words sharp and confident. “As you already know, this course isn’t for the faint of heart. I don’t have high hopes for many—if any—of you to make it to the final.”

How could someone take a class and not make it to the final? That seemed like a ridiculous waste of time and effort. Even if you barely got a C, all you had to do was turn in your work and show up. Did people seriously not do that?

Her sharp blue eyes scanned the room, landing directly on me. I sat up straighter, pretending to scribble something in my notebook, though my brain was far from engaged. She held my gaze for a beat too long before addressing the class again.

“But if some of you do make it to the final, I want you to be prepared,” she continued, turning back to the board. I could still feel her gaze drilling into me. “By the end of the semester, you’ll need to create a unique form of wearable tech—something practical, innovative, and combat-ready. And starting next week, you’ll be paired with one of the heroes at the Aegis Center to test your designs.”

Her words hung in the air, the weight of the assignment sinking in. Paired with a hero?

A jolt of excitement shot through me. Most of the Aegis heroes were practically celebrities—celebrities I knew. This wasn’t just a classroom exercise; it was a real opportunity.

This was my chance to prove I wasn’t just a disappointment to my family. I could show them I was more than the pregnant teenager who’d fallen for a guy the world now called a terrorist.

The class buzzed with whispers and murmurs as students began debating who they might be paired with and brainstorming ideas for their tech. But I stayed quiet, keeping my head down, already sketching rough outlines of my project in the corner of my notebook.

My idea was ambitious, maybe even reckless, but if it worked, it could redefine what wearable combat tech could do. I wasn’t just here to pass the class—I needed this. If I could pull it off, I wouldn’t just prove myself to Dr. Langford or my family. I’d prove something to myself.

Dr. Langford’s voice snapped me back to attention. “This isn’t just an academic exercise. If you do well, your tech could become a genuine piece of the heroing world, which is exactly what I expect from one of you."

Her gaze narrowed on me, and the weight of the world fell onto my shoulders.

“Calista Voltaris.” She said with a curl of her lips.

Slowly, every set of eyes trained on me, causing me to duck my head. It felt like my heart was going to explode.

“I trust you’ll live up to the family name this semester,” she said calmly. “I'd be a disgrace if the spawn of Flora disappointed me.”


Chapter 4
Jace


Istared at my reflection, straightening the collar of my sanguine button-down. It was Saturday, which meant I'd be subjected to another fucking dinner at the Anastasakis house.

Maybe it was the orphan in me, but the whole idea of family dinners felt pointless. Sure, Sulien’s death had been tragic, but the four of us gathering every week? It felt like we were already rehearsing for the next loss.

All of us—Kane, his mother Gianna, Sulien’s father Shin, and me—were villains. Kane and I weren’t as bad as the older generation, but we sure as hell weren’t saints. Our lives revolved around the gray areas of the law, where death was just part of the deal. I didn’t need to be reminded of that over roasted lamb and forced conversation every goddamn Saturday.

Except this week, I actually wanted to go. Not for the company—definitely not for that. No, I wanted to pull Kane away from her.

Callie Voltaris.

I’d never really liked Callie. She was too perfect, too polished. It made her feel fake as hell. I still didn’t understand how she’d caught Sulien’s eye. And now, somehow, she’d wrapped Kane around her spoiled little finger.

I’d known Kane my entire life. He never really got caught up in people. He was stoic, serious, and all business. But since Callie had shown up on our doorstep with her sob story and swollen belly, he hadn’t shut up about her or that damn baby.

“She’s been holed up in Sul’s room since last night,” Kane said, his tone flat as he shaved in the bathroom mirror. “Think I should be worried?”

I shot him a look, watching as his tanned skin peeked through the white shaving cream. Worried? About some prep-school princess who’d lived in a bubble her whole life? She was finally facing reality, and that wasn’t our problem.

“Worried about what?” I scoffed, running a brush through my long chestnut hair.

“She’s pregnant, Jace,” Kane muttered, tilting his chin higher as he dragged the razor down his jaw. “And she hasn’t eaten since last night.”

“She’s big enough as it is. She’ll be fine.” I yanked the brush harder through my hair, feeling the tension as the long strands fell back down my spine.

Kane froze mid-shave, glaring at me in the mirror. “What the fuck does that mean?”

“It means she’ll eat when she’s hungry. Missing one meal won’t kill her.” Gods, did I really need to spell this out for him?

Callie had let herself go since Sulien died. While I knew that would’ve driven that chubby-chasing motherfucker wild, he wasn’t here to see it. That meant it was up to us, as his partners, not to enjoy what he couldn’t. Yet Kane had been plowing her every chance he got, which was disrespectful to Sulien, to say the least.

“If Sulien were here, he’d beat your ass for saying that,” Kane warned, his voice low.

“If Sulien were here,” I mocked, waving my hands dramatically, “He’d incinerate you for fucking his baby mama morning, noon, and night. Or did you forget how much he hated people touching his stuff?”

Kane’s grip on the towel tightened, and the light above the sink flickered. For a second, I thought he might use one of his shadows to yank me by the collar, but he let out a slow breath, his dark eyes burning into mine.

“Well, he’s not here,” Kane finally said, his voice a dangerous rumble. “And it’s my job to take care of what’s left of him.”

Great. His favorite topic—the baby that shouldn’t exist.

“Take care of her?” I snorted. “Which part of ‘taking care of her’ involves you screwing her every chance you get?”

“I don’t know!” Kane snapped, tossing the towel down. “I’m just doing what feels right. She’s not like us, Jace. She doesn’t know how to handle losing everything she loves. I just want to make sure she’s okay.”

I blinked, momentarily stunned by the intensity in his voice. Kane never lost his cool. But this girl—this sheltered, fragile girl—was getting to him, and that was a problem.

“What happens when the baby gets here?” I crossed my arms, leaning against the doorframe. “You gonna play house? Kane, our place isn’t safe enough for a fucking cat, let alone a baby.”

Kane clenched his jaw, eyes dropping to the floor. “I didn’t think that far ahead.”

“No shit, you didn’t.” I rolled my eyes. “So maybe it’s time to figure out how to send her back to her parents. Then we can pretend this whole week never happened.”

Kane’s head snapped up, and he glared at me. “We’re not discussing this. Go tell her to get dressed. We need to leave soon.”

His tone left no room for argument, but a knot formed in my throat. I could push him more, but I didn’t want to. Not today.

“Why does she need to get dressed?” I asked, even though I had an unfortunate feeling I already knew the answer.

“For dinner. My mom’s excited to meet her.”

I raised a brow. Gianna Anastasakis, leader of the Eclipse Cartel, wanted to meet Callie.

“You think bringing a Voltaris into your family home is smart?” I challenged.

Kane took a sharp breath, his jaw tightening. He didn’t bother answering. He knew I was right, but no one could win an argument with me. I was too damn good at running my mouth.

“Just go get her,” Kane grumbled. “Or else.”

I held up my hands in mock surrender, shaking them dramatically. “Oh nooo, whatever will you do to me?”

“Jace,” he warned, the look in his eyes telling me I was about a heartbeat away from getting my ass kicked.

Normally, I’d push him until he snapped, but today? Nah, not in the mood. Last night had been tough. My clients had been rougher than usual, and while I knew nights like that came with the job, they still drained me in ways I couldn’t explain. And I couldn’t talk to Kane about any of it because if I did, he’d just get pissed at me for still doing it.

The last thing I needed was another fight with Kane. He already did enough for me, even if I could never tell him that.

“Fine, I’m going,” I mumbled, pushing myself off the doorframe and heading down the hall.

I didn’t need to see his face to know what he looked like—somewhere between annoyance and pity. He knew I’d had a terrible night. He’d ask later, and I’d lie. That’s how we worked.

Shaking off the thoughts, I focused on the task ahead. Dinner wasn’t going to lift my spirits, but messing with Callie? That just might.

I knocked on Sulien’s old bedroom door hard enough to make the hinges rattle.

“Rise and shine, princess!”

Nothing. Not even a snarky reply.

“Oh, Callie,” I sang, forcing faux sweetness to coat my words. “Your presence is being requested.”

Still nothing. Rude-ass brat.

I rolled my eyes and pushed the door open, half expecting to find her curled up, napping like she usually did. Instead, she was on the floor, hunched over an open laptop. Papers were scattered everywhere, covered in chaotic scribbles. What the hell was she doing?

“What the fuck are you up to?” I asked, my curiosity momentarily overriding my desire to torment her.

She didn’t even look up. She just kept working like her life depended on it. I stepped closer, peeking over her shoulder. It looked like some kind of diagram—or maybe she was summoning a demon. Whatever it was, it could wait.

“CALLIE!” I barked.

She jumped, yanking out one of her earbuds, eyes wide as she pressed a hand to her chest. “You scared me!”

“Maybe answer when I knock.” I grinned and dropped onto the floor beside her. “We’re leaving in half an hour. Get up and get dressed.”

Her brow furrowed. “Where are we going?”

“Dinner.” I plucked the earbud from the floor, surprised by the classic rock blasting out of it. I would’ve figured Callie listened to bubblegum pop or some sad acoustic bullshit. “Family dinner, actually.”

Her face scrunched up like she’d forgotten how to comprehend basic English.

“Gianna Anastasakis?” I clarified. “Leader of the Eclipse Cartel? Runs this whole damn city?”

Her eyes widened slightly, but she still didn’t say anything.

“And Shin…” I reached out, placing my hand over her distended belly. It was softer than I expected. “Well, he’s this one’s Grandpa.”

Her face drained of color. Her breath hitched. She was terrified—perfect.

I could’ve reassured her that Shin wasn’t as bad as the stories made him sound, but where was the fun in that?

“S-Sulien’s dad?” she stammered, trying to inch away from me. “... Vexxas?”

“So you do know Shin.” I smiled, slipping my hand beneath the sleeve of her shirt, feeling her pulse thundering beneath my fingers.

With just a touch, she was mine. I could feel the blood in her veins, but more than that, I could use it to control her.

Her breath quickened, probably as she realized she couldn’t move.

“But don’t worry,” I whispered, my lips grazing her ear. “Shin’s a family man. That’s why he disintegrated the hospital where his wife died. I’m sure he won’t do anything to hurt his grandbaby… or the girl who ruined his son’s legacy.”

“I—what?” Her voice shook.

“You ruined Sulien’s career,” I said with a shrug, keeping my hand where it was. “He gets a PR rep, and the next thing we know, she’s knocked up. I’m sure that didn’t make him look like a creep.”

Her lips parted like she wanted to argue, but nothing came out.

“Because of you, he’s remembered as the guy who couldn’t keep it in his pants.”

Her lip trembled, but she swallowed back the tears. I was almost impressed by her nerve.

“I don’t want to go to dinner,” she muttered softly.

“Ah, ah, ah.” I wagged my finger in her face. “Didn’t ask if you wanted to go. I’m telling you that you’re going. Now, get up and get your pretty little ass dressed.”
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Thirty minutes later, we were pulling up to Kane’s family estate.

I was used to the grandeur of the Anastasakis home. The place was large enough to house a small village, and it pretty much did. Every single room was filled with cartel members.

Unsurprisingly, Callie looked uncomfortable the second we stepped onto the marble porch. She was practically glued to Kane’s arm, half-hidden behind his back like a scared kid. It was almost… cute. Not that I’d admit that out loud.

And the worst part? They actually looked good together.

Kane, dressed in his usual Saturday best—dark button-down, sleeves rolled just enough to reveal the black tattoos etched into his golden skin. He looked like he belonged here, the prince of a shadowy kingdom.

Then there was Callie, who obviously didn’t belong—golden hair, floral dress, soft edges designed to cover Kane’s sharp ones. It was like watching some twisted version of yin and yang.

It pissed me off. Not just because they looked like a goddamn couple, but because I couldn’t stop staring at her.

I hated it. I hated that she was getting under my skin. I hated every time she tugged nervously on Kane’s arm or bit her lip in that innocent, unsure way, one that made me completely unable to look away. And worst of all? I hated that Kane noticed me noticing her.

The corner of his lips twitched into a smirk as he placed his hand on top of the one Callie kept curled around his bicep.

“Take a breath. Everyone’s excited to meet you,” he whispered.

I clenched my jaw and forced myself to look away from her. No sooner had I done so than the massive wooden door opened, revealing Gianna Anastasakis herself.

Her presence was commanding despite the unusually soft smile on her lips.

“You’re late,” she said, her dark eyes pinned directly on Kane.

He pulled away from Callie just long enough to hug his mom. “Sorry, Callie was caught up in homework, and we lost track of time.”

Gianna’s gaze flicked to Callie, causing all the color to drain from the princess’s cheeks. She instantly glued herself back onto Kane’s arm, holding onto him for dear life.

“Oooh, so you’ve got a smart girl,” Gianna purred, stepping to the side. “Come on in. Shin’s been talking about meeting Callie all day.”

Callie’s breath hitched as Kane started to move, but she stayed anchored in place, her gaze planted on the ground. It was like she’d forgotten how to walk. Kane placed a hand on her back, leaning in and whispering something too low for me to catch. He hid the action with a kiss on her cheek before he guided Callie inside.

I followed behind them, grinding my teeth as I ignored the strange knot forming in my chest. Kane and Callie removed their shoes before entering the dining room, but as I tried to do the same, Gianna’s hand found the crook of my elbow. Her nails dug into my skin just enough to sting.

I glanced down at her hand, then up at her face. Gianna didn’t scare me, even when she tried shit like this.

“That girl… she’s Sulien’s… right?” Gianna drawled as the other two members of our party disappeared into the dining room.

I nodded slowly, not entirely sure where this was going.

Her lips twitched into a look of disapproval. “Poor thing. Shin’s going to eat her alive.”

I let out a low breath as Gianna released me. I shouldn’t have been concerned about whether Shin was going to eat her alive or not. Honestly, it would probably be best if she got scared away.

But somewhere deep down—and I mean deep, buried under all the sarcasm and resentment I normally hid behind—I didn’t like how Gianna said that.

And more than that, I hated that I cared.


Chapter 5
Callie


Ididn’t want to be at dinner. At first, it was because I needed to have as much of my project done as possible before Wearable Combat Systems on Monday. Sure, it wasn’t due for another fifteen weeks, but if I walked in completely finished, one of the Aegis heroes in the room might notice, tell my dad, and maybe then he’d love me again… That way, I could go home and quit bothering Jace and Kane.

Then, as much as I hated to admit it, Jace’s warnings got to me, even if his thoughts were filled with how “nice” Gianna and Shin allegedly were. Now, as the five of us gathered around a table far too large for such an assemblage, it was the noise of everyone’s thoughts that bothered me most.

Gianna’s weren’t the loudest, but they still cut through the others.

She’s a pretty little thing. Too bad she’s a Voltaris.

Her gaze swept over me, dissecting me like I was a piece of art she couldn’t decide whether to buy or burn. None of it was personal. She had a business to run, and she couldn’t risk hero-spawn poking around in it.

Kane’s thoughts were the quietest—but they were full of worry.

She’s going to have to get used to our family if she sticks around. He took a bite of lamb, then rested his hand on my knee. I just wish she’d eat. She hasn’t eaten all day. She’s going to get sick…

I tried to tune out his wariness as I picked up my fork to push the roasted squash cubes around my plate. I was the only person who could lessen Kane’s concerns, but I just couldn’t bring myself to eat—not with Shin Seo staring at me.

His mind was like a tomb, completely and utterly void of all life. But, his presence was the most suffocating. Not just because I knew from all my father’s stories that he was evil, but because he looked so much like Sulien.

Same eyes, same nose, same chin. Even the way he stared at me reminded me of his son. But while Shin was in his late fifties, his son would never be older than twenty-two. My bottom lip quivered as Shin extended a shaky hand toward his water glass, his gaze still locked on mine.

Sulien had mentioned his dad being sick a lot—some form of cancer, though he never said which. I assumed that was why Shin looked so gaunt and pale. I closed my eyes, exhaling slowly, as I wondered what Shin looked like when he was healthy. If I had known that, I could have imagined what the future might have held for Sulien if the world hadn’t had a vendetta against star-crossed lovers.

“Callie, are you alright?” Gianna’s voice yanked me from my thoughts.

My eyes snapped open, and I forced a smile. The kind my parents had taught me to plaster on whenever the cameras were around.

“I’m okay.” The words came out too brittle, and I could tell by the way everyone’s eyes shifted toward me that no one believed them.

The combined weight of their gazes was too much for the fragile facade of “fine” I’d thrown together. An apple-sized lump formed in my throat, one I frantically tried to swallow. Somehow, that made it worse.

The lump sank lower, cutting off any chance I had of breathing normally as my eyes started to burn.

“Callie,” Kane’s gruff whisper reached me just as I let out the world’s softest, most embarrassing whimper.

This was something I was used to. I could handle it. For months, I’d been swallowing my grief so I wouldn’t burden my family more than I already did. But that’s the thing about grief—it doesn’t like being ignored. And apparently, it never goes away. Now, sitting between two people I was bothering and two of the most dangerous strangers I’d ever met, my grief made it painfully clear that I wasn’t managing it nearly as well as I thought I had been.

Pressure built in my chest, and each breath I tried to take felt more suffocating than the last. I couldn’t take it. The way they looked at me, the sound of their thoughts, the knowledge that I was about to make a fool of myself.

I needed air; I needed silence; I needed… I needed–

Kane’s hand tightened on my knee, and I lifted my gaze to meet his. The gesture was intended to be comforting. His thoughts told me as much. But it didn’t feel grounding or soothing. Instead, his touch reminded me that this was real. All of this was real. No matter how much I tried to fight this feeling or pretend everything was fine, it wasn’t. And somehow, that thought was scarier than the memories of the showcase that still haunted me.

As fat, hot tears rolled down my cheeks, I realized exactly what I needed—I needed to get out of there.

The heavy wooden legs of my chair squealed against the marble tiles as I got up much faster than I had in months. Blood whooshed to my ears, drowning out any startled sounds or pleas for me to sit down.

Going on instinct alone, I bolted away from the table. I’d never been to the Anastasakis mansion until today, which meant I didn’t know where a single thing was. But the front door was hard to miss. It was large, black, and flanked by floor-to-ceiling stained glass windows on either side.

I fumbled with the door handle, my fingers trembling so badly that they felt useless.

The pressure in my chest grew to be unbearable. I wasn’t breathing—I was failing to breathe. It was like the oxygen was too heavy to be pulled into my lungs.

My vision blurred as my limbs grew weak and unsteady, like they’d turned to Jell-O. I could feel myself slipping, my body begging me to just stop, to breathe, to relax.

But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I had to get outside. I had to get my phone out of my car and call my mom. Somehow, I just knew—if I could hear her voice, she’d make this better. She’d make it all feel better even if nothing actually changed. That’s what she always did. I wasn’t sure why, but my brain clung to that one thought, that one desperate hope. All I had to do was talk to my mom, and I’d be fine.

But as I gave the door handle one last desperate tug, the world around me started to spin. Everything around me blurred into a mess of colors—blues, blacks, reds, and golds. None of it made any sense, and as a warm tingle invaded my cheeks, I realized just how weak my knees felt.

They buckled, leaving me to fall forward as my body won the self-imposed war it had started with my mind. All I could think about was how I was going to fall on my face, how I might hit my stomach and hurt the last piece of Sulien I had left. But those thoughts vanished just as quickly as they came, and just as the world around me threatened to go black, a familiar voice hit my ears.

“Woah, woah, it’s okay, Princess, I’ve gotcha.”

Strong arms wrapped around my waist, stopping me before I could do any damage to myself or my unborn child, and something about the safety of that let my body know I was finally okay to shut down.
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Consciousness returned to me slowly, one sense at a time. The first was smell—the sharp, unmistakable scent of antiseptic hit me like a truck.

Next was sound. Gentle beeps hit my ears as I struggled to open my eyes, but they felt impossibly heavy, like they’d been glued shut. Still, I pushed through, and after a moment, my vision finally returned.

The fluorescent lights above me were nearly blinding, causing me to cover my eyes with both hands. But no sooner had I done so than an arm gently appeared on my chest, pulling my hands back down to my sides.

“Take it easy, Princess.”

Jace’s voice was low, almost raspy. It wasn’t a tone I was used to hearing from him; it was too serious, too raw.

I blinked slowly, letting my eyes adjust to the sterile brightness before turning toward him. Normally, Jace was a well-put-together man despite his infuriating love of sarcasm. His job revolved around appearances, after all. But right now, he looked exhausted.

Dark circles clung to his pistachio-green eyes, making them seem brighter in contrast. Normally, that might have been enough to make me swoon a little, but all I could focus on was the rare absence of his signature shit-eating grin. His brows were knit together in a look of concern so palpable I could almost feel it.

“Your eyes are pretty,” I murmured, hoping to break the tension.

Unfortunately, all that did was make me painfully aware of how dry my mouth was.

Jace blinked twice, staring at me with an expression that screamed, Is she serious? After a beat of silence, the corner of his lip twitched up—barely. He let out a short, disbelieving laugh as he shook his head.

“So, let me get this straight. You freak out, pass out, nearly hit the ground—and you would have if it weren’t for yours truly.” He gestured toward himself. “You scare the hell out of everyone, wake up in a hospital, and your first thought is about my eyes?”

I swallowed hard, hoping it would ease the dryness in my throat. It didn’t.

Jace rolled his eyes before grabbing a plastic cup off the nearby table.

“Open,” he ordered, bringing a straw to my lips.

I hesitated for only a second before obediently parting my lips. The water was ice cold and refreshing, and I greedily drank until the cup was empty.

When I pulled away, I realized Jace was touching me, and not in a sexual way either. His fingers lightly raked through my hair, the motion so soft I almost thought I’d imagined it. But when I looked up at him, his normal air of mischief was missing.

I tried to poke in his thoughts, but his mind was quiet. Not that his head was empty, his thoughts were just… distant, like trying to eavesdrop on a conversation in another room. I wasn’t sure if it was because I was too exhausted to pick up on them or because Jace was intentionally blocking me out. Either way, I didn’t like it.

“Where’s Kane?” I asked softly.

“Smoking and making a few phone calls… He’s pissed, by the way.”

My lips twitched into a frown as I sank deeper into the all-too-firm hospital pillow. “Because I upset his mom?”

“What?” Jace snorted. “No. Because you scared the hell out of him.”

His words made my chest tighten again. I blinked quickly, trying to stop the familiar burning sensation in my eyes. I bit my lip and turned my face away from him, but that only seemed to make it worse.

“Stop it.” Jace’s voice was sharp but not unkind.

“Stop what?”

“That.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees so his face was level with mine. “You’re spiraling. I can smell it.”

I jerked back, my brows knitting together. “What the hell do you mean you can smell it?”

“Your blood,” he said calmly. “You’re anxious, and I can smell it. Something about cortisol. I can’t remember exactly what Sul said being anxious did, but I’d smell it on him a lot.”

His words made me freeze. If he could smell that, what else could he smell? I’d known Jace was a hemomancer, but I’d never considered how that ability might translate into… this.

Jace ran a hand through his messy hair, glancing up at the ceiling as if collecting his thoughts. “If you work yourself up again, you’re going to go down again, and I’m not playing catch the Callie a second time.”

A pang of guilt mixed with something I couldn’t quite name washed over me. Apparently, the mystery feeling was anxiety. I despised the fact that Jace was the one to point it out to me.

“Hey, you’re not going to cry, are you?” His voice softened, losing its usual teasing edge.

I forced a watery laugh. “Maybe… pregnancy does that. Just don’t make it weird.”

Jace leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. A smug smirk played at the corner of his lips. “Oh, Princess. Weird is what I do.”

This time, my laugh was genuine.

But my smile faded as a memory hit me like a sucker punch.

The night before Sulien died, he’d fallen asleep with his cheek pressed against my stomach. His thoughts had been so tangled with excitement and fear that I couldn’t tell where one emotion ended and the other began.

The ache of his absence swelled in my chest, growing so large that it felt like I might choke on it.

“I miss him.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

Jace didn’t pull away. Instead, he reached out and rested his hand on my shoulder.

“I miss him too.”

Those four words shattered me. The last frayed nerve holding me together snapped, and a sob clawed its way up my throat.

But Jace didn’t mock me. He didn’t tease me or make some inappropriate joke. Instead, he pulled me close—close enough that I could feel the steady rise and fall of his chest.

“You’re okay, Princess,” he murmured against the top of my head. “You’re okay.”

For a long while, I let myself cry, holding onto Jace like a child would their blanket.

But eventually, the door to my hospital room creaked open, and I tensed.

Kane stepped inside, his broad frame blocking most of the doorway. His umber gaze swept over me, his expression unreadable. He tried to smile, but it looked more like a snarling pit bull pretending to be soft.

“You’re up,” he said quietly, sinking into the chair next to Jace.

I swallowed hard as the scent of stale nicotine wafted off him.

“Jace said you were on the phone… Who did you call?” I asked softly.

Kane hesitated before pulling my phone out of his pocket and handing it to me.

“My mom… You scared everyone.”

His voice was tight, and for a moment, I thought he was going to scold me.

“Did you… Did you call my mom?” I asked.

Kane’s jaw clenched, his gaze dropping to the floor. After a long pause, he mumbled, “Yeah… She didn’t answer.”

But I didn’t believe him.


Chapter 6
Kane


The sizzling of butter on a non-stick skillet filled the room as I tried to focus on the omelet I was making and not the fact that Callie’s mom was a raging bitch. I’d hoped that making Callie breakfast would be enough to distract me from wanting to break into the Voltaris mansion and slaughter every last hero in those walls for ever hurting Callie’s feelings.

“What type of fucking mother won’t stand up to their husband?” I muttered, slamming the carton of eggs onto the counter with more force than necessary.

“Calm down, Daddy,” Jace smirked, lazily leaning back against the counter, coffee mug in hand. “You know Flora isn’t exactly mother of the year–If she were, Callie wouldn’t have shown up here.”

I cut him a glare as I cracked three eggs into a nearby bowl. “Yeah, but her daughter was in the hospital. That should have been enough to make her want to show up.”

But no, all she did was tell me to talk to her husband, and that asshole asked if she was ready to go on a date with some douchebag named Trenton. In what world was forcing your daughter to date someone an acceptable expectation for making sure she was okay?

“Shin’s been talking for years about how heroes are never the good guys… That only stopped when Sul tried to succeed where his dad failed.” Jace snorted into his coffee. “Dead and labeled a terrorist. Heroes have an image to maintain, and Trent probably has a sharp jawline and the right family tree.”

My jaw clenched as I grabbed a fork from the drawer before using it to whisk the eggs into a pool of yellow slime. I’d forgotten all about Shin’s stories of him trying to be a hero long before Sulien came along. The only difference between Sul and his dad was that Shin once had the coveted hero title. Unfortunately, the media decided he’d be more interesting as a villain, and the rest was history.

“Well, it’s disgusting,” I grumbled as I poured the eggs into the pan. Immediately, the eggs bubbled and sizzled, setting around the outside. “And I’d rather die than let her end up a pawn in their fucked up game.”

Jace watched me with that annoying, all-too-laid-back look that he always did when trying to decide if he wanted to let me stew in my anger or if he wanted to rile me up more.

“Relax, Daddy.” Jace put extra emphasis on that last word. “No one’s handing Callie back to her parents or Trenton. She’s ours now.”

I shot Jace a warning look, and he didn’t even flinch. If anything, my irritation caused his smirk to grow.

“That doesn’t change the fact that they’re trying.” I said as I grabbed the small container of cooked spinach and feta from beside the stove.

The only good thing I got from talking to Callie’s parents was a list of the things she’d been craving. Apparently, mom cared enough to make sure her daughter was fed, and that was it.

“Her mom’s the headmistress at her school… What if she tries something?” I asked, feeling the weight of the words the second they fell from my lips.

And I knew Jace felt it too because, for a moment, that cocky smirk he wore like a suit of armor fell.

“Look… her mom has a reputation to uphold. She’s not going to risk that just to play matchmaker for Callie… right?” The uncertainty in Jace’s voice killed me.

That mother fucker was never uncertain. He wasn’t smart enough to even consider alternate possibilities. And here he was, worried about the future. I didn’t need that right now.

I needed–I wasn’t sure what I needed. Just not that.

The microwave dinged, reminding me I’d been cooking bacon, too. Jace sauntered over to the microwave, removing the paper towel-lined plate before plopping it on the counter beside me. He must’ve noticed a shift in my demeanor because he tried to lighten up.

He plucked a strip of bacon off the plate, blowing on it before taking a bite. “I think you need a distraction, Daddy.”

“Quit calling me that before I shove your coffee mug up your ass,” I warned.

“Ah, ah, ah. Nothing without a flared base is allowed in that hole.” He sang, waggling the bacon before popping the rest into his mouth.

The glare I shot him was sour enough to curdle milk, but of course, Jace didn’t seem to care. Instead, he smiled wider, chewing his bacon like he didn’t have a care in the world.

I gritted my teeth as I focused on folding the omelet without breaking the damn thing. I knew Callie didn’t mind scrambled eggs, but her mom said Callie had been making a spinach omelet every morning for the last few months. From what I knew of Callie, she was an excellent cook. That meant if I couldn’t make her breakfast as well, if not better than her, she had no reason to keep letting me do it. And then she either wouldn’t eat like she did yesterday, or she would take over cooking for herself, and I liked taking care of her.

I turned the omelet out onto a plate, taking a moment to savor the satisfaction that came from not ripping the damn thing, but the moment was short-lived.

Jace cleared his throat before he pushed off the counter, lacing his fingers together as he stretched. The crimson tattoos on his sides twitched with the lean muscles of his body.

“So…” His tone was casual, but there was a slight undertone of mischief. “Since you haven’t shoved my coffee where the sun doesn’t shine, I’m going to assume you need a distraction.”

I shot him another look, but this time, it was less heated and more resigned. As much as I hated to admit it, Jace was right. I needed something to take the edge off everything I was feeling. Something to distract me from Callie’s parents and whether or not her blood pressure would stay stable until her next doctor’s appointment.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked softly as I turned off the burner and gave Jace my full attention.

Jace leaned in slightly, “Oh, I think you know.”

His smile must’ve been contagious because the second he said that, the corners of my lips twitched up. I scrubbed a hand across the square of my jaw as my eyes trailed down his torso. He wasn’t bulky like me, but he had a sharpness that made it impossible not to get drawn into. The fucker knew exactly what he was doing, too, using that charm and those bright green eyes to get under my skin. And it worked every time.

Without thinking, I reached up and grabbed him by the back of the neck. He pressed his forehead to mine, and for a moment, we just breathed each other in.

“There’s my Kane,” he whispered, rubbing the tip of his nose to mine.

I chuckled as I lightly brushed my lips to his. “I’m not just yours anymore.”

“And I wouldn’t have it any other way… But, for now, you are M-I-N-E.”

My grip on him tightened, and before I could think better of it, my lips crashed into his. The kiss was hungry, full of a type of desperation I hadn’t had for a while. This wasn’t about fucking my boyfriend or reminding Jace I loved him. It was about pushing away all the bullshit I could barely understand in favor of something I always would.

Jace’s hands tangled in my shirt as I pushed him back against the counter. He pushed the fabric up with the precision only a professional could have, and just as a low, rumbly moan exited his lips, we were greeted by a soft gasp. One far too feminine to have come from Jace.

He froze, his hands pausing at my sides. My head snapped toward the archway, where Callie stood, wide-eyed and flushed, her sapphire gaze bouncing between the two of us. She didn’t exactly seem shocked—I mean, she knew Jace and I were a thing—but she looked… curious, maybe a little embarrassed, too.

What made my chest tighten, though, wasn’t that she’d walked in on us. It was how fragile she looked, standing there in the oversized shirt I’d dressed her in last night, her messy golden hair spilling over her shoulders.

When we got back from the hospital, she’d been too exhausted to keep herself upright, so I’d taken it upon myself to get her into bed, wrapping her in one of my shirts because she was too tired to pick one of Sulien’s old ones like she usually did.

I wasn’t sure I could contain myself, but I needed to. She’d had a long night, and the last thing she needed was me to think about throwing her over my shoulder and carrying her like a goddamned caveman.

“Morning, sweetheart.” I tried to keep my tone steady, but a possessive edge crept in.

My voice seemed to snap her back to reality, forcing her to look away as the flush decorating her neck deepened.

“I–I’m so sorry.” The words rushed out of her. “I just–I wanted water, and–”

“This is your home, too. You’re allowed to be here.” Jace sang as he focused entirely on Callie. “That being said… Kane here is about to get fucked. You can either take your pants off or give us twenty minutes.” His smirk widened as his gaze flicked down her body as if that alone were enough to devour her. “And I’m really hoping it’s the latter.”

Callie slowly looked back at us, her breathing stuttering as she took in the sight in front of her. She looked down before winding her fingers in the hem of her shirt as she bit her lower lip.

“I…” She held the word as if it had four syllables, twisting the fabric of her shirt as she thought. “I’m not wearing pants.”

Her shirt lifted just enough to reveal the curve of her stomach, the orange fabric of her underwear peeking out. While I’d like to say that alone did absolutely nothing for me, that would have been a fucking lie.

I’d seen Callie all but naked. The only difference is I’d been fucking her from behind.

I was an ass man—sue me. So, while I knew Callie had a bump, I hadn’t seen it, not like this. And the sight ignited something in me—something primal, something that turned my already protective instincts up to eleven.

But, while my mouth ran dry as I battled the urge to ram my cock into Callie, Jace barked out a laugh. The all too genuine kind that ended with him clapping his hands.

“Fuck yeah! Three-way.” He cheered, cupping his hands around his mouth as he did. “Come and get your pretty ass over here. I want you—”

“Callie’s not allowed to join,” I said firmly.

Both sets of jewel-toned eyes pinned on me as if I’d kicked a kitten. This type of silent overreaction was common from Jace; honestly, he acted like I was some type of dictator every time I told him no. But I hadn’t expected to see anything like that from Callie.

“You didn’t eat at all yesterday,” I explained, pointing directly at Callie. “I’m not rewarding bad behavior.”

“I—what?” She instantly dropped the hem of my shirt, her eyes dropping to her beautifully soft curves.

“You heard me. You didn’t eat yesterday. So if you want fun, you’re shit out of luck.”

Her golden lashes fluttered as she looked between Jace and me. She was either surprised or offended. Either was fine; I knew she wasn’t exactly confident in her new body. That’s why I’d been so generous in my praise recently. I’d caught her trying to skip meals before and I wasn’t sure if yesterday was intentional or not. I just knew for a fucking fact it wasn’t happening again.

“Seriously, Kane?” Jace scoffed as he gave her a hungry once over. “It was one day. She’ll eat after; why punish her?”

But I shook my head. After the comment he made about her body yesterday, I didn’t trust him with her. Not yet, anyway.

“You and I can fool around. She’s eating the breakfast I made,” I said firmly, leaving Jace’s side to put Callie’s breakfast on the table. “Juice or water?”

Jace let out an exaggerated groan as he stomped his foot, and I shot him a look. One that told him if he didn’t quit, he’d be left alone with his hand.

“Water, please. Thank you,” Callie said, the sadness in her voice pulled at my heart.

Why the fuck was I the bad guy for taking care of her? Was she like this with Sulien? Or did she know better than to be a brat with him?

Whatever, I couldn’t be bothered with that right now. I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, opening it before putting it in front of her.

“…If I eat fast enough, can I join?” She asked hopefully, but I shook my head.

“The point of punishment is to make you regret misbehaving,” I said calmly. “Eat slowly; I don’t want to see you choke.”

I wasn’t as sadistic as Sul. There’d be no leashes, collars, or soap gags in Callie’s future. But I’d learned from the last few months of domming Jace that I needed to follow through with what I said.

She sighed before picking up her fork and thanking me as she cut into her eggs. I didn’t miss the ways her eyes lit up as she took her first bite, even if she tried to hide it. A slow burn of pleasure coiled in my stomach. There was something about Callie enjoying the simple things in life that drove me crazy. Especially because I knew the little freak had a dirty little kink, one I was waiting for the right moment to tell Jace.

Callie was a good girl who followed the rules to a T. But beneath that golden girl exterior was a brat, one who liked playing games and pushing limits even if she’d never admit it.

Jace leaned back against the linoleum countertop, his fingers impatiently drumming on the top as he watched her.

I arched a brow as I cast him an annoyed look. “What?”

“Nothing, I just realized that, apparently, I’m into chubby chasers.” Jace scoffed.

“Excuse me?” I challenged.

But, the hemo-himbo didn’t back down.

“You heard me.” He paused almost as if for dramatic effect, leaning back even further as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You and Sulien are both bona fide chubby chasers.”

Callie cleared her throat as she placed her fork down, grabbing a napkin to wipe her lips. She looked down, and I could practically hear the racing of her thoughts. Embarrassment covered her cheeks, and I wanted to kill Jace. This feeling was made worse by the fact that I enjoyed the way she squirmed under the weight of his accusations.

“You have two seconds to shut the fuck up,” I warned.

“What?” Jace laughed like this was all a joke. “Look at her! She’s fucking gorgeous.” He gestured wildly to Callie. “You can’t tell me that the extra weight doesn’t look good on her.”

I blew out a breath as I looked between the two. Why the fuck did he have to be right?

Callie had always been stunning. That’s probably why Sul liked her at first. But, something about the way pregnancy softened her curves had turned her from girlishly cute to a beautiful woman. And she was absolutely glowing in a way that made me want to destroy her. Those feelings were easily ignored when I chalked it up to lust or taking care of my best friend’s baby mama. But Jace’s comments had been the straw that broke the camel’s back.

I wasn’t lusting after Callie. No, something much worse was happening. I wanted more from her. More than lust or taking care of her out of obligation. I wanted to love her, and I wanted her to love me. And right now, that was too much to bear. So, with one last breath, I stormed off to my room to give myself time to think.


Chapter 7
Callie


Iwatched as Kane sulked away, his mind loud with thoughts that made my heart skip. Not because he wanted to do filthy things to me, I’d gotten used to that, but because he cared. And not in a way I’d expected from him, not yet, not this soon, possibly not ever.

I blinked, my vision blurring with tears I refused to let fall. The thought of someone who wasn’t Sulien loving me felt wrong, almost like I was betraying him. How could Kane, of all people, look at me and see something worth caring for? How could anyone?

When Sulien and I first started dating, I deserved to be loved. I was exactly who I needed to be—beautiful, driven, at the top of my classes. My life had been carefully crafted to look flawless from the outside, and at that time, it almost felt like it was. I was worthy of the attention Sulien gave me, worthy of the way his eyes lit up when he saw me. Deserving of the way he smiled when he said my name.

But now? I was a shadow of the go-getter I once was. I didn’t have the energy to go above and beyond for any class except for Wearable Combat Systems, and even that felt like I was doing the bare minimum for someone of my pedigree. Every inch of my body had changed, and I couldn’t even bring myself to primp myself for the day as I had before. The confident, capable girl Sulien had fallen in love with was long gone, and what was left… what was left felt like a mess. One that didn’t deserve love. If I did, why would my family abandon me?

I exhaled slowly as I wiped my eyes. I didn’t deserve to cry. Not over this. Not over something that was the direct result of my own decisions. My choices had led me here, and crying about it wouldn’t change a thing.

I stared down at the omelet and bacon Kane had made for me, and instantly, I was torn.

Kane wanted me to eat, and after everything yesterday, I was so hungry that my stomach hurt. But Jace was right about my body. I’d grown too soft, too round, and I couldn’t help but wonder if Sulien would’ve been disappointed in me. Would he still have looked at me the same way? Would he still have smiled the way he used to when I walked into a room?

I knew those thoughts were wrong. I’d been in Sulien’s head. He loved me for me. But, the awful loud, nagging voice in the back of my mind wouldn’t allow me to think about anything other than Jace essentially calling me chubby.

His comment had been intended to be somewhere between a compliment and a joke; unfortunately, Jace wasn’t very funny.

He had perched himself on the countertop, watching my every move. And I had a feeling if I broke down, he’d laugh at me. And while it was what I deserved, I wasn’t ready for that. So, I put on my best fake smile and cleared my throat before digging into my eggs, using the food to fill the weird void in my chest like I always did.

“I guess I pissed Kane off again.” I laughed, trying to lighten the mood even though I knew I wasn’t funny either.

Jace scoffed but didn’t respond. Instead, his green eyes stayed pinned on me. I tried to ignore him as I focused on the routine of eating. I could tell the omelet tasted good, but right now, that wasn’t why I kept going. I needed to feel full, even if just for a moment.

His thoughts buzzed in the background like radio static. I wasn’t particularly paying attention to him, which meant I missed a lot. But I could hear how he was waiting for something to happen. He genuinely felt a little bad for pushing, not bad enough to apologize, though.

I swallowed the bite in my mouth before setting the fork down. I knew my last comment wasn’t funny, but maybe if I tried something a little drier, it’d land better.

“You know… for someone who prides themselves on being good with people, your compliments suck.”

My comment drew a smirk from Jace. “Oh, come on. That wasn’t an insult, and you know it.”

I shrugged as I picked up a piece of bacon. “I’ll remember to take being called chubby as a compliment next time.”

“Ah, ah, ah. Don’t put words in my mouth, little lady–I called Sulien and Kane chubby chasers–which they are, by the way.” He corrected, his tone reminding me of a professor at school. “I said you’re gorgeous, which you are.”

“Mhm,” I smirked, taking a bite of my bacon as I thought. “And the comment about extra weight is totally harmless especially, after I told you last week I’m pregnant and not to talk about me like that.”

His smirk widened. “I didn’t say it was harmless, Princess. I also never said any of that was a compliment. Just that I wasn’t exactly trying to insult you.”

I eyed Jace for a moment as I considered if I wanted to play this game. Fuck it, it wasn’t like I had anything better to do.

“So, If you were trying to compliment me, what would you say?”

“I’d say that you do a fantastic job concealing the massive stick you keep shoved up your ass.” He couldn’t even say that bullshit with a straight face.

“Oh my god, you’re so funny that I forgot to laugh.”

Jace snorted, barely containing his chuckle as he hopped off the counter. “Oh, lighten up, Princess. You couldn’t take it if I complimented you.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly what you think it means, Princess.” He leaned down, resting his elbows on the table as he looked into my eyes. “Right now, I could tell you that you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. And, no matter how genuine I was, you’d never believe me. Which is hilarious because you can tell exactly what I’m thinking.”

He reached over, tapping my nose with the tip of his finger. The action was meant to be patronizing, which meant it should have pissed me off… But it didn’t.

I swallowed hard, trying to keep my cool, but the intensity in his voice was doing things to me. Things that, frankly, made me feel a bit like a slut.

“I’d believe you if you were actually being real and not just messing with me,” I said calmly.

“Callie, you think I’m just messing with you?” He feigned a gasp, pressing his fingers to his lips.

“I know you are. That’s just how you are with me.”

His smirk softened, and for a moment, vulnerability flickered in his eyes.

“Maybe… but not always.” The usual playful edge to his voice faded.

“So, then tell me something serious.” I whispered.

I expected Jace to tell me to fuck off or make another joke. But he stayed silent, his eyes trained on mine. I tried to read him based on his demeanor alone. Normally, I was good at that. But Jace was so rarely serious that this felt impossible, so I pried a little deeper into his mind so that I could hear his thoughts loud and clear.

His brain was a mess of thoughts, racing against each other, trying to be front and center in his cacophony of a mind. But one topic floated above the rest: me.

“You want real? Callie, you’ve fucked up your life by experimenting with men you should have never looked twice at.” I need to push her away.

My eyes widened, not from his insult but because of what came after. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do.” He pulled back, rubbing his jaw as he did. “Kane’s a pickpocket, I’m a prostitute, and Sul… Well, it’s not nice to speak ill of the dead.” I hate my fucking job, but what else can I do?

“Jace…” I said his name slowly, torn between defending Sulien’s honor and telling Jace I was poking around in his mind. “You don’t mean that.”

I wasn’t sure what else to say, but I hoped repeating that would get the point across.

Jace’s eyes narrowed as his jaw tensed. I could feel his frustration, but under it, his mind was alive with fear. Fear that I’d agree with him, fear that I’d walk away, fear that he was making a mistake by letting someone like me get close to someone like him.

“I don’t mind that you’re you,” I said calmly, suddenly reminded of my early conversations with Sulien. He’d always feared he wasn’t good enough for me; it was like he couldn’t see what I did.

Jace averted his gaze before whispering, “Maybe you should.”

I shook my head. “I’m okay… I’m not trying to fix you either.”

It was hard to tell if that was a concern for Jace or not, but I figured it was better safe than sorry.

He looked back up, his eyes lingering on mine just long enough for his next thought to flit into my mind completely uninterrupted.

What if I want to be fixed?

The silence that followed that thought was suffocating. If I asked Jace what he meant, I’d have to admit I knew he thought it. And, if I did that, I’d destroy the razor-thin moment of vulnerability blossoming between the two of us.

Unfortunately, Jace wasn’t as dumb as he pretended to be. Something in my gaze must’ve betrayed my thoughts because before I could even fathom a proper response, Jace’s lips crashed into mine.

The kiss was frantic, like it was the only thing he could think to do to stop the impending conversation. A bolder woman would have stopped him now and redirected the conversation. But… I wasn’t bold. I was touch starved and a little sad.

So, instead of pulling away, I kissed him back.

I didn’t do it because it was smart, or right, or even because deep down, I knew I needed it. Instead, I did it because it was easy. And, for once in my life, I wanted easy. I wanted thoughtless, something done in the heat of the moment just because I could.

“Stand up.” He didn’t stop kissing me to speak, which made his request even more difficult to process.

“What?”

“Stand. Up.” His hands slipped down my sides and up my shirt.

The second his palms met my bare skin, an almost magnetic sensation pulsed through me. My body reacted without me, forcing me to follow his command. Panic prickled around the edge of my mind, closing in like a vignette on an old photo, but Jace’s warmth quickly drowned out my concern.

He slipped his hand off my side, resting it on my back as he continued to shower me in hungry kisses. I kept my eyes closed because as difficult as it was to comprehend; I trusted Jace.

Eventually, my back met the counter, and Jace took no time hoisting me up.

“What? Not going to use lifting me as an opportunity to call me fat again?” I teased as my ass met the cold, hard surface.

My words caused Jace to pause just long enough for me to catch my breath. He tipped his head to the side as he thought, and after a moment, a lazy grin spread across his lips.

He placed his hand on my thigh, softly squeezing me as the same magnetic sensation filled my veins.

“Why would I?” He teased, leaning in to nip my neck. “Plus, I’d never back down from a challenge.”

“You’re an a-asshole.”

My insult was betrayed by the quiver in my voice, the one he was causing by dragging a hand up my thigh, only stopping once his fingers met the hem of my underwear.

He chuckled, shaking his head as he did. “Watch the tone, baby girl. I’m just your type.”

“Uh–No, you’re not. My type is–”

A wave of pleasure washed through me like a ripple through water, causing a sharp gasp to cut off my words. I leaned forward slightly, wrapping my fingers around Jace’s bicep. The purple of my nails popped against the red flowers etched into his right arm.

“What’s your type, Princess? Go on… Use your big girl words for Daddy Jace.” He drawled, smirking at me but never moving his fingers from my hip.

The small ripple built into a consistent pulse, one that matched the racing of my heart. Heat pooled in my stomach, trickling down all the way to my toes as I gripped Jace harder.

“I–What are you doing to me?” I panted.

Jace guided me to lean my head against the wall, and my lips parted as I desperately tried to breathe through whatever the fuck this was.

“Awe, baby girl, don’t tell me you don’t know how an orgasm works.” He leaned down close enough for me to smell the coffee on his breath.

“I–” Once again, Jace made it impossible for me to respond.

I tried to snap my legs shut, but I couldn’t. It was like my body was working against me, like every muscle was no longer mine to control.

“Shh… save that beautiful voice of yours for screaming my name when you cum.” He used his free hand to press a finger to my lips. “Orgasms are all blood flow.” He started with a tone that reminded me of a bored professor. “Circulation, if you want to get technical. When all that beautiful blood of yours rushes to the right places, the pressure builds, and builds, and builds. And just when you don’t think you can take it anymore, you snap.”

He dragged his thumb in lazy half-circles over my thigh. A broken whimper escaped my throat as I closed my eyes, doing my best to fight Jace’s special form of magic.

Sulien had always thought Jace was a shitty hemomancer, but now as I threatened to come undone with him barely touching me, I wasn’t so sure that was the case.

“And, as long as my skin is touching yours, your blood is mine. You are mine. And you will be until I say we’re done.”

I clenched my jaw as I did my best not to give into the heat in my core, to not give in to him. But how the hell was I supposed to resist someone who was literally in my veins?

“You’re so tough, aren’t you?” He leaned in, his lips brushing mine as he spoke. “Go on, let me see what you look like when you cum.”

I shook my head as I bit my lip so hard I tasted copper. There was no reason for me to fight Jace, but something about denying him felt incredibly freeing.

Jace pressed his forehead to mine. His breathing was warm and even, a far cry from the ragged gasps that filled my lungs.

“It’s cute watching you fight.” He whispered. “But, we both know how this is going to end… So, I’m going to count down from five, and you’re going to give me what I want.”

Jace’s voice was low and dangerous, as dangerous as the magic he forced through my veins. My chest tightened with every breath I took. His forehead remained pressed against mine.

“Five,” he whispered, stretching the word as if it could drag on forever.

My breath hitched, and my nails dug into his arm as I tried desperately to cling to whatever semblance of self-control I possessed. But it was slipping fast—my body trembled as the heat in my core spiraled out of control. I was so fucking hot that I felt like I’d melt if I didn’t let him win.

“Four,” Jace murmured, dragging his thumb a little higher on my thigh. “I can feel how badly you want it, Princess. But I’m so proud of you for fighting me this long. Not many people can do that.”

A broken whimper escaped my lips, and my hips shifted closer to him, chasing the pressure I swore I wasn’t going to give in to.

“Three,” he whispered, and my pulse quickened in response.

“Two,” he breathed against my lips. “I know you can feel it, Callie. That sweet, beautiful moment right before you fall apart. You’re almost there, I promise.”

I whimpered again as I realized my struggle had done nothing but prolong the inevitable. Every cell in my body was burned, begging for release, begging for Jace, and he knew it.

“One.” He shot me a sardonic grin as a final pulse of heat surged through my veins. “Cum for me, Princess.”

The command hit me like a magnitude-ten earthquake. My orgasm was violent and entirely overwhelming, dragging me under wave after relentless wave of ecstasy.

Jace held me steady, guiding me through every moan and shudder until control of my body finally returned to its rightful owner.

“That’s it,” he murmured, brushing his lips against my temple. “Good girl.”

His hand finally left my hip, and I pressed my palm to my chest as I gasped for air. It was like I’d just surfaced after almost drowning.

“You’re a dick.” I spat, my lack of oxygen cutting through the venom I wanted to have.

“If you keep talking like that, you’ll never get to the main event.” He bit his lip before grabbing his cock.

Unfortunately, my eyes followed the motion, taking careful note of the way his erection lifted his basketball shorts.

“Ah, ah, ah. You’ve had your fun. My eyes are up here.” He teased with a wink before turning around and clearing my half-eaten breakfast from the table.

“Kane’s going to kick your ass if he finds out you threw that away.” I warned, even though I wasn’t particularly in the mood to finish it.

“Uh, no?” He snorted, dumping the omelet into the trash before placing the plate in the sink. “Kane isn’t going to care as long as you’re fed, and I’m not letting you eat an omelet in my bed.”

My brow furrowed. “At what point was it determined that I’m going to your room, let alone your bed?”

Jace turned back to me with a cocky grin wide enough to showcase his perfectly straight teeth.

“Uh, right now? I make you cum, we cuddle in my bed, watch medical dramas, and eat snacks. It’s a win-win.”

“And what if I don’t want to? I have homework, you know.” Sure, I’d worked through the next few weeks of assignments, but I still needed to finish drafting my project for Wearable Combat Systems.

“Callie, you were in the hospital twelve hours ago. You’re not doing anything other than sitting on your ass and resting.” His tone was unusually stern.

I blinked twice, taken aback by the sudden shift. It felt like the Jace I knew—the one who teased, flirted, and schmoozed his way through everything—had taken a backseat to someone... different. Someone who cared.

“You can flutter those pretty little lashes all you want, but you’re not getting your way.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “We’re eating chips, watching Symptom Zero, and cuddling until I fall asleep because I was so worried about you I didn’t sleep last night. And if you repeat that, I’ll deny it. Capisce?”

My heart did a weird somersault. I should have been angry; he had no right to order me around, but something about this version of Jace was so… Interesting, I guess. And, even though I had a million other things to do, the idea of being lazy with Jace was just too appealing.

“... Can I have something sweet instead?” I asked slowly, not wanting to tell him that eating chips in bed was serial killer behavior.

Jace extended his hand to me with a dramatic flourish before helping me off the counter. My knees felt like jelly, but I did my best to stand tall.

“I keep a stash of peanut butter taffy in my nightstand–you know, just in case. And, lucky for you, I am excellent at sharing.”

“Peanut butter taffy? What are you, eighty?” I snorted, a sudden wave of embarrassment rushing through me as I realized how rude that was.

But Jace didn’t seem offended; instead, he laughed it off and placed a hand on my back.

“I’m an old soul, Princess. Now come on, I want to cuddle.”
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I wasn’t exactly sure when I fell asleep. But when I woke up, I was tangled in his arms. Drool caused my hair to stick to my cheek, and I was glad that Jace had also apparently fallen asleep.

If not, God knows he would have made fun of me.

I scooted forward slightly as I yawned, placing my head beside the wet spot I’d left on the pillow. But, the second I got comfortable, Jace pulled me back, this time closer. Once he had me where he wanted me, he nuzzled his face into my hair as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Before I started dating Sulien, I knew different sex positions existed, thanks to the internet. What I didn’t expect was different snuggling positions too.

When we cuddled, Sulien liked to have my head on his chest, and his arm looped around my waist. Jace, however, liked my back to be against his chest and his arm draped over my stomach. I wiggled against him, trying to get comfortable before focusing on the large TV mounted on Jace’s wall.

Symptom Zero was still playing. The doctors on the screen were deep in discussion, rapidly rattling off symptoms and theories. Jace had called this show strangely addicting, and he was right. I was totally hooked, even if I hadn’t expected Jace to be interested in medical dramas.

… He’d probably make a wonderful nurse, assuming he actually meant it when he thought about wanting to be fixed.

I tried to shake off the thought as nothing more than a half-baked idea, but the longer I sat with it, the more sense it made. Jace was a hemomancer; he could smell when something was wrong. Not only that, but if someone was bleeding out, he could probably control it. And Jace was likable. He was funny, charismatic, and would probably have excellent bedside manner.

There was just the issue of schooling… But I could probably help him with that. I mulled over the thought a moment longer but was quickly derailed by my stomach growling. He’d offered to grab me something else when I rejected his geriatric candy, but I said I’d get something later, apparently later was now.

Gently, I peeled Jace off of me before wiggling out of his grasp. For a second, I thought I’d successfully snuck away, but as I fully settled on my feet, Jace cracked an eye.

“Where are you going?” He slurred through a yawn.

“To make lunch,” I whispered.

Jace stretched, and I paused, almost hoping he’d join me. Instead, he rolled over, leaving me with an excellent view of the kiss mark tattoo decorating his shoulder.

“Remember, you’re eating for two…” His words trailed off as he presumably fell back asleep.

I stood there for a moment, watching his breathing steady before heading out of his room. The hallway in the apartment wasn’t long; honestly, even calling it a hallway felt generous. But, that short walk was all I needed to decide to bother Kane. After this morning, I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he’d been making breakfast for me, so it was only right if I offered him lunch.

I stopped directly in front of the wooden door, which was labeled with a black-and-white “do not enter” sign.

Obviously, it wasn’t meant for me, so I ignored it, knocking on the door three times.

“Fuck off, Jace!” Kane’s gruff voice was muffled by the wood separating us.

“It’s not Jace!”

There was a pause before I heard movement on the other side of the door–the creak of a bed followed by a soft shuffle of steps. The near silence caused my heart to jump to my throat, and for good reason.

When Kane’s door opened, I wasn’t greeted with a hello or even a smile. Instead, I got a glare.

“You’re supposed to be resting–Why are you up?” He grumbled.

I stood a little straighter as I tried to process this.

“I–I’m hungry, so I’m making lunch. I was seeing if you–”

“Go sit. I’ll cook.”

He gently moved me so he could exit the room. I loved Kane’s desire to take care of me; it made me feel special. But, I didn’t like his thoughts. Right now, his mind was full of how fragile he thought I was. Which, to put it lightly, was insulting.

“No–I enjoy cooking,” I said firmly. “Would you like lunch?”

His dark brows crept toward his hairline, and I liked that he was as taken aback by my shift in demeanor as I was his. But, where I let his attitude roll off my back, Kane’s fuse was much shorter than mine.

“No, you’re not,” he grumbled.

I stared at him, my lips parting as I tried to find the right words, the right argument to tell him I wasn’t made of glass. But something in his eyes caused me to stop.

With our gazes locked, his next thoughts were loud and clear.

I’m shitty with words, but maybe if I just… do enough, she’ll realize I love her without me having to embarrass myself. And then maybe she’ll love me too.


Chapter 8
Jace


The worst part about having a day off was having to work twice as hard to make up for what I lost. Sure, considering the night I missed was spent in the hospital with Callie, it wasn’t exactly like I was fucking off while not fucking around. But I still had to cancel on clients—ones that weren’t exactly thrilled about rescheduling.

I get it. To most people, time was money. Each of my clients was important in their respective fields: doctors, lawyers; I even had a few heroes in the mix. They all paid me to make them feel good, to help them blow off stress. My popularity wasn’t just because I was the hottest whore in town—which I was. It was because I was dependable. And when I had to call off on Saturday of all nights, it was like I’d told a kid I’d postponed Christmas. While my doctor and lawyer clientele would have understood, Saturdays were for the supers. And boy, did I hate fucking heroes.

They were all self-righteous assholes who felt the need to prove they were better than everyone else—especially villains like me. But when the doors were shut, and their spandex suits came off, they were just as needy as everyone else—sometimes worse. Normally, I didn’t work Sundays. I enjoyed having a day off, and it was slower than the rest. But I’d offered it to the clients I missed.

Most jumped on the opportunity and moved on, but my last guy of the day was legitimately the worst human being I’d ever met—which was funny considering he was the current top hero at the Aegis Center. TitaniumJustice. More like CaptainLittleDick.

All his sessions were the same. He’d spend the first hour insulting me, calling my career path degrading, insinuating I wasn’t smart enough to do anything else. And while he wasn’t entirely wrong, he didn’t need to say it. Normally, shit like that was a deal breaker for me, but the jackass not only paid well—he paid on time. TJ consistently gave me a solid two grand a month. So, I always swallowed my pride and listened to his sanctimonious bullshit while he complained about having to “stoop to this level” as he unbuckled his belt.

Usually, I could endure his nonsense once a week for two hours. But after I canceled on him, he demanded more time. Something about needing a little extra because he was generous enough to overlook my "disrespect." Fucking dickhead.

By the time I left his apartment, it was way too late—or way too early, depending on how you looked at it. The sun was in that weird stage of rising, where the world became a perfect gradient of blues and oranges. The whole thing would’ve been beautiful if I didn’t feel so… dirty.

But TJ tipped well, and I used the extra money to grab breakfast for Kane and Callie on my way home. It wasn’t a gigantic gesture, but it’d be one less thing for Kane to worry about today. And, well… after yesterday, I wanted to see Callie smile.

I couldn’t place why or when my animosity shifted, but something in my soul told me I’d feel better if she let me lay beside her again. Maybe it was because she smelled so nice, or perhaps it was how she felt under my arm, but I was beginning to understand everyone’s fascination with Callie Voltaris—even if it was begrudgingly.
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When I finally got home, I did my best to open the door as quietly as possible, even while balancing takeout bags. But my efforts were in vain because Kane was already up. Of course, he was; the dude probably didn’t fucking sleep last night.

He sat in the living room, a cup of coffee in hand, his dark gaze fixed on the stray cats in the distance. But it wasn’t like he was actively watching them; it seemed more like he was zoning out.

I cleared my throat before plopping the still-warm bag on his lap. “Breakfast is served.”

Kane jumped as he looked back at me, blinking twice before glancing at the bag. He touched it as if making sure it wasn’t a trap before mumbling a quick thank you. And while my boyfriend was a man of very few words, he seemed quieter than usual.

“What’s wrong? Did they steal your tongue?” I gestured to the now fighting cats just outside the window.

Kane slowly shook his head, not even bothering to laugh at my fantastic joke. “Something’s wrong with Callie.”

I paused, needing a second to process what he just said. Something about that statement hit me harder than expected, and my brow furrowed as I tried to look confused rather than concerned.

“What do you mean?” I asked slowly.

“Her alarm woke me up this morning,” he said, taking a sip of his drink. “So I snuck into the room to ask her to shut it off. She was out cold, covered in a mountain of blankets, and shivering.”

Again, I tried to pretend I wasn’t worried, but he made that impossible.

“What happened then?”

His expression tightened as he refused to look away from those damn cats. I swore to God that I was going to bring one inside one day just to see what he did.

“I turned it off and emailed her professors pretending to be her—which is probably going to piss her off.” A wry laugh punctuated his sentence. “I just… should we take her to the hospital again?”

The mention of a hospital snapped me out of my thoughts. If we took her to the emergency room again, that would be like admitting Callie was sick—which she wasn’t. Someone like Callie didn’t deserve to be sick. She was too nice, and bad things weren’t supposed to happen to good people.

“She’s probably just a little worn out and caught a cold… plus, she has an appointment on Wednesday.” I said, placing the bag with Callie’s breakfast beside Kane. “I’ve seen enough Symptom Zero to know how to fight off a cold.”

His gaze slid to me as an insulting level of skepticism crossed his face. “This isn’t one of your medical dramas.”

“Oh, come on!” I groaned, a smug grin crossing my face. “Give her some fluids, a little rest, and maybe a dash of love, and she’ll be better than before.”

But again, Kane didn’t laugh. He just kept staring at me with an expression that I knew meant he was overthinking. Or maybe he was just doubting the abilities of Dr. Jace.

“I’m serious. Give me a day. I’ll get her to eat, force her to stay in bed, and if she’s not any better tonight, we can consider alternative routes of treatment.” I did my best to sound like Dr. Hall, the main doctor in Symptom Zero.

Kane’s jaw tensed as he finally gifted me with his full attention. That’s when I noticed just how exhausted he looked. Usually, he was an honest man, but instantly, I knew he wasn’t up because of Callie’s alarm.

“If she’s not better by tonight, I’m dragging her to the hospital. No ifs, ands, or buts,” he warned.

I gave him a lazy salute. “I swear on my Ph.D. from Symptom Zero University that I, Dr. Jace Rossi, will have our girl on her feet by sundown.”

He rolled his eyes, but the small twitch in the corner of his lips told me I’d helped lighten his mood. So, I blew him a kiss and grabbed the bag before heading into Callie’s room.

I slipped in as quietly as possible, not wanting to wake the princess if I didn’t have to. The room was dark, thanks to the blackout curtains Sulien had invested in just before he died. Still, even in the low lighting, I could see her nestled in a mound of blankets. Sweat caused her forehead to glisten; the whole thing was heartwarming in some weird fucked up way.

I sat the bag on the nightstand before kneeling beside her. Her cheeks were flushed, and even from here, I could feel heat radiating from her. For a moment, I considered telling Kane I was wrong, that this was definitely hospital territory. But… she didn’t smell sick.

Normally, someone’s blood would turn rancid when they were under the weather, but Callie just smelled spicy, kind of like Sulien and Shin.

I ran a finger along her forehead. Her sweat stuck to my skin as her eyes slowly fluttered open. Her gaze was hazy, a far cry from the normal, intelligent glint in her eyes. But, seeing as her skin felt hot enough to fry an egg, that tracked.

“Jace?” She croaked my name, and I fought a frown.

“I hate to disappoint you–but I’m actually a hallucination.” I wiggled my fingers in her direction, trying to hide my mounting anxiety under humor.

She let out a soft sound somewhere between a groan and a whimper before burrowing deeper into her cloth cocoon, and that simply wouldn’t do. But… I also didn’t want to yank the blankets off of her. That felt rude.

“You’re late for class.”

Instantly, the nest shifted. Although I was sure if I had shown her just how sluggish her movements were, she wouldn’t have fought like she did. With the blankets off, she did her best to sit up, but between her violent shaking and apparent lack of energy, all she could do was allow her body to sag back down to the sweat-saturated mattress.

Just as I prepared to tease her again, she let out another whimper. Tears followed this one. She desperately tried to cover her face as my eyes widened in shock.

What the fuck was I supposed to do now? I knew from our Saturday hospital adventure that she liked to be held. But I also wasn’t super into the idea of being drenched in her sweat.

Slowly, I reached out, softly patting her on the head. “There, there.”

That felt like an appropriate reaction.

But apparently, it wasn’t. Because if it were, she would have stopped crying. Her hands muffled her sobs, but they didn’t even slow down. Why the fuck was she even crying? All she did was wake up. Like, listen, sister, I understood that feeling, but there are real things to cry over.

“I need to go to school.” She croaked.

My brow furrowed. “... School has you bent out of shape?”

That was kind of fucking dumb but to each their own.

“If I don’t do well in my classes, my mom and dad will never want me back. We’re getting our hero assignments in Wearable Combat Systems! I can’t do well if I have a terrible partner.” Her words came out between panicked breaths as her tears flowed far too freely for my liking.

“Callie…” Was now the time to tell her that her folks were shit-bags who didn’t deserve her. Probably not. “When’s the next time you have that class?”

“Tomorrow… It’s my last class every Monday and Tuesday.”

I took a deep breath as I tried to look at this whole ridiculous thing through her eyes. To me, she was willing to kill herself over classes and assignments that didn’t matter… But, from what I knew about Callie, she was not only a high-achiever; she was a people-pleaser. So, to her, this probably wasn’t just a missed day.

And, if her special brand of anxiety was like Sulien’s, this probably felt like the end of the world. If she didn’t go to school today, she fucked up everything. Even if none of that was true, she didn’t need to hear that.

“Callie,” I said her name slowly, drawing out the time I had to think. “If you’re sick, you’re not going to learn much today… one of your professors might even send you home.” Did they do that in college? “Taking a day off won’t kill you, even if it feels like that.”

Her hands fell away from her face, revealing wide, impossibly blue eyes, ones filled with a desperation that didn’t fit the Callie I knew. She nodded slowly as she took a shaky breath, but I could tell she didn’t believe me. If she had, she wouldn’t have resorted to trying to get up again.

So, I laid an arm across her chest, anchoring her to the mattress.

“I know you want to make your parents proud… but some people just aren’t worth killing yourself over,” I whispered, the words spilling out before I could second-guess them. “Anyone worth your time would want you to be okay. Right now, you need to worry about you and the baby.”

Her bottom lip quivered as fat tears continued to roll down her cheeks, her sadness causing her freckles to glisten like stars. She lay in her defeat, allowing me to sweep the damp strands of golden hair away from her face. We stayed in that silence for a moment, but after a moment, she cleared her throat and wiped her eyes.

“Why do you have to be right?” Her voice was laced with so much vulnerability that it barely sounded like her.

“First of all–I’m always right.”

She shot me a glare before focusing her gaze back on the ceiling. “Do you know what it’s like to have to earn your place in your family?”

Tell her about your dead parents. Nope. Don’t do that—bad idea. I just shook my head instead.

“My siblings are Heroes. They’re everything my parents wanted… but I’m not enough. And even though they’ve never said it, I know their love has always been conditional.” Her fingers curled around the edge of her blanket, turning white as her hands shook. “I can’t be a hero… If I can’t make them proud, what good am I?”

I knew I hated heroes… But that little comment just solidified how terrible they were.

“You don’t exist to make your parents happy. You think that not being what they wanted means you’re worthless? That’s bullshit. You’re more than enough, regardless of if they see it.” I reached out, taking her hand in my own and squeezing it softly. “If you want to go to school tomorrow, for you, not to make anyone else proud, I’ll take you myself. But today, you’re staying in bed and letting me wait on you hand and foot.”

She stared at me; her gaze wide and unblinking. But she wasn’t crying, so that was a plus. It looked like she was probing my mind, trying to find anything that would undermine what I had just said, but there was nothing of the sort. I meant it, every last word. Especially the ones where I told her she was enough. Her hand tightened on mine.

I’d already figured that Callie’s life had been a series of impossible hoops her parents expected her to jump through. And somehow, she’d done it again and again and again. I wasn’t sure how much of herself she’d sacrifice in the name of earning their love, but she’d never do it again, not while I was around. And it felt like just the idea of that had her on the edge of breaking down.

A watery smile tugged at her quivering lips.

“Can we cuddle?” She pleaded. “This happened a lot when I first got pregnant, and I always felt better when my mom or sister held me.”

My eyes burned as tears threatened to form. Not because I was sad but because I was so inexplicably angry. How the hell could her family abandon her if they knew she needed them?

I swallowed down my anger. Right now, she didn’t need it.

“Of course.” I tried to keep the shake out of my voice as I climbed into bed beside her.

The concerningly-wet sheets stuck to me, and instantly, I wanted to get up. But that was the thing about caring for someone… sometimes, you had to sacrifice your wants for their needs, and that, unfortunately, was a lesson her parents never learned.

I pulled her close, allowing her to relax into me. The heat of her body caused me to all but immediately start sweating. Even so, I stayed. Her fingers twined into my shirt, almost as if she feared I’d leave the second she inevitably passed out.

“I was right. You’d be a wonderful nurse.” She mumbled into my chest.

“... Who’d you tell that to?” I asked, trying to piece together where her latest, yet somehow most unexpected compliment came from.

But sleep had claimed her far before she could answer me. And, as the steady rhythm of her breathing cascaded across my chest, I let the idea marinate.

Callie was the kind of person I wanted to make myself better for. Not because I specifically wanted to make her proud but because she deserved someone she could feel proud of… even if I didn’t exactly know how I’d do that.


Chapter 9
Callie


Most of my day passed in a drowsy haze, fluttering in and out of consciousness like a bird dancing through branches. Each time I woke up was less and less pleasant, but every time my eyes begrudgingly opened, Jace was there, holding onto me while he played some card game on my phone. One I hadn’t installed, but I was too out of it to care.

This strange, agonizing sleepiness happened a lot during my first trimester. Something about my body shutting down because I wasn’t a suitable environment for a child with a fire-based ability. I’d learned early on that children often inherit an ability adjacent to their father’s, which was something I didn’t know. How could I when none of my siblings seemed to take after my father in that regard? The closest ability to my Dad’s was Jack’s, but even then, aerokinesis and cryomancy were only vaguely similar.

My OBGYN told me that I would eventually adapt to the excess heat my son was creating, and once it got to the point that my body could no longer stand it, we’d look into upping the dose of my suppressors. That way, they’d work for him too. The only problem with that was if I upped my dosage, I’d lose the small amount of power I could tap into. And, while I wasn’t supposed to be able to read minds as consistently as I do, the thought of being completely without my ability made me feel vulnerable in ways I didn’t like.

Thankfully, after sleeping most of the day, I felt better… well, better-ish. I was still too sluggish to get out of bed, but by the time the sun set, I no longer felt like I was melting. Unfortunately, by that time, I was alone.

The world spun a little as I sat up, forcing myself to look around. My nightstand was littered with popsicle sticks, mostly empty sports drinks, and a low-dose bottle of Tylenol. I stared at them, a little confused by how they got there… until I remembered just how attentive Jace had been.

Every time I’d woken up, he’d force some sort of liquid into me, keeping me upright on his chest until he’d deemed I had enough. The memory caused a strange, tight feeling to take over my chest, one that I’d only ever associated with Sulien.

… Was I allowed to feel like that about someone else?

Rationally, I knew he was dead, which meant he’d never come back. But, the idea of loving someone else, especially if that person ended up being Jace or Kane, felt like I was replacing him. I couldn’t stay single forever, but how was I supposed to move on when my heart would forever be branded with Sulien’s name?

Maybe this was why people entered arranged marriages… And, if I did that, maybe my parents would love me again. Trenton Taylor couldn’t be that bad… right?

Just as the admittedly stupid thought started to marinate, the bedroom door squeaked open. I looked over, expecting to see Jace with another popsicle. Instead, Kane lingered in the doorway, his broad frame nearly filling the space. He clutched a bowl to his chest as he scrutinized me with a tight-lipped look of pity.

“You still not feeling well, sweetheart?” He asked, finally stepping into the room.

The scent of lemon and chicken emanated from whatever he had in the bowl, and instantly, I salivated. It was only then that I realized I was starving—just another thing to add to my list of self-imposed problems.

“I feel better,” I forced a smile. “Just… sad.”

Saying that out loud felt strange. Sulien had been dead for longer than we’d been dating, and that meant my window of mourning was over. At least, that’s what my dad had told me.

Kane’s expression softened as he sat down beside me on the bed, carefully cradling the soup as he did.

“Is it the kind of sadness you want to talk about?” He asked calmly before playing with the spoon. Please don’t let her talk about it.

His thoughts weren’t riddled with Malice, instead it seemed to be a genuine plea. He wasn’t equipped to deal with his own emotions, let alone mine.

“Not really.” I lied.

Even if Kane had wanted to talk about my feelings, he’d grown up with Sulien. That meant he probably missed Sulien more than I did, and I didn’t have a right to whine.

Kane’s shoulders lowered with relief as he dipped the spoon into the bowl before bringing it to my lips. “Open up, sweetheart. I told my mom you were sick, and she had her chef make this just for you.”

I hesitated for a moment. Seeing as I’d all but destroyed Gianna’s Saturday dinner, part of me was afraid this would be poisoned… But I didn’t think Kane would let her do that. So, I allowed him to feed me.

Even with the soup in my mouth, I had no idea what it was. The broth was rich, slightly lemony, and full of chicken and rice. It wasn’t bad, and it also filled the hollowness in my stomach, which was always a plus.

Kane’s eyes stayed trained on mine, a sly grin lifting the left side of his lips as he lifted the spoon to my lips again. “First time trying avgolemono?”

Seeing as I had absolutely no idea what the fuck that was, yes. But I didn’t want to seem uncultured by admitting that. So, I smiled and reached out to take the bowl from him.

“It’s good,” I promised.

Kane’s lips pressed into a thin line as he swatted my hands away.

“I’m taking care of you, don’t do that again.” He warned.

I froze, torn between fighting him and reminding him I could take care of myself. But… as I let his words wash over me for a moment longer, Kane’s insistence on babying me to this degree should have felt smothering, but it didn’t. Instead, he made me feel safe.
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I didn’t want to go to school. Actually, I didn’t even want to leave the apartment. I wanted to stay home with Jace and Kane. Their thoughts were always kind, but the same couldn’t be said for the rest of the world.

I was safe with them, cared for with them, I was… I wasn’t sure what I was, but I liked it. For the first time since Sulien died, I felt like I was with someone who wanted me for me–scratch that two someones who liked me for me. It was like hitting the freaking lottery. Still, no matter how much they liked me, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I wasn’t good enough for them as is, especially if all I did was relax at home.

I knew they’d be okay with me lounging around the house for an extra day or two… how long would they be like that? How long would I be worthy of their love if I didn’t do something to deserve it? They’d eventually tire of me being a mess, even if their minds said something else.

And, if I didn’t push myself to be better, I’d never be enough for either, let alone both of them.

So, against both their protests, I went to school today. My first two classes went fine, but that was expected. The coursework in my gen-eds was so easy that I could do it in my sleep. Unfortunately, all my anxiety centered on the last class of my day: Wearable Combat Systems.

Not only was it a class with a high failure rate, but I missed getting my hero assignment yesterday. Everyone who got theirs had a full twenty-four-hour head start on working with their partner. That meant I’d officially fallen behind, which was a feeling I didn’t do well with.

To make matters worse, by the time I was actually ready to go to class, I could feel the fever from yesterday creeping back in. I was cold and dizzy, and my eyes burned with the weird, tingly need to close them. If it had been any other class, I would have gone home.

When I rounded the corner, Dr. Langford was waiting for me outside of the room. My heart did a nervous somersault and I not-so-casually checked the time on my phone. I was still about ten minutes early… What was she doing out here?

My steps slowed as I approached her. Lanford was about my height, maybe half an inch taller, but the way she carried herself made her feel larger than life. Just being in her presence reminded me of my childhood, and not in a good way.

“Calista… Feeling better?” Her icy eyes sliced through me as she spoke with the precision of a serial killer.

I swallowed hard and put on a brave face; it was one of the things I did best.

“Much.” I lied. “Sorry, I had uh… a one hundred and six degree fever.”

At least, I think that’s what Jace said.

Her eyes widened for just long enough to make me uncomfortable. But her thoughts said I’d just done the same to her.

“That is a…” Dr. Lanford cleared her throat before crossing her arms behind her back. “If you plan on missing class again, I need a doctor's note.”

“Yes ma’am… Hey, about the hero assignments.”

Dr. Langford’s gaze suddenly fell to the floor. This almost sheepish nature was odd for her, and something about that caused my pulse to skyrocket. The dizzy feeling worsened, and for a moment, I debated texting Jace.

“Your absence actually worked out… There was a scheduling conflict with one of the Aegis heroes.” She spoke slowly, and her mind was loud with how she didn’t want to do this to me.

That was the most comforting bit of information I’d ever gotten from Langford’s mind. Maybe my mom had talked to her about how they kicked me out last week. And, if that was the case, I’d probably be paired with my dad or Jack. Sure, I wasn’t exactly fond of the idea of seeing either of them, nor did I exactly want to hear what they had to say to me… But; they were my family. And, part of me wanted to rub it in their faces that I was okay without them.

I wrapped my hands around the padded straps of my backpack as I shot her the most genuine smile I’d had all day.

“That’s fine… is it someone I know?” I asked hopefully.

Langford stiffened before meeting my gaze. “You know all the Aegis heroes.”

…If I were to point out her gross use of generalization, would it impress her or piss her off? Probably the second. But I knew how to keep my mouth shut when necessary.

“I’m actually glad you showed up a few minutes early.” She continued. “Your hero is waiting at your workstation.”

It had to be Jack. He probably wanted a few extra minutes to argue with me before the room filled up, but I could live with that. So, I pulled my shoulders back and stood a little taller before following Dr. Langford into the lab.

But… seated at my workbench wasn’t Jack. Actually… I wasn’t sure who was at my desk.

The strange man had a headful of perfectly quaffed dark hair and eyes so dark they reminded me of coal. He was handsome, but in a way I didn’t trust. Once again, that nervous, dizzy feeling returned, but I fought it off. At least I didn’t have to worry about a stranger making fun of me, and he still worked for my family’s Hero Center. That meant that whatever we did could be reported back to my family.

I tried to act casual as I tossed my backpack onto the steel workbench. The heavy bag landed harder than expected, and a bang filled the room. I flinched at the sound, but that man seemed unphased.

The man looked up at me, then down to my stomach. I instinctively pulled my shirt away from my skin, hoping to make my bump less noticeable.

Disgusting. His thoughts hit my mind long before his voice hit my ears, and I tried to shrug it off.

“You must be Calista,” he said coolly, his gaze creeping back up to meet my eyes.

“Actually–I prefer Callie,” I explained as I took a seat beside him.

Seriously, what is she, five? The freckles running across his nose creased as he looked at me with complete and utter revulsion. But, apparently, this guy was just as trained to face the public as I was because the look didn’t linger for long.

“Well… I’m going to call you Calista. It’s a beautiful name.” He flashed me a smile, one that might have been charming if it weren’t for the slight yellowing of his teeth. “And it’s far more fitting for such a beautiful girl.”

The saccharine tone in his voice barely masked his disdain, and the contempt in his gaze was so thinly veiled that I could practically see it flitting through the air between us.

“Thank you.” I kept my tone formal, not wanting to encourage anything he felt he was owed. “Now… has Dr. Langford let you know what we’ll be working on?”

“Yeah, she let me know that you’ll be making custom wearable tech for me… So it’s probably best if you just let me talk about myself for a bit.” He barked out an obnoxious laugh, one that suggested he thought he was the funniest man in the world. “So, for starters, my name is Trenton Taylor, but the world knows me as TitaniumJustice…”

His words turned into a hum in the back of my mind as he droned on about things I didn’t really care about. None of it mattered anyway. I’d already come up with my project. I needed something that would help me stand out, and everyone would be making weapons or something to help enhance their supers’ powers.

I wanted to focus on something that would make arresting villains safer for all parties involved.

“How much do you know about the process of apprehending villains?” I asked, not caring if I cut him off.

Trenton paused, his smug expression faltering. Annoyance was plain on his face, but again, I didn’t care.

“Uh, all of it?” The condescension in his tone made me want to slap him. “Heroes capture the villains, subdue them if necessary, and wait for containment units to handle the aftermath.” He leaned in close enough for me to smell the nicotine on his breath. “And sometimes… well, let’s just say some villains need more neutralization than others.” He whispered. “You know what that means, right?”

It meant they killed the villains and relied on Vitalis to revive them. Heroes weren’t allowed to kill anyone; it was against their creed. That’s why they had to find a loophole, but Vitalis was getting older, and he wasn’t going to live forever.

I nodded.

“And let me guess, you want to fix an already flawless system?” He scoffed.

“I’d hardly call legal murder flawless.” I tried not to sound offended, but recently, all I’d been able to think about was Sulien’s death and how he’d have almost been better off as a villain. At least that way, he would have been revived. That being said, no one deserves to die in the name of justice.

Trenton shot me a skeptical look before motioning for me to talk again. And, while I didn’t want to humor him, we were a team… unfortunately.

I unzipped my backpack; the sound echoing through the still-empty room. After a moment of rooting around, I found my sketchbook and opened it to the page I’d been doodling in on Saturday.

“It’s like a bracelet.” I started, pushing the drawing toward him. “Except this one suppresses abilities… Kind of like the high-tech prison in Germany.”

He raised an eyebrow as he picked up the sketch. “... Like the billion-dollar one with walls that are close to two meters thick?”

I nodded.

Trent hesitated a moment as he rubbed his jaw. Seriously? Isn’t Calista supposed to be a genius or something? This is the best she can do?

The longer I sat with the guy, the more I understood one thing: he was an asshole. But something about that made me want to prove him wrong.

“It’s more adaptive technology rather than an outright blocker,” I explained, lowering the drawing so I could point to different components. “All the bases start the same, solid quardradrainium.” I pointed to the main drawing. “And we then add sensors that pick up on–”

Trenton cut me off with a sigh. “Sensors? You realize they’d need to be hyper-intelligent to work fast enough–right? Any lag in the system and the heroes would get killed.”

I tried to ignore his tone, but hearing that out loud made me feel a little stupid.

“I know–That’s why instead of relying on one or two big sensors, it would use approximately two hundred nano-sensors. They’d be specifically calibrated to detect fluctuations in someone’s–”

Trent’s dark gaze drifted around the room as he pretended to be anywhere other than here. And I realized I’d probably gotten too excited and shared too much with someone who had more in common with a houseplant than most intelligent life forms. So, instead of continuing to waste my time, I took a deep breath and thought about how I’d explain this to a preschooler.

“Think about it like this: the bracelet isn’t a way to stop the villain’s powers completely. That would require tech that we’re not capable of yet.” Yet was the optimal word. But Trent didn’t seem like the kind to care about what may be possible soon. “Instead, it kind of puts a damper on them, just enough to keep their abilities from damaging anything or anyone else.”

My partner still seemed bored, but at least he was looking at me again.

“The bracelet detects energy surges—let’s say someone with pyrokinesis is preparing to throw a fireball. The bracelet would then pick up on the spike in energy before releasing a counter-signal to cancel out just enough of that energy to keep the fireball from forming. Once the pyromancer stops, the bracelet turns off, and everyone is safe.”

I could practically see the rusty gears in Trenton’s very smooth brain spring to life, but I didn’t poke around in his thoughts. I had a feeling I’d lose brain cells if I did that. So, instead, I gave him a second to think about his response, and I braced myself for an all too predictable insult, but no matter how prepared I thought I was—I wasn’t.

“This is some stupid pet project to avenge the terrorist that knocked you up—isn’t it?”


Chapter 10
Kane


Jace was a strange guy. I’d had the last twenty-four years to figure that out, and I’d gotten pretty damn good at understanding him—or so I thought. Usually, the shit he did made sense with who he was.

Jace liked sex, so he started doing it for a living. He was a man who survived on attention and immediate gratification. There wasn’t a line he wouldn’t cross, a nerve he wouldn’t step on. He didn’t even give a fuck about consequences as long as he could have fun before receiving them. It was part of what made him Jace.

Fuck, I loved the guy to death, but I wasn’t sure he was capable of intelligent thought. So, when I came home to see him hunched over a pile of brochures on our beat-up coffee table, I had a feeling he was up to no good. Then I noticed the look of complete concentration on his face.

His dark brows were drawn together; his lips pressed into a line as he plucked a blue and white brochure from the pile and held it close before squinting as if he were actually reading it. This sight was… unsettling, to say the least.

I placed my keys on the hook, trying to make the simple task as noisy as possible as I stared at Jace.

He jumped, slamming the pamphlet down like he’d just been caught with a porno-mag in the living room. His green eyes snapped to mine–Oh my god, was Jace blushing?

The pink in his cheeks said he was.

“Dude–What the fuck are you doing?” I snorted before making my way toward him with long, purposeful strides.

He snatched his sea of papers off the table, clutching them to his chest.

“It’s nothing…” He muttered as he turned away from me. “Don’t you have a wallet to steal or something?”

I let out a low laugh and patted my pockets, searching for today’s bounty. One by one, I pulled out four leather wallets and slapped them onto the table with a series of satisfying thuds.

“Already done.” I said before sitting beside him. “Today’s been a good day…I was thinking we should get dinner or something. You know, celebrate.”

Jace looked at the wallets I’d borrowed, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say he looked worried.

“Don’t you think at least one of us should do something more… stable… You know, because you decided we needed the responsibility of a baby.” He tried to sound angry, but he failed miserably.

Without thinking, I reached forward and yanked a paper out of Jace’s arms.

“Give that back!” He protested.

There was no way in hell I’d do that. I needed to know what was going on. One of my shadows wrapped around his lap like a seat belt, anchoring him to the couch. He struggled against the shadow, quickly giving up when he realized he couldn’t move more than a few inches.

“Kane. Let. Me. Go,” he ordered.

“I don’t listen to you.” I remind him before looking at the pamphlet.

The smug expression I wore faltered the second I read the title.

Accelerated Nursing Programs: Start your future today.

I blinked, my gaze flickering between Jace and the paper. Each time I looked back, Jace seemed to be a deeper shade of red.

“Jace–What the hell is this?” I let out an exasperated sigh as I rubbed my temple.

“Listen, it’s not what it looks like,” he mumbled. “Now, can I please have that back?”

“No–not until I know exactly what you’re doing.”

“I’m allowed to be curious about things!”

“Curious about nursing school?” I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

Jace crossed his arms, his gaze falling to the floor.

“Callie said I’d be a good nurse.” His admission was barely more than a whisper. “And with the baby coming, I thought one of us should get into something more stable.” Jace’s chest swelled with a breath, and I swore he was going to explode if his face got any redder. “Plus… she deserves someone she can be proud of.”

My jaw clenched as I looked back at the pamphlet. This was Jace, a guy who'd never taken anything seriously. And here he was, red-faced and embarrassed because he wanted to be something–no, someone–for Callie.

For the baby.

A strange flutter filled my chest as I dropped the brochure into his lap before willing the shadow to vanish. He eagerly snatched it up, holding it close to his chest with the rest of them.

“Since when do you care about what Callie thinks?”

Jace shrugged before placing his paper bounty onto the table in a messy pile.

“She just–I don’t know,” he said somewhat defensively. “I just know I like when she smiles, and I want to give her a reason to smile at me.”

I found myself unable to look away from Jace as I struggled to process the fact that he was considering nursing school just because Callie said he’d be good at it… And part of me was jealous that he could just let himself think about doing such a grand gesture for her… But Jace didn’t think, and maybe that was what helped him be so open.

To actually love someone, you had to let them in, to let them see every broken, raw part of you. I had no problem being like that with Jace—he was just as fucked up as I was, and we both knew it. But Callie… letting her in wasn’t as easy. She was soft where I wasn’t, thoughtful where I was careless, and it’d be too fucking easy for me to hurt her without meaning to. One wrong word, and I’d break something that couldn’t be fixed. I’d never forgive myself if I hurt her. And I’d never let myself live it down if I scared her off.

That line of thought kept me from letting myself get any closer to her. I couldn’t let her fall, because if she fell, she’d risk being broken. God knew Sulien had hurt her enough, and I didn’t want to be another part of her heart she’d inevitably need to mend.

All I wanted was to protect her from the world, to keep her and the baby safe. I had no idea how to do that if I wanted to keep a little distance between us. But I could figure it out; I always did.

At least, that was what I thought until she came home.

The sound of Callie’s sobs broke the silence between Jace and I far before the door opened. I hated that I knew the sound of her crying well enough to know that without looking at her. Jace and I exchanged a glance, neither of us daring to move.

After a moment, the sobs disappeared, replaced with the jingling of keys. The door opened slowly, and Callie entered, holding her head up high. For a second, I thought I’d imagine the sobs. But then I saw her red eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

Something I was quickly learning about Callie was she didn’t want to be taken care of. She didn’t want to be seen as weak. She wanted to be strong, but that just wasn’t who Callie was. She was soft, and something in that softness made her so beautiful that it physically hurt for me to think about anyone making her cry.

The three of us exchanged glances, no one inching any closer than they’d already been.

Callie cleared her throat and placed her backpack on the ground by the door, never once looking away from Jace and I.

“Callie…” I kept my voice low as I tried to decide the best way to tackle whatever this was. “How was–”

“Please don’t ask me about school.” A whimper tore through her words, one so powerful that her bottom lip quivered with the threat of more tears.

My heart dropped, and instantly I froze. How the hell was I supposed to not ask her about something that’d clearly upset her?

Jace extended a hand toward her. “Come here, Princess.”

She hesitated, her chest shuddering as she forced in a shaky breath. For a moment, I thought she’d reject and just simply vanish into Sulien’s room. But, eventually, she made her way toward him with slow steps.

She took his hand, allowing him to pull her into his lap. She rested her head on his shoulder, allowing herself to melt into him like it was the first time she’d been able to relax all day. I watched as Jace used his thumb to rub soft circles on her back before murmuring something I couldn’t hear. Once again, envy flooded my system.

That feeling only worsened when I saw Jace kiss the top of her head before pulling her closer. How the fuck was this so natural for him? Wasn’t he scared? Obviously not because the second his eyes met mine, a mischievous grin tugged at his lips.

“Jesus fucking Christ–Are you sure there’s only one in there?” He teased.

I didn’t need to see him to know he was touching her stomach. Because of that, I was ready to snap at him. She’d had enough of today, and that meant she didn’t need his bullshit.

But she sat straight and wiped her eyes before barking out, “Shut up, Jace.”

“What?” He flashed me a grin over Callie’s shoulder. “All I’m saying is you’re getting huge–and even though I’m all for it. I just want to make sure we’re prepared.”

“I’ve had three ultrasounds. He’s a boy. He’s the only one. Don’t be an ass.” She warned.

Jace laughed before sliding his free hand up her back, resting it between her shoulders. “All I’m trying to say is your back must be killing you.”

He pressed his thumb into her shoulders in a way that made her lean into him slightly.

“That feels good,” she mumbled.

“Yeah? How about we try to find a way for you to get comfortable on the couch? I’ll rub your back for you.”

Callie leaned back just enough for me to see the skeptical look she shot Jace.

“What?” He challenged.

“To do that, I’d need to lie on my stomach, which I can’t do because, as you pointed out, I’m huge.” Callie’s words came out barbed, and the little smile she shot Jace at the end nearly killed me.

“Just trust me–Kane, get up.”

“What? Why do I have to–”

“Get. Up.” Jace mouthed.

I raised my hand in mock surrender before doing as he asked. Jace then forced Callie to lean forward until her tits hit the arm of the couch. He then wiggled out from under her as he guided her to her knees. Her belly rested perfectly in the gap created between her and the sofa, but as much as that should have been my concern, it wasn’t.

Instead, all I could focus on was how good her ass looked in this position.

I tried to pull my gaze away to be the gentleman she deserved, but that felt fucking impossible. The way her hips rounded under the fabric of her leggings left little to the imagination. Every inch of Callie was etched into my memories, and that made the fantasies of what I wanted to do to her that much more vivid.

Jace got on his knees behind her, pressing his hips into hers as he slipped his hands up her shirt. She let out a light moan, and I sunk my teeth into my lower lip as I thought about the idea of them together.

I forced myself to take a breath as heat pooled low in my stomach.

“I uh… I’m going to get some water. Are you thirsty?” I tried to come off as casual, but my voice was already rough with need.

“No, thank you.” Callie’s words came out slow and relaxed.

I turned on my heels to leave before she could change her mind. When I reached the fridge, I grabbed a bottle of water, cracked the top off, and took a drink. The cool liquid did little to the heat burning in my stomach, especially when I heard Callie’s breath hitch from the next room over.

I closed my eyes as I took another long pull from the bottle, trying to focus on literally anything else. But with the sounds filtering in from the living room–soft moans, gasps, the rustling of fabric–that was impossible. It was just a fucking massage, what was I, some fucking pervert?

“Relax, Princess.” Jace crooned, his voice barely loud enough for me to hear. “All you’ve gotta do is keep it warm for me… Unless you want me to make you feel good.”

Nope, not just a massage; there was no way. Before I could think better of it, I placed the water on the counter and poked my head around the door frame.

From my position, I could see Jace had removed Callie’s shirt. Her eyes were closed, her cheek pressed into the arm of the couch. She heaved out a breath, mumbling something I couldn’t hear.

Fuck, why couldn’t I hear her?

“I know, Princess, I know.” He rasped, leaning down and kissing her on the shoulder. “If you don’t want it, tell me to stop, and I will.”

I crept a little closer, not wanting to miss a single minute of this.

“Don’t stop.” She breathed.

Jace’s eyes flicked up as if he knew I was there. The second our gazes locked, his lips pulled into a smirk. Slowly, he rocked his hips into hers, causing her to bounce slightly. It was like he was daring me to say something or maybe try to stop them. But, lust kept me anchored in place.

His hands slid down her sides, running over the curve of her fully exposed ass. Callie let out another soft moan as Jace thrust into her again. There was no fighting or even arguing back. Instead, she stayed in place, taking him like the good girl she was. Something about that drove me crazy.

My cock sprang to attention as a low growl forced itself out of my chest.

He leaned down, pressing his lips to the nape of her neck, letting them linger there as his fingers continued to work their way along her skin.

“Don’t look now, Princess, but someone’s spying on us,” Jace whispered.

Slowly, Callie’s eyes fluttered open. Her gaze was unfocused as it pinned directly on me. My stomach twisted as her lips parted.

“I think he should quit being a creep and join us,” Jace said. “What do you think?”

Each time Callie would start to speak, Jace would thrust into her, and a stifled moan would cut her off. Normally, when Callie and I did it, I asked her if it was okay. I wanted her explicit consent; that’s just how I was. But there was something almost maddening about her inability to answer.

I swallowed hard as I took the final few steps needed to bridge the gap between us and reached out to cradle Callie’s chin. Her skin was hot against my palm as I tilted her gaze to meet mine.

“If you don't answer him, I'm going to give that pretty mouth of yours something to do.”

Her breath warmed my wrist as she nodded.

“Well, fuck me. It seems like our little freak is into the idea of having all her holes filled.” Jace chuckled.

And if she liked that idea, who was I to tell her no? With that in mind, I undid my jeans before letting them fall to the floor, the dark denim pooling around my ankles.

Once my dick was free, I slowly ran my hand along the length, not sure where I wanted it to go. Callie's sapphire gaze followed the motion, and I shot her a smug smile. I could have told Jace to move, but her mouth was pretty, and I imagined how good it’d feel to have her lips around me.

“Open up,” I ordered, pressing the head of my cock to her mouth.

The soft, warm feeling of her lips on the head of my dick was phenomenal, but it was nothing compared to the feeling of her tongue on my shaft.

I bit back a curse as I wove my fingers into her corn-silk-colored hair, doing my best not to pull it. She was too soft for me to be that rough.

Jace plunged into her again, this time with enough force to knock her forward. Her lips rumbled against my cock as she fought a moan. A jolt of pleasure rocked through me, one powerful enough to make my knees weak.

The sensation was new, and I was all too eager to feel it again.

I swallowed hard as the surrounding shadows began to stir. Slowly, I took control of the one between Callie’s thighs. Her breath hitched as it slithered up her thigh. Her eyes went wide, focusing on mine as she continued to take me.

Eventually, the tip of the shadow met her clit, causing her to jerk against Jace. His eyes met mine as a smirk played on his lips, and I knew we had the same idea; we both wanted to push our girl to her absolute limit.

I exhaled, my grip on her hair tightening just enough to make her whimper.

Swallowing hard, I took control of another shadow. This one pressed against Callie’s ass; instantly, she tensed.

Her blue eyes went wide as they focused on me. She swallowed hard, not daring to remove my cock from her mouth.

“Your mouth is busy, so if this is too much, this is how you’ll let me know.” I tapped Callie’s arms three times. “Blink twice if you understand me.”

Her lashes fluttered as she blinked.

“Good girl,” I growled, my shadow gently pushing into her entrance.

A shiver ran down her spine as I filled her ass. My eyes closed as I heaved out a breath and tried not to be overwhelmed by the sensation. My shadows weren’t quite as sensitive as my dick, but the feeling was still there.

“Fuck.” I breathed the word through gritted teeth.

“Look at how well she takes us,” Jace said, rolling his hips so she could feel every inch of him. “Tell me, Princess, do you like having all your holes filled?”

“Mhm.” The whimper was muffled by my cock in her mouth, and what a beautiful sound that was.

Together, Jace and I rocked in and out of her, forcing her against the other. Her knuckles turned white as she gripped the couch before convulsing into her orgasm. The moan that tore its way out of her chest was my undoing.

Jace pulled her back against him just in time for a ribbon of cum to shoot out me. The pearly liquid collected on her flushed chest, pooling between her breasts before sliding down her skin.

The sight was so fucking beautiful that I considered taking a picture. Fortunately, I came to my senses and realized that would have been creepy, so instead of commemorating this moment through photography, I leaned forward, pressing my lips to her forehead.

Her skin was soft, and a little sweaty, but that was to be expected. What wasn’t expected was the fact that Callie was absolutely burning up.


Chapter 11
Callie


Isat in the stiff chairs of the hospital waiting room, nervously bouncing my foot as I tried to wrap my head around the fact that, for once, I wasn’t here alone. The low hum of conversations around me, the faint smell of antiseptic—it all blurred into the background as I kept glancing over at Jace and Kane. Both of them, here, for me.

Hell, I got lucky that my OBGYN allowed two support people per visit, because if she didn’t, I was pretty sure Jace and Kane would have fist-fought. They both wanted to come that badly, and that was almost impossible for me to grasp.

I was sure the novelty of supporting me would have worn off by now. That’s how my family was after Sulien died. Everyone loved being around me, making sure I was okay until it was time for my first official doctor’s appointment in the pregnancy. From that point on, it was just me.

And I was fine with that. But, as I sat with Jace and Kane on either side of me, I realized how lonely just me was.

Kane reached over, placing his hand on my knee before holding it in place. My heart leapt to my throat as I looked up to find him watching me. His dark gaze roamed around my face, and I focused on the ornate black cross tattoo near his eye.

“Why are you fidgeting?” He asked, his voice soft but firm enough to hint that he didn’t think I should do that.

I swallowed, trying to think of an answer that didn’t sound stupid. But, just as I started to formulate a non-embarrassing way to ask Kane if he was sure he’d still like me once the thrill of having an objectively pretty girl on his arm wore off, a nurse poked her head out of the back.

“Calista Voltaris?” She read my name off of the pink clipboard in her hands.

I pushed myself up, and Jace snorted out a laugh.

“Calista?” Jace repeated, following at my heels as I made my way to the back. “Your name is Calista?”

“You thought my parents named me Callie?” I kept my question low, not wanting the nurse to think we were fighting.

“No, I just didn’t think they named you Calista–it sounds so proper.”

“Quit while you’re ahead.” Kane warned, draping an arm over my shoulders. “We’re here to check on the baby, not bully Callie.”

“Oh–I have no intentions to bully Callie. Calista, however.”

The nurse led us down the narrow hallway, and I tried to ignore the way my cheeks burned. I’d never liked my name; that’s why I was so willing to introduce myself with the nickname I’d been using since I was a kid. Jace was right, it felt too proper, too uppity, and while I knew that was what was expected of me, I wasn't sure that was who I wanted to be.

We came upon the all-too-familiar scale just before the exam room, and my stomach bottomed out. For the last few appointments, I’d been stepping on the scale backwards and asking the doctors not to talk about my weight. I knew I had a bit of a problem, but now wasn’t the time to think about it. Unfortunately, while I could control what I saw, I couldn’t do the same for Jace and Kane.

The nurse gestured for me to step on, and I suddenly wished I’d come alone. I shot Jace a warning look, hoping he’d understand my need for him to keep his comments to himself.

As I stepped onto the scale, Jace’s eyes lingered on me. I shot him a final pleading look, hoping he’d pick up on just how vulnerable I felt right now. To my surprise, he didn’t say anything. Instead, he tilted his head slightly. It was… unexpected, to say the least.

The nurse scribbled the number onto her clipboard, and I forced myself not to look. When she finished, I stomped off the scale, my cheeks still hot with embarrassment. That feeling grew when Jace audibly smacked my ass before grabbing a tight fistful.

I yelped before shooting him a glare.

“Really?” I whispered, trying not to let the nurse hear as she walked ahead of us. “This is a doctor’s office.”

Jace leaned in close enough for me to smell his cologne. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was; the scent reminded me of rum and coffee.

“Just couldn’t resist, Calista,” he murmured, his hand moving from my ass to the small of my back. “Besides, you look good. Really good.”

Kane let out a huff of amusement as he walked beside us. “Pretty sure that’s not how we're supposed to be supporting her right now.” Can’t say I disagree with him though.

“Guys…” I breathed, trying not to let my amusement show. “Can we not do this in public?”

“Nu-uh.” Jace’s hand once again crept higher, this time landing on my shoulder before he pulled me in to kiss the top of my head. The action caused my heart to flutter. “You’re fucking with villains now. We do what we want.”

The nurse let out an uncomfortable breath as if to remind us she was there before leading us to a small exam room. Kane helped me onto the table, the white paper crinkling as I shifted around, doing my best to get comfortable.

The nurse glanced down at her clipboard once more before forcing a small smile.

“I just need to get a few more vitals, and then I’ll leave you three alone until Dr. Fields comes in, alright?” Her tone seemed too chipper for my liking.

I did my best to ignore it, mostly because I didn’t want the boys to pick up on the fact that something might be wrong. There was no reason for them to worry, especially if they didn’t have to.

I plastered a smile on my face as the nurse took my blood pressure. It’d been low since I got pregnant, which meant it wasn’t a concern. But my heart beat a little faster when she pulled out the thermometer. My temperature hadn’t been in normal range since I got pregnant, but until recently, I’d gotten used to it. My body had adapted, and while I knew it would do it again, the idea of being given a test I was guaranteed to fail never felt good.

Still, I parted my lips and allowed her to slip it under my tongue, snaring her gaze in mine so I could hear her thoughts loud and clear. I wanted to be prepared when Dr. Fields came in.

The thermometer beeped, and the corners of the nurse’s mouth flicked down for a second.

110.4… Should I take it again?

My heart skipped, and I regretted rifling through her thoughts. My temperature had rested between 103 and 105 for the last ten weeks, and I assumed that was as bad as it could get. My palms started to sweat, and I balled my fists to prevent the boys from seeing it.

The nurse kept her eyes anchored on the thermometer, her lips parting as she swallowed hard. Her inner monologue was a jumbled mix of protocol and nerves. All of it boiled down to I can’t alarm the patient–Dr. Fields will handle it when she gets in.

After a beat, the shock wore off, and she jotted the number on the clipboard before fleeing from the room. Jace and Kane looked at her like she was crazy, and that became just another thing I ignored.

“Hey, Jace?” I mumbled.

His gaze shifted to me. “Hmmm?”

“You’re a hemomancer… When Sulien was here, he’d do this thing where he pulled the extra heat out of my body… Can you do something like that?” I knew it was a long shot, but it didn’t hurt to ask.

“Uh, no?” Jace snorted. “Sul could siphon heat and use it to power his flames. I… well, I don’t do that.”

“Why do you need him to do that? You feel hot again?” Kane asked before he stood and reached out to put his palm on my forehead.

I swatted him away. The last thing I needed was for him to confirm what I already knew.

“Just in case!” I panicked through the words. “I know Sulien’s mom died during labor because she got too hot–I just. I want to be prepared.”

Kane allowed his hand to drop.

“Don’t worry about her. She wasn’t a super–Plus, we won’t let that happen.” His words were confident, but his thoughts betrayed him.

They ran wild with the same fears I’d been trying to keep at bay. Fleeting worries about how they wouldn’t be able to care for me if I got too sick, or what would happen to the baby if I died. I forced myself to ignore the uneasy flutter in my stomach, electing to focus on Jace’s hand as it gently brushed over mine.

I looked down, hoping Jace would break the tension with a joke. Instead, he brushed a kiss to my knuckles. Normally, that action would have been a little swoon-worthy, but I didn’t like seeing that from Jace.

A knock on the door shattered the silence in the room. We all sat a little straighter as Dr. Fields walked in. She quickly verified my birthday before washing her hands and settling onto the rolling stool in the corner. Her woody gaze flicked between the two men I’d brought with me.

“Which of you is dad?” She asked calmly.

Jace and Kane exchanged a look, one that told me they were as surprised by the question as I was. I assumed that the entire universe knew Sulien had gotten me pregnant.

“It uh, it depends on the day.” Jace laughed, grabbing my hand a little tighter.

Dr. Fields raised an eyebrow as she studied Jace. “I was hoping one of you could tell me a bit more about the father’s medical history… Well, that and his mother’s.”

The mention of Sulien’s mom caused me to shirk in on myself as I immediately feared the worst.

“The kid's dad was a pyromancer, a powerful one too.” Kane said calmly, crossing his arms as he spoke. “His mom… She died, but she wasn’t a super. Callie is. That means nothing is going to happen to her. Got it?”

If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought Kane was threatening the doctor. If he was, it didn’t seem to phase her.

“Thank you,” she said plainly before focusing on me. “Are you still taking the ten milligrams of Neutralixa each day?”

I nodded slowly, silently praying neither of the boys knew what that was.

Dr. Fields nervously clicked the pen in her hand. Her mind was alive with a million different options, none of them ones I liked. But, after a minute, she spoke.

“Given the increase in your temperature, we need to consider upping the dosage to twenty-five milligrams.” She said cautiously, looking more at Kane than me as she spoke. “And, given the strain that the baby's extra heat is putting on your body, I’m also going to recommend you stay at home and rest until the baby’s born.”

My stomach dropped. “What? I have school. The semester just started!”

“I know it’s not ideal, Calista. But right now, we need to think about what’s best for both of you. Plus, the higher dosage of Neutralixa is likely to make you drowsy, and with the existing strain from your fever, bed rest is the safest approach.”

My chest burned, not from the fever but from embarrassment. “I can’t just drop out, I’ve worked–”

Kane clamped a hand over my mouth.

“Rest and medicine it is,” he said firmly. "Thank you, Doctor."

“You can’t just decide that for me!” I protested, my voice muffled by his palm. “This isn’t about you." He growled, his eyes narrowed into a glare. "It’s about your health and the baby. I’m not letting you dig yourself an early grave.” His words were barbed, and I could tell by the way his expression shifted that he regretted his tone.

But, the damage was done.


Chapter 12
Jace


Dr. Whatever the fuck her last name was said Callie would feel drowsy, not that she’d be dead to the world. We let her sleep yesterday, waking her up only to make sure she got enough to eat and drink. And while I loved to snuggle with sleepy Callie, she had important shit to do, like dropping out of school.

… Well, the term she used was medically withdrawal, but same difference.

And, seeing as we’d have to walk directly into her mom’s office to pull her out of classes, it was my job to help the princess piss off her parents one last time before being removed from their slimy grasp. And nothing pissed off parents like a scary boyfriend. But Kane was busy. And while I was nowhere near as frightening as him, I didn’t mind being mean.

At exactly a quarter past nine, I walked into her room, breakfast in hand.

Callie didn’t so much as stir when the door creaked open. Her blonde hair was wild with sleep, and she’d balled herself up in the covers. I knew that meant her fever was probably back, but that also meant she was going to wrap her gorgeous self in my arms the second I woke her up.

That thought had me practically skipping to her bed like a fucking moron. Being excited to cuddle was virgin behavior, which meant me feeling like this was mortifying. Fuck, I had someone pay to lick my ass-hole last night, but the idea of having Callie rest her head on my chest caused my pulse to skyrocket.

God, I was fucked when it came to this girl. But I could unpack all that in therapy. Right now, I was on a mission.

“Psst, Princess. I’ve got breakfast,” I whispered, placing the bagel on her nightstand. “I’ve also got a plan to piss your mom off.”

She didn’t even twitch. So, I did what any logical, totally not hopelessly in love person would do and climbed into bed with her.

The mattress dipped as I settled beside her, sliding an arm under her shoulders and pulling her close. Instantly, she shifted toward me, nestling against my chest with a sigh. All it took was her weight against me, her head tucked perfectly under my chin, and I’d have sworn the rest of the world didn’t exist. It didn’t need to, as long as I had her.

“Callie, it’s time to wake up,” I said, keeping my voice far too stern for my liking.

She let out a low groan, hiding her face in my chest. I sighed as I stroked her hair, silently praying she couldn’t hear the racing of my heart.

“Five more minutes?” She pleaded.

I smirked, willing to give her five more hours as long as I got to stay with her. But alas, we had to be productive. Gross.

“Five more minutes? You really think I’m going to let you sleep the day away again?” I grinned, tilting her chin up so she’d have to look at me.

Her sleepy eyes blinked open as she made a face, one that was mostly hidden by her hair, and burrowed herself back into my chest. “I’m serious. Just five more.”

“Mmmm, what’s in it for me?”

“I’ll let you feel the baby move.” She yawned as she readjusted herself.

Her cheek still lingered on my chest, and while it was clear she was more awake, it was also clear she wasn’t going anywhere yet.

“It does that?” I asked with a curl of my lip.

“He.” Callie corrected. “He’s been doing it for a while, but last night was the first time I saw it.”

“He’s pissed you took his powers away.” I shrugged, still trying to decide if I wanted to take her up on the offer.

The idea of feeling a baby move seemed gross. Something writhing underneath someone’s skin sounded like the premise of a horror movie, not a magical moment to enjoy. But… It was Callie, and obviously, she was excited about it. Why else would she offer to let me do it?

She pulled back just enough to look up at me. “Do you want to? … It’s okay if you don’t.”

Something about the way she said it—like she was already preparing herself for me to say no—irritated me to no end. I could brush off a lot of things, but disappointing her? How dare she think I’d do that.

“It’s not that–I just, I’m not used to babies,” I said, trying to sound casual as I lifted my hand, letting it hover above her stomach. “Uhh… where is he?”

I didn’t miss the small smile she tried to hide as she took me by the hand, guiding my palm to rest low on her stomach. Something about this act of intimacy felt heavier than everything else we’d been doing… but it also felt nice. Like somehow, this made us more than fuck buddies.

We sat there in silence, my hand against her belly, waiting. I almost felt stupid. And then—there it was. A faint push against my hand. Like the little guy was telling me to get off his mom.

“I… wow.” My voice came out rougher than expected.

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to recoil in disgust or if I wanted to chase the feeling just one more time to make sure that it was him and not some undisclosed parasite.

“It’s weird, right?” She laughed, and I had to admit it was nice seeing her perk up a bit.

“Yeah,” My admission was soft. “Weird.”

But that didn’t quite cover it. Feeling that little thump had done something to me—something I wasn’t sure I liked. Something that made all of this feel way too real.

She nudged my palm back against her stomach, and I didn’t fight it. In some fucked up part of my brain, I was glad she’d made my decision for me. We waited in silence for the baby to kick again, and I kept my gaze on my hand, but I could feel her watching me. I just didn’t know why.

Eventually, another, much softer flutter brushed against my hand. This one caused a weird lump to form in my throat.

The kid was real—alive and kicking. I could almost picture him in there, probably getting bigger by the day. It should have freaked me out. And honestly, it did a little, but it was also kind of exciting.

“Does he have a name?” The shake in my voice was fucking embarrassing.

She let go of my hand, leaving me to run it back and forth over the curve of her stomach.

“Sulien mentioned the name Sawyer before he died… but, he was also convinced we’d be having a girl.” She said, almost sounding a little disappointed.

Sawyer Seo… or Sawyer Voltaris. I wasn’t super into Callie keeping her family’s last name after everything they’ve done to her, but the name sounded good either way.

“I think Sawyer is a good name for a boy too… assuming you like it.”

She nodded.

“Then Sawyer it is.” My throat tightened as soon as the words fell from my lips.

I just helped name Sulien’s kid… was I allowed to do that? Sure, it wasn’t like he was going to fucking do it. But… that felt like I was crossing an invisible boundary. Part of me wanted to blurt out that she could change it, that she wasn’t obligated to let me do any of this. But… she didn’t seem to mind.

She placed her hand back on mine, softly tracing the red vine-like tattoos that wrapped around my fingers.

“Sawyer.” She repeated the name as if she needed to test it. “That feels… right.”

I nodded, swallowing against the lump in my throat. It did feel right, and that scared the hell out of me, which is why I needed to shatter whatever moment was budding between us.

“All we need to do is stop by a playground and scream it… See if it’s good when we’re pissed at him.” I laughed.

But her nose scrunched. “Were your parents pissed at you a lot?”

I paused, metaphorically being crushed by the elephant in the room. Shin and Gianna said my folks weren’t the type, but they’d died when I was too young to remember if that was true or not. And Callie didn’t need to know that. So, that was my cue to pry myself out of bed.

“Come on, Princess. It’s time to disappoint your mom.”
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Walking into Valor University felt… weird. The halls were completely packed with students, both super and not. I wasn’t sure if most people could tell the difference, but I could. Super blood smelled sweeter and would often have slight notes of something related to their power. Kane smelled like a freshly blown-out candle, Gianna smelled like mildew, Sulien and Shin smelled spicy, and Callie smelled like sugary sunlight. Normally, their scent gave me a pretty good idea of what people could do… But Callie didn’t smell like most mind readers.

Most telepaths reeked of metal. And while I had no reason not to trust Callie, I had a feeling she could do more than spy on someone’s thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to think about that, though.

The thick leather soles of my boots echoed off the white tiles, but the sound was quickly swallowed by the rush of whispers. Each of the snobby little brats carried a holier-than-thou air with them, acting like they owned the place. That was until they saw me.

Their eyes would widen before they averted their gaze, like if they couldn’t see me, I couldn’t see them. Normally, I would have ruffled some feathers, but I wasn’t here for me. I was here for her.

My gaze shifted around the room as I realized Callie wasn’t beside me. Instantly, I stopped, turning to see her a few steps behind.

The lack of a spark in her eyes told me she wasn’t feeling good, but she’d wanted to dress nice for the occasion. Something about looking professional while ruining her life. I didn’t give that much attention. But, despite not feeling her best, Callie looked beautiful.

Her golden hair had been tied into a low bun, all except for the few wavy strands she let frame her face. The gray material of her sweater dress was just loose enough to maintain modesty but tight enough to show off her bump. Honestly, I was a little obsessed with her right now, but I wasn’t going to feed her ego if I didn’t have to.

“Come here, Princess. I don’t want to lose you in the sea of brats.” I motioned for her to get closer to me. “Pretend like you like me, would you?”

She rolled her eyes, but a hint of a smile crept onto her lips as she closed the distance between us. I expected her to slide her arm under mine, and we’d leave it at that. Instead, she molded her body to my side. For a second, I forgot how to breathe as each inch of me stiffened. Even the seven I was rocking below the belt.

“You say that like I have to pretend at all,” she muttered.

I forced a smirk, hoping it’d hide the sudden thundering in my chest. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

She looked up at me as I wrapped my arm around her waist, letting it linger on her hip. Callie seemed completely unaffected by my touch, and I wondered if she was in my head. If she could tell just how desperately I was trying not to fall for her.

I looked away, hoping to discreetly catch my breath. That’s when I noticed some mousy haired girl staring at us. So, I did what any self-respecting whore would do and shot her a wink.

The girl’s eyes went wide, her face turning bright red before she quickly averted her gaze, muttering something to her friend as they hurried off down the hall.

“Really?” Callie scoffed. “You can’t wait until I’m not hanging off of you to flirt?”

A rush of shame filled my chest, and I raked my free hand through my hair as I fought the urge to tell her I’d never do that to her. I may have been polyamorous, but I knew my limits. And right now, doing anything that could have offended Callie wasn’t on my to-do list. Which was impressive.

“It’s called multitasking,” I teased, hoping if I lightened the situation the sinking feeling in my stomach would stop. “You should try it.”

Callie scoffed once more, and I quit fucking with the pregnant woman. That decision left us to walk in silence until we came upon a large oak door surrounded by some kind of ivy. As we approached, I swore the glossy leaves leaned toward Callie, as if they could sense her presence and wanted to reach out and touch her. Creepy, but I wasn’t surprised. The Voltarises were fucking weird.

For the first time since getting to the school, Callie stiffened, a slight tremble infesting her body as she studied the brass door knob like it was going to bite her.

“You good?” I asked.

She nodded as she exhaled a long, shaky breath. “Just… Nervous.”

I resisted the urge to tell her that was dumb, remembering her family was important to her. Not only that, but she had this weird obsession with not disappointing people, and right now, we were the disappoint your parents committee.

“Don’t be. If she says anything… Well, I won't let her.” I promised, reaching out to open the door.

The scent of earth and flowers spilled into the hall. The smell was almost overwhelming as we walked in. It was like we were in a fucking greenhouse or something. Light filtered in from the windows, and I tried to take in the space in front of me.

Between the vaulted ceilings and the vines winding around every surface, it felt like I’d stepped directly into a fairytale and not an office. Flowers in various shades of pink and blue decorated the long stems, most of them concentrated on the front of the packed bookshelves and the oak desk. The one Mrs. Voltaris currently sat at.

Her Auburn hair was tied up, and her green eyes focused on me. At first, they narrowed, but the animosity vanished the second she noticed I’d brought Calista with me.

“Callie?” She asked quickly, racing to stand up.

Her heels clicked against the floor as she rushed toward us. She pulled her daughter into a tight hug before pulling back just enough to cup Callie’s cheeks. My brow furrowed as I watched them. By how Kane talked about her, I expected Callie’s mom to be a cold-hearted bitch.

“How’s my baby?” She asked before looking down at Callie’s stomach, placing her hand on the curve. “How’s your baby?”

Callie’s sapphire gaze fell to the floor as she pushed her mom away and mumbled a weak, “We’re fine.”

“Actually–they’re not.” I corrected as I pulled Callie away from the redheaded bitch. “The baby’s making her sick. She needs to rest. Doctor’s orders.”

Mrs. Voltaris's gaze snapped to me, her green eyes once again filling with a hatred that made the room feel several degrees colder. But she didn’t bother me. I knew the type.

“And just who are you?” The warmth she’d held for her daughter was gone.

“Mom,” Callie said, stepping between the two of us. “This is Jace. I’ve been staying with him since you and Dad kicked me out.”

“Woah, now, don’t understate it. I’m her boyfriend.”

Boyfriend was probably excessive for what we were, but it got the point across.

Mrs. Voltaris's face barely concealed her shock, and I wondered if I was better or worse than Sulien in her eyes.

“I uh… I see,” she said, clearing her throat as she looked me over once more. “Well… Both of you have a seat.”

I guided Callie toward the chairs across from her mom’s desk before helping lower her into the seat. I didn’t sit beside her. Instead, I planted my hands on Callie’s shoulders, softly squeezing them as if that could break some of her bubbling anxiety.

“So… Was Jace right about the doctor?” Mrs. Voltaris asked softly.

Callie swallowed hard before nodding. “My fevers are back… Dr. Fields upped the dosage of my suppressors and told me I needed to relax. Something about the heat putting strain on both me and Sawyer.”

Her mom’s jaw tensed as she tipped her head to the side like a confused puppy. “Sawyer?”

“The baby… That’s his name,” I said coolly.

“Sawyer.” She repeated, and I could tell by the look in her eyes that something in her was breaking. “Well… If that’s the case, I’m going to need you to fill out the medical withdrawal papers, just so none of this goes on your record.”

Callie nodded. “I know, and I’m sorry.”

“No, she’s not.” God, why the fuck was Callie apologizing?

Once again, Mrs. Volatis glared at me, but she didn’t push the issue. Instead, she opened her top drawer and removed a stack of papers and a pen.

“Fill these out and then email me a copy of your doctor's note. Should you ever decide to re-enroll at Valor University, this will make the process easier.” She explained, sliding the papers to Callie before looking at me. “And you… Can we have a word in the hall?”

Callie looked back at me, eyes wide with concern before mouthing, “Don’t do it.”

But I wasn’t scared, so I gave her shoulders one last squeeze before telling her I’d be back. With that, Mrs. Voltaris stood and led me out into the hallway. I shut the door behind us, keeping my hand on the knob just in case Callie was planning on trying to sneak out to spy on us.

When Callie’s mom turned to face me, her expression was noticeably softer. The disapproval was still there, but it was masked behind something else.

“Jace,” she said my name slowly. “Is my daughter being taken care of?”

“Uh, yeah? Why wouldn’t she be?” I snorted. “Unlike some people, we care about her.”

She flinched as she folded her hands in front of her. “While I may not approve of her choice of company… I’m grateful that you took her in. I’ve been worried.”

“Not worried enough to call her.”

“I hate to make assumptions, but right now, you’re speaking on something you don’t understand, and I’m requesting you stop.” Her eyes fell to the ground as she exhaled. “Is there anything I can do to… repay you?”

“Repay me? For what?”

My brows furrowed as I tried to process what the fuck was going on. But, as Mrs. Voltaris’s gaze shifted to the door behind me, I understood. Part of me was pissed that she thought I’d want to be paid like some sort of babysitter, I realized there was something she might be able to help me with.

So, I cleared my throat, shifting my weight from one foot to the other.

“... Does Valor University have a nursing program?”


Chapter 13
Callie


Being this tired was a new kind of torture. My eyes burned with every blink, and my body felt like it was weighed down with lead. Dr. Fields had promised the fatigue would ease as my system adjusted to the increased dose of suppressors, but right now, I wasn’t so sure.

All I wanted was to curl up in bed and forget about everything for a few hours. Yet there I was, sitting in the sun-dappled patio of an Italian restaurant, too exhausted to care that I’d been dragged here.

I leaned back in the iron chair, letting the warmth of the late summer sun seep into me as I tried to shake off the residual nerves from this morning. The paperwork required to withdraw from Valor had felt endless. And if that wasn’t overwhelming enough, halfway through the stack, Kane had texted me. His message was brief but annoyingly direct: he was in the area, he wanted to grab lunch, and neither Jace nor I could say no.

At least the weather was nice.

I rested my hands on my stomach, closing my eyes to enjoy the feeling of sunshine on my skin. As much as I hated the exhaustion, it was unexpectedly nice to not hear everyone’s thoughts. If I wanted to peer into people’s minds, I still could, but the suppressors had mostly stopped me from doing it by accident. Right now, I was savoring the near silence, the only sounds around me coming from passing cars, clattering plates, and the low rumble of Jace and Kane’s voices in the background.

They were talking about something important; I was sure, but I couldn’t be bothered to pay attention. Instead, I focused on Sawyer, who squirmed beneath my skin. I didn’t think the extra heat had bothered him that much, but he’d definitely been more active since getting my fever under control.

“Hey.” Jace’s voice shattered the quiet, and I jerked up in my chair.

I hadn’t realized how close I’d been to falling asleep. Jace smirked, watching me for a moment before placing his hand beside mine.

“Is he moving again?”

I blinked about a million times, hoping to shake off the exhaustion clinging to me like a wet towel. When it didn’t, I reached for the soda I’d ordered. I knew I needed a caffeine boost, and coffee had been giving me heartburn since I got pregnant.

I took a long sip. The sugar helped clear some of the fog clouding my mind. I barely had time to put the glass down before Jace was touching me again.

“Is he?” Jace repeated.

I nodded. “He hasn’t stopped since last night.”

“... The baby moves?” Kane asked, a hint of skepticism in his voice.

“Oh yeah, he does. Callie let me feel it this morning—probably because she likes me more than you.” Jace teased, picking up a glass of red wine.

I sat up a little straighter, squinting as I watched him take a sip. Convinced my mind was playing tricks on me, I looked again, but no—he took another long drink, acting like he’d done this a thousand times before.

Where the hell did he get that? And more importantly, how?

It wasn’t like we were at home. That meant he’d had to show his ID to order… but Jace wasn’t old enough legally to drink, was he?

He must’ve noticed me staring because he slowly put the wine down, giving me a slightly annoyed look. “What?”

“Nothing,” I blurted, trying to ignore what I’d just seen.

Jace had always said he was a villain. Maybe there was some evil code where the legal drinking age didn’t matter.

“Kane,” Jace sighed, reaching for the focaccia on the table. “Calista’s being weird.”

He dipped the bread in the olive oil and vinegar mixture before placing it on his small white plate. Kane’s dark gaze pinned me, and I squirmed under the weight of his gaze.

“I’m not being weird! He is!” How was that even up for debate?

Kane smirked, running a finger around the rim of his glass. He’d ordered a beer, which made sense. He just felt older. But Jace?

“Jace loves reds… we just don’t keep them in the house much,” Kane said matter-of-factly. “Eat some bread. The baby’s hungry.”

He pointed to the basket, then to my stomach. I grabbed a piece of bread because I wanted to, and totally not because Kane told me to. It was still warm and soft, smelling like rosemary. I tore off a small corner and popped it into my mouth. The bread was delicious, but it couldn’t distract me from the fact that Jace was sitting beside me with illegal wine.

I kept stealing glances at him, hoping he’d somehow explain without me having to ask outright. But Jace was perfectly content, smirking at me between bites of focaccia like he knew exactly how much he was messing with me.

Finally, I couldn’t stand it any longer.

“So… Jace,” I started slowly, drumming my fingers on the table as I searched for a discreet way to ask, before realizing there wasn’t one. “How old are you?”

“Calista!” Jace set his glass down with an exaggerated gasp. “Hasn’t anyone told you it’s rude to ask a lady her age?”

I parted my lips to remind Jace that he was, in fact, not a lady. But before I could, the server arrived with our food. The scent of garlic and cream wafted up from my bowl, causing me to salivate.

For a minute, I forgot all about Jace as I twirled thin strands of angel hair pasta around my fork. The sauce was creamy and salty, which was exactly what I hadn’t known I needed until now. I was fully content to eat in silence—until I noticed Kane staring at me.

“What?” I asked, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

“Nothing… You just look nice, that’s all.” He averted his gaze, focusing on his lasagna. “He, uh… Jace is twenty-five, by the way.”

I froze, my fork halfway to my mouth as I looked at Jace.

He shot me a sly look, taking another drink of his wine as if for emphasis. Was Kane messing with me? There was no way Jace was that old. Sure, he had a certain confidence that would make sense with age, but I’d just assumed that was his personality.

“How old did you think I was?” Jace asked, resting his chin on his hand.

“I don’t know—like nineteen? Maybe twenty? Definitely not old enough to be an adult-adult.” I put my fork down, trying to process this.

“What’s an adult-adult?” Kane chuckled.

My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I don’t know! Like, someone who’s old enough to have health insurance and a retirement fund?”

“Oh, well, I don’t have either of those,” Jace said, waving me off with a laugh before picking up his fork. “But I am old enough to take care of a baby… hey, open your pretty little mouth for me.”

I eyed him suspiciously. “Why do you—”

Before I could finish, Jace shoved his fork into my mouth. Instantly, my tongue was assaulted by so much spice that my eyes watered. I choked down whatever the hell he’d just fed me and gulped my soda.

“What was that?” I asked, barely holding back a cough.

Jace shrugged, planting his hand on my stomach. “Relax, princess. A little heat never killed anyone.” He smirked as Sawyer thumped against his hand. “Little dude’s dad loved spicy food. Just seeing if he took after Sulien… and it looks like he does.”

The inferno in my mouth raged as I let out a hiccup. Oh my God, I was going to kill Jace.

“Kane, tell Jace that wasn’t funny,” I pleaded, desperately chugging my soda.

Kane shook his head, his shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter.

“You’re both the worst,” I groaned, although I wasn’t entirely sure I meant it. For the first time in a long time… I felt at home, which was impressive, considering I hadn’t even felt that way with my parents.

“That’s what you get for messing with villains.” Jace shrugged, taking a bite of his own pasta as if to prove it wasn’t that bad.

But just as I opened my mouth to tell Jace to fuck off, the surrounding air dropped by twenty degrees. Goosebumps prickled my arms as I fought off a shiver.

“Yeah, that’s what you get for messing with villains,” an all-too-familiar voice sneered.

My head snapped toward the sound. Standing a few feet away was my brother. His blond hair was slicked back, and he wore his hero suit. The white material gleamed like fresh frost on a winter morning. He crossed his arms, causing the ice-like armor plates on his chest and arms to clink together. And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, he had company.

Trenton Taylor stood beside my brother with a smug, I’m better than you smirk. The sunlight reflected off the silver of his suit, making him painful to look at in more ways than one.

I turned to Jace, hoping he’d have something clever to say that would make both our unwelcome guests back off. Instead, he shrank into his seat. The change in Jace was subtle. His shoulders squared, his grin fading. I didn’t like it.

Luckily, Kane wasn’t nearly as fazed by their presence.

“Looks like you’ve both got something to say,” he challenged, seeming not at all threatened by them. “So say it and get lost.”

The air around Jack began to frost over, wisps of white mist curling up from his boots. I scooted closer to Jace.

“Of course, I have something to say! My little sister is parading around with villains,” Jack scoffed.

Kane’s eyes widened as he looked between Jack and me, but his surprise quickly morphed into a smirk.

“So, you’re the douchebag Sulien used to complain about all the time,” Kane snorted.

Jack’s brow furrowed as he stared at Kane. “Douchebag or not, that’s my sister.”

A layer of frost began to creep out from under Jack’s boots, and I let out a startled yelp, pulling my feet up into my chair to avoid the spreading ice.

“You’re making a bigger mess, Calista.” Jack spat my name like it left a foul taste in his mouth.

“I am not.” I argued. “They kicked me out! Jace and Kane actually want me around.”

“Just agree to go on a few dates with Trent and come home!” Jack rolled his eyes before crossing his arms. “Mom and Dad are worried sick.”

A knot formed in my stomach, and I had to remind myself that if they really cared, they’d have actually checked on me. But before I could say anything, Jace finally spoke up.

“Your family wants her–” he pointed to me “–to hook up with him?” He pointed to Trenton.

“Don’t say it like that, villain.” Jack’s eyes narrowed. “What our family does with my sister is none of your concern.”

Jace let out a hollow laugh as he crossed his arms.

“Oh, it’s very much my business,” he said, eyes fixed on Trent. “You’re trying to take my girl and pair her up with someone who lacks the proper…” His gaze flicked downward to Trent’s crotch before meeting his eyes again. “Equipment to keep her satisfied, let alone happy. Also—let’s be clear: if anyone here is the villain, it’s you two.”

Slowly, I turned to face Jace. How did he know Trent?

“How do you figure, whore?” Trenton finally spoke up, and the disdain in his voice made me feel physically sick.

I hated everything about this situation. I hated that I’d had to drop out of school, that my mom had barely acknowledged me in her office, and now that these two idiots were crashing my date.

I was so angry that I’d started tuning out the actual conversation around me. But I started paying attention when I noticed Kane standing up. In one swift motion, he grabbed Jack by the collar and dragged him into the shaded area of the patio. The second Jack crossed into the shadows, they seemed to ripple, reaching up to coil around his legs.

The black shadows popped against the white of Jack’s suit as he struggled to free himself. But the more he moved, the higher the shadows climbed.

“I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but neither of you has any right to bother my family,” Kane growled.

A strange flutter of warmth filled my chest at the way he said my family, but the shadows creeping up Jack’s body ruined the moment. I forgot how to breathe when they wrapped around his neck.

Jace’s face turned grey and his lips blue. Trent’s arrogant smirk had been replaced with pure panic as his skin took on a metallic sheen that matched his suit. He reached out to help Jack, but the second he touched him, the shadows began wrapping around him, too.

A wave of dizziness hit me as I realized I was about to watch Kane kill someone—not just anyone, but my brother.

“Kane. Stop.” My voice shook, betraying the anxiety I tried to hide.

When Kane’s gaze flicked to mine, his eyes were almost unrecognizable. Normally, they were a deep, soulful brown, but now even the whites had gone black. He looked back at the struggling heroes, his jaw tightening.

The shadows lingered around Jack’s throat, squeezing him tighter as his face took on a sickly pallor. Trent was frozen in terror. I knew that if Kane didn’t stop, Jack would die—and Kane would either be arrested or neutralized.

And this was exactly the kind of situation suppressant technology was supposed to prevent. But I didn’t have time to point that out. Instead, I was going to have to do the one thing I wasn’t supposed to.

I took a deep breath and reached into the darkest corners of my mind, to the places that had been dimmed by the chemicals suppressing my abilities. A dull ache blossomed behind my eyes, warning me to stop, but I couldn’t. As Kane’s shadows coiled tighter, I didn’t have another choice.

“Kane, stop,” I commanded.

The dull ache exploded into a mind-shattering pain, but as the shadows began to recede, I knew it was worth it. Kane blinked, taking a step back as his eyes faded back to their normal brown.

He looked back at me, his brows knit together like he knew I did something, but I paid him no mind. Right now, my attention was on my brother.

Jack slumped to the ground, clutching his throat as he gasped for air. Trent looked absolutely terrified. It was a shame that I didn’t get to enjoy his reaction. As soon as the tension broke, my vision blurred and my face flushed with unbearable heat. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out the overwhelming feeling, but I couldn’t escape it.

“Callie.” Jace’s voice was frantic, and I felt his hands on my shoulders.

But the harder I fought to stay conscious, the more I could feel myself slipping away. No matter how hard I tried, there was nothing I could do to stop it.


Chapter 14
Kane


Ishifted around in the stiff-backed chairs of my mom’s dining room, trying to pretend she wasn’t staring daggers at me. I tugged at the collar of my shirt as I focused my attention across the table to Shin and Jace.

Normally, Jace’s place was right beside me. After all, someone needed to keep him in line. But, Shin was our cobbled family’s patriarch, and he was sad that Callie didn’t come. I figured Mom would pull Shin to the side and talk some sense into him, but Jace jumped at the opportunity to comfort Shin. His plan? Tell Shin all about the doctor’s appointment and how the baby apparently moved. I think Jace just wanted a chance to gush about Callie and the baby. I swear to God–that man fell in love quicker than anyone I’d ever met, which was impressive because I’d known Sulien.

Jace was practically glowing as he babbled on about our new lover. Realistically, I probably should have been a little jealous, but I loved seeing him happy. It was hard to tell by just talking to him, but Jace had a rough go at life, and having Callie bring him so much joy only made me love her more–even if I would never be able to express it like my boyfriend did.

“I think I have a video of Sawyer kicking… somewhere,” Jace muttered as he tapped through his all-but shattered phone. “We were laying in bed last night, and he just kept moving–and I could see it! I didn’t know babies could do that!”

“That’s how Sulien was.” A rare warmth crossed Shin’s face, causing creases to form near his eyes. “He was always moving, even before he was born.”

Shin audibly swallowed as an all-too-familiar sadness filled his eyes. Talking about Sulien was one of Shin’s favorite pastimes, but it was also hard. I couldn’t imagine the grief that came with losing your child. All I knew was the anguish was strong enough to dash any joy brought on by being cancer-free.

Jace glanced up from his phone and shot Shin an award-winning smile before sliding his phone over.

“Look right there–” Jace pointed to the screen. “You can see her shirt move a little.”

Shin’s eyes softened as he took the device, holding it with the kind of care usually reserved for something priceless. He leaned in, squinting a bit as he focused on the video. Jace had shown it to me last night while we were trying to go to sleep.

And honestly, this whole situation was amazing.

Sulien had never really been great at thinking things through, but we’d thought he was smart enough to wear a condom when having sex. The dude got a full-ride scholarship. He was bright. But book smarts could never make up for a lack of common sense. This whole thing could have ruined Sulien’s life if he was still here, but seeing as he wasn’t, I silently thanked the universe for his carelessness. Especially because I knew our chosen family could never replace blood, not in Shin’s eyes.

His face lit up, lips quivering into a smile as he watched the video over and over again. His expression was strange, almost like he thought he was dreaming, and I wondered if the slight shake in his hand came from the fear of potentially losing everything again.

He’d known Callie was pregnant. We’d warned him before coming to dinner last night. But Shin didn’t want to believe his son would do that to anyone. Not the part where Sulien randomly got someone pregnant–that seemed to be the easiest bit to swallow. But that Sulien would leave his partner to clean up his mess. This week, Shin sang a slightly different tune.

“I have a grandson.” He swallowed the words as he slid Jace’s phone back. “I didn’t scare Callie away, did I?”

Shin watched me as he spoke, and I felt the weight of the last week fall onto my shoulders. Shin terrified her, but I could tell by the look in his eyes that he already knew that. The guy didn’t want the truth; he wanted someone to give him hope that he’d be allowed in the kid’s life.

“She’s sick,” I mumbled, reaching for my glass of wine.

My mom’s eyes flicked to me, her mouth twisting in a way that made me uncomfortable. Last week, she’d been practically begging to meet Callie. Something about being excited that I wasn’t settling for Jace. But seeing her now made me wonder how pure her intentions were.

“Such a shame.” My mom clicked her tongue in disapproval. “I was really hoping that Sulien’s plaything would be a good addition to our family… I guess heroes and villains just aren’t meant to mix.”

She let out an almost sarcastic sigh, and I narrowed my gaze. When Callie freaked out, I thought it was all stress. But, now I wondered if my mom used her fear manipulation to worsen an already unpleasant situation. Her ability was a powerful tool for leading Pittsburgh’s largest mafia, but powers like hers weren’t exactly trusted in any sense of the word. Honestly, if Callie could do anything more than read minds, she probably would have been sentenced to be a villain, just like us.

“Mom.” I sat my glass down a little too forcefully, causing the white wine to slosh around the cup. “I swear to God if you did anything to Callie–”

“I would never.” She pressed a hand to her chest as she gasped. “Kane, she’s a sweet girl–but let’s be realistic. Some people just aren’t built for our world. And while I’m sure she was a lovely distraction for Sulien, he had no reason to be messing around with a Voltaris.”

“Gianna, Callie loved my son. And that’s enough for me,” Shin said firmly before looking at whatever else Jace was showing him.

“It may be enough for you–But how do we know the Voltarises weren’t involved in the showcase disaster? I mean–When my daughter got pregnant at sixteen, I considered killing her boyfriend.” Mom shrugged with a smile. “The only difference is we aren’t above the law… The same can’t be said for heroes.”

Shin’s brows tilted down, his gaze dropping to the table. As much as I hated it, Mom had a point, but the last thing we needed was for Shin to go out seeking revenge for his son.

“Mom, you were pissed Maya got pregnant because you didn’t like the guy.” I reminded her.

Once again, Mom shrugged. “It’s our duty as women to pick men with valuable abilities, Men like Sulien. But, no, she had to make a baby with someone who lacked any ability.”

I almost groaned at my mom’s comment, not only because I’d heard this spiel about Maya and being perfect for Sulien but also because of how tired I was of my mom rehashing the same archaic line of thought over and over.

Sure, it used to be commonplace for heroes and villains alike to pick partners based on the children they wanted to breed, but that whole thing was fucking gross. Not only that, but women weren’t just incubators for the next generation of men.

Luckily, we, as a society, realized that was fucked up. Still, a few women, such as the lovely Gianna Anastasakis, believed power was more important than happiness. That’s why my sister and I had no clue who our dads were.

Fuck, to Mom, people were tools, nothing more. If it hadn’t been for Shin, that belief would have gone unchecked, and he was too powerful for my mom to dispose of.

“My son didn’t fall in love with Callie for her bloodline. He loved her because she saw him. And I need you to stop talking about the mother of my grandchild like that.” Shin warned as he leveled my mom with a look that I knew meant he’d reduce this whole fucking house to ash if she didn’t stop.

“Remember, Shin. You’re a villain now.” My mom let out a heavy sigh as she ran her finger along the edge of her glass. “Honestly, you should have just stayed in Busan if you wanted to continue to play hero.”

Shin’s jaw tightened as his dark gaze bore into my mom. She should have feared the guy, anyone with sense did, but Mom had always felt untouchable.

“Gianna, you should know better than anyone that I do not care how the public labels me.” His voice had that quiet anger that was worse than screaming. “Hero and villain are just words. As long as my family is taken care of, I’m content. Right now, Callie Voltaris is the only family I have.”

“Her name’s Calista,” Jace added.

Shin cast him a fleeting glance as he let out an annoyed breath. “Calista Voltaris is my family.”

Mom arched a perfectly manicured brow. “Her father ruined your heroing career, which sent you to me, and you’re going to call her family?”

A look of apathy crossed Shin’s weathered face as his gaze slid to mine.

“Kane, Calista is sick… I think you and Jace should go take care of her,” he said far too calmly.

“What—no?” Jace protested. “I want to watch the old people fight.”

“Jace,” Shin warned before turning to me. “And you… I have a few things for Callie in my bedroom. Is there any chance you’d be able to give them to her?”
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When the fight between my mom and Shin wore down, he led me back to his room. I wasn’t thrilled about leaving my mom with Jace, seeing as his favorite hobby seemed to be egging people on. But I didn’t think I had much of a choice.

Shin’s room was as empty as usual, or as he liked to call it, clean and uncluttered. On the wooden nightstand next to his neatly made bed was a stack of carefully arranged items–worn leather-bound journals, faded photographs, and a few half-melted toys. Each of them was labeled with Shin’s impossibly neat handwriting.

“Shin, what is this?” I asked softly, stepping forward just enough to run my fingers over the glossy material of the photos.

The one on top was of a much younger Sulien, maybe five or six, dressed in a WindWeaver costume. His smile was wide enough to showcase his missing front teeth.

Shin’s face softened as tears he refused to shed pooled along his lashes, shining with the same brilliance as diamonds but littered with the tragedy only loss could cause.

“I loved my boy.” He swallowed hard, his voice shaking as he did. “And she loved my boy. Sulien would often call and tell me as such.” Shin’s voice broke as he straightened his back, fighting to compose himself. “From my understanding, she’s lost her father, and I’ve lost my child… and though I will never fill the hole left by Flynn Voltaris, and she’ll never be Sulien.” He stopped again, swiping the photo from my fingers and kissing it before slipping it into his pocket.

His hand lingered over the fabric as if that act alone could anchor him just enough to prevent him from floating away in his grief.

“But,” His voice was softer than before and still just as broken. “I can still be there for her and Sawyer. Whatever they need. It might not be the same… But I will do anything for my grandchild and the woman who filled my son’s life with so much joy, even if only for a little while.”

Seeing him like this was hard. And while my instincts told me to pull him in for a hug, I knew better. So, I gave him time to straighten himself and readjust to the mask of calm he hid behind so well.

“Shin… Are you sure you’re ready to get rid of these?” I asked slowly, moving to pick up the melted Vexxas action figure.

A bittersweet smile twisted Shin’s lips as he ran his fingers over the melted plastic that was once meant to look like his face, careful to make sure he didn’t touch it with all five.

“I’m not,” His voice cracked as he closed his eyes. “But, I need to share Sulien’s memory with his family…And, part of me is hoping Calista will see these and realize that I’m not as bad as her father made me out to be.”

I placed a hand over my lips, fighting the urge to break down just as Shin had. But I knew it wasn’t my place.

“Why don’t you write her a letter instead? Include your phone number, that way, you two can meet up and go through all of this in person.”
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The drive home wasn’t a long one, or at least it wouldn’t have been if I hadn’t dragged Jace with me to get dinner for Callie. Sure, I wasn’t going to dedicate my life to a thrilling career in nursing. But… I needed to woo her. I loved Jace, but I wasn’t about to let him win.

So, I decided a burrito bowl from a Mexican joint on the outskirts of town was a small way to tell her I was thinking about her. Lots of cheese, guacamole, fajita veggies, a little more cheese for good luck–oh, and chips on the side. It seemed like something she’d like, and I thought if I could get her something she’d like, I might become someone she wanted.

Jace made fun of me the whole fucking time. Something about this being overkill and then asking if I was jealous that Callie liked him more. Both of which helped me understand why Sul was so quick to gag him.

Jace may have been a dumbass, but he was a correct dumbass.

With that in mind, I refused to let him carry anything as we made our way inside. Because of my full hands, he was the one to open the door.

Callie was stretched out on the couch, dressed in nothing more than a pair of blue short-shorts and a white tank top she had bunched between her breasts and stomach. Her hand rested on her belly, lazily tracing circles on the skin as she focused on whatever slasher film was playing on the TV.

I knew better than to look at the movie. The last time I let Callie pick what we watched, I had nightmares for weeks. Unfortunately, I wish I knew better than to mentally undress her. At least I had more manners than Jace.

“God damn,” He called, hanging his keys on the ring before making his way toward Callie with long steps. “You’re lucky you’re already pregnant because fuck, if you weren’t, that’d change tonight.”

Callie didn’t dignify him with a look, but a sly smirk tugged at her lips. “What happened to Kane being the chubby chaser?”

Her tone was joking as her eyes languidly slid to mine.

“Oh, I stand by that.” He snorted before falling into the armchair beside her. “I don’t chase. I let my women come to me.”

Callie let out a low, breathy laugh before promptly ignoring Jace, which was the only correct thing to do, really.

“How was dinner?” She asked, focusing directly on me.

The weight of her gaze caused my stomach to flutter.

“It was… fine.” I breathed, finally daring to venture closer. “Shin sent a letter for you… and I got dinner.”

“See–chubby chaser.” Jace quipped. “He’s trying to get more to love–watch out.”

A rush of embarrassment washed over me as I averted my gaze, pinning it on the ground as I extended the burrito bowl and bag of chips toward her. Her hand lingered on mine for a moment longer than necessary as she took it.

“I’m already fat, might as well enjoy myself.” She said casually, popping the top off the container. “Thank you, Kane.”

I gave her a small nod, hovering close by as she dipped a chip into the bowl, wrestling with the urge to tell her she wasn’t fat. But, somehow, that felt like the wrong thing to say. My eyes stayed on her, watching as she enjoyed the food I brought her. But I realized if I stared any longer, Jace was going to make another joke at my expense.

So, instead of enjoying the moment, I placed Shin’s letter in her line of sight.

“Is that it?” She asked around a mouth full of food, and I fought a smile.

I nodded. “I uh, I’m not sure what the letter says, I just know he wants you to come over sometime… He wants to talk about Sulien.”

Her eyes softened as she looked at the envelope, her gaze shifting between it and me. The vulnerability in her expression was unmistakable, but so was her hesitation. After a moment, she put her food down and picked up the letter. I thought she was going to open it, but after a deep breath, she put it down, almost like she couldn’t bring herself to look inside.

My poor, sweet girl.


Chapter 15
Callie


The idea of opening the letter tormented me for the entire night. Did I want to know what was inside? Yes! How could I not? But I didn’t trust Vexxas. Why would he want to talk about his son with me? And how was I supposed to trust someone the entire world had branded as evil?

Someone who tried to kill my father?

That’s why it was best for me to ignore the letter. But the feeling of not knowing what Vexxas had to say kept me awake. A little past midnight, I crawled out of bed, hoping a shower would help me fall asleep.

Sulien’s room had a private bathroom, but the hot water didn’t work. I didn’t mind it back when I was pyromancer temperature, but now that my fever had broken, just the idea of standing under cold water made me shiver.

The apartment was quiet, save for the low hum of the refrigerator in the background. Shadows stretched along the walls, and the stillness made the place feel eerie in a way I couldn’t explain. It was the same apartment as always, but at night, it felt different—almost scary. I couldn’t tell if it was the dark playing tricks on me or if I was just wired and paranoid from lack of sleep. Either way, I shook off the feeling to better focus on staying quiet. I’d heard Jace leave for work about an hour ago, but Kane was still home, and I didn’t want to wake him.

I padded softly down the hall toward the main bathroom. Once inside, I flicked on the bathroom light, squinting as the brightness chased away the shadows. For a moment, I stood there, letting my eyes adjust before turning on the water as hot as it would go.

I shut the door, waiting as steam filled the room, softening the edges around me and dulling the corners. Once the mirror fogged over, I removed my clothes, stretching as I did. Sawyer stirred as I yawned, and I gently patted my stomach as if to tell him shhh.

I’d known for a while I was going to be a mom; that’s what happened when you got a positive pregnancy test. But… for the first time in my pregnancy, I was getting excited about my baby. And not in the I can’t wait to not be pregnant way, but in the oh my god, I’m having a baby way.

I just needed to get ready for him… and that was a whole separate issue. Sure, I was staying here, and even though I had grown very attached to Jace and Kane, this wasn’t my home. Not yet, at least.

Jace loved me; that much was clear. Allegedly, Kane felt the same, but with nothing to back up those thoughts, I couldn’t know for sure. I just wished he’d actually show me how he felt. That way, I could get comfortable enough to stay for good.

But all of that was a problem for tomorrow. Right now, the goal was to slip into the shower and relax enough to sleep. Just as I stepped into the tub and reached for the shower curtain, the bathroom door flew open. Kane stumbled in wearing nothing except his boxers. The sight caused my heart to skip. I stood as still as a statue as he yawned and walked directly to the toilet.

Instinctively, I wrapped one arm over my chest, the other remaining stuck to the curtain. Kane grunted as he lifted the lid and dropped his boxers to his ankles. He had to be half asleep–if not sleepwalking–to not have noticed the light or the running water.

He fumbled slightly, propping one hand on the wall, and I heard the unmistakable sound of him starting to relieve himself. Embarrassed laughter rose in my throat, but I held my breath, not daring to make a sound. This was the type of awkward moment that I’d never, ever imagined happening.

The seconds ticked on like minutes as I stared at him, unable to look away even though I knew this was definitely a violation of privacy… even if he started it. He let out a contented sigh as he dropped the lid and moved to pull up his boxers, but just as his tattooed fingers met the waistband, consciousness seemed to hit Kane like a truck.

His shoulders stiffened, and then his gaze lifted, catching mine in the fogged-up mirror. His eyes went wide as the realization he wasn’t alone dawned on him. Slowly, he turned to look at me, his jaw dropping slightly.

His mouth moved wordlessly for a moment before he managed a gruff, “Callie?”

I nodded twice, my heart thundering in my chest.

His throat bobbed as he swallowed, and I wondered how quickly I could sprint back to the safety of Sulien’s bedroom. Like if I ran fast enough, he and I could pretend I didn’t watch him pee.

“Y-you should flush.” I tried to manage a joke, but it seemed to fall on deaf ears.

Kane’s face rapidly shifted through emotions–All of which were some flavor of shock or embarrassment–before settling on a pained grimace.

“Oh my God–Why didn’t you say something?” His voice was rough with horror.

“I thought you’d figure it out!”

“Well, I didn’t!”

“I know that now!”

He and I stared at each other like stray cats in an alleyway. And after a beat of uncomfortable silence, an idea struck. One that I wouldn’t have normally offered, but between the delirium of night and the shock of the moment, I realized I really didn’t have anything to lose.

“Do you want to join me?” I asked softly.

Kane blinked before staring at me like I’d just spoken Latin.

“I–Really?” He asked, his face pinching with confusion.

I nodded, unable to do much more. Heat rose to my cheeks, but I didn’t back down. After a moment, Kane slipped off his boxers.

Once he was as naked as the day he was born, he climbed into the shower with me. I backed further into the hot water, hoping he’d shuffle closer and enjoy the warmth with me.

Instead, he reached out, resting a hand on my stomach.

The touch was unexpected. Normally, it took Kane a few minutes to warm up to the idea of putting his hand on me. Even then, he preferred to use his shadows to touch me. He spread his fingers wider, never looking up, his brow knitting together as he studied me.

“You’re getting bigger.” He muttered, his spine ratcheting straight the second the words fell from his lips. “I mean, he’s getting bigger! Sawyer. I just–you’ve only been here two weeks and…”

A subtle blush crept up his neck as he trailed off, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“You’re starting to sound like Jace.” I teased, reaching to cover his hand with mine. “And you’re right–I am… but that’s kind of the point.”

“I–” He stopped, softly rubbing circles on my skin before poking me like he was trying to make Sawyer move. “Is this weird for you too? I mean, you’re only nineteen.”

I shrugged. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

He nodded slowly, finally stepping closer. A dull heat pooled low in my stomach.

“Should I be more careful with you?” He asked almost shyly.

“Why would you do that?”

“I don’t know,” he murmured. “You’re… young and pregnant, and I guess…” He trailed off, his other hand finding my hip. “I guess part of me just doesn’t want to fuck this up. You know–with you and Sawyer. I’m not exactly the daddy type.”

A smile twisted my lips as I reached up to cup his chin. “When we first met, you also told me you were a villain.”

“I am.”

“You’re not.” I ran a finger along his stubble. “Villains hurt people. All you’ve done is help me.”

He melted into my touch, bringing his hand up to cup mine.

“The legal classification of a villain is anyone over the age of eighteen who engages in immoral activities for personal gain,” he said calmly. “I steal wallets for money. I’m a villain.”

Realistically, I should have been paying attention to what he said and maybe even argued a bit. But the second he finished speaking, he grabbed me by the fingers, dragging the heel of my palm to his lips.

The action caused the barely there heat in my core to ache. Not an ache that hurt, but the almost pleasant kind that made you want to cross your legs and squirm a bit.

“That was hot,” I said before I could think better of it.

Kane’s eyes widened as he kept his mouth close to my hand.

“This?” His eyes didn’t leave mine as he pressed another slow kiss to my palm, his lips warm and soft against my skin.

I swallowed hard, suddenly forgetting how to breathe.

“Yeah,” I said, barely able to get the word out, thanks to the pounding of my heart. “It’s sexy.”

A slow, almost predatory smile spread across his lips as his fingers wrapped around my wrist.

“So, since moving in, you’ve been fed while getting fucked and spit roasted, and this–” He kissed me once more. “Is what gets you going?”

I wondered if I should tell him about the time Jace made me come while barely touching me, but I was worried that would get me in trouble.

“I really liked the first one, too,” I whispered.

“We’ll circle back to that one another time, I promise.” His grin deepened. “But… right now, do you mind if we go a little further?”

I heaved in a breath, wondering if he could hear the thundering of my heart. The way he talked to me, looked at me and touched me made every nerve ending in my body come alive. Right now, I was putty in his hands.

“Please?” That was all I could manage.

Kane chuckled against my skin before pressing his lips again. This time, his lips moved higher and higher with each kiss before pinning me against the faux tiles in the shower. His free hand was planted by my cheek as he lowered his lips to my neck.

My breath hitched as I turned my head to the side, making more room for his exploration.

“Normally, this is where I’d bend Jace over and fuck him.” Kane rasped before his lips met my jaw.

“Yeah?” I asked breathlessly, eagerly awaiting that.

“But…” He ran his fingers across my clit, causing me to jerk. “You’re too short for me to do that in any safe way.”

My heart nearly lept out of my chest as I leaned against him for support. “What the fuck do you mean?”

My snap came out sharper than I meant for it to, but Kane seemed to revel in my misplaced anger. His teeth glinted as he laughed at me before rudely withdrawing his touch from my pussy. Slowly, he rested a hand on the curve of my stomach, rubbing the curve softly as if to remind me I was pregnant.

“You’re carrying my best friend’s son; I’m not risking you falling, sweetheart.”

My jaw almost dropped. “I’m not going to fall!”

Kane shook his head as a low chuckle reverted from his chest and into mine. My brow lowered as I shot him a look to tell him this wasn’t funny. “Sorry–I just, Jace said you were spoiled, and I didn’t believe him.”

“I’m not spoiled!” I just knew what I wanted.

“You are… but that’s how I want you.” He rasped, rubbing the tip of his nose to mine.

His laughter faded, but that damn smirk stayed. And, unfortunately, I had to fight back a smile. Why the fuck did he have to be so handsome? It was incredibly difficult to stay mad at pretty people.

After what felt like an endless staring contest, he slowly leaned in, pressing his lips to mine. And I didn’t fight him, even though I really wanted to, just because he called me spoiled. Unfortunately, my body reacted the way it was biologically supposed to.

He deepened the kiss, pressing his chest against me as one of his hands swiped down my side. I bit back a moan as he grabbed my breasts. My head tipped back just to catch my breath, but as he moved his lips back to my neck, a low vibration filled the air.

My eyes snapped open to see Kane brandishing a blue and white toothbrush. Slowly, my gaze slid to his.

“What’s that for?” I asked, slightly fearing the answer.

He shrugged. “Gotta keep you on your toes.”

He paused a moment, bringing the back of the toothbrush to his lips as if to test the vibrations. After a moment of consideration, he mumbled a low.

“Yeah, that should work.” Before touching it to my hip.

A warm tingle swept up my chest as I looked down at the toothbrush like I’d never seen one in my life.

“... Can you sexually brush someone’s teeth?” My head tipped to the side, causing wet strands of hair to fall onto my shoulder.

His dark brows inched toward his hairline as he looked at me like he couldn’t tell if I was serious or not.

“Uhh, not that I know of. I was thinking of doing something a little different.” He laughed, slowly dragging the vibrating end of the toothbrush across my skin.

“What are you–oh.” I gasped as he swiped it across my clit, jolting me forward.

“Yeah.” He smirked, rocking the plastic back and forth.

The heat in my stomach climbed up my chest, and I gripped his biceps to keep myself steady. My breathing turned to ragged gasps as he pushed it inside of me.

“Not what you expected–right?” He taunted.

I shook my head as I pulled my lower lip through my teeth. Holy shit, I was being fucked by a toothbrush. Was this normal? Did people do this?

“Go ahead, sweet girl, let go for me.” He rasped, brushing his lips to the shell of my ear.

And I tried to fight it, but my knees went weak. I tipped my head back as my lips parted, allowing my moans to echo just above the sound of the water. Kane held me steady as my orgasm pulsed through me in waves. When the ecstasy finally wore off, I tried to pretend like nothing had happened… but I was a little disappointed.

“What?” He asked, putting the toothbrush down and grabbing a bottle of shampoo.

“I just–no dick?” I panted, still trying to make sense of his unorthodox use of that specific tool.

Kane shrugged as he smirked. “Maybe later, you just looked like you needed to feel good.”

He cracked the cap open and poured the soap on my hair before working his fingers against my scalp. Somehow, Kane washing my hair felt better than the orgasm. I wrapped my arms around him before resting my head against his chest.

His whole body stiffened as I tried to enjoy the rhythmic pounding of his heart.

“How could you tell?” I groaned as he guided me under the water to rinse the soap out.

“Just had that look on your face.”

The warm water ran down my back as I snuggled as close to Kane as possible. But, as my belly pressed into him, Sawyer protested the action. Three somewhat angry thumps came in quick succession, and I pulled away.

“Sorry.” I breathed, rubbing the spot. “Now that I don't have a fever, he's getting a bit of a personality.”

I was slightly embarrassed by Sawyer so obviously protesting the closeness… but, Kane didn't seem to mind. Instead, his hand drifted to cover mine.

“…Is there anything specific that makes him do that?” he asked slowly, his eyes never leaving my stomach.

I hesitated a minute, hoping Sawyer would kick him again just to prove he could. Instead, I felt the gentle wiggle of him getting comfortable.

“I ate a bowl of ice cream before bed yesterday, and it felt like he was doing gymnastics,” I admitted.

A sly smile tugged at Kane’s lips as he rubbed my stomach once more.

“So… what would you say to ice cream and then maybe sleeping in my bed?”

I paused, my stomach flipping in a much different way. “Like… with you?”

Kane nodded. “Preferably…. but if you're not comfortable, you don't have to.”

Once again, I rested my head on his chest, just happy to have him close.

“I'd like that.”


Chapter 16
Jace


In my line of work, some days were worse than others. And tonight? It was the worst night of my fucking life. Not only was it Super Saturday, but everything that could go wrong had.

I’d lost track of time watching a movie with Callie and was late for my first client. And as a punishment, he came on my face. Not only that, but his rude ass got it in my hair. I couldn’t just show up to my second client with cum in my hair, so I needed to shower. Unfortunately, that shower made me late.

My second client was much more understanding, but she was terrible in bed—as most supers were. So, while I wasn’t running behind for my third client, I was so pent-up that my balls hurt. Then, my third client spilled a whole glass of wine on my shirt, which put me right back on the late train for my fourth and final client of the night, TitaniumJustice.

Part of me debated skipping our session, but while I didn’t exactly need his money right now, I needed to save up for nursing school. We were T-Minus four-ish months until Sawyer was here, and I wanted to give Callie something to be proud of. She deserved someone who she could be proud of. Someone who bought her kid shit with money earned the honest way.

And I was going to be that man, even if it killed me.

I made my way through the marble hallways in TJ’s apartment building, doing my best to make up for lost time by running when I could. Why the fuck did this guy have to live on the top floor? Whatever, at least the elevator ride gave me a chance to catch my breath.

I used my reflection in the door to straighten my hair and adjust my freshly changed shirt. Even with a little primping, I wasn’t up to my normal standard. Ugh, I couldn’t wait to get home, crawl into bed bedside Callie, and feel Sawyer kick.

And, yes, I was aware of how pathetic I sounded. But I couldn’t help it! I deserved to be a little fuzzy when it came to my girlfriend and her son.

Eventually, the elevator slid open, and I sped down the hallway. TJ’s apartment was the last one on the left, and as I approached the heavy oak door, I silently prayed that he’d use my tardiness as an excuse to cancel on me. Unfortunately, the door opened after my first knock.

I tried to hide my disappointment as TJ cocked a hip against the doorframe. His dark hair was slicked back with water, and all he had on was a pair of silver sweatpants. He crossed his arms over his bare chest, the neck of a dark beer bottle pinched between his fingers.

His shit-brown eyes flicked over me as he took a long drink of the ale.

“You’re late,” he said with a swallow.

“Yeah, no fucking duh, I’m late; I’m surprised your dumb ass can tell time,” I snapped before remembering that, right now, TJ owned me. So, I took a deep breath and put on the charming persona I used to pay my bills. “But don’t worry, I know how to make up for it.”

I shot him a wink as I tried to push myself into the apartment, only for TJ to plant a hand on my chest.

“Strip,” he ordered, his eyes falling onto the undone buttons on my shirt.

“Excuse me?”

I dramatically looked around the hallway just so I could remind him I was, in fact, still in the fucking hallway.

“You heard me. Strip.” He repeated, placing his hand on the other side of the frame. “Prove you’re sorry, be a good boy and strip like the whore you’ll always be.”

I grit my teeth, struggling with the urge to tell him off. But… then I remembered her. And somehow, the idea of being with Callie after all of this bullshit made this moment bearable. So, begrudgingly, I reached for the collar of my shirt.

One by one, I popped the buttons out of their holes, letting the fabric slip from my shoulders. The hallway was enclosed, but it felt colder than expected. Goosebumps pricked my skin as I allowed the white cotton to fall to the ground behind me.

His lips curled into a smug grin as his eyes drifted lower, focusing on the waistband of my jeans.

“Keep going… this is what I’m paying for after all.” His voice was low, husky, and ripe with condescension.

With a huff, I allowed my fingers to drift to the leather of my belt. I undid it with one tug before hooking my fingers in my jeans. Just as I prepared to drop my pants, a bark of laughter came from just out of my line of sight.

“Holy shit–you were right. They really will do anything you tell them to.” A slightly familiar voice caused me to stand a little straighter.

You have to be fucking kidding me.

I barely masked my irritation as Jack Voltaris swaggered over, draping his arm over TJ’s shoulder. He reeked of alcohol and stale nicotine as he practically doubled over laughing at me. In my gut, I could tell this was going nowhere good, and I needed to get the fuck out of there.

“It looks like you have a friend.” I tried to purr through my words, hoping it’d overcome my growl. “Unfortunately, I charge double for–”

“Check your bank account.” TJ gestured toward me with his beer. “I already sent it to your account.”

I took a slow breath as I grabbed my phone from my pocket. My gaze flicked to them as I unlocked the device and opened my bank account to see a fresh deposit of thirteen hundred dollars. This entire night had gone from bad to worse, and now I was standing shirtless, humiliated, with two jackasses eyeing me like I was some sideshow attraction.

“See, Jack?” TJ nudged him with the neck of his beer. “Money’s the only language whore’s understand.”

“Gotta admit… I didn’t believe you.” Jack slurred through a laugh as he looked me over once more. “God, my sister really is pathetic if she’s shacking up with someone like you.”

“Don’t talk about Calista,” I warned before I could think better of it.

My anger caused the pigs to snort as they elbowed each other like they’d just pulled off the best prank in the world.

“Oh, come on, Jace, you’re not here to defend her honor… You’re here to entertain us,” TJ said, reaching forward to touch my shoulder. “Now keep that pretty mouth of yours shut and remember what I pay you for.”

“You pay for my time. Not to insult, my girlfriend.” I warned.

“Your girlfriend? She’s my sister, dude.” Jack cackled. “It’s only a matter of time before she comes to her senses and realizes you’re not fit to lick the dirt off her shoes.”

“And then, she’s all mine.” TJ sneered, pressing his nose to mine.

My stomach bottomed out as all the awful pieces clicked together.

“She would never fuck around with a douchebag like you.” I didn’t like the fact that her parents were willing to trade her off to someone like TJ.

If the way he treated me was any indication of how he’d treat her… let’s just say, Callie deserved better.

“Douchebag?” TJ laughed as he yanked me forward, causing me to stumble into the apartment.

Jack slammed the door shut the second I staggered over the threshold. The lock clicked behind me, and a prickling sensation ran down my spine. This was bad.

“If anyone’s the douchebag, it’s you and that shadow dude.” Jack jeered. “Mom told me all about how Callie dropped out of school… That’s your fault, isn’t it?”

“She’s sick, asshole.” Sure, it wasn’t as bad as it’d been last week, but she’d traded a fever for insurmountable exhaustion.

But, at least this way, she wasn’t going to burn up.

“She’s only sick because she fucks with villains like you and that stupid pyromancer.” Jack’s comment caused me to see red.

“This is your last warning. Leave Sulien and Callie out of this.” Fucking heroes.

“Awww, I think we hit a nerve.” TJ cooed as he leaned in, pinching my cheeks together. “Newsflash–People like you and that pyro freak are nothing but poison. Dying was the best thing Sulien could have done for Calista and the baby.”

And just like that, every shred of restraint I held went out the window. TJ’s fingers on my cheeks were all I needed to control him. I took a deep breath before using his blood to force him to his knees. The second he started to fall away from me, I planted a hand on his bare shoulder, allowing my power to slither through his veins until it filled his heart.

Slowly, I began constricting the vessels in the area, causing TJ to gasp and double over. I could kill him. I could kill him right now, and no one would even miss him. My jaw remained locked as I slowly looked toward Jack.

His blue eyes widened as his drunken bravado made way for fear. He held his breath, extending his hand as a spear of solid ice formed near his palm. But he wasn’t the only one with stupid fucking tricks.

My gaze stayed focused on him as I brought my palm to my lips before biting myself hard enough to break the skin. The sharp taste of copper filled my mouth as blood dripped down my wrist, pattering on TJ’s white floors.

The confidence he so desperately tried to hold on to crumbled. His knuckles went white around his ice spear as a jagged tendril of blood coated my hand. If he wanted to fight, we were going to fucking fight. But, just as I stood to put this bitch in his place… once again, I remembered Callie.

I wanted to be better for her… And I couldn’t do that by stooping to their level. So, against my better judgment, I returned TJ’s pulse to his control. I kept my weapon firmly affixed to my hand, just in case either of these jackasses got any bright ideas.

“You better both write Callie a thank-you letter because if it weren’t for her, you’d both be dead,” I said calmly, looking between them as I spoke.

TJ held his chest as he heaved in a few uneven breaths. This was the second time this week I’d seen him almost get his ass kicked. If he wanted to be a hero, he’d better learn how to fucking fight. He was only still alive because I was a man in love… huh, I should probably tell Callie I love her. She’d like that.

Jack’s spear shattered against the floor as he rushed to check on his friend. He dropped to one knee, putting his hand on TJ’s back.

“You’re fucking crazy!” Jack accused me, but he didn’t bother me.

“Just stay away from Callie and keep Sulien’s name out of your mouth. Got it?” I said, almost begging him to try me again.

Jack’s gaze bore into mine as he nodded. That’s all the permission I needed to leave, but before I could, the lesser Voltaris spoke.

“You realize she’s going to die without our help–right?”
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I needed to talk to Kane. I needed to talk to Kane. Holy shit–I needed to fucking talk to Kane.

That was all I could think about as I practically sprinted home. I didn't even wait for my cab; it felt faster just to run. Was there a chance Jack Voltaris was just talking out of his ass?

Uh, yeah, probably.

But what he said made sense—and a lot of it. That’s how I knew whatever he was talking about didn’t come from him; instead, he was likely just repeating something he heard from someone far more qualified.

I barely recognized the streets as they flew by, leading me home far faster than I expected, but not before I was a sweaty, panting mess. I did my best to compose myself before unlocking our front door.

I expected to bust into an empty apartment. Callie had been dead tired, and allegedly, Kane slept sometimes. But I barged into what was probably meant to be a sweet moment, and I was a massive fucking pervert.

Kane slowly fed Callie cherry ice cream with one hand, the other resting on her stomach. He softly rubbed the curve with his thumb, his touch reverent, and she looked at him like he was the only thing in the world.

He took his time dipping the spoon back in the ice cream carton, and she shifted around like she just couldn’t get comfortable before settling on leaning back just a little more before allowing him to place the spoon in her mouth.

This was a fucking kink for at least one of them. It had to be.

She breathed out a heavy sigh, “No more.”

He leaned in slightly, brushing a kiss to her cheek as he pressed on her stomach a little more. “Come on, just a little more. You said ice cream made Sawyer kick.”

“And it did last night.” She groaned, rubbing her stomach as she did. “I'm so full I feel like I’m going to pop.”

I tipped my head to the side. Kane’s kink? No. While this shit was right up Sulien’s alley, Kane’s never shown an interest in anything this… weird. And, seeing as I was his personal slut, I would know.

“Oh, come on. You know you like it.” He purred, bringing the spoon to her lips once more. “Or did you think I forgot how wet you get when I fed you?”

Her gaze narrowed as she turned her head, but I didn’t miss the subtle clench of her thighs.

Callie’s kink. Holy shit, Callie has a kink.

And it was a kink that I had experience with! There was a weird science behind it. When a woman’s stomach was overly full, it pressed down on her sex organs and made her orgasms harder–At least that’s what the doctor who paid me to feed and fuck her said.

Kane’s hand lingered on her stomach, pressing just enough to make her squirm before he leaned down and whispered something in her ear that I couldn’t quite make out. But I saw the way she shivered at his words, her eyes fluttering shut for a second as she parted her lips. A subtle flush crept across her cheeks, and I suddenly felt a little offended.

These two were up to the freaky shit without me? How rude! And yes, I knew I needed to have a super important conversation with Kane, but after tonight my balls were as blue as the fucking sky. Plus, she was already horny, which meant it was my job, as a literal escort, to help her out.

I stood there a beat longer, watching Callie be a good girl for Kane as I thought about the best way to make my presence known. And then it happened. Kane went to offer Callie more ice cream, but the half-melted treat slid off the spoon far before it reached her mouth, leaving a pink splat on Callie’s shirt.

She gasped, looking down, and Kane mumbled something halfway between an apology and a curse. Before I could fully process what was going on, Callie removed her shirt, tossing it behind the couch and leaving her perfect body beautifully exposed and ripe for the taking.

That was all it took for me to rush over to them, clearing the distance between the front door and the couch in five long strides. Kane flinched the second I came into view, probably wondering how I snuck up on them, but that wasn’t my problem. Before anyone could protest, I picked up the melted carton of ice cream, slowly tipping it from side to side, watching the melted dessert slosh around the container.

Her eyes widened as her arousal quickly shifted to a slight embarrassment, and somehow, that made it better.

“Feeding the baby?” I joked, gesturing to the exposed curve of her stomach.

A nervous laugh exited Callie’s lips as she tried to get up. Unfortunately for her, Kane knew better than to let her go so easily.

“Something like that.” Her words were little more than a squeak. “I–You’re going to make this a thing, aren’t you?”

“Oh, you bet that sweet ass I am.” I chuckled as I swatted at Kane so he could fucking move.

He begrudgingly scooted back just enough for me to straddle Callie’s hips. I savored the way the heat of her body seeped into my slacks before realizing I was, tragically, still dressed. But fuck it, I knew how to do laundry.

Slowly, I dipped my finger into the more solid part of the ice cream before putting it in my mouth. I made a low mmmm sound as I sucked the digit clean, enjoying the fruity dessert. Callie watched as she squirmed beneath me.

“I see why you’re enjoying yourself so much,” I mumble around my finger before swiping it through the container once more, this time holding it to her lips. “Open up, Princess.”

Her cheeks turned an even deeper shade of pink as she craned her neck to peer around me. I knew she was probably silently asking Kane for permission, but I didn’t like the feeling of little miss-miss going over my head when I was clearly the one in charge right now.

I reached down with my ice cream-covered hand and cupped her chin, forcing her to look back at me.

“I asked nicely once, and now I’m telling you. Open up that pretty mouth before I make you.” My words came out as little more than a growl.

Her pulse thrummed against my fingers as she parted her lips. If she’d done this in the first place, I would have been content with letting her suck on my finger. But now? I lifted the container before slowly tipping it forward, allowing the melted portion of the cream to pour out in a thick ribbon. She closed her mouth to swallow, and I probably should have tilted the container back, but I wanted to turn my girl into a beautiful mess.

My eyes followed the ice cream as it dribbled down her chin before sliding down her neck and pooling on her chest. That was my sign to put the carton down and enjoy myself. Callie’s breath caught as I pressed my mouth to her neck, savoring the salt of her skin and the faint sweetness of the ice cream.

Slowly, I traced my tongue along the sticky trail that led directly to her collarbone before showering the area in vampire-like kisses. She jerked and whimpered in response, and God, the sounds coming from her felt like enough to get me drunk.

My hands roamed down her sides, gently squeezing the soft flesh before creeping up to her stomach. The area was slightly more taut than usual, but the softness I’d grown to–All my dirty thoughts were stopped the second I pulled back far enough to meet her gaze.

Callie’s blue eyes were wide, and the slight sheen of sweat caused her golden hair to stick to her forehead. Her full pink lips parted just enough for me to see her teeth, and her breathing was slow. She swallowed hard as she placed a hand on her chest, just under the mess of ice cream I’d left for her.

And there was something in that moment–something beautiful, and raw, and unfiltered that caused my heart to burst.

“I love you.” The words trickled out the second they popped into my mind, like my brain knew I’d never say that if I had a genuine chance to think.

For a heartbeat, she looked at me as if she wasn’t sure she heard me right or like she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to believe that I could love her. But I did. I loved her determination; I loved the slightly spiteful side of her; I loved that she saw a run-down apartment full of criminals and thought this is my home, but, most of all, I loved how she made me feel like I could do anything. Like she’d stand by my side and hold my hand until I figured it all out–and trust me, I needed time to figure this shit out. And every agonizing second she didn’t tell me she felt the same was literal hell.

Her hand drifted up, her fingers caressing my cheek, and I brushed a kiss to her wrist. If I wasn’t a prideful bastard, I would have fallen onto my knees and begged her to just repeat what I said. Thankfully, Callie didn’t leave me to squirm for long.

“I love you too.” The words were barely above a breath, but they came in loud and clear.

That was my woman. She was carrying my child, even if his DNA would say otherwise. Both meant it was my duty to keep her as happy as possible. With a satisfied grin, I traced my thumb over her lips. The heat between us thrummed through my veins like a fire tearing through a forest, and I allowed my thumb to dip into her mouth. Her eyes stayed locked on mine.

“Good girl,” I murmured, silently wondering if she loved all the attention I was giving her.

Without another word, I slipped my belt off and unbuttoned my slacks, sliding them down just far enough for me to get my cock out.

Her gaze fell to my erection, and she pulled her lip through her teeth, arching her hips just enough to slip her panties down. I grabbed her by the hips, settling her against me with enough force to make her groan.

Her hands inched up my arms before she squeezed my biceps, and I plunged into her again. This time I lost myself in the way her tits bounced with the motion. Her breath came in shallow gasps as I held her by the hips, allowing me to sink further in.

She fought a moan as she wrapped her legs around mine, arching her hips to meet me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kiss her, or if I wanted to keep my distance just to watch the faces she made as she took my cock.

“You love knowing you’re mine, don’t you?” I rasped.

She let out another stifled moan as she nodded, and normally, I’d make her say it. But, right now I really just enjoyed hearing myself talk.

“You two are everything to me,” I promised, wanting nothing more than to gush about my love for this woman.

But my erection was currently massaging her cervix, and if I kept talking about how much I loved her, I’d make the moment weird. So, instead of planning our wedding, I settled on making her come.

My hips rolled into hers with a motion that I knew felt fucking fantastic for my female clients. She tipped her head back, closing her eyes as she let out the first loud-as-fuck moan I’d heard all night. Her fingers tightened on my arms, and I picked up the pace.

The room quickly filled with the sound of our frenzied breathing as my stomach clenched. With one last thrust, the earth stopped spinning in the best way possible. Pleasure pulsed through me, leaving me to close my eyes and breathe through my orgasm as I filled Callie’s needy cunt with my cum.

It took a minute to recover from whatever demon possessed me to finish inside her, but once I did, I finally looked over my shoulder, waiting for Kane to jump in. That’s when I noticed he was nowhere to be found.


Chapter 17
Kane


She loved Sulien, and I was nothing like Sulien. She loved Jace, and I was nothing like Jace. Not only that, but I lacked any sort of ability to tell her I loved her. Trust me, I’d thought about saying it and seeing where it took me, but the very idea of voicing those words made me sick to my stomach.

She deserved more than I could ever be. Unfortunately, I knew that. She deserved a big house in a nice neighborhood with plenty of room for Sawyer to play. She deserved someone who could spoil her within an inch of her life. She needed me to be better for her, but my only skill was stealing. How the hell was I supposed to be who she deserved when I couldn't even make an honest living?

Those were the thoughts that absolutely killed me as I stared at the ceiling in my room, trying to figure out a way to do all of that before the baby was born. And the short answer was, I couldn't. And that made me hate myself in ways I couldn't explain.

Just as my mind spiraled with thoughts of how I’d never be enough for her, a knock broke the silence. For a second, I thought it best to ignore it. I wasn’t in the right mental state for company. But, it came again, this time more insistent.

With a sigh, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed.

“Coming!” I called.

The knocking finally stopped, and after another moment, I pulled the door open to see Callie waiting for me. Her hair was damp and haphazardly thrown in a bun. She was fresh and clean… and wearing one of Jace’s old shirts. The tangerine cotton clung to the curve of her stomach a little too tight for my liking.

Without thinking, I reached forward and placed a hand on her belly. She looked rounder now than she did earlier, and I wasn’t sure if it was Sawyers doing or the ice cream’s. Callie’s eyes went as wide as the ocean as a slow, sweet smile crept across her lips. Her hand found mine as she stared up at me so intently that I thought my heart was going to explode. She looked exhausted, but under all of that, for the first time in weeks, Callie seemed happy.

But… It was Jace that made her feel like that, not me.

The thought caused me to tense. Calista Voltaris deserved happiness.

Jace was doing that. He was apparently going to become a fucking nurse, and he could tell her he loved her. Me… Well, all I was suited for was crime. In Callie’s story, she was the princess, Jace was the Prince, and all I’d ever be was the monster under the bed.

“Are you okay?” Callie asked, tipping her head to the side. “You seem a little distracted.”

“I’m okay, Sweetheart,” I mumbled through the words, trying not to let her know it was a lie. “Just… tired, that’s all.”

She studied me for a moment, her eyes narrowing slightly as if she could see straight through every wall I was trying to put up. But, after a moment, her expression softened.

“Well, It’s a good thing I’m here to keep you company.” The warmth in her voice caused something in me to crack.

Something dark, and cold, and completely irreparable. I’d never given a fuck about what anyone thought of me. But, right now, I didn’t feel like I deserved Callie, and that killed me. I tried to keep my expression steady as I gave her belly a gentle pat before pulling away just long enough to drape an arm over her shoulders.

The warmth of her body settled into mine as she completely relaxed into my side, and I kissed the top of her head, softly breathing in the scent of Jace’s shampoo. I loved the idea of them being happy together. I’d never minded sharing… So why did this bother me? And why couldn’t I say anything about it?

I pulled my shoulders back, standing tall as I guided her into my room, shutting the door behind us. The room was enveloped in complete and utter darkness, and while the shadows were my friends, Callie wasn’t as blessed. So, I scooped her up off the ground, holding her to my chest as I walked us to the bed.

“You’re strong.” She commented, squeezing my bicep as she did.

A self-satisfied grin tugged at my lips. “You’re not heavy.”

Her laugh echoed through the darkness, tugging at my heart as I lowered her onto the mattress. I gave her a moment to nestle into the pillows before crawling in beside her.

The bed dipped under my weight and she wasted no time resting her head on my chest, her belly pressing into my side. Jesus Christ, she was hot—and not sexy hot. Like burning up, threatening to sweat me out hot.

“Did you take the… whatever the doctor put you on?”

She nodded, pulling herself closer to me. “I took it this morning, and then Jace gave me Tylenol before the shower… I also had a couple of popsicles before coming to bother you.”

Fear caused a chill to run down my spine. The suppressors were meant to help. Why weren’t they working? What would happen if they continued not working?

No. Now wasn’t the time to let my worries get the best of me. I needed to stay in the moment. With that in mind. I rested my hand on her stomach once more.

“Ice cream and popsicles? No wonder you look like you’re going to pop.” I teased.

“You’re starting to sound like Jace,” she groaned, placing her hands over her eyes.

Just as I started to apologize and ask if she wanted me to tell him to fuck off, her groan turned into a sweet, muffled laugh.

“Is it wrong if I kinda like it?” She asked, peeking at me through her fingers.

I cast her a sideways glance. “If you like what?”

She shrugged her shoulders as she continued to watch me with wide-eyed innocence, one so pure it caused my chest to ache. She came here for support, to be protected, and all I'd done since she got here was fuck her and stick her in an extra room. But, while I had enough to cover all the bills if need be, I didn't have much extra. I could live comfortably, not pick up and move to somewhere safer, somewhere better. And that needed to change.

But, while that truth became more obvious with each day she allowed me to bask in her glow, she seemed unfazed.

“I’m not sure. The teasing…. The way I look.” Her hand drifted to cover mine. “Now that I wear stuff that fits, it’s kinda hot.”

She finished her sentence with a girlish giggle, one that hung in the air as the warmth of her body bled into mine. The confidence in her smile was familiar, but it wasn’t something I’d seen since Sulien died. But damn, if that alone didn’t make her more radiant.

I was in love with Calista Voltaris, which was a fact as tragic as it was true. My skin tingled as my throat dried, my lips longing to feel hers, even if just for a moment. And I knew that if I didn’t break this moment, I would fall further than I already had. Far enough to be dead and buried, far enough that she would be the only one who could dig me up again, and that wasn’t fair to her.

So, I forced myself to breathe as I leaned back, resting my arm under my head as I stared at my ceiling instead of the goddess beside me.

“You seem weirdly full of energy, seeing as it’s like three AM.” My voice came out far rougher than I intended.

I felt Callie shrug against me. “I think it’s just the sugar.”

“… You open the letter Shin sent you?”

Callie stiffened.

“Wow… I am suddenly very sleepy.” A fake yawn muffled her words.

She shifted around to get comfortable, and I should have just let her go to sleep, be quiet, or do literally anything that wouldn’t cause my thoughts to race. But, I knew how desperately Shin wanted to share his memories of Sulien.

“You wanna go to my mom’s with me tomorrow? I’m sure Shin would love to talk to you about Sul.”

“Kane… I don’t know,” Callie said slowly. “The last time I was there, things kind of went bad.”

Yeah, that was an understatement. But I knew how much this meant to Shin. And, I also knew Shin had a lot of fatherly love to give and no place to put it, and Callie was currently fatherless. To me, it seemed like a match made in heaven.

“He’s not as bad as people make him out to be,” I assured her.

“He’s Vexxas,” she said with a curl of her lip. “He kills people and reduces buildings to ash for fun.”

I clicked my tongue in disapproval as I shook my head.

“He’s Shin Seo, Sawyer’s grandpa. That makes him your family.”

“Family? Kane, my family didn’t incinerate a hospital just to make a point!”

“No, they abandoned their pregnant teenager because she pissed them off. Shin isn’t a saint, but he’d never do that.”

Callie’s breath hitched, but no words came after. I chewed on my lower lip, silently cursing myself for being so fucking blunt. Obviously–reminding her that her parents were shitty wasn’t the right move. But I couldn’t take back what I’d said.

“Look–you don’t have to like Shin. You don’t even have to trust him. He’s killed people. He’s caused destruction.” Somehow, that still felt like I was understating the disasters Shin had caused. “But, he would never do anything to hurt his family. That means you and Sawyer.”

Callie let out the softest, most pathetic whimper I’d ever heard. And, part of me wondered if it was meant for me. But, after a minute of almost painful silence, Callie cleared her throat. Her breathing was shaky, and I could tell she was doing her best to hide it.

“Can you at least think about it?” I asked.

Yet more silence. Part of me wanted to tell her to forget it; I’d just visit my mom on my own and tell Shin that Callie was sick. It wasn’t a lie, but I knew that it’d only make him worry more.

Finally, Callie broke the silence with a barely perceivable “Fine.”


Chapter 18
Callie


“Would you still think I was pretty even if I was like three hundred pounds?” I asked as I slumped against the cool glass of the passenger side window.

Kane’s hand slipped under my dress as he squeezed my knee. “You’re not like three hundred pounds.”

“No…. but I feel like it.”

For the first few months of my pregnancy, my mom kept saying just wait. One day it’ll feel like you grew over night like it was some sort of magic spell, or maybe even a curse. And, I thought that was some sort of cautionary tale to prevent me from snacking too much.

Like, oh, don’t eat spinach artichoke dip every day. It’ll make you fat. But no, she meant it. When I woke up tangled in Kane’s arms, it felt like someone had taped a lead weight to my belly, which made it impossible to get up by the way.

So impossible that I accidentally woke Kane when trying to go to the bathroom this morning. Luckily, he was nice enough to help me up. But that did very little to soothe the embarrassment caused by the situation. And now, as I sat in the passenger seat of my Volvo, my back stuck to the blonde leather with an ungodly amount of sweat… I couldn’t help but wonder how Kane felt about me.

Sure, last week, his thoughts mentioned loving me and wanting me to love him. But, part of me believed that was a fleeting dream of his. Like that had all been erased the second my suppressors had made me useless. Not that I would blame him for feeling like that–It was just… I wished he’d tell me how he felt. Especially because while I could read his mind if I really tried, my body didn’t react well to me using any of my abilities right now, and I didn’t want to chance it if I didn’t have to.

Kane’s grip on my knee tightened just enough to pull me out of my thoughts. His thumb moved in slow, reassuring circles against my skin, and I worked up the courage to look at him. His dark eyes stayed fixed on the road, but his jaw twitched like he was debating whether it was best to answer me and feed into my delusions or if my question was best left unanswered.

Realistically, it was probably the latter. Answering questions like that was a slippery slope. First, he’d tell me I’d be beautiful regardless, and then the next thing you know, I’d be asking him ridiculous things like would you love me if I was a worm?

… Hey, maybe that was something I should ask him. That way, I’d have something to go on about how he felt toward me.

“You could be three hundred pounds or even five hundred. Neither would change absolutely anything about how I feel about you,” he said, no hint of amusement in his voice.

“.... Which is?”

His eyes slid to meet mine, his features tensing as he swallowed. With how he was looking at me, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he told me he was a cannibal who wanted to eat my skin. His fingers tightened on the steering wheel before he removed them one by one before tapping them against the leather.

“You’re worse than Jace,” he said.

I blinked twice as I tried to run through the very short list of things that Jace and I had in common. Luckily, that didn’t take long, seeing as the only similarity we had was our long hair. How could I be worse than someone I had nothing in common with?

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kane let out a half laugh as he scratched at the dark stubble on his mostly shaved head. “That you both try to get me to talk about things I’m not ready to talk about.”

I cocked my head to the side as I stared at him.

“That sounds like a you problem,” I said, doing my best to keep my tone light, even if that hurt my feelings a little.

If he loved me, why wouldn’t he be ready to talk about it? Jace was.

“Callie…” Slowly, he pulled into the long brick driveway that led to his mom’s mansion. My heart beat a little faster, making me feel slightly dizzy, but I did my best to ignore it.

I let out a long, low breath as if emptying my lungs would make room for the anxiety in my chest. My mind raced with everything that could happen within the next few hours, and none of them were good. Shin could reduce anything he touched with all five fingers to ash. What if he touched me? What if this was all some crazy villain scheme to lock me in a basement and steal Sawyer? If I forced myself to throw up right now, would Kane take me home?

The way he looked at me said no.

“Take a breath, Sweetheart.” He coached, pressing the button beside the steering wheel.

My SUV came to an instant stop, the dome light turning on as the car beeped at us, almost like an alarm clock. But, instead of waking me up, it told me it was time to walk into a nightmare.

Kane shifted in his seat before cupping my chin, giving me no choice but to look at him. His calloused fingers were rough on my skin, and I tried to focus on that rather than the fact that I was about to actually die.

“Do you think I’d let anyone hurt you?” He asked.

“Yes.”

The word slipped before I could really mull over the question. Kane tipped his head lower as his eyes darkened. It felt like he was mad at me, not that I really had a way to tell.

“Repeat after me. No, Kane would not let anyone hurt me.” He ordered as he tightened his grip on me just enough to let me know he was serious.

… It was kind of hot, but I didn’t think now was the time.

“No, you won’t let anyone hurt me.”

“Close enough.”

He leaned over me to unfasten my seatbelt before getting out of the car. I’d made no progress in getting out on my own in the exactly thirty seconds it took him to open my door, so he extended a hand to help me up.

I hesitated for a moment, staring at his outstretched hand like it was a snake poised to strike. But Kane’s expression was firm, like if I didn’t take his hand, he’d yank me out of the car and carry me. So, with a sigh, I placed my hand on his.

He was surprisingly gentle as he pulled me to my feet. I wobbled for just a second before he slipped an arm around my waist. Even with his help, my gait was stumbling and unsteady. But–I blamed Sawyer. He was the one that threw off my entire center of balance.

“I’ve gotcha, baby girl.” His murmur was low and raspy, causing my stomach to flip. “Lean on me as much as you need.”

I melted into him, allowing his presence to swallow some of my nerves as we moved toward the looming entrance of Gianna’s mansion. It felt like it took us an eternity to get to the front door, and by the time we reached the impossibly tall oak doors, my breath came in shallow, visible puffs. Just like the ones normally reserved for winter.

“I thought the medicine was supposed to be helping,” Kane commented as he knocked on the door.

His words mirrored my thoughts, and I really didn’t need to hear that right now. The door creaked open, stopping my thoughts before they could spiral further.

Gianna stood in the doorway, but she lacked all the warmth she had the last time we met. This time, her expression was tight, unimpressed, maybe a little irritated at the fact I’d shown up again. Which, again, was fair.

“Kane… You’re late.” Her lips barely moved, flicking toward me before refocusing on her son. “I thought we were going to discuss family matters.”

“We are… I brought her for Shin.”

“Or—I could go sit in the car if you don't want me in—”

“Calista! You came,” Vexxas called as he stepped into my line of sight.

He was dressed in a navy polo that hung from his lithe frame. Between that and the cargo shorts… he didn't seem as intimidating as he did last week. Maybe it was just because we were here in the daylight.

He quickly approached us, shoving Gianna out of the way before wrapping me in a tight embrace. I froze, expecting to be reduced to ash any minute. So much for Kane not letting anyone hurt me.

But, as I held my breath, trembling in his arms… I didn't disintegrate. I didn't even feel uncomfortable. Instead, I felt… comforted, weirdly. I took a deep breath, wrapping my arms around him as some herbal smell I couldn't place filled my nose.

He pulled away, and that’s when I noticed the strange, leather gloves that covered his thumb, pinky, and palm.

“Oh, you're so beautiful,” he said, cupping my chin as he smiled down at me.

I blinked twice. Maybe he had killed me. That was the only way that this would make sense. But, as the strangely comforting warmth of his hands sunk into my skin… I realized this was real.

A lump formed in my throat as I imagined this meeting in a different timeline—one where Sulien brought me here on his arm, and we told his dad about Sawyer exactly like we planned to do directly after the showcase.

“You…. you look like him.” I fought through the words as my eyes began to burn.

Shin’s smile faltered for a moment, replaced by something softer, more somber. He reached up, wiping away a stray tear with his thumb before looping his arm in mine.

“You come with me. Kane has his family; I want time with mine.”

I expected Kane to protest, or to at least follow me. But he let go, allowing Shin to tug me through the house. The low heels on my shoes clicked against the marble flooring as Shin dragged me into a room that felt like it was taken directly out of a history book.

Wine-colored chairs surrounded a circular coffee table, and a cold fireplace sat in the background. Shin guided me to sit before beaming down at me.

“You look hot… Are you hot?” Shin asked, each word coming faster than the last.

“I… uh, yeah, a little.”

His lower lip jutted out as a look of concern crossed his face. “You sit–I’m going to go get a few memories and some things to cool you down.”

Before I could protest, Shin was gone, leaving with far too much energy for someone who’d allegedly been deathly ill just months ago… But again, the constant go go go reminded me of Sulien. I let out a sigh as I leaned into the armchair, closing my eyes as I rubbed the curve of my stomach.

Sawyer wasn’t moving as much today, and I wondered if the heat was getting to him too. I hoped it wasn’t, but then again, considering I was already on suppressors, there wasn’t much I could do. My head suddenly felt heavy, leaving me to tip it back into the velvet of the chair. Just as my body started to tingle, something cool and damp hit my forehead.

My eyes snapped open to see Shin staring down at me, mumbling something in a language I didn’t understand as he pressed a rag to my skin. His brows were furrowed in a look of complete and utter concentration, one that shattered the second he noticed me looking at him.

“You’re too hot,” he said, taking a step back. “Isn’t Kane helping you? Or Jace, for that matter?”

The concern in his voice caught me off guard. And, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say Vexxas was actually worried about me.

“I… they don’t need to help me. I’m okay.” I forced a smile as I sat a little straighter.

The action caused a dizzy feeling to wash over me, but I did my best to pretend to be okay.

“You remind me of my wife–too strong for your own good.” He accused, his eyes narrowing in frustration before he grabbed a coffee cup off the table and pressed it into my hands. “Drink. It’ll help.”

My lips parted to argue as my gaze flicked toward the steaming yellow liquid in the cup. There were small bits of what looked like lemon rind in the bottom. I didn’t trust it.

“It’s tea.” He explained as he took a seat across from me. “I used to make it for my wife when she was pregnant with Sulien… She swore it made her feel better.”

… Why was he being so nice to me? Was this real?

I hesitated, allowing the citrus-scented steam to waft up. Shin motioned for me to take a drink, and I humored him by taking the world’s smallest sip. The tea was citrusy and sweet, and while I liked it… I couldn't figure out why Vexxas wasn’t killing me on the spot.

“You’re a lot… nicer than I thought you’d be.”

Shin jerked back into his chair, staring at me as if I’d grown a second head.

“Nice? Callie, this is the bare minimum that a father can do for his daughter-in-law.”

My heart lurched at the knowledge that I would have married Sulien if fate had been a little kinder.

“My dad never did anything like this, and he’s, well, my dad,” I said, trying to diffuse the situation.

Shin’s expression softened as his initial shock melted into something sadder, almost pained. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees; his leather gloves creaked as he clasped his hands together.

“I knew your father for years before you and your siblings came along,” he said calmly.

“I know… He’s your nemesis.”

Shin’s eyes widened as he barked out a laugh. “That’s what the media likes to call us… Did you know I used to work with Flynn?”

My grip on the cup tightened as I tried to hide my surprise by taking another sip.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I swallowed my tea.

Shin held up a finger before waltzing over to an ornate bookshelf nestled in the corner. He ran his finger along the leather-bound books as he looked for something; I just had no idea what.

“Drink more tea–it’s good for the baby,” he commanded as he continued his search.

I listened, not wanting to upset the most dangerous man in the world. But, the longer I sat with Shin…, the less he felt like the man my father had made him out to be. Dangerous men killed people, and I guess that was still true for Shin. But, what a villain of his caliber didn’t do was fawn over essentially a stranger like a doting father would.

His fingers paused for a moment before removing a thick black book. He held it with both hands as he walked back before forcing himself into the chair with me. Our legs pressed together as he opened what I quickly learned was an old photo album.

I tried to lean in to see a little better, but the action caused me to tip forward. Shin threw an arm over me, shooting me a glare before adjusting himself so I could look at the photos more easily.

“When Kane said you were coming–I’d wanted to talk about Sulien… but this seems like information you need to have too.”

My gaze dropped to the pages splayed across our laps, and my breath caught in my throat as I took in the first black-and-white photograph. I reached out, my fingers dancing across the glossy material as I took in a photo of Shin and my Father. Both of them seemed impossibly young, probably around Sulien’s age, and they were dressed in matching super-suits, the front of which was decorated with what looked like a version of the Aegis symbol.

“I came to America on one of the first-ever heroing visas,” Shin explained. “When I got off the plane, I was stationed in Pittsburgh and assigned to be your father’s partner.”

My heart fell to my stomach as Shin flipped the page to reveal yet another photo of him and my father. This one appeared to be taken from a newspaper.

“I… How?” This whole situation was so hard to grasp that it caused my head to hurt.

Shin shrugged, pushing the cup in my hands up with one finger, signaling that, yet again, he wanted me to drink.

“We were a good team too. He could fight the villains while I rescued anyone who was trapped.” Shin said as if that made any of this easier to swallow.

“If this is true, how did you two end up like this?”

“Your father has a very strong sense of justice… Because of that, he believes the world exists in black and white.” Shin gestured with his hand as he spoke. “I’ve always believed that gray exists and that no matter how hard you try, that black-and-white divide never will.”

I nodded before motioning for him to continue.

“Because of that, I refused to tell the public that every action I took was squeaky clean.” His voice dropped to an almost conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t lie. And sometimes, saving lives involved dirty, ugly choices, ones I would apologize for but wouldn’t sweep under the rug.” He tapped the photo with his pointer finger. “In that picture, I saved twenty people from a burning building.”

“Wow, that’s–”

“Ahht, I’m not done speaking.”

I placed my hands up in a placating gesture, allowing Shin to continue.

“There were five people who died, and I knew if I wasted even a moment trying to save them–which would have been impossible. That there would have been more casualties… But, that line of thinking was villainous.” Shin sounded calm, but the way his face twisted told me he was still pissed about the situation. “From that moment on, your father didn’t think I could be a hero… so he made sure the world saw me as the villain.”

My eyes nearly bugged out of my head as I stared at Shin, my ears ringing from the metaphorical bomb he’d just detonated. My dad had always talked about Vexxas like he was some sort of rabid animal, something meant to be feared and avoided. But now, hearing Shin’s side of the story and seeing the proof made my head spin.

“Why would he do that?” I whispered.

“Calista, the heroing world has a lot of shady areas. Ones that make the life of a villain seem like the moral path. And while I can’t explain everything, I can say: I’m glad you’re away from the rest of your family–even if it hurts.”

“I–why?”

Even if my family wasn’t perfect, they were still just that. And, if Shin was a family man, wouldn’t he want me to be close to my kin?

“Because I know for a fact that your father will do anything to get what he wants.”


Chapter 19
Shin


My knees ached against the wooden floor as I kneeled before the photos of Sulien and his mother, Eun. My eyes closed as I sunk my teeth into my lower lip, doing my best not to come undone at the knowledge that I had survived everyone I’d ever loved.

My chest constricted as I tried to breathe, and though I wanted to keep my head bowed for prayer, today, that weight seemed too heavy to bear alone. I apologized to my loved ones for being rude as I tipped my head back, trying to rationalize how this was what my life had become.

For over two decades, the Seos and Voltarises had been mortal enemies. It was the way Flynn Voltaris had decided the world should work and what America’s top hero said went. That alone wouldn’t have been too bad. Flynn’s hubris was bound to be his undoing, and that made him less than worthy of being my adversary. Then, he’d entered into an arranged marriage with Ruby. Between their endless pockets and boundless connections, they controlled everything–hospitals, universities, banks, even grocery stores, and that was what made the life of a villain a hard one.

When Sulien said he had started dating the youngest Voltaris, I was apprehensive, to say the least. I tried to talk sense into him, but my boy was stubborn. And if I could go back in time, I would have been more supportive of the relationship. If I had been more enthusiastic about their courtship, would he have come over more?

Sulien was busy, and I was partially to blame.

I’d put a lot of weight on his shoulders with my diagnosis, but I always told him he didn’t have to help. Unfortunately, my boy was a hero at heart, and I needed help. Despite the fact that Gianna could have paid for my treatments, she refused. She also cut my salary; I’d been lucky that she let me continue living here.

I’d told Sulien all of that in hopes that he’d understand why I wasn’t going to pursue treatment. I was going to let the cancer overtake me; that way, I wouldn’t burden my son. But he refused.

For years, he was all work and no play. That was until she came along. Thanks to Callie’s last name, I didn’t approve of their relationship, and I’d made that known. Her father had destroyed the integrity of the heroing career, making it nothing more than a show for the public. But I should have trusted Sulien’s judgment because Callie wasn’t like her father. She seemed blissfully unaware of the seedy underside of heroing, the one her father had all but pioneered. And, just as my son had promised, she was kind.

Since we had spoken on Sunday, she’d come over every day to spend time with me. The visits never seemed premeditated. Instead, she’d call me and ask if I was busy. Even if I had been in the middle of something, I would have said I was free just to see her.

I’d always wanted a daughter, and while my bond with Callie wasn’t quite that, I couldn’t thank Sulien enough for putting her in my life. If given the choice, I’d rather have him, but it wasn’t for me to decide who lived or died, and it was just like him to make sure I had someone to hold on to.

I heaved in a breath, one so deep it hurt my chest. Swallowing hard, I looked back down. From the corner of my eyes, I spotted my phone, and that’s when I realized I’d yet to receive my daily call from Callie.

My gaze stayed trained on the phone as if that alone would make her call. After a moment of silence, I reached for the device and dialed her number.

She’d added herself to my contacts, but I’d never liked using that feature of my phone. If someone was important to you, remembering the seven numbers required to reach them was nothing.

I held my breath as I placed the phone to my ear, counting each melodic trill as if the speed at which she answered would give me information she herself wouldn’t.

Once… Twice… The line clicked just as the third ring started.

“Shin? Are you okay?” Callie said, her voice far rougher than it ever deserved to be.

My pulse spiked, and I pressed a hand to my chest as if that could calm my heart.

“You call me every day,” I said, not wanting my concern to bleed into her. “It’s rude to not keep your plans.”

“I’m sorry.” Her covers rustled as she shifted around. “I was going to, I promise. I just–”

“Are you home alone?”

“Jace is here.”

My eyes rolled at the mention of the Rossi boy. Jace had exactly two brain cells, and instead of working together, they were in a fight to the death.

“He is an idiot, where’s Kane?”

Her breath hitched, and suddenly, the air around me felt denser. Like I was trying to breathe maple syrup.

“Calista, where’s Kane?” My knuckles blanched as I gripped my phone far harder than I should of.

“Work.” She said, voice shaking.

“I’m coming over.” A sharp pain stabbed through my knees as I forced myself to stand, phone nestled between my shoulder and cheek. “Do you have medicine? Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

“Shin, you don’t have to–”

“Ah, ah, ah.” I tsked, my brow lowering at her protest. “I am your family. You are sick. It is my job to take care of you.”

She sighed. Why did my son have to pick such a difficult woman? Had no one taken care of her? Obviously not. That’s why she had no manners when it came to this subject.

“Well? Do you need anything?” I snapped.

“I–I don’t think so? I have water, and I think we have more medicine.”

“Think? Callie, you need to know. What if you need more in the middle of the night and I’m not awake to help? I’m coming over.”

Her protest was immediate, but her voice was far too rough for me to listen. “Shin, please. You don’t need to—”

“We are not doing this–the boys may let you do whatever you want, but I know what’s best. I will be there in half an hour, don’t move until then.”

I hung up before Callie could argue with me. Shoving the phone in my pocket, I made a mental list of everything she could need.

Callie had been fevered every time I’d seen her, and if it was making her too sick to function, I needed to know. Maybe, if I could do enough, her pregnancy would end differently than Eun’s.
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The world outside Sulien’s apartment was cold and dreary, the kind of weather that made my joints hurt. Gianna had warned me that it’d be best for me to stay home, but that woman never thought about anything she couldn’t see in a mirror.

I reached into the passenger seat, grabbing the paper bags full of supplies. The weight pressed into my hands as I marched to the security door. In the past, Sulien would either greet me or prop the door open. Either action would have resulted in Callie being in trouble. I glared at the steel for a moment before sitting the bags down.

Carefully, I removed the makeshift gloves covering my palm, thumb, and pinky. With my hand uncovered, I placed it flat against the door—an orange glow formed under my hand, one that spread as the metal became malleable. After a minute, my hand pushed through the obstacle as if it had been made of wet tissue paper. I patted around for a moment to find the doorknob before twisting it open with two fingers. It groaned open, and I readjusted my gloves before picking up my bags and trotting inside.

The disgusting carpet softened my steps. The boys really let her live here? Shameful. When I reached the door, I knocked. Jace was home, and the least he could do was let me in. I didn’t want to make this place any less safe than it already seemed.

Just as I poised myself to knock again, it opened. A scowl twisted my features as I realized Callie hadn’t listened to me. She was wrapped in a blanket, a thin sheen of sweat caused her hair to stick to her face.

“Why are you up?” I pushed myself into the apartment. At least the place was clean.

“I–you knocked.” She protested.

“What if it had been someone dangerous? Where’s Jace?” I plopped the bags on a table near the entryway.

“Sleeping, he–”

“Go sit.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, silently cursing him for being such a child. When someone you loved was ill, you needed to care for them.

She tried to fight me, but I pushed her toward the couch. Poor thing didn’t have much to give. That or she knew better than to resist me. After guiding her down, I returned to the bags.

I’d grabbed a few things from the store, mostly fever reducers and gel sheets for her forehead, but under them, I brought a few things Eun swore by. A jar of yuja-cha to make tea and a thermos of soup I’d asked Gianna’s chef to make yesterday. I knew Callie wasn’t feeling well. I should have forced her to stay in one of our guest rooms. That way, she would have been in capable hands.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Callie struggling to stay upright. Her eyes were half closed, and every few seconds she’d jerk a little straighter. I crept behind her, readjusting her blanket before making her lay down. She resisted for a beat and I shot her a look. After that, she gave in, sinking into the cushions.

“You don’t have to–”

“Quit saying that,” I warned. “You’re sick; I’m here. Let me take care of my grandson and his stubborn mother.”

She stared at me for a moment, but eventually her eyes fluttered shut. With that out of the way, I tucked the blanket around her more securely before I finished unpacking. I placed the thermos on the coffee table before grabbing the gel sheets and medicine. Carefully, I tore a sheet from the pack before pressing it to her forehead.

She shivered, her eyes cracking to meet mine.

“What now?” I asked, trying to sound irritated as I fell back on my heels.

Her lips curved into a faint smile. “Thank you.”

My eyes widened. “Don’t do that, not yet. Once you’re better, you can say it then.”

She nodded, and I twisted the lid off the thermos before grabbing the spoon. The scent of chicken and ginseng filled the air.

“You’re different than I thought you’d be.” She murmured as if talking to herself.

I arched a brow, scooping up a spoon of soup before blowing on it. Part of me wanted to ask what she thought I’d be like, but then I remembered she, like most of the world, had been brainwashed by hero media. To Callie, I was probably a monster.

“I thought you’d hate me.” She continued.

“Why?” I nodded toward the spoon, hoping she’d realize I wanted her to take a sip.

She hesitated before leaning over just enough for me to feed her. I patted her head as she swallowed.

“Because of my dad.” The way her voice broke caused my stomach to flip.

“Let me make something clear,” I said, trying to sound firm but not harsh. “You loved my son, and now you’re carrying his son. You are family, and in my family, we don’t hold grudges.”

Her lip quivered as tears formed along her lashes.

“What?”

“I just–” She cut herself off with a breath. “You want me in your family?”

My jaw clenched. Flynn Voltaris was a terrible human, but I assumed that behavior was limited to the streets. Unfortunately, I’d been wrong. And while I couldn’t undo whatever he’d done to Callie, one thing was for sure: She was no longer his daughter. In my eyes, she’d forever be mine. But, for now?

“Stop that,” I said, feeding her another sip of soup. “You are no burden, Calista Voltaris. When you are with me, you are wanted, and you are loved.”

Before I could react, Callie unwound herself from the blanket. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders as she buried her face in my neck. The warmth of her skin caused me to sweat. She shook as a sob wracked her body, and my eyes began to burn as I comforted her.

Never did I think I’d pity a Voltaris, but here I was. WindWeaver had dared to hurt what was mine. The next time I saw him, he would die. It was as simple as that. But none of that mattered until Callie was healthy and Sawyer was here.


Chapter 20
Jace


Two weeks later…

With the way Shin was doting on Callie, you’d think he was her actual dad. Ever since I caught him in our apartment, he’d been hyper-vigilant about everything involving her and the baby.

Doctor’s appointment? He needed to know.

A slightly higher fever? He needed to know.

She sneezed—you get the idea.

The most important of Shin’s rules? Callie was not to be left alone. And while I thought she was an adult—perfectly capable of not dying or burning the place down when left unattended—Shin wasn’t someone you defied.

Not if you wanted to stay alive, anyway. And me? I had a pretty girl and a baby on the way. I needed to stick around for at least five more years. Hopefully longer, but hey—I’d take what I could get.

That said, as over-the-top as Shin’s rules were, the guy had a point.

Callie’s body had adjusted to a higher dosage of suppressors far quicker than her doctors anticipated. And, while they still kept her abilities in check, Sawyer burned through them–pun intended. At first, I thought we could manage it.

Shin had loaded us up with a laundry list of remedies he’d used to help his wife during her pregnancy with Sulien. It was comforting to know we had tested ways to cool her down. But Shin’s wife still died, and according to Shin, Callie was heating up much faster than she did.

The only silver lining? Callie was a super, and Shin’s wife wasn’t. That made her more durable, so she’d probably be okay. Still, knowing all of this, I was grateful I’d officially given up my whoring-around days. Now, I could focus on being there for her.

She was due right after I started nursing school in January, so I’d be able to take care of her up to the final stretch. What happened after I started school? That was a future Jace problem.

For now, my only job was to make sure Callie drank her tea and ate the ice-cold pears Shin swore up and down would help. I wasn’t sure if there was any science behind his home remedies, but Callie liked both.

At least she had liked them—until a few days ago. She’d woken up on Tuesday and had refused to eat since. We assumed it was just the fever. If we could help cool her down, she’d feel better.

So, we cranked up two air conditioners, set them as cold as they’d go, and locked her in Sulien’s room. That worked to cool her down a little, the only problem? That made Callie fucking miserable.

She’d been shivering and crying anytime Kane or I left her alone, but that room was too God damned cold for anyone not running a 110-degree fever.

Because of all of that, I’d been wanting to take her to the hospital for two days, but both Kane and Shin said absolutely not. Unless it was an emergency, they wouldn’t help us.

With all of that in mind, I put on a hoodie and made Callie a glass of whatever citrus tea Shin had sent us. She said it tasted better warm, but unfortunately, I couldn’t justify heating it when she was the temperature of the sun.

The door creaked as I nudged it open, bracing myself both for the chill and the sight of Callie curled up in the bed. Somehow, it was easier to prepare for the cold. I wasn’t phased when the icy air snuck up the sleeves of my hoodie, causing a chill to run down my spine, but seeing Callie covered in sweat as she weakly cried into the pillow caused my chin to tremble. I ignored it, electing to clear my throat and put on a brave face.

“Hey, Princess, I’ve got some tea for you,” I said softly, sealing the door behind me.

Callie stirred at the sound of my voice, her head lolling to face me.

“Jace,” she whimpered, her voice barely audible over the hum of the air conditioners.

Forcing a smile was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. “Yes, beautiful?”

She heaved in a shaky breath before reaching up, her arms falling to the mattress almost as quickly as she raised them.

“I need you.” She pleaded.

The raw desperation in her voice gutted me, and without thinking twice, I crossed the room, placing the tea on the nightstand before crawling into bed beside her. The damp sheets stuck to my clothes as I laid down, allowing her to grab onto me as if her life depended on it. The second her head hit my chest, she erupted into tears.

I wrapped my arms around her, doing my best to pretend she wasn’t shaking like an earthquake as I pressed a kiss to her sweat-soaked hair. Her body burned against mine, the heat radiating off her almost unbearable, but I didn’t care. She needed me, and I wasn’t about to leave her.

“It’s okay. You’re okay.” Those words sat heavy on my chest, mostly because they felt like lies. “Daddy Jace has you, you’re alright.”

I’d hoped to make her smile or at least stop crying, but she held onto me tighter. It was like she was afraid I’d disappear if she even dared to let go.

“I’m so tired, and my skin is on fire.” Her words punched a hole straight through my heart.

I pressed another kiss to her temple as I tried to desperately fight off the tightening in my throat.

“I know, Princess. I know,” I murmured, gently rocking her, unsure what else to do.

Her fingers twitched against the fabric of my hoodie as she tried and failed to grab a handful. The second she realized she failed, she let out a shaky sob, one so powerful it seemed to rattle her whole body.

How the hell were we supposed to make it to January like this?

That thought caused my chest to feel like it was caving in as I held her. Her tears and sweat soaked through my hoodie, saturating my skin, and my first thought was to tell her everything would be okay. And, while I wanted it to be… right now, I wasn’t sure. She let out another gut-wrenching whimper. Directly after, her body went limp for a second before her breathing quickened.

I hadn’t loved many people in my life; usually, when I did, they died. My parents, Sulien, and everyone except for Kane had succumbed to the curse that was my affection, and unfortunately for her, I really loved Callie.

“Deep, slow breaths, Princess.” I patted her back.

Her breaths warmed my chest in rapid succession, but I could feel them slowing, even if barely.

“There you go, focus on me.” My voice broke a little as I took her hand, guiding it under my hoodie so it could rest just above my heart. “Focus on that… it’s all yours.”

Her shaking lessened as her breathing started to even out, and I closed my eyes, silently thanking a God I wasn’t sure existed. Then the sick bastard proved he was fake once and for all. Because her breathing continued to slow, and slow, and slow until she went completely limp against me.

“Callie?” My voice broke under the weight of her name, my entire body stiffening as if I subconsciously knew it wouldn’t work.

Her body remained unnervingly still as I gently shook her.

“Callie!” I said louder, pushing her off me, leaving her to fall onto the mattress like a rag doll.

Panic caused my vision to blur as I grabbed her by the shoulders, shaking her far too roughly for something as beautifully fragile as Calista Voltaris. Still, with all of that, she didn’t move. Why wasn’t she moving?

I hadn’t even realized I was screaming until Kane busted the door open. His eyes were wide, his entire body freezing as he looked at the two of us, his lips rapidly opening and shutting like he knew he needed to say something but couldn’t figure out what.

Instinctively, I scooped her up into my arms, holding her close even though every thought in my brain told me to crumble, to lie beside her and pretend this wasn’t happening. But, unfortunately, it was. This was real, and I was about to lose the only woman I’d ever loved.
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The hospital was cold and sterile. Despite the flickering overhead lights, the world felt impossibly dark. A nervous shake had infested my limbs during the ride here, one that I couldn’t get rid of, no matter how hard I tried.

I shoved my hands into my hoodie pocket as I leaned back into the stiff plastic chair, my leg bouncing up and down as I tried to get rid of the sick feeling clinging to me. Right now, I was useless to her. Kane was the one in the room, and Kane was the one answering all the questions. All I did was call her folks, and even then, I wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do.

Still, it was the only thing that made sense. When someone was sick, you called their parents. At least, that’s what my brain said was right. Unfortunately, my brain was fucking stupid, and everyone in the world could have told you that.

The glass door beside me whooshed open as Kane stepped out of her room. My lips quivered as I looked at him.

“Is she okay?” I sniveled through the words.

His lips pressed into a thin line as he walked past me, patting my shoulder twice before sitting in the chair beside me.

“She’s conscious. They’re pumping her full of ice-cold saline and have her covered in a cooling blanket… Sawyer’s okay. He’s kicking at the monitors they put on her belly,” Kane said, his voice completely void of all emotion.

What I wouldn’t have given to read his mind.

“Kane… What are we going to do?”

He closed his eyes as if he couldn’t bear to look at me before managing a weak, “I don’t know.”

“Is she going to die?” The very thought made me sick.

My partner’s eyes snapped open before narrowing in anger. “I just said I don’t–”

“Where’s Calista?” An impossibly deep voice boomed from just up the hallway.

I turned to see a towering man with long silver hair stomping toward us. Callie’s mom was there, too, nearly running to keep up with the man.

“I said: Where. Is. My. Daughter?” His voice ricocheted off the glass walls.

“You mean the one you fucking abandoned?” Kane challenged, standing toe to toe with the man. “Why the fuck are you even here? You don’t care about Callie.”

“I care more than you could ever understand. Now, tell me where she is before I treat you like the villain you are.”

Kane scoffed as shadows collected around his fingers, but Callie’s mom stepped between them, planting a hand on either of their chests. She seemed far too tense to be around her husband, almost like she was scared of him, but I chalked that up to the situation.

“Flynn, that’s the boy I told you about… The one who’s been taking good care of Calista for us.” She shot me an almost pleading smile.

His icy gaze flicked to me, and I stood, looping my arm in Kane’s.

“She’s uh… the baby’s making her sick.” I tried to be strong, but a sob forced itself to the surface.

I expected that statement to cause her father to worry more. But as his nostrils flared, and he rolled his eyes, I realized it wasn’t the case.

“I told her to abort that thing for a reason,” he said, turning to look down at his wife. “Why the hell did I let you convince me she could keep it.”

My nerves went taut as Flynn’s words hit me like a slap to the face. Callie was fighting to stay alive, and his first thought was to call her son–our son–a thing? Fucking heroes.

The shadows coiled tighter around Kane’s hands as the muscles in his jaw bunched. “If you ever talk about Sawyer like that again, I’ll fucking kill you.”

“Hey… Can we not threaten the country’s most feared crime fighter?” I whispered, pressing my lips to the shell of Kane’s ear.

I didn’t like the guy any more than he did, but I didn’t exactly crave the feeling of Flynn Voltaris punching me.

“Oh, you mean like how you degenerates are killing my daughter?” Flynn scoffed. “When I kicked her out, she was meant to be gone a day, realize I was right, and then follow my orders. But you two filled her head with the idea she didn’t need her family.”

“We are her family,” Kane barked.

“You two are nothing.”

Kane tensed, and I slipped my hand to his, using my hemomancy to keep him anchored in place.

“How noble of the whore and the thief to protect my daughter.” Flynn continued. “I’ve had the entire medical team at Aegis dedicated to finding a way to keep her alive, but I’m sure she doesn’t need us.”

Flynn tugged on his wife.

“Come on, Ruby, obviously, Calista doesn’t need us. She has them.” He gestured to us, before turning to leave.

My heart dropped as I prepared for them to go and possibly take Callie’s chance of survival with them. What the fuck were we supposed to do? Should I chase them? Beg on my knees for their help?

Ruby started to walk away, her steps much slower than her husband’s, before she stopped and looked over her shoulder. Her emerald eyes glimmered with tears.

“We can’t abandon our daughter.” She breathed, tugging on her husband.

“Ruby… she made her choice, and now she’s suffering the consequences.”

“But what if she unmakes her choice? What if we can convince her to come home?”

“She doesn’t need to unmake her choice,” Kane barked. “What she needs is for you to stop treating her like a fucking pawn and–”

I clamped a hand over his mouth. No part of me wanted to send Callie home or convince her to marry TJ, but this wasn’t something our pride could win. This was life or death, and I couldn’t risk Callie dying just because we loved her.


Chapter 21
Callie


My gaze stayed fixed on the ceiling—at least, I assumed it was the ceiling. It was hard to tell, seeing as my tears blurred everything around me. The cooling blanket on top of me was heavy and uncomfortable, and all I could focus on was the soft whooshing noise of the water running through it.

Sawyer was squirming, and I knew that meant he was okay. But, as much as I loved my son, that fact made me a little sad because I knew I wasn’t okay.

My chest burned with every shallow breath I took, and my limbs felt completely immovable. I was trapped in my body, a prisoner to the heat and exhaustion that clung to me like a wet cloth over my face.

Was this what dying felt like?

And, if I died, who would take care of Sawyer? When Sulien’s mom died, he had his dad. But, if I died, my poor baby boy would be left completely and utterly alone.

That thought scared me, but it was impossible to ignore. Every time I blinked, the edges of my vision seemed to grow darker. And right now, all I wanted was my men. I wanted Jace to hold me, and I wanted Kane to promise that everything would be alright, even if I knew it wouldn’t.

I just wanted them.

The door creaked open, and I braced myself for yet another doctor to come poke and prod at me. They already had a group of students in here, showing off what the doctor liked to call a medical miracle. If it wasn’t for my super DNA, I would have died far before I got this hot.

But, as whoever walked in got closer, I was greeted with the musky scent of wood and raspberries, and that was something I’d learned was very Kane.

I swallowed hard as I forced myself to look over just in time to see him drag the support person chair closer to me.

“Don’t force yourself to move; you need to rest.” His voice was low and husky as he settled down.

“Where’s Jace?” I loved Kane, but having just him felt like an incomplete set.

“He uh… he’s a mess right now, Sweetheart.” Kane’s lips twitched as tears collected in his eyes.

They lasted for a moment as he pursed his lips, staring at the wall as if it had something written on it.

“Is it because of me?” I whimpered, the weight of my guilt forcing all the air from my lungs.

He nodded.

“But it’s not bad… he just–he loves you.” Kane swallowed hard before scrubbing a hand across his lips. “I love you.”

Hearing those words made me feel a little better, but something in the cadence of his voice made it feel more like a funeral toll.

“I love you too.” I swallowed my words.

“No–Callie. I need you to know that I really love you.” Kane reached over, digging my hand out from under the blanket before taking it in both of his. He brushed his lips to my knuckles, his slight stubble prickling my skin. “The love I feel for you is the disgusting, cloying, all-consuming love. The type that makes you warp your goals and ambitions just to better suit what the other person needs.”

Kane’s words hit me like a wave, and not a warm one either. It was a cold, vicious one that threatened to drag me under the surface, so I’d never return.

“Why are you telling me that?” I squeaked through the tears once again rolling down my cheeks.

“You gotta go home, baby girl.” Kane’s voice cracked as he spoke.

Hearing that almost killed me. “But, I am home. You and Jace are my home.”

Growing up, I’d always been told that home is where the people who love you are. That meant there wasn’t a better place for me to be than in their arms.

But, Kane slowly shook his head. “We can’t take care of you how you need right now.”

“Why not? Am I too much of a burden? Just give me another chance–I can help around the house more or–”

“Stop.” He ordered, pressing his fingers to my lips. “You’re not a burden. Not now, not ever, and please, for the love of God, never let those stupid fucking heroes make you feel like that again.”

His voice was firm but laced with so much pain it caused my chest to ache.

“You’re sick—Sawyer is making you sick.” The whites of Kane’s eyes were slowly turning red because of how hard he was fighting his tears. “And your dad said something about Aegis having a solution… but he won’t help if you don’t go home.”

The sadness he’d been denying finally escaped, and my stomach bottomed out as Shin’s words echoed in my mind. He had been right; my dad didn’t give a fuck who he hurt just as long as he got his way. How the hell was he supposed to be the good guy when he thought like that? And I was his daughter; shouldn’t I have been immune to that rule? Was he really going to let me die if I didn’t marry Trenton like he wanted?

My throat felt like sandpaper as I swallowed. “But I don’t want to leave you.”

“And you’re not.” He promised, once again lifting my hand to kiss my knuckles. “This is temporary. Once Jace and I get our shit together, we’re coming back for you and Sawyer, okay? We’ll save up money and get a house. One with a big backyard where Sawyer can play, and you’ll never have to see them again.”

I nodded, even if it was the last thing I wanted to do. Kane’s promise sounded nice, but all I could think about was how long it would take them to do that. Hopefully, it’d be sooner rather than later.


Epilogue
Calista


Approximately six years later…

Istared in my rear-view mirror as I dabbed concealer on the yellow and red remnants of the black eye I’d earned by telling Trenton  no. Normally, these types of attitude adjustments were limited to places clothing could hide. Still, he’d been drunk last night, which meant he had been careless. 

Luckily, my super DNA meant I wouldn’t have to worry about hiding this by the end of the day. Still… I hated that I needed to do it. And I hated him.

“Princess… don’t tell me my favorite person is ignoring me.” Jace’s pout echoed through the speakers of my car.

“No, I’m not. Sorry, just tired.” I breathed, unsure how else to put it.

Kane had promised that I could move back in with him and Jace once things were settled, but after almost six years of waiting, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.

The pause in conversation was just long enough for me to picture Jace’s concerned expression. 

“You've been tired a lot recently… Is something wrong?”

“No, just–a lot of long nights.”

“Long nights with Trent?”

Trenton was probably worse than Satan himself, but because we couldn’t stand each other, we’d mutually agreed that we could see other people, just so long as the media never found out. That meant I got to keep my boys… But I also knew that if either of them ever found out Trent laid a hand on me, he’d be dead.

And I didn’t want that for them.

“Don’t.” I breathed, rubbing my temple. “Don’t you have an IV to hang or something?”

“Nah, I’m on my fifteen-minute break. The only thing I have to do is try to force down some of the world’s worst coffee.” 

The disgust in his voice made me smile for the first time all day. 

“You need to bring a thermos.” 

“How about you get a thermos and bring me coffee every morning? Kind of like how you bring me banana bread every time you and Sawyer come spend the night.”

“You know… If you and Kane let us move in again, I could just make it for you instead of bringing it to you.” I said hopefully.

Jace drew in a pained breath. “See, I’ve been saying that for the last year or so… but you know how Kane is.”

He needed everything to be perfect. Between that and the knowledge that all hell was going to break loose when my family realized Sawyer and I were gone, we needed to be prepared. But, I was tired of preparations, and while I knew I kept Sawyer safe, I wanted someone to protect me. Someone to make me feel like no one could ever touch me again. Someone who would see through the concealer and forced smiles and wouldn’t ruin their life by giving Trent exactly what he deserved.

I stared at the looming white facade of the Aegis Center in the distance as I thought about just how much better life would be when I was finally free. I just hoped that would come soon. Five years was a long time to live in fear.

“So, are you excited about your villain… thing?” Jace asked.

I swiped my tongue across my lips as I nodded before realizing he couldn't see me. 

“Villain Rehabilitation.” I corrected. “And… yeah. Apparently, someone had turned themselves in last night before specifically requesting to be part of my trial run.”

I was a little shocked when Jack called me last night to tell me. Reception to my program had been lukewarm at best, but some of the kindest people I knew were villains, and everyone deserved a chance to be exactly who they wanted to be, not who the world forced them to be.

“Do you know anything about them?” There was a hint of caution in Jace’s tone. 

He’d never say anything, but I knew the idea of me rubbing noses with dangerous people made him a little uncomfortable, to say the least. And paranoid, to say the worst. 

“Jack said it’s a Pyromancer, but he wouldn’t tell me who… I’m just going to assume it’s some scared kid who doesn’t want to be bad.” And, honestly, the idea of helping a pyromancer specifically made me smile.

It wasn’t often that I thought of Sulien Seo anymore, but I’d like to think he’d be happy that I was dedicating my life to saving villains. 

“Well… I won’t keep you. Just–call me as soon as you're done, okay?” Jace’s request made me smile.

“I will…. I love you.”

“How did you know those were my three favorite words?” He chuckled. “I love you too, Princess.”

And with that, he hung up. I quickly grabbed my bag from the passenger seat before walking toward the Aegis Center. Sunlight beat off of the hundreds of windows covering the tower, causing me to squint before I made my way inside.

It took me a few minutes to get to my wing of the building. Luckily, I knew exactly where I needed to be. By the time I got to the experimental region of the building, Jack was waiting for me, his arms crossed and a scowl on his face.

“Seriously? You couldn’t have come any earlier.” He scoffed, pushing himself off the wall.

“I’m here exactly when I said I would be.” I shrugged.

Jack let out an aggravated groan as he rolled his eyes before plucking a manilla folder off of a nearby counter and handing it to me.

“What’s this?”

“Villain info. Or anything we could get from him. The guy refused to speak.”

I tried to keep the judgment off my face as my gaze swept over my brother. Honestly, if I had a choice, I’d refuse to talk to him too. But, if I said that, I’d be the asshole. 

“Do you have any extra suppressing bands? I want to make sure I’m on a level playing field with whoever’s in that room.” I gestured to the steel door at the end of the hall.

“Why? You’re a mind reader; they’re a pyromancer. Plus–they’re villains.” 

“I don’t tell you how to do your job; don’t tell me how to do mine.” I sang, extending an upward palm to Jack. “Now, if you have an extra band, can I please have it?”

Begrudgingly, Jack reached into his tactical belt before producing a silver bracelet and depositing it in my hand. That was another thing I was proud of. I had made the impossible possible, and because of that, arrests were safer for all parties involved. 

“Thank you.” I smiled, slipping the silver onto my wrist and adjusting it to fit snugly against my skin.

Jack mumbled something under his breath, but I knew it was best to ignore my brother. With that in mind, I tucked the folder under my arm before walking into the back of the hall. Once I was in front of the heavy steel door, I waved my badge over a nearby sensor and waited for the lock to disengage.

Once I heard that click, the door hissed open, letting me inside.

“Good morning!” I called, making sure the door was sealed behind me before I turned toward the interrogation table.

I almost jumped out of my skin when I saw the man sitting at my table.

He was easily the largest person I’d ever seen, but that wasn’t what scared me. Instead, it was the metal mask adorned with devil horns.

HellPyre. 

Jack said I had a pyromancer, not the pyromancer. HellPyre killed heroes just because he thought it was fun. His very name was synonymous with carnage and destruction, and he was here.

Okay, stay calm, Callie. He was just a person, one who wanted to be better. And, if my first rehabilitation was with someone like him, everything after would be a piece of cake.

I forced myself to stay calm as I slid into the steel chair across from the most dangerous man in the world. 

“I’m excited to have you here! Is there any chance I can get you to take off your mask?” I asked, forcing myself to sound far more bubbly than I felt. “I can’t help you if I don’t know who you are.”

HellPyre stared at me, his dark eyes flickering away from mine and down to his hands. Slowly, he lifted them, leaving the chains around his wrist to rattle far before he reached his mask.

“Oh, is it alright if I help you?” I stood, reaching across the table, stopping before I got too close.

My goal was to save him, not to force him to do something he wasn’t ready to do.

For a few agonizing seconds, he didn’t acknowledge my gesture. The light in his eyes dimmed slightly as though he were retreating into himself, weighing the risk and possibly regretting agreeing to this. After a few minutes and a heavy exhale, he gave me the slightest nod.

Carefully, I unlatched the mask, doing my best to not hurt or startle the villain in front of me. But, as I stepped back, holding the heavy steel mask to my chest, what I saw caused me to stiffen. 

My heart raced uncontrollably as I realized I recognized the man beneath the mask. Though it had been years since I’d seen him, his face was never one I’d be able to forget, especially because our son looked just like him.

“... Sulien?”

His eyes met mine, a crooked smile twisting at his lips. “Oh, Sunshine. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

To be continued…?
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