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      I paced the living room in the cathedral, trying to calm down. I couldn’t. The sound of my footsteps on the stone floors echoed through the room, bouncing between the arches high above.

      Despite the curtains being open, the gray light from outside didn’t force its way into the room, and all the candles in the cathedral were lit. It gave the strange sensation that time stood still—it didn’t feel like day, and it didn’t feel like night.

      My mind raced, my heart hammered against my ribs, and my stomach twisted and turned in knots. I ran my hands over my hair, feeling the thick braid that hung down my back.

      My head throbbed dully; I hadn’t slept well the last couple of days. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the vision Terra had given me. I saw a picture of me and Dex, wearing mating robes. His face was bright, his eyes smiling. I saw us together, a mate bond so powerful, it shook the very foundations of Jasfin. We’d been destined to be together since birth.

      That part of the vision was always filled with love and light. It warmed me to see us together. Dex had always had a special place in my heart, and to know that he was my forever…

      It was here where the vision changed. I saw us together, smiling at each other, and then the picture was ripped down the middle, tearing us apart. The page with our faces on it started to burn, to crumple, withdraw, become black under the flames until the picture was ruined, and so was our union. Our mate bond was no more.

      “Why?” I cried out to Terra. “Why would you do that to me? Why would you give me someone to love, only to show me that you’ll take him away again?”

      I waited for an answer. It didn’t come.

      Since Terra had shown me the vision at Deron’s dedication ceremony, she’d abandoned me. The power had been so strong that day, inaugurating Vanya as Palgia’s new high priestess and Deron to the throne as the crown prince. The vision that had followed had been almost expected—when Terra was present and her power so thick it drowned everyone in the room, I often got visions of the future, of what would be, or prophecies that offered answers to questions that had been asked.

      I hadn’t asked anything about Dex. I hadn’t had questions about our future.

      “Nylah?” Ellie asked, and I jumped, whirling around to face her.

      The Queen of Jasfin stood in my living room, her red hair loose over her shoulders. Her blue eyes had a sapphire hue thanks to the deep blue dress she wore. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” she added when she saw my wide eyes.

      I waved my hand, taking a deep breath, trying to ease the anxiety. “It’s okay, I was deep in…thought.” I would have said reflection, but with Terra present, was that what it was?

      Ellie frowned. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, fine,” I said and walked to one dark neo-baroque couch facing the hearth. I traced my fingers along the golden thread that outlined the couch, drinking in the warmth that came from the flames in the gigantic fireplace.

      I hoped to Terra that it would warm me. I felt like I’d frozen over.

      A servant had stoked the fire early this morning. Despite being on the cusp of summer, the weather was cold. Rain hadn’t stopped falling for days, and a chill hung in the air, as if it tried to hold onto the winter rather than reaching for the sunlight that lay ahead. I’d opened the drapes that covered the tall ogival arched windows in my cathedral this morning and shivered at the cold it let through.

      “Here.” Ellie held out a parcel, wrapped in silk and tied with a ribbon. “Dex sent it.”

      I smiled despite my panicked state of mine. Dex had traveled to Gloverbalt this week to inspect one of the warrior academies and see his nephews and his sister, who all lived there. When he went, he always brought me back something.

      When I pulled the ribbon, the silk unfurled, and I held bags of herbs in my hand. They were for the tea I brewed.

      I pressed them against my nose and breathed in deeply. The scent of the herbs was divine, bringing along with them the scent of the ocean.

      I looked at Ellie, and a small smile rested on her lips. She didn’t say anything, and neither did I. We both knew Dex and I had a special relationship.

      I carefully wrapped the parcel up again and put it on a shelf nearby. I would use it later.

      My stomach twisted, and panic returned, replacing the momentary joy I’d felt about receiving Dex’s gift.

      “How’s Deron doing?” I asked, focusing my attention on Ellie.

      “He’s still the same,” she said with a sigh and sank onto the couch for me. “I don’t know what’s going on. The healers tell me he’s out of the danger age—anything before a year old is a problem, but at eighteen months, he should be okay. I just don’t feel like he is, and it scares me.”

      I summoned a servant for tea.

      “I wish I could do more,” I said.

      After Deron’s dedication ceremony, he’d gotten sick. The healers had all tried laying hands on him, to no avail. I’d tried, too. The fact that it hadn’t worked only proved to me that Terra had abandoned me.

      Where was she? What had I done to deserve this?

      “The physicians aren’t too worried,” Ellie continued. “They said he’ll heal on his own if we can’t make a difference. I’m holding onto that, but it scares me that we can’t use magic to help him. He’s the crown prince, he’s the Fae heir to the throne. What if something happens to him?”

      “Nothing will happen to him,” I said firmly, taking Ellie’s hand. “Terra won’t allow that. You and Ren have been through enough.”

      Ellie nodded, but she didn’t believe me. I didn’t know if what I’d said was right, either. I fully believed Terra would spare Deron, but that didn’t mean that Terra wouldn’t give something only to take it away again. Not after that vision.

      “What’s going on with you?” Ellie asked, turning her attention to me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been withdrawn for a while now, and something’s bothering you. I can see it. Don’t try to deny it.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again. I didn’t want to put the vision to words. If I did, that would make it true.

      Who was I kidding? Terra didn’t give me visions or prophecies that weren’t fulfilled in the end.

      “I had a vision,” I said.

      The servant brought our herbal tea, and I waited for her to put the silver tray on the coffee table and leave again before I continued.

      Ellie waited in silence for me to speak. I wished she would fill it with something else, but she wanted to hear me out. She was a wonderful friend. She wasn’t only my queen, she had become like a sister to me. I could lean on her and confide in her as much as she did with me.

      “It was about me and Dex,” I added.

      Ellie’s face was expressionless, so I kept going

      “We were destined to be together since birth.”

      “Really?” Ellie asked, surprised.

      I nodded. “I saw it in the vision.”

      “Did you only find out about that now? Or have you always known?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’ve always had a special place in my heart for him, and I believe he feels the same. But in the vision, we’re together until Terra rips us apart.”

      “What?” Ellie cried out. “Why?”

      “I don’t know that, either,” I sighed. “I don’t understand it. Why would Terra do that?”

      “Have you asked her?”

      I nodded. “She won’t talk to me. I don’t know what’s going on. I just know that I have this pressing feeling in my chest, like I’m suffering from a broken heart. Except it’s not broken yet. At least, it shouldn’t be.”

      Ellie frowned. “What do you mean, it shouldn’t be?”

      I glanced at her and reached for my tea. I blew on the top of it, stalling. Ellie reached for her tea and sipped it in silence. I glanced at her over the rim of my cup.

      “I’ve always loved Dex, Ellie,” I finally said.

      Her eyes widened with surprise. “What?”

      I nodded. “He’s always been there for me, willing to help me, to fight for me, to stand by my side. We grew up together as kids.”

      “You and Dex and Ren.”

      Ellie had learned a lot about our childhoods since she’d come to live at the palace. The three of us had been together for over five hundred years, and we’d been friends since infancy. It had only been right when we’d started working together as adults—Dex as general in Ren’s army, and me as the high priestess of Jasfin. Ren as king, of course.

      “I didn’t realize you were that close to Dex. Does he know?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve never told him in so many words. Whether he knows is a different story. We’ve always been close…” My voice broke when a lump rose in my throat and tears stung my eyes.

      Ellie shook her head. “It must have been awful to find out that you and Dex would be together, only to lose him.” Her voice was soft. “Is that what you’ve been battling?”

      I nodded. “It’s not just the fact that I’ll lose him. I mean, there’s nothing between us except that we’re really close, and if I keep it that way, I guess I could be okay. What bothers me the most right now is that Terra is doing this to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s punishing me for something.” I took a shuddering breath, and tears rolled over my cheeks.

      “I don’t know if you should see it like that,” Ellie said carefully. “Terra is everything that is good. Why would she do something to hurt you?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve just…I’ve given everything to her. My whole life has been in service of Terra. I never ask for anything—being with Dex wasn’t my heart’s desire to begin with, but now she’s done this. I don’t know how to figure it out, and the more I think about it, the more it hurts. It’s like a knife stabbing into my heart over and over again, and no matter what I do, I can’t make it stop.”

      Ellie leaned forward and hugged me. I shuddered in her arms.

      “It’s going to be okay, Nylah,” she said. “It’s always okay in the end.”

      I nodded against her shoulder and held on tightly, but the problem was, I didn’t believe her that everything would be okay.

      How could it be?
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      In the breakfast room, it was just me, Ellie, and Ren. I frowned and looked at Nylah’s seat.

      “Where is she?”

      Ellie and Ren glanced at each other.

      “I think she’s eating breakfast in the cathedral today,” Ellie said.

      I pulled out my chair and sat down. “Why?”

      Nylah had been eating breakfast in her cathedral away from everyone else all week. She rarely missed breakfast with us—to her, it was family time.

      “She’s working through a couple of things.”

      “Like what?”

      Ren cleared his throat and reached for a slice of bread, already buttered by servants. He loaded a heap of jam on it so large, Ellie gave him a warning look. He smiled and then piled grated cheese on top of it.

      “It’s a reflection thing, I think. You know how Nylah can get when she’s working through something big with Terra.”

      I wanted to say something. It didn’t sound right—Nylah usually joined us, no matter what. Sure, she took a day or two off if she was really in a battle with the Goddess, but she often screened against us. How many times had she said that talking to us about whatever bugged her was an escape, and sometimes, she even got her answers?

      I didn’t know how to say it. Words weren’t my strong suit.

      Something was wrong.

      I reached for the cold cuts of meat and loaded eggs and meat onto my plate. I had a rough training program with the warriors later—I was training a bunch of new recruits—and since Nylah was absent there, too, we focused on strength and fitness a lot more than on magic.

      Fighting with magic, especially when we were at war, was Nylah’s specialty, and during the war against Palgia, and the civil war against Baut before that, she’d been particularly involved.

      There was no war at the moment. We were in the midst of peace, so I guessed it was okay that Nylah wasn’t with us.

      The truth was, I wanted her here. It was how things had always been. She belonged here with us, talking and laughing and giving me a hard time.

      I shoveled the food into my mouth, listening with half an ear as Ren and Ellie made small talk about how well Vanya was doing in Palgia.

      “I think she’s the best person for the job, and she can be close to Hazel now,” Ellie said. “I would have loved to have them here, but I think Hazel needs Vanya there.”

      Ren squeezed Ellie’s hand. “We can see them in a flash if you want, but I think you’re right. Vanya and Hazel have always been together, and Vanya has grown more and more powerful. She’ll do the country a lot of good as the high priestess.”

      Ellie and Ren kept talking, but I tuned out, and when I was done eating, I stood.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have business to tend to.”

      “Oh, you’re already leaving,” Ren said.

      “Yeah, we’re not our full party, anyway, and you’re talking amongst yourselves. I figured it’s okay for me to get going.”

      Ren nodded.

      Ellie hesitated, and then she nodded, too.

      When I left, I heard the last part of their conversation.

      “Are you sure she’s going to be okay?” Ren asked.

      “I don’t know. She looked shaken up. She’s strong; she’ll figure something out. It’s just a bad patch right now.”

      Something was wrong, and they weren’t telling me about it. It irritated me. We were supposed to be a family, closer than blood relations, especially Nylah, Ren, and me. When Ellie had come into the picture, I’d thought she would take Ren away from us, but we’d found a happy balance as time had gone and she’d taken her place by his side as his queen.

      The Queen’s arrival had completed our little group, making us four rather than three. Now, we were down to three again, and I wasn’t in the mood for being the third wheel to whatever went on between Ren and Ellie. I was happy for them, of course, but I didn’t like being stuck in the corner without someone to talk to.

      I grinned at myself, shaking my head. I sounded a bit like an asshole. Maybe I just had to admit to myself that I missed having Nylah with us.

      I walked to the cathedral and stood before the tall doors. They were a dark wood, with intricate carvings depicting battles of old and a floral design all around it, bringing together war and peace, struggle and victory.

      When I pushed open the door, the cathedral was silent.

      My footsteps echoed on the stone floors as I walked through the long hallways, passing the windows. The gray sky outside made everything seem gloomy, and the cathedral looked even more gothic than usual.

      Nylah wasn’t in the living room in front of the fire where I usually found her, curled up on one of her sofas with a book. She wasn’t in her kitchen, either. Finally, I found her in her office, bent over her desk, a frown on her face.

      “Hi,” I said.

      Nylah jerked her head up.

      “Oh, Dex.” She sounded flustered and a little short.

      I nodded slowly. “You weren’t at breakfast this morning. You haven’t been at breakfast in a while.”

      “Yes. I’ve been busy.”

      “Ellie mentioned as much. Do you need someone to talk to?”

      I liked it when Nylah reached out to me and told me what was going on in her life. I didn’t always understand it, but I liked the soothing sound of her voice.

      Nylah shook her head. “It’s nothing like that. It’s complicated. I just don’t want to be around people. I prefer solitude.”

      I frowned. “You’ve been seeing Ellie a lot. Or doesn’t she count?”

      Nylah shrugged and pushed herself up from her desk as if she couldn’t sit down any longer. She walked to a tall window and looked out over the gardens, her eyes flitting about like she saw everything and nothing at the same time.

      “I don’t know how to explain it, Dex. Sometimes, these things are just too complicated to put into words. I am busy, though. I don’t have time to chit-chat.”

      She turned around to look at me, those golden eyes boring into my soul for a moment before she forced herself to look away.

      She was distant from me, as though a whole world lay between us, and we weren’t standing in the same room.

      Something was up, and I couldn’t put my finger on it. Nylah’s attitude was strange. She wasn’t usually this secretive, this distant from me. We were closer than this. Hell, when Ellie had left Ren a few years ago, trying to save us all, Nylah had turned to me with her worries and her fears.

      When Palgia had waged war against us, we’d spent nights together, reminiscing about the past in case one of us didn’t make it, telling each other how glad we were to be in each other’s lives—that all of it had been worth it.

      Nylah and I weren’t like this.

      “What are you hiding from me?” I asked.

      Nyla looked at me, shaking her head quickly. “Nothing.”

      I didn’t believe her, but if she didn’t want to talk to me, I wasn’t going to push it. Far be it from me to demand her attention. If she didn’t want to give it to me…

      “Fine,” I said. “I have training to do. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      Nylah nodded curtly without looking at me, and I turned on my heel and marched away.

      A part of me wanted to turn around and ask her what was going on. It felt different between us, and I didn’t like it. I tried to talk to her. She could reach out to me if she needed me, she knew she always could.

      I huffed. Nylah’s distance put me in a bad mood.

      I walked to the warrior quarters and let myself out through the door that led onto the training arena where I would work with the new recruits today.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The clouds above were pregnant with more rain. It had been raining for days on end, and we had a welcome break, but it was far from over.

      The training grounds were like a second home to me. I felt the most comfortable here. The warriors’ windows looked down on the large, sanded training area, where we trained for hand-to-hand combat and where Nylah taught the warriors to fight with their magic. The sand was wet, making it muddy.

      Training was going to get messy today.

      Next to it, we had a training arena with all kinds of weapons, shields, and dummies, and behind that, a well with water. A running track led around the compound, stretching for a couple of miles. The grass was long with the rain. The gardening team would have to do something about it, but the long grass would be hard on the warriors’ legs, and they could do with the extra push.

      When we’d gone to war against Palgia, we’d had to train in the fields beyond the palace to accommodate all the other Fae soldiers who had joined us from the cities and villages in Jasfin, but when we were at peace, we trained within the palace walls.

      I turned to look at the sky. My warriors were late. I scowled.

      A moment later, the door banged open, and the new warriors walked out of the door talking and laughing, bumping each other.

      “Get your asses in line!” I barked and crossed my arms. “Is this how you treat your superiors? By arriving late?”

      They all stared ahead, standing at attention, their mouths finally shut.

      I walked up to one of them. He was a young, snotnosed Fae, still wet behind his pointed ears. His pale face was blemish-free. He hadn’t yet seen the horrors of war, and he hadn’t felt the pain of loss.

      “What’s your excuse?”

      “We were getting ready. We weren’t sure if there was training with the rain threatening, so—”

      “You don’t get to decide if you train or not. Only I decide that. And we’re training, whether it rains or not. Got it?”

      They all nodded.

      “Do you think a war will wait for us? Do you think if it rains, the enemy will turn around and say, ‘oh, the weather is bad, we’ll attack you another day’?”

      The young Fae shook his head.

      I pushed my face right up against his and almost felt his restraint not to back away from me. He stood his ground. Point for him.

      “We. Don’t. Stop,” I growled.

      “Yes, sir,” he answered.

      “I want two laps around the track!” I shouted.

      “Do you know how far that is?” another warrior asked.

      I spun around. “You’re about to find out,” I snapped. “Make it three laps, just to be sure you understand.”

      The warriors groaned.

      “Way to go, asshole,” someone muttered to their fellow warrior, and they started running.

      I shook my head and walked to the well to drink water and wait for them to come back.

      It took them an hour to complete the three laps. When they came back, their cheeks were red, and they were drenched with sweat.

      “You sound like you have a lot less to say than an hour ago,” I said, walking to them. “Let’s get started.”

      I ran them through drills—pushups, sit-ups, lunges, squats. When they’d done half an hour of punishment, I let them pair up.

      “Hand-to-hand combat training!” I shouted. “I want to see hits and parries, like I taught you yesterday. No kicks. If I see you kicking, you’re in for a world of trouble. I can think of a lot more laps to keep you busy.”

      They started fighting. By now, they were all covered in mud, their young, smooth skins dirty, their cheeks bright red with exertion, and they looked like they’d been at it all day.

      One warrior stood to the side, hands behind his back, breathing hard as he watched his comrades.

      “Are you spectating today? Taking notes?” I demanded. “Did you think a break is in order?”

      “We’re an uneven number, General,” he said quickly. “I didn’t have a partner to pair up with.”

      “You’ll face me, then.”

      He swallowed hard, but he turned to face me. Good. I didn’t want to put up any insubordination. We started fighting, and I ran through the drills with him. He parried my blows and reciprocated. It was impressive—the new recruits had a lot of potential.

      My mind drifted to Nylah, and I clenched my jaw. I punched harder, fought back when the kid came for me. When I delivered my blows, which got harder and harder the angrier I got, he struggled to block them. I knew I was taking it out on him, but my frustration took over.

      My vision clouded, and adrenaline pumped through my veins. I fought harder and harder. I was on edge, twitchy, struggling to reel it back in.

      When the warrior tripped and fell to the mud, I lunged forward, ready to finish it. Only when he cried out did I realize the others had stopped fighting and were all watching us. The kid looked up at me with wide eyes, breathing hard.

      I stepped back and cleared my throat.

      “Good job,” I said. “Get up.”

      The warrior struggled to his feet. I looked around. Everyone seemed beat. They were all exhausted, hanging on each other to keep standing.

      “You’re done for the day,” I barked.

      They sagged with relief and hobbled out of the arena. They were going to feel it in the morning.

      I pressed my fingers against my sternum. I had an itch in my chest I couldn’t scratch.

      Ren stepped out of the door when the warriors approached, and they all bowed to him.

      He nodded at them before he came to me.

      “That was a hard training session,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “You’re pushing them very hard.”

      “It’s the only way to snap them into shape.”

      Ren nodded. “I hear you…but they’re not machines. They can’t all train as hard from the start as you do now. You’ve had a lot of years’ training.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you questioning my method?”

      “No. You’re good at what you do. The warriors are in good shape. I wouldn’t have kept you on here if I thought you weren’t doing a good job. But you can’t take out your feelings on them.”

      I bristled and wanted to clap back with a snarky remark, but I swallowed it. Ren was like a brother to me, but he was still my king. He was also right, which pissed me off.

      “How’s Deron doing?” I asked, changing the topic instead.

      “He’s the same,” Ren said, and his face clouded. “He’s not getting better. He’s not getting worse, which I thank the goddess for every day. Will you come see him?”

      I frowned. “What can I do?”

      “I don’t know. At this point, I’m out of ideas. He’ll like seeing you, anyway. He loves you.”

      I grunted. Deron was cute. He was the spitting image of Ren, and if the power he presented now was anything to go by, he would be a king to be reckoned with one day.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll see him.”

      Ren and I walked into the palace. We followed the hallways to the royal quarters, where the king and queen slept, spent private time, and where the royal nursery was situated.

      When we walked into Deron’s large nursery, I could sense the sickness. It hung in the air like smoke.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Ren admitted. His brows knitted together in worry. “That’s what bothers me so much. We’re not getting anything from Terra, either. Nylah is asking, but it’s…it’s not working.”

      I put my hand on Ren’s shoulder. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I wish I knew that for fact,” Ren sighed as we passed the play area with the giant bean bag chairs and the bed fit for the crown prince. “I don’t know if I’m a paranoid parent or if this is really bad, but I keep expecting the worst.”

      I wish I knew what to say to make Ren feel better.

      We neared Deron’s playpen, where he lay on the spongy floor, his head on a pillow. He held a bottle in pudgy hands and kicked his legs listlessly while he drank.

      When he saw me and Ren, he offered us a grin around the bottle.

      His cheeks were bright red with fever, his dark hair matted with sweat. He wore only a t-shirt and his diaper.

      “Hey, big guy,” I said and let myself into the pen. “You’re looking a little under the weather, huh? Your cheeks are as red as my warriors’ cheeks were. Have you been fighting the bad guys behind our backs?”

      I tickled Deron, and he giggled weakly.

      I glanced up at Ren. “I don’t have healing power.”

      “No, but you have something. Just try, please.”

      The pleading tone in the King’s voice killed me, so I nodded.

      I put my hand on Deron’s chest and grinned at the little guy, who looked at me with cobalt eyes. He had Ren’s hair and pale complexion, but his eyes were Ellie’s, even though both his parents’ eyes were blue. There was no doubt that the powerful Queen looked back at me when I looked at Deron.

      I pulsed my magic into him, and he dropped his bottle. He squirmed and whimpered.

      “Hi,” I heard Ren say, and when I looked up, Nylah had appeared.

      She looked at Deron, her face filled with concern.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Ellie asked me to come to him,” Nylah said. Her eyes were guarded. “I couldn’t say no. Is he okay?”

      The question was aimed at Ren, who only shook his head.

      She let herself into the pen, and I was hyper-aware of her closeness. Her attention was completely on Deron—so much that she forgot to be hostile toward me.

      Her presence was soothing. When Nylah was around, her power danced on my skin, a warmth that pulsed from Terra herself. Nylah was the high priestess, and her magic could be felt by something as small as being in the same room as her.

      “Come on, little prince,” Nylah said in a soft voice. “Let’s get over this thing, huh? We have to beat it.”

      She reached for him, and I felt her magic rise around us like a tide. It grew hot, like steam. Deron calmed under her touch, her magic. It was the opposite of his niggling when I’d tried to help.

      Despite the power, nothing happened. His cheeks remained red, his eyes glassy.

      Nylah sat back on her heels, and her arm brushed against mine. At the contact, my power flared up and joined hers.

      She looked at me with sharp eyes, brows knitted into a frown.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “It’s not me,” I said. “At least, it’s not on purpose.”

      Our magic intertwined, wrapping together into a braid of power I’d never felt before.

      We looked at each other, and as if we had one mind, we both reached for Deron.

      We each took one hand, and the power that had sprung to life between us pulsed and hummed. It grew bright, as if it was a source of light all on its own.

      Deron squealed, his face twisted in a smile of pure pleasure, and he kicked his pudgy legs. He wriggled on the floor, and then he erupted in a fit of giggles that skipped around the room.

      The magic that poured from Nylah and me seemed to take hands with Deron’s laughter and skipped around with it, until the laughter died down.

      Slowly, the power faded.

      Nylah pulled Deron upright, and he sat steadily. His cheeks had returned to a normal color.

      I glanced at her, and our eyes locked. We were wrapped in a bubble, the aftermath of our power, and electricity hummed between us. She swallowed and rolled her lips. I was hyper aware of the small movements, the way he lifted her hand and touched her hair, the way her eyes drooped a little and her lips pursed together. I wanted to kiss her.

      The thought rocked me to my core. Nylah had always been a part of my life. We’d always had an attraction, but this was different.

      It was like we were in sync. When I moved my hand, she moved hers. When I made to stand, she did the same—a mirror image.

      She cleared her throat and turned away from me, breaking the synchronization, breaking the tension.

      “Oh, Goddess,” Ren gasped, and he hurried into the pen with us.

      I snapped back to reality. Ren felt Deron’s forehead, first with his hand and then with his cheek, just like a concerned parent would. Relief flooded his features, and he hugged Deron tightly.

      Deron squirmed to get out of the tight grip.

      “I don’t know what you just did,” Ren said. “I’d never seen anything like it. Thank you.”

      He called for a servant, and when one appeared, he sent for Ellie.

      “We should go,” Nylah said. “Leave them alone together.”

      She wouldn’t look at me now that it was all over. For a moment, we’d been perfectly in sync, but now she shut down on me again, pushing me further and further away.

      I reached for her, aching to touch her. I didn’t know if she meant it, or if it was coincidence, but she took a step back, beyond my grasp.

      I dropped my hand by my side, feeling her absence acutely. The magic had drawn us closer. I’d felt as if we’d been connected somehow, although we hadn’t touched at all.

      Now, in the wake of it, I wanted to touch her, to draw her closer. I wanted to breathe her in. The intensity of my need to be close to her pulled me up short.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but what would I say?

      I turned to go in my own direction.

      At least Deron was safe now. That was what mattered.

      We were mere servants to the throne—Nylah and I. That was bigger than either of us. Or the two of us together, apparently.
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      I unwrapped the leather bindings that held the scroll and dropped it next to me on the couch. Carefully, I unfurled the old brittle paper. The ink that had been written centuries ago by hands of old was faded on the yellowed paper and written in an ancient tongue called Erili. It had been a tongue studied and used by priestesses a long, long time ago.

      The language was dead now. No one spoke it anymore—not since the humans had become beings without power. The priestesses learned the language to decipher scrolls that had been passed down from generation to generation.

      The scrolls and tomes I had in my bedroom had all been given to me by my mother before she’d passed away.

      It had been centuries since I’d lost her. I’d learned to live with the loss, but days like today, when nothing made sense, I wished she was still here to tell me what to do.

      What was going on? I’d felt something when Dex and I had been with Deron together—our power had done something it had never done before. That wasn’t possible, was it? How could we never have felt this in the five hundred years we’d known each other?

      Afterward, the pull between us had been incredible. It had taken everything in me to step away from Dex, rather than to fall into his arms. It was a strange sensation, barely holding onto my control. It was almost like we’d already…

      No. I refused to believe it had something to do with us being fated mates. I wasn’t going to allow that to happen, not if I knew I would lose him. Terra was doing something to me, and I didn’t know what it was. I wasn’t interested in whatever she had lined up for me.

      I just had to stay away from Dex as much as possible, and nothing between us could happen. It was simple.

      Except…it wasn’t. How could I push away someone I’d been close to for so long? He deserved an explanation, at the very least.

      I didn’t know how I would explain any of it to him. I barely understood it myself. Yesterday, when our power had come together like that, it had been something I’d never heard of or seen before. It hadn’t been anywhere in any of my teachings. I was in uncharted territory. I wasn’t in complete control.

      That made me nervous. It was easier to back away than to face it. After years and years of learning everything there was to know from scrolls and tomes, the unknown wasn’t my specialty.

      I wasn’t going to seek Terra out and ask her, either. If she even wanted to talk to me. Usually, I spent this time of day reaching for Terra, opening myself up to whatever she might want to show me, however she might want to use me. It was during times like this that I’d found answers about Ellie and where she’d come from, answers about the war, about Vanya and Hazel and their ability to heal the Conjurites.

      Today, I wasn’t interested in talking to Terra. Two could play at the silent treatment.

      I forced myself to focus on the ancient scroll, deciphering the words as I read.

      This scroll talked about humans. I mouthed the words, reaching into the crevices of my mind for the language I’d learned so long ago as I translated the page for myself.

      Ages have passed since the Goddess, Terra, came to the earth, and she found there two species of beings who lived in harmony with each other. She saw their hearts, and she saw that they were good. She took pleasure in being around them and decided to bless them with magic that would make their lives easier—the magic of growth, the power of healing, the ability to ease burdens, and the strength to forgive those who chose the wrong path.

      I looked toward the window in thought. The rain had started to fall last night and came down in a relentless sheet that pattered against the windows, driving away any semblance of warmth that might have tried to regain footing yesterday.

      The strength to forgive those who chose the wrong path…

      That was what Hazel and Vanya had done when they’d saved those Conjurites, what Erol had ultimately done when he’d defeated the dark goddess Cyrene and brought the Conjurites back to the light.

      The Fae with their power sought to create a world of abundance, turning to the earth, and using their magic to give back to what they had already received. The result was a lush earth that bore fruit and yielded crops, with rain aplenty and a rich earth that would sustain the Fae for generations to come.

      The humans with their power chose to turn the magic inward. They developed the strength to overcome nations, to take land, to increase their own riches. They had always felt inferior to the Fae, and they believed that with their newfound power, they could grow themselves into beings that were more powerful and wealthier—beings that could rule the earth.

      Ellie had found this out, first. She’d learned that the humans had had power once upon a time, and that Terra had stripped them of it for their own good.

      Power is as terrible as it is wonderful. The Fae understood the responsibility that came with power, but the humans, who didn’t live long enough to truly learn and pass that wisdom to the future generations, didn’t know what it meant. They were in danger of becoming evil through their greed, and their weakness lay therein. Terra frowned upon the abuse of power. She hadn’t bestowed it upon the humans to spoil them, but rather to reward them for the goodness in their hearts. When she looked into them and found none, she—

      “Hello?” A deep voice yanked me out of the story I’d been reading.

      My head ached dully with the concentration to translate the words from the ancient language. I pressed my fingers against one temple.

      Dex appeared in my living room. His brown hair—always cropped short in a cut fit for a general and a warrior—was damp from the rain, and droplets clung to his fighting leathers. His green eyes were the color of the forest.

      My heart skipped a beat when I saw him. His muscles bulged under the leather that stretched over the rugged planes of his warrior’s body, and his jaw was set, eyes determined.

      I forced my feelings away. I refused to be attracted to him.

      “I just wanted to check in on you,” Dex said. “And bring you this.” He held out a flower, the petals decorated with droplets.

      I reached for the flower—it was beautiful, delicate. I wanted to smell it, but I stopped myself and retrieved my hand.

      “You’re wet,” I said instead. What a dumb thing to say.

      Dex lowered the flower, unsure what to do with it when I didn’t take it, and he nodded. “I just finished training the new recruits.”

      “In the rain?”

      “Few things wait for the rain to stop, and they should learn that they should be ready no matter what.”

      I nodded. Dex had trained many a valiant warrior, including the royal guard, and he turned them into the best of Fae. His approach could be rough, but it was tried and true. He was the general and the head of the training program for a reason.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Thank you for taking the time.” I glanced down at my scroll again.

      Dex hesitated, hovering rather than turning around to leave. I wished he would—having him here made me feel flustered. My cheeks burned, and heat washed through my body. This was exactly what I didn’t want to feel.

      “How has your day been?” he asked.

      He dropped the flower onto the desk before me.

      I glanced at the flower before looking up at him, frowning. “It’s been fine,” I said. “I’m deciphering scrolls.”

      “What are they about?” Dex asked.

      “I can’t very well know that if you stay here and keep interrupting me.” I was hostile. My voice was clipped, and Dex’s eyes grew darker. I took a deep breath. “Sorry, I’m just very busy.”

      “Right. You’re too busy with the things that keep you from talking to me.”

      “I’m not too busy to talk to you,” I countered. “We’re talking right now.”

      I knew how stupid it sounded before Dex snorted.

      “So, is it just me you’re trying to avoid, or everyone but Ellie?”

      “I’m not trying to avoid anyone,” I hedged.

      Dex shook his head and laughed without expression. “Do you think I don’t know you? It’s been five hundred years, Nylah. I know when you’re avoiding me.”

      “If that’s what you think is going on after all this time, it shows that you don’t know me at all.”

      My argument sounded as fickle as it was. Dex had it exactly right.

      I stood and carried the scroll to a large bookshelf that stood against the war wall. I propped it up on a pile of tomes. I would take it back to my room later.

      When I turned around, Dex was right behind me. My breath caught in my throat at his sudden closeness, and I tried to step away from him, but my back hit the bookshelf behind me. I was stuck—he’d trapped me between his large body and the bookshelf.

      I stared hard at his chest to avoid his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” Dex demanded.

      “Nothing’s going on.” His chest was perfectly chiseled. I could see its form through the leather that spanned his chest, embroidered with silver thread that indicated his station in the royal hierarchy.

      “Nylah,” he said. His voice was thick and deep, and I shivered as it ran over my skin like a live thing, igniting a flame deep at my core.

      You’ll just lose him if you fall for him. I had to remember what I was doing this for.

      Dex made it hard to think when he stood this close. He smelled like musk, like rain, like man, and the scent in my nostrils was intoxicating.

      “You’ll have to leave, Dex,” I said firmly.

      Thankfully my voice didn’t betray how weak at the knees I felt.

      “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on. What did I do to anger you? Why are you pushing me away?”

      “You didn’t do anything,” I replied in a breathy voice.

      “You can’t treat me like this.”

      “I don’t owe you anything.” I finally looked up at his eyes. It was a big mistake—they were dark and drowning deep. I could fall into those eyes and fall forever.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Dex bellowed, his face twisted into a mask of anger. “You don’t owe me anything? When did our relationship become a system of earning each other’s affection? We’re closer than that, we’ve been more to each other than that.”

      “So, you’re telling me just because we’ve always been close, I’m obliged to give you the attention you want?” I asked.

      My arguments were pathetic, but I needed this to become a fight. If we fought, I would stop thinking about his body and how close he stood to me, how I felt his warmth radiating from his skin.

      Dex shook his head. I felt his anger rolling off him in waves. I hated it, but anger was good. Anger replaced lust.

      “I’m not asking for attention. I’m asking for things to go back to the way they were. You’re pushing me away. You’re avoiding me, and I did nothing to deserve it!”

      He was right. My heart constricted. I was punishing him for something he hadn’t done. Terra was doing that to me, too. My mind spun. Could I tell Dex what I’d seen? I didn’t want him to know. The less he knew, the better. If he knew that we were meant to be together, he might push for it. I didn’t trust myself enough to resist him.

      “Things change, Dex,” I said tightly. “It’s a part of nature. Nothing can stay the same forever.”

      “We’re closer than this.”

      “Not anymore.”

      He pulled his lips back in an animalistic snarl, and I knew he was holding back his frustration. Dex could be terrifying—he was a strong warrior who knew how to handle himself and how to wield his power.

      I had never feared him, though. He would never hurt me. He had always been my protector.

      Instead, I was hurting him.

      Dex glared at me, his eyes locked on mine, and his chest rose and fell with his anger. I’d wished for it so that it would drive away my lust, but Dex was fighting-fit and ready to go. His muscles bulged, his clenched jaw only made his square features look that much more handsome, and my body ached for him. Warmth flooded my body and pooled between my legs.

      Dex breathed hard, and the atmosphere changed. It filled with lust, the tension bleeding out.

      He was only inches away from me. His eyes slid to my lips, and the magic between us hummed and grew just as my need for him did.

      It was the same kind of power I’d felt in the nursery when I’d gone to try to heal Deron again.

      Ellie had begged me to try one more time. I’d gone without thinking it would work, but with Dex at my side and our magic intertwined, something different had happened.

      The same kind of thing that was happening now. Apart, we were powerful individuals, but together…

      If you fall for him, you’ll lose him.

      “Dex,” I breathed.

      We couldn’t do this.

      “No,” Dex said in a thick voice. “You don’t get to push me away again. I can sense how your body reacts to me. You’re staying away for a reason, and I want to know what it is.”

      “I’m not—”

      Before I could say anything more, Dex pushed me against the bookshelf and kissed me. The shelves bit into my back, but I didn’t feel it. The little voice at the back of my mind screamed at me that I was making a mistake, but I ignored it. All that mattered in this moment was Dex, his lips on mine, and how right it felt.

      How could something that felt this right be so wrong?

      His lips were demanding but gentle at the same time. His stubble scraped against my chin. His scent enveloped me when I breathed in through my nose—musky, manly, wild. Delicious.

      Dex slid his tongue into my mouth. His tongue was hot, and I drank in the feel of him, the way he demanded to be appeased. At the same time, I knew if I told him to stop, he wouldn’t hesitate for a second.

      Dex gyrated his hips against me. He grinded his erection against my center, thick and hard and ready. I gasped as my body responded. Heat washed over me and pooled between my legs, and my skin was on fire where he touched me. Lust erupted at my core, a being with a life of its own, and it wanted more. I wanted all of Dex, and I couldn’t get enough of him. He unleashed a hunger within me I hadn’t paid attention to before, but it was insistent now.

      I moaned into his mouth. Dex cupped my breast through the thin fabric of the dress I wore. His hands were large, capable, his skin rough. My nipples poked against the fabric, erect with need. Dex’s movements were sure, his skin scalding hot through the material, branding me.

      Dex broke the kiss and moved his mouth to my ear. His hot breath sent goosebumps over my shoulders and down my arms.

      “If you have any idea what I’m going to do to you,” he breathed. “I want to taste your skin. I want you to cry out my name and beg me for more. I’m going to—”

      “Dex,” I gasped. His words tugged at my core, egging on my lust. A fire burned between my legs, and the only way to soothe it was for Dex to pin me down and take me. “We can’t.”

      “I don’t care,” Dex growled. “I want you.”

      I groaned, another wave of need surging through my body.

      Dex dipped his head into my neck and scraped his teeth along my shoulder. He pulled at the neckline of my dress, and the material ripped, giving way to him. His skin was thick and calloused, his hands rough. He cupped my bare breast and massaged it. His mouth found mine again. While he kissed me, he rolled my nipple between two fingers, and I moaned.

      Dex was a hard warrior, rough around the edges and demanding, taking what he wanted, but he was gentle with me. His onslaught drove me wild with desire, but he treated me like I was delicate, careful not to hurt me.

      I shivered with goosebumps again, whimpering as I tried to bite back my moans of pleasure. Dex kissed his way onto my chest, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. He pushed away the material that still covered parts of my chest, pushing the dress off my shoulder to give himself more room, more bare skin to work with.

      “I ruined your dress,” Dex muttered against my skin.

      “I didn’t like it that much, anyway,” I breathed.

      He sucked my nipple into his mouth, and I heat pulsated through my veins. He licked and sucked my nipple, scraped his teeth around it, and I gasped and cried out. He kneaded and massaged my other breast. After he turned me into a puddle of need, worshipping my breasts, he swapped sides and did it all again. I trembled, my knees growing weak, and his attention to my nipples sent sparks of pure pleasure to my pussy, making me ache for him.

      Dex kneeled before me. He held my waist in his hands—they were so large they could wrap easily around my waist, making me feel tiny.

      He ran his hands down my sides, my legs, and hiked my skirt up. Everywhere he touched me, my skin tingled. Under my skirt, he ran his hands up one leg. His fingers kneaded my thigh as he came closer and closer to my center. He glanced up at me, and I swallowed hard. I licked my lips and parted them again, gasping. My breathing had become shallow and erratic.

      His eyes locked on mine, dark and drowning deep, and I gasped when his fingers found my pussy.

      He growled when he pushed them into my wetness at the same time I moaned loudly, unable to bite back anymore. The feel of his strong fingers inside me, curling in a come-hither motion, made me tremble and cry out, giving myself over to the pleasure that spread through my body.

      “You’ll be my undoing,” he said in a thick voice, his evergreen eyes filled with a primal need. “I want to taste you.”

      He wrapped one hand easily around my thigh and lifted my leg, throwing it over his shoulder. He pushed my skirt aside and closed his mouth around my center.

      I cried out when he flicked his tongue over my clit. My body grew weak, and I gave myself over to the sensation, relinquishing control. I ran my fingers through his short hair and closed my eyes, leaning back against the bookshelf behind me as I lost myself in his attention to my most sensitive spot. He licked and sucked me, lapping at me, swirling his tongue around me, sending waves of pure pleasure rolling over my body. An orgasm crept nearer, and I trembled and whimpered at his onslaught.

      Dex slid his thick fingers down my slit and pushed them into my entrance. I cried out as he stroked in and out, pumping his fingers into me while he increased the intensity, sucking harder, pumping faster.

      The world fell away, and it was just me, Dex, and the pure pleasure he conjured in my body.

      When the orgasm erupted, I cried out and curled my fingers against his scalp. Pleasure rolled through my body, and I opened my mouth in a silent scream.

      When I finally came down from the sexual bliss, Dex retrieved his fingers and looked up at me again. I lowered my leg, and Dex stood. He kissed me as he came up, pulling me tightly against him.

      I reached for him and undid the intricate leather binds that held his clothing together to peel his leather shirt off his body. Dex’s body was all muscle without an inch of fat. When he moved, his muscles rippled under his skin, and he was delicious to look at.

      I ran my hand over his chiseled chest, watching the way his muscles bulged when he undid his own pants and pulled them down.

      His cock sprung free, thick and long, the tip oozing with lust. It bobbed as Dex stepped out of his leather boots and kicked his pants aside.

      He stood before me completely naked, offering himself to me. His eyes were calm when they rested on mine. He knew what he wanted, and he waited for me to tell him I wanted the same.

      I stepped forward and kissed him. I wrapped my hand around his impressive cock, and Dex sucked his breath through our lips mashed together. I pumped my hand up and down, feeling his hardness. He wrapped me in his arms, thick and muscular, and he enveloped me completely. Nothing existed right now but him.

      He pushed his hands into my hair and fiddled with the bun at the back of my head, undoing it. He ran his fingers through my long hair as it fell to my waist, stroking it, bunching his hand into a fist, grabbing a handful of my hair. He held onto me and kissed me deeply.

      Dex let go of my hair only so that his fingers could undo the buttons at the back of my dress—the few that were still intact after he’d torn half my dress away. The gown slid off my body, leaving me naked, too.

      Dex lifted me from the floor, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. His cock rested against my stomach as he turned away from the bookshelf. He carried me through the cathedral and down the hallway to my bedroom.

      I’d never brought a male into my bedroom before. It was my private room, my sanctuary. The symbolism of me letting Dex in this close, further than anyone else had gone before, wasn’t lost on me.

      It wasn’t about sex, either. It was about how close we were, about what was happening between us. Dex and I were creating something dangerous, something that could be taken away from us again.

      It would have been better to stop—safer for both of us—but we were well past the point of no return, and all I wanted was Dex close to me, against me, inside of me.

      He glanced around, looking for my bed in the dim light cast by the candles on their chandeliers, and carried me to the bed. We collapsed in a tangle of limbs, and he kissed me. His large frame pinned my body to my mattress, but Dex wasn’t here to take what he wanted from me. He was here for me. He looked into my eyes, boring deep into my soul. He ran his hands down my body, tracing every inch of me as he rediscovered who I was—the person he’d known forever was new to him all over again.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said in a gruff voice.

      “Dex,” I whispered.

      I wanted to tell him how I’d felt, that I’d been in love with him for a long, long time. The words caught in my throat. The vision I’d had flashed before me again—a picture-perfect relationship, love that defied the odds, only for it to be ripped away from us.

      I was torn. I wanted Dex, every fiber in my being cried out for him, ached for him to make me his, but losing him would hurt like hell if we walked that route. I had to stop this before it could go any further.

      It's too late, a small voice told me, you’re in too deep.

      What does it matter? my thoughts countered. This is right, and something so right can’t be wrong.

      When I hesitated, struggling to find the words, Dex relieved me from my misery and kissed me again. There was no more time for talking. I couldn’t put any of it to words.

      He moved between my legs, and my thighs fell open for him. When he pushed his cock against my entrance, asking to be let in, I threw caution to the wind. I would worry about the rest later. I was tired of fighting my need for Dex. I’d wanted him for a long time. Not only physically but emotionally, and although I was a being that moved in a different realm than the rest of the Fae, I was also only a carnal being.

      I stopped thinking and held my breath in anticipation. I cried out when he slid into me, my body stretching to accommodate his impressive size. When he was buried to the hilt, he paused, breathing as hard as I was. I trembled around him, in awe at the feel of him inside of me, of having him this close.

      Dex started moving inside of me. He pulled out slowly, so that the sensation drove me crazy. He pushed back in again with equal self-control, keeping his strokes slow and sensual. It was such a contrast to the almost animalistic way with which he’d torn my dress and carried me to the bedroom.

      Dex ran his fingers through my long hair. His eyes locked on mine, and I got lost in the bright green, the look of pure affection and of primal need that swirled in them. Power pulsed between us, thick and strong, aware of the bond we were about to forge.

      When Dex planted another kiss on my lips, he bucked his hips faster and faster. He rested his hand on the pillow next to my head and reared up, his other hand on the mattress now, too. His face changed, becoming a mask of concentration as he pounded into me. I cried out, my breath forced out of my lungs in rhythm with his fucking, and I held onto his strong shoulders as if I would float away. His muscles were thick cords, rippling under his skin.

      He stroked in and out of me, and I grew closer to another orgasm.

      Dex wasn’t far, either. I could tell by the way his breath came in shallow, erratic gasps and his brows knit together. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and my body rocked with his, my breasts jiggling back and forth as he bucked his hips.

      He coaxed the fire within me into a roaring furnace, and I cried out. Dex dropped his head into my neck, and I heard his gasping in my ear. I shivered, goosebumps running over my arms from his hot breath on my neck.

      A second orgasm ripped through me, and I curled around Dex, holding onto him as intense pleasure wracked my body. Dex pushed into me as deep as he could go, and in my ear, he grunted. I felt his cock twitch and pulsate as he released inside of me, his rhythm echoing mine as my body contracted and released in orgasm, milking his cock.

      Our power rose around us, rubbing against each other. I waited for the bond to forge, for us to be deemed fated.

      The power was so strong in the room, I could barely breathe, but the bond didn’t come.

      When the orgasms passed like a storm, Dex collapsed his colossal frame on me, and I struggled to breathe. He only lay on me for a second before he rolled off, slipping out of me.

      I lay on the mattress in a puddle of sweat, breathing hard. Dex was right next to me, his chest rising and falling with his panting.

      He turned his head to me. He didn’t say anything—Dex had never been a man of many words.

      There was nothing to say. I stared back at him, and in his eyes, I saw light and love, so much affection it made my heart constrict.

      We shouldn’t have done this, but now that we had, I didn’t regret one second of it.

      “I have to go,” Dex said in a hoarse voice. “I would stay, you know I would. I just…I have things to take care of.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      It was the middle of the day, and as general, he had a lot of duties still.

      Dex pushed up from the bed, and I watched him walk around it, his warrior’s body a feast to look at. His skin shimmered with sweat in the candlelight as he walked to the door.

      “My clothes aren’t here,” he said, looking bashful. He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I know,” I said with a small smile.

      “I’ll dress and then take my leave.”

      I nodded, and Dex looked unsure of himself. He offered me an awkward bow before he left the room. I fell back on the pillow and listened to his movement in the living room. When the cathedral fell silent, I let out a sigh.

      Dex was gone.

      We’d slept together. We’d become closer than we’d been before. We’d done the one thing I’d told myself I wouldn’t allow.

      We hadn’t forged the mate bond, though.

      It was strange—not forging a bond with Dex went against the vision I’d had of us. A part of me rejoiced. If we weren’t meant to be together, then we couldn’t lose each other, and the vision would be for nothing.

      Another part of me, the larger part, was disappointed.

      How could I feel this strongly about him? How could I have visions about him, but the mate bond wasn’t forged? It didn’t make sense.

      I should have been happy, relieved, that we weren’t fated mates. It changed everything.

      I wanted the mate bond. I wanted Dex to be mine, and I, his. I’d fought against this, avoiding him for this very reason, but now that we’d slept together, I wanted him.

      Forever.

      For some reason, I couldn’t get it.
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      This wasn’t supposed to happen.

      I couldn’t say I hadn’t wanted it to happen. I’d wanted Nylah for a long time. I just hadn’t acted on it. We worked together, for all intents and purposes. We were together in this, serving the king, the throne, the country.

      Nylah had always been attractive. She was beautiful inside and out. I’d known her my whole life, and I knew there was nothing in her that wasn’t pure and good.

      We shouldn’t have slept together, but now that we had, I wanted more. I wanted it all.

      “Again!” I shouted when the warriors in front of me finished a training circuit I’d set up for them. These warriors were half of the king’s elite guard. The other half were on duty, and I trained the two groups separately so that Ren would be safe at all times.

      Now that peace reigned between Jasfin and Palgia, and there was no one who wanted to overthrow the throne, it wasn’t necessary to have so many guards on duty, looking after Ren, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

      Conjurites had crept into this palace before. Zander—a Conjurite warrior and the then future queen Lucia’s lover—had killed King Arnott. Lucia, a Fae of noble blood and also a Conjurite, had wriggled her way into the position of future queen. She’d hidden her true nature so well, no one had known until it was almost too late.

      Thanks to Ellie, she’d overplayed her hand, and the future of Jasfin and Ren’s happiness had been saved, though not without difficulty. I knew it wasn’t my fault that Conjurites had managed to get in—they’d acted with a plan, and it had been an inside job—but I wasn’t going to allow something like that to happen ever again. The guards were on duty, and they made sure this palace was the fortress it should have been from the start.

      The rain poured down in a steady sheet, making the world around us hazy. I glanced toward the palace. I couldn’t see the cathedral windows from here—it was on the other side of the palace—but my mind drifted to Nylah all the time.

      What was she thinking now that we’d slept together? What did she feel? We hadn’t talked about what had happened between us, what it all had meant.

      Had it been just one night? If that was what she wanted, I would respect that, but to me, it was more.

      A lot more.

      It was as if sleeping together had cracked something open, showing me something I hadn’t realized was there.

      I wanted to be with her.

      When the warriors completed the circuit for the fourth time, they breathed hard, but they didn’t look like they were winded and dying. They were fighting-fit, and I could throw any training at them, and they would do it with ease.

      “Good job,” I said. “You can shower up and rest.”

      They nodded and shook hands with each other. They weren’t just fellow guards, warriors who’d fought side by side. After all these years, we’d all become like brothers.

      I wanted my new recruits to be like that. I wanted them to see what it was like. I would let them watch one of the training sessions sometime soon, but that wouldn’t forge a brotherhood. The only thing that created a bond like that was growing together, fighting together, going through hell and back together.

      It was a lot like what Nylah and I had. Our bond was strong because of the years we’d spent together, not just getting to know each other, but fighting for freedom, for the throne.

      Nylah and I had been to hell and back together, and we’d made it through.

      I couldn’t think of a more perfect person to have by my side. We knew each other better than we knew ourselves.

      After the warriors returned to their quarters, I walked through the palace. I considered going to Nylah to talk about what had happened, but I didn’t know what to say. How could I put to words what I felt for her?

      I didn’t have a lot of people to talk to. Nylah was usually the one I confided in, and now, I wanted to talk about her. It was a strange predicament to be in.

      Lars and Freeman were both in charge of the warriors like I was, answering to me, and we’d grown closer during the civil war and the Palgian war. They weren’t Fae I felt I could talk to about women. They talked about women as conquests and their numbers as victories on a battlefield.

      Nylah was more than that, and she deserved respect. I wouldn’t let them talk about her like she’d been a prize, and now that I’d had her, I would move on to the next. They wouldn’t understand.

      The only other male I could confide in was Ren. The warriors were like brothers, but I didn’t make small talk with them. It wasn’t right. I needed them to see me as their general, a man without a kink in his armor, a man who didn’t for one second falter, not even for a woman.

      I knocked on Ren’s office door when I reached it and waited for the call to enter.

      Ren sat behind his desk, rubbing his eyes.

      “Dex,” he said. He looked exhausted.

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “Not at all. I think I’m about done here. I can’t think straight anymore.” He sat back in his chair. “In fairytales, they make being king look really glamorous. They make it look like the guy sits on the throne all day being worshiped by his people. In real life, being king is just a hell of a lot of administrative work.”

      I chuckled. “You’re doing a great job, and the people do worship you.”

      Ren grinned at me. “Well, there is that.” He stood from his desk and stretched until his back popped before he turned to the windows. “This rain is good for the country, but I’m starting to miss the sun.”

      “I think we’ve all had enough of the rain.”

      Ren nodded, and we stood in silence for a while.

      “What’s on your mind?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at me.

      I shrugged.

      “Come on, man, spit it out. I know something’s bothering you. You’re usually full of reports, and you’re silent now.”

      Ren knew me too well. He and Nylah were the two people who knew me better than anyone—better than I even knew myself, sometimes.

      “I’m over five-hundred years old now,” I started. “I still haven’t found a mate.”

      Ren walked to a large leather armchair—one of two—and sat down. He didn’t invite me to sit on the other. He knew I would sit if I was comfortable.

      I wasn’t.

      “Your fated mate will come,” Ren said. “Sometimes, it takes a while. It took this long for me to find Ellie.”

      I grunted in agreement. Ren had been betrothed to Lucia, but that hadn’t been about fate, it had been about politics.

      “Do you think your fated mate is the only mate you should be with?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…should I wait for my mate to be my fated mate? Or…” I wasn’t sure how to put what I meant into words.

      “Did you meet someone?”

      “I guess you could say that.”

      Ren wanted to press for more. If he asked, I wouldn’t lie to him, but he respected me enough not to pry.

      “I don’t know much about love and fates. My dad didn’t really talk to me about that, and my mom wasn’t around for me to learn what a mate bond should look like between them. It was a learning process when Ellie and I forged the mate bond, and I had no idea what I was doing or how serious what I was feeling was.”

      I nodded. Ren’s father had been a hard man, ruling with an iron fist. There was little space for affection and even less time to spend with his son if he didn’t think it would benefit the future of the country. Ren had grown up without his mother. To solidify his lack of knowledge in that department, King Arnott had chosen Lucia as his match, a political move, and the mate bond wouldn’t have existed with her if they’d become mated. They’d never been fated.

      “What I do know is that it’s not a small thing. If you do meet your fated mate, you do what you have to in order to make it work. It’s just so different when the person by your side is meant to be there.”

      Ren rubbed his chin where stubble started to show after a long day.

      “The difference between my relationship with Ellie and my relationship with Lucia is like day and night.” Ren shook his head. “I did what I had to do for the sake of the country, but that woman rubbed me the wrong way.”

      I understood what Ren tried to say about fated mates being different than mates who weren’t fated.

      “You just listen to your heart, Dex,” Ren added after I didn’t respond. “Your heart will tell you what to do.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime. I like that you have the liberty to talk to me as a friend rather than as your king.”

      I nodded again. I didn’t usually—I wasn’t good at expressing my emotions.

      “I appreciate that I can,” I replied.

      Ren stood with a heavy sigh, and I left the office first.

      It was nice of Ren to offer me his opinion, and I didn’t doubt that he was right. He had experience to speak from, and he was a wise king. He knew what he was talking about.

      The problem was, I didn’t know if Nylah was my fated mate. When we’d slept together, I hadn’t felt the mate bond. I wasn’t connected to her in the way fated mates usually were. I cared deeply for her, but fated…

      Did that mean that we weren’t supposed to be together? How was that possible if we’d been so close for so long? I didn’t doubt what I felt for Nylah.

      If she wasn’t my fated mate, could I still fight for her the way Ren suggested? Or should I let go because fate hadn’t decided we belonged together?

      It seemed bizarre to me that a great power had to decide if we were meant to be together or not. What if we just loved each other? Wasn’t that enough?

      When I thought of the word ‘love,’ it halted me in my steps, and I stood in the hallway, surrounded by intricate flowers laid with magic into the marble floors.

      I missed a simpler time. I hadn’t known then what I felt for Nylah, but I’d known where I stood. Now, I knew what I felt, and I had no idea where I stood.

      I had no way of getting answers, either.
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      The sun finally broke through the clouds a few days later, and the warmth was welcome. The earth was soaked through, with water stagnating in puddles.

      “It’s so good to feel the sun again,” Ellie sighed, turning her face toward the sun and closing her eyes.

      In his stroller, Deron squealed and blew spit bubbles, holding tightly onto one of his stuffed toys.

      “I always say the rain is good, we need it,” I said. “But now I’m going to say we need the sun. I missed its warmth.”

      Deron squealed as if in agreement, and I chuckled, reaching into the stroller to pinch his chubby cheeks.

      “And you are the most handsome little guy the summer brought us,” I added.

      “It’s hard to think how sick he was just a few days ago,” Ellie said, picking up a cloth and wiping the spit from Deron’s mouth with a practiced motion. “He was so sick, I didn’t think we would ever see the end of it.”

      “I told you he would bounce back,” I said.

      “I’m so grateful to you for healing him.”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t have been able to do it alone.”

      Ellie nodded. “You told me it was because you and Dex were together. It’s strange how your power came together, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” I said. “I’ve never felt something like that before. It scares me.”

      “Why does it scare you?”

      I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how much to tell Ellie and how much to leave between the lines. I needed advice, and if anyone could give it to me, it was her.

      “Dex and I have always been close. Our power has never worked together, though. Not like that. We’ve never been anything more than just emotionally close, but the other day…” I glanced at Ellie, who stared at me with bright eyes. She hung onto my every word.

      I laughed, feeling silly for what I was about to tell her. I felt like a teenager, young and stupid in love. It had been nearly five hundred years since I’d been young and foolish. I wasn’t young anymore, but I couldn’t help but wonder…was I still foolish?

      When I told Ellie what had happened between Dex and me, she squealed and gasped in all the right places.

      “I can’t believe this happened,” she breathed when I finally got through my story with all of her interruptions and my blushing, like I’d never been with a man before. “This is incredible!”

      “It’s not,” I said dully. “It’s far from it.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because of my vision, Ellie. I told you…Terra wants to rip us apart, and by doing this, I played right into her hands. I couldn’t help myself. Dex is just irresistible, and when we were together, it was more incredible than anything I’ve ever felt, but that doesn’t mean that I want to give Terra the chance to ruin things for me.”

      Ellie thought about it, hooking her red hair behind her ear. She watched Deron absently.

      “She still hasn’t told you anything about why this is happening and what your vision might mean?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t asked her again. I haven’t spent time in prayer at all, and to be honest with you, I’m not going to, either.”

      “What?” Ellie looked concerned.

      “She can’t do this to me, El. I’ve given her my whole life, spending centuries in reflection, having dreams and visions, healing and prophesying. After all that, this is what I get? It’s not fair. I’ve done my part. I’ve brought my side. Why can’t she bring hers?”

      “Nylah, you can’t talk about the Goddess like that.” Ellie’s voice was soft, almost reverend. “I know you have a different relationship with her than the rest of us, but you’re very close to—”

      “Whose side are you on?” I snapped.

      “Yours, obviously,” Ellie said quickly. “I just know that Terra won’t let something bad happen. It’s not in her nature. It might feel bad, but that’s just the storm, and it always passes. Look at my story.”

      “This isn’t the same as you being the chosen one but not knowing it,” I pointed out. “This is about love. Love is a good thing, but Terra seems set on taking it away from me, and none of that can be good, can it?”

      “I don’t know, Ny. I would just be careful if I were you. Everything happens for a reason, and it will work out in the end, I know it will. You know that better than anyone.”

      Under any other circumstance, I would have agreed with Ellie. I was the one who usually advocated for Terra, telling everyone—Ellie the most, when she’d come to the palace first—that the goddess had a way, and that it would work out when the time was right. I just felt betrayed by her. How could she take away my happiness when I’d done everything she’d asked of me?

      The pain of losing Dex in the vision had been crippling. I could still feel it now if I conjured up the vision again—the pain of a broken heart, of being incomplete because my mate had been taken away from me, the bond broken.

      Ellie didn’t understand because she didn’t feel it the way I did. She didn’t know what it meant to be as close to the light as I’d been to Terra all these years, only to learn that I would have a precious bond ripped away from me as if I was undeserving.

      If I lost Dex, the pain of losing him would be the second pain I dealt with. The first was losing Terra as my pillar of strength and the beacon of light I’d always looked toward.

      “Just be careful, okay?” Ellie finally said. “I know it’s tough, and I can’t give you more advice or fight your battle for you, no matter how much I want to. Just think about what you’re doing before you do it.”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      It was the truth—I would do exactly that. I’d been thinking about it for a few days now, in fact.

      If I wanted happiness, I had to create it myself. Maybe Terra had a reason we couldn’t be together. Whatever it was, she wouldn’t talk to me, and I was done trying to listen.

      It was time to take matters into my own hands.
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      It had been a couple of days since I’d seen Nylah. I missed her.

      I didn’t know if she was still avoiding me or if we were both really busy. Everything was different now.

      When the sun set over Jasfin, painting the sky with a display of purple and orange and gold, I followed the hallways through the palace to reach the cathedral. I had a bag slung over my shoulder.

      Nylah opened the door just as I was about to knock. I stood awkwardly with my hand in the air.

      “Dex,” she said, startled when she nearly walked into me.

      “Are you on your way out?”

      She shook her head. “I was about to come looking for you, actually.”

      “You were?”

      She nodded, and a small smile played around her mouth. I loved her mouth; I wanted to kiss it all the time. I knew what it was like to kiss her now. She was sweet like honeydew, her lips soft like the skin of a rose. It was enough to drive a Fae crazy. We’d passed that threshold, and now there was no turning back. She was like a drug—one taste, and I was addicted.

      “Why were you looking for me?”

      She shrugged one shoulder and blushed lightly. “I wanted to see you, too.”

      “Okay, let’s see each other, then.”

      She giggled. “Do you want to come in?”

      I nodded, and she stepped aside, letting me walk into the cathedral. I followed her down the long hallway that led past her sanctuary and the large communal hall where other priestesses and healers could meet, past the rooms that were for those staying in when they needed to spend more time in seclusion and reflection, and we reached her quarters.

      I’d been here so many times, but it looked different now. It was a part of her. The tall ogival arches, the stone floors covered with fur rugs, the large roaring hearth…

      These were all things I defined Nylah by.

      She was pure to her core, stripped away of all the luxuries of modern-day life. She always got down to what really mattered. In her life, that reflected what Terra wanted—healing and helping others. To me, it was the purity and sincerity of who she was.

      “I brought something,” I told Nylah and swung the bag off my shoulder.

      “What is it?”

      I set down the bag on a table nearby and unpacked some of what I’d brought along—roasted cuts of meat, salads, berries, and wine.

      “I thought we could spend some time together tonight. We haven’t had a chance to just be together—just you and me—in a while.”

      “Dex, this is really thoughtful.” She looked up at me with those swirling golden eyes. I could never get enough of them, the way they seemed to go on forever, to the depths of eternity. “Is this a…date?”

      I shrugged, feeling flustered. Nylah was so comfortable and at ease. She always teased me, laughing when I didn’t know what to say. I was always out of my comfort zone with her. I was good with mud and grime and gore, with fighting, pushing myself to our physical limits.

      Conversation, emotional connection, and talking about feelings weren’t in my repertoire.

      “We have to eat, right?”

      Nylah’s eyes danced with laughter. “How diplomatic of you.”

      I scratched my head. “I just thought—”

      “This looks wonderful.”

      I was relieved she’d interrupted me. I had no idea where I was going with that sentence, what she needed me to say. “Let’s make a picnic of it. The dining room is too formal for just the two of us.”

      “Where?” I asked. It was already getting dark outside, the last of the sunrays above the horizon.

      “Right here,” she said.

      Nylah walked to the coffee table and made to push it aside.

      I walked to her and took over, pushing the coffee table away with ease.

      I cleared up the fur rug, and Nylah carried my bag to it. We sat down.

      “May I?” she asked, nodding to the bag.

      “Sure.”

      She unpacked everything I’d brought, producing what I’d already shown her and adding freshly baked rolls and an assortment of cheese to the mix.

      I opened the wine and poured us each a glass, which Nylah fetched from the kitchen.

      “What are the new recruits like?” Nylah asked when we sipped wine and ate cheese and berries on our bread.

      “They’re new,” I said. “It’s going to take some time to whip them into shape. They still think they’re everything just because they’ve been chosen to be warriors.”

      “It’s a great feat,” Nylah pointed out.

      I nodded. “It’s a privilege to be chosen, but a big head will get them killed. They can’t think they’re invincible. When they realize they’re not, it might be too late.”

      “We’re not at war,” she said, “they have time.”

      “I’m not here to enjoy the peace,” I said. “I’m here to make sure that if anything goes wrong, we have an army that can handle it.”

      Nylah nodded, and we sat in silence for a while.

      “I never thanked you for the tea you sent,” she said.

      “Of course.” I smiled. “And Marica sends her love.”

      “How is she? The boys must be getting big now, too?”

      I nodded. “Xenos is mated now and stationed at Gloverbalt. He’s a lieutenant now.”

      “Really? A lieutenant? And I can’t believe he’s mated already. It feels like he was Deron’s age just the other day.”

      “Time flies. Before you know it, another century has passed.”

      “It’s incredible,” Nylah agreed.

      “How is Vanya doing in Palgia as the new high priestess?” I asked.

      “She’s doing really well. Better than I thought she would be. She’s got a gift. I’m glad she’s using it, doing what she’s been called to do.”

      “I think we all have a calling one way or another. Going against it just makes life hard.”

      “I don’t know…” I looked at Nylah, who drew circles around the lip of her wineglass with a slim finger. “Lately, I’ve been wondering about callings, about where we belong and what the bigger picture is.”

      “Does this have to do with what you’ve been struggling with?” I asked.

      It was unlike Nylah to feel so torn about what a calling meant. She was the forerunner for fulfilling a destiny. Ellie was queen, thanks to Nylah insisting that everything would work out right in the end.

      “It does,” Nylah said slowly. I kept quiet, waiting for her to fill the silence with whatever she wanted to tell me. I’d found not being able to put everything I thought and felt to words had a small merit to it—being silent meant everyone else said what they wouldn’t have said if someone else had filled the void with their own thoughts. “I feel like, after all this time, I thought I knew Terra and where I belong in this life. I’m just not so sure of who I am anymore.”

      “What do you mean?” I pressed. “You’re the High Priestess of Jasfin, and you’re a wonderful friend and pillar of strength and support to everyone around here. You mean a lot to a lot of people.” I hesitated before I added, “Especially to me.”

      “I guess I’m scared of what it might mean if we keep doing this. I’m the High Priestess. Terra gives me visions and dreams with snippets of the future so that I can guide people to the light, so that I may be there for them in their times of darkness. When I get visions, I’m usually very open to what they mean, but lately, the last vision—”

      “You’re allowed to want something for yourself for a change,” I said. “You’re always doing everything for others. Your selflessness is one of the reasons I love you. I’m sure after all you do for others, you’re allowed to focus on yourself and what you want and what you need, too.”

      Nylah looked up at me, her eyes filled with something I couldn’t quite decipher.

      “What did you say?”

      “What?” I ran through my words, trying to figure out if I’d said something wrong. It wouldn’t be the first time, I often talked myself into a corner.

      “You said my selflessness is one reason you love me.”

      I nodded slowly. “You’re incredibly selfless, you’re—”

      “You love me?”

      I let out a breath. This part was easier than I thought it would be—the words came without me thinking about it.

      “Nylah, I’ve loved you for a long time. We grew up together. You’ve been a part of my life for as long as I can remember.”

      “You love me like a sister,” she said softly.

      “No.” I reached for her. I cupped her cheek. “Not like a sister at all. What I want to do to you…”

      I pulled into her and kissed her. There was no way I could explain how I felt about her, what she meant to me. I didn’t know how to tell her that, so I would show her.

      Nylah moaned into my mouth when I kissed her, and I pulled her onto the fur rug with me. Her body pressed up against mine and my cock grew thick in my pants, hard, eager. I wanted her. I wanted to be as close to her as I could get, buried inside of her. I wanted to make her mine in all the ways I knew how.

      My hands roamed her body, and Nylah gasped as I cupped her breasts, kneaded them. This time, instead of ripping her dress, I removed it with care, slowly pulling the thin fabric over her head. I couldn’t tear up every piece of clothing she owned, although I would have loved to.

      I wanted her naked as often as I could. She was glorious, and I could get lost in every inch of her. I would never get tired of her.

      After I’d removed her dress, she pulled my shirt up and over my head. She kissed her way onto my torso, and I groaned. The touch of her small hands on my chest and her lips on my skin were enough to drive me wild, and I really had to hold back so that I didn’t grab her, pin her down, and fuck her.

      Nylah worked her way down my chest. I shivered, my muscles contracted with pleasure as she worked down my abs. I jerked when her kisses tickled, and it turned into a groan when she undid my pants and worked them over my hips.

      She planted kisses over my hips, on my thighs, and my hard cock twitched, eager for her touch.

      I sucked a breath through my teeth and groaned when she closed her hot mouth over the head of my cock, wrapping her fingers around my shaft at the same time.

      She bobbed her head up and down, stroking me in and out of her mouth. I curled forward, and she cupped my balls in one hand. She massaged me while she sucked me, and I exhaled audibly, getting closer to orgasm.

      When I got too close, she pulled back. She knew how to read me, and I loved that about her. We were completely in sync. She knew what I wanted without me putting it to words. It was like when we’d healed Deron together; Nylah mirrored me, and we moved in perfect unison, coming together as if we’d been made to fit together like two puzzle pieces all along.

      I grabbed her and flipped her over onto the rug next to me. Her foot narrowly missed the tray of food.

      I parted her legs with my hand, and she gave herself to me. Her eyes, a swirling amber, held entire worlds in them, and her parted lips made me want to suck on them, to nibble her lower lip and taste her cries of pleasure.

      Her perfectly smooth skin had turned to blush on her breasts, the flush of pure need showing itself. Her nipples were tight, and her eyes pleaded for more, even though she didn’t say the words.

      I rested my hand on her thigh. Nylah opened her legs for me, inviting me in, and I plunged my fingers into her entrance. She was drenched, a confirmation that she was ready for me, that she desired me as much as I desired her. I positioned myself over her body, my cock at her entrance, and I planted a kiss on her mouth before I pushed into her.

      She cried out and grabbed onto my arms.

      I moved slowly at first, making sure she was ready for me, before I picked up my pace. I pounded into her, and she felt incredible. Her pussy was tight around my cock, and I felt her jerking, her muscles contracting, as I hammered into her. Judging by her breathing, I pushed her closer and closer to the edge.

      I was close, too, but I didn’t want it to be over just yet.

      Nylah fell apart, orgasming beneath me, and her body clamped down on my cock, tightening around me. I grunted, holding back. I wanted nothing more than to empty myself inside of her.

      I paused, waiting for her to recover, before I flipped her over. She leaned against the couch, and I positioned myself behind her. She bent forward over the couch, and it was so hot, when I pushed into her, I was sure I would lose it right then and there.

      Nylah was a lot of things, and I loved her for all of them. She was powerful, confident, and commanding in her own way. She was a force to be reckoned with, but behind closed doors, she was a different being—as submissive as she was confident, as soft and sensual as she was commanding and powerful.

      I loved it.

      It was exciting to get to know a side of her that had been hidden all this time.

      I scraped her shoulder with my teeth. I held onto her while I pumped into her, and she moaned with every thrust.

      Before her second orgasm, I got close enough that I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold back.

      I didn’t want it to end like this, though.

      I pulled out of her and pulled her up so that she stood. I sat down on the couch and took her hand, guiding her onto my lap. She sat on me, her legs wide over mine, and sank onto my cock. I held onto her and looked up at her. I kissed her, sliding my tongue into her mouth, my hand into her thick, unruly hair.

      When she rocked back and forth, I gyrated my hips, and we moved together, slow and sensual. This was what I wanted with her—not only the wild, erotic side, but the emotional side of our sex, too.

      Now, I was ready to finish. I was ready to ride out an orgasm with her.

      We rocked hard and fast, working together. I looked up at her, watching her face as it riddled with lust and pleasure.

      Her breathing became erratic. She was close.

      So was I.

      When she came, she sat down hard on me, and I released, too. Our orgasms were completely in sync, and we rode out the storm together, kissing. My magic rose to the surface, and hers rose to meet it. The room filled with power that swirled, creating different streams of magic, and I loved being this close to her.

      Finally, we came down from our orgasms, and Nylah gasped.

      I lifted her off my lap and stood with her in my arms. I laid her down on the rug before the fireplace and pulled her closer to me. She grabbed a throw pillow from the couch for my head, and she lay on my arm.

      We lay in silence for a while, waiting for our hearts to calm down, for our breathing to settle.

      She sighed contentedly, and I glanced at her. She smiled up at me.

      “I like this,” she said.

      “I like it, too.”

      “The magic is different than I thought it would be.”

      I nodded. I’d also noticed it both times we’d been together. It was there, powerful, wanting to combine in the form of a bond, but it didn’t. It stayed as it was, two separate powers.

      “We have something, though,” Nylah said. “We have a power that no one else has, something bigger than each of us alone. When we healed Deron…”

      I knew what she meant.

      “Can you imagine what we could do with power like that?”

      I frowned. “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, but we have it for a reason. If we have the ability to change things that can’t be changed with normal magic, don’t you think we should?”

      “I think our goal should be to do what’s right,” I said.

      “Of course,” Nylah said. “I just mean, if we can help more than we already are, I think we should.”

      Our power together had caught me off guard that morning. It was clear Nylah and I shared something special. We would figure out what it was in time. Terra would show us how; I was sure of it.

      Right now, I just wanted to be with her. I wanted to enjoy the moment and have many more of these.

      I hadn’t ever realized how I felt about Nylah because she was always around. I liked the idea of her being around, always, but us having this together, too.

      It was the best of both worlds.

      I glanced at Nylah. I didn’t know how to deal with what I felt for her. I was a warrior, a fighter. I faced battles, I feared nothing. I could take whatever came at me. No challenge was too great.

      Except this. I fought, I didn’t feel. With Nylah, I was overcome by emotion, and it was foreign. I’d learned to switch off my emotions to stay in the moment, focus on my body, on the battle that lay ahead. Now, the battle was my emotions. I couldn’t switch them off. What if they distracted me? What if I lost sight of the goal, lost focus when it was my duty to be a fighter, because my mind was somewhere else?

      “You’re worried,” Nylah said.

      I nodded. “It’s a lot to take in.” I didn’t know how else to word it.

      “It is,” she agreed. She meant our power together.

      I was referring to more than just that—I referred to us, to what was happening between us.

      Could I afford to have both worlds within reach? Could I fight and love simultaneously?

      I had no one to ask, and I felt torn.

      Nylah reached for me, touching my cheek, bringing me back out of my thoughts, and I let her. For now, I would let her distract me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            NYLAH

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the sanctuary, hands on my hips. I looked up at the large stained-glass display in the window that graced most of the back wall.

      It was a depiction of the world, beautiful and green and lush, with splashes of color and light everywhere. In the center of it all was Terra, the Goddess of Light who made all of this possible.

      This was where I spent time every day, opening myself to visions and dreams and their meaning. I let Terra tell me what she needed me to know.

      When I was in a state of reflection, my soul was at peace. I always felt warm when I reached out to Terra, like nothing in the world mattered and darkness couldn’t find me here.

      It wasn’t like that anymore.

      I stood before the depiction. I tried to reach out to the Goddess, but uncertainty lurked in the corners of my mind, and no matter how far I reached, Terra was nowhere to be found.

      “Why?” I demanded. “How can you do this to me? You show me a vision, and you show me the promise of destruction and pain when that’s not how your visions work. Then, you abandon me. Where are you?”

      I waited for an answer. It didn’t have to be an answer in so many words. Terra rarely appeared to me as a being, she rarely spoke in audible words. It had only happened a few times in my tenure as high priestess, and those times, her clear voice had always taken me aback.

      Most of the time, when Terra came to me or talked to me, it was just a soothing sensation, warmth, or a thought or a feeling that didn’t come from my own heart.

      I felt none of that now, no matter how long I waited.

      Since she’d shown me the vision, it was like Terra had removed herself from me. She’d cut me off. I felt like a traitor to still call myself a high priestess. How could I be if I wasn’t able to connect with Terra as I once had?

      “I need answers!” I cried out. “You know my heart; you know what I feel. What am I supposed to do?”

      I loved Dex. It was plain and simple. He was the man I wanted to be with. When we’d been together last night, it hadn’t been about the mate bond. We didn’t share that, but love didn’t have to be present only when people were fated. So many Fae mated for love without that fated bond existing at all. Love could be enough, couldn’t it?

      With Dex, it would be. I loved him, and he loved me, and it was all either of us needed.

      The vision I’d had flashed before me yet again. It never left me alone. Whenever I thought of Dex, whenever we were together, the vision plagued me, reminding me that I had found my happiness, and it wouldn’t last forever.

      “Am I to assume you’ve left me?” I called out.

      The longer I had no answer from Terra, the more panicked I became. My chest felt tight, and my mouth was dry. I felt lost. Without Terra, who anchored me, without my role as the high priestess, the woman who moved in the Second Realm where I could communicate with her, who was I? I was like a boat, drifting, lost at sea.

      I ran my hand down my shoulder and paced back and forth. I felt like I was waiting for an appointment where the other party never came.

      I felt like Terra had stood me up.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” I asked, but I wasn’t sure who I was asking. Terra wasn’t listening. Maybe I was just talking to myself.

      If I wasn’t a high priestess, what was I? I had no idea. I’d been in service to the throne my whole life. It was what I had been trained to do. It was what my mother had been, and her mother before that. I knew nothing else.

      What I did know was what I felt for Dex.

      The only thing that stopped us from really being together, truly, the way it was intended by the natural laws of being Fae, was the mate bond that hadn’t been forged.

      I refused to believe that this was how it would work for me. I deserved more than just a relationship without the mate bond. Dex and I had to be fated—why would I have had that vision about him otherwise?

      If there were other ways to create a mate bond than sleeping together. Clearly, what we’d done already hadn’t worked, but that didn’t mean it was a dead end.

      I suddenly thought back to a story my mother had told me when I had been just a child.

      Once upon a time, a long time ago, there lived a man and a woman who loved each other very much. I could still hear my mother’s voice. It had been a bedtime story or something. The words were still so clear in my mind, as if at least five centuries hadn’t passed since I’d heard it last. The man and woman couldn’t envision a life without each other. It was as if they completed each other. The problem was that they weren’t fated mates. They loved each other dearly, but they weren’t destined to be together.

      As was the custom at the time—remember, we are talking about the times of old, when the Fae didn’t know anything other than being together when it was destined to be—the man and woman weren’t permitted to wed. The community forbade them to be together, but their love was so strong, they refused to listen.

      Instead, the man and woman decided to do a spell that would form a mate bond between them. They went against destiny, against fate, and chose a new path that hadn’t been written in their stars.

      When the people found out that they had created a spell to forge a mate bond, the man and woman were banished from the village, forced to live a life in solitude. It was worth it—they never regretted the family they’d lost, the friends they would never see again. They had each other, and it was the only support they truly needed. You see, they limited themselves in all aspects but that of the heart. It was a world that was filled with love, albeit with no one from the life they knew before. It didn’t matter, because love conquered all.

      I tried to remember what the moral of the story was and failed. I only remembered what my mother had told me—the man and the woman had eventually died, but they had been happy, living a life that had been fulfilling.

      That was what I wanted. Everything I’d done my whole life had been according to the rules. I’d listened to the Goddess; I’d listened to the King. I was there for the Queen when she needed me, before she was who she was now. I had done everything for everyone else, and it was my turn.

      If Terra didn’t want to be there for me, I would take matters into my own hands.

      I wanted to be with Dex, so that was what I would do. I would make it happen. I wasn’t going to sit back and let someone else decide where my life would lead.

      I left the sanctuary and walked through the cathedral, heading for the library. The room was one of my favorite rooms in the whole cathedral. It was filled with bookshelves that stretched from ceiling to floor, covering every wall except for the doors. It was my own personal library, mimicking the one in the palace, but it was filled with tomes and scrolls that weren’t for the eyes of any Fae save those called into service.

      I walked to the stack of tomes and scrolls that had been given to me when I had graduated from my lessons, mastering the first steps of becoming a priestess. I wish that I would have had my mother to guide me, but her life had been cut short. I’d been young when she’d passed, but she’d been an influence in my life long enough that I still heard her voice, still followed her instructions, guided by the example she’d been.

      I heard her voice again, echoing in my mind as if she stood by my side.

      In these works, you’ll find the answers to everything you need. There will be times when the darkness will feel impossible, you won’t know how to bear the weight of your questions, and you won’t know which way to turn. That’s when you have to keep your eyes on the light and remember that there have been those who walked before you, carving a new path when there had been only wilderness. The path we walk as servants of the greater good is often one that you must walk alone. It's not an easy route to choose, but if you do it, you’re not alone. You don’t have to go through the trouble again when others have gone before you. Read these when you’re in trouble, and you will find the answers you seek.

      Terra may not have been here to give me the answers I needed, but I believed that remembering what my mother had told me and having these scrolls and tomes to turn to was exactly what would give me the answers I was looking for. Maybe it was an answer from Terra in a different way.

      It would mean that I had to forgive Terra for abandoning me in my time of need, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to do that. I knew it was selfish of me, unlike what I was meant to be as a high priestess. I just couldn’t find it in myself to be different.

      Ellie had been worried, and a part of me was uncertain, but the uncertainty, the feeling of being lost, made me want to act. It was unlike anything I had been taught to sit back and feel helpless. It was in my nature to fight, to find answers, to heal, to make a right where things were broken.

      The stack of tomes was old and dusty, and I didn’t know where to start looking.

      As I stared at the pile of old scripts, one of them stood out to me. It was as if light shone from the windows, illuminating the one I was meant to pick up.

      Yet again, another answer. It was going to tell me what I needed to know; I was sure of it.

      With a new determination, I opened the tome and started reading. I paged through the different scrawls of information written by many hands as they’d found the answers they wanted to pass on to generations to come. I would keep searching until I could find it—something that would allow me to be closer to Dex, to be with him and not lose him.

      That was all I wanted.

      The answers weren’t in the first tome, the one that had been illuminated, begging me to pick it up.

      I went through every tome on the pile, every scroll, but I didn’t find anything. I didn’t know how many hours I’d searched, but when I’d gone through them all, I was nowhere closer than where I’d started. Anger bubbled up in my chest, and I let it take over. My blood boiled, and I saw white. I grabbed the pile of ancient scrolls and threw it across the room, screaming in frustration.

      The old pages fell apart, the tomes coming undone, and they fluttered to the floor like dead leaves at the end of fall.

      Why weren’t there any answers? What had I missed?

      I shook my head and rubbed my hairline with my fingers, trying to think straight.

      If this wasn’t going to work—if I couldn’t find an answer in the tomes my mother had left me—then I would do it myself.

      I didn’t have magic for nothing, did I?

      I closed my eyes and focused on my core. I went to a place I usually did when I tried to heal someone, where I tried to make whole what was broken.

      My stomach twisted, and a little voice at the back of my head screamed at me to stop. I was doing something wrong, going somewhere I couldn’t return from. This kind of magic was dangerous.

      I ignored it and kept going. I reached my emotions, my deep-rooted affection for Dex. I gripped it with both metaphysical hands, and I pulled.

      I was suddenly in a different realm than the physical one. Everything was white, as though there were no walls, no floors, no ceilings. There was nothing but pure white, bright and unscathed. Where was I? This was different than any place I’d been before.

      “What are you doing, Nylah?” a familiar voice asked.

      I stiffened and turned around, my face set, jaw clenched.

      “Terra,” I said.

      “You’re playing with fire, child. I don’t have to tell you that, do I? You know very well what you’re doing.”

      “Why are you only coming to me now?” I questioned. “I’ve been calling on you. I’ve needed you. Where have you been?”

      “After everything you’ve seen, how can you do this? How can you bend your magic to alter reality? Don’t you know better?”

      I didn’t answer her. I didn’t look at her. How could she do this to me? How long had she been absent?

      “The Conjurites had a power, dark and ugly, because they turned away from the light. What you’re doing is dangerously close,” Terra said when I refused to speak to her.

      “It’s not the same,” I snapped. “How dare you accuse me of being evil! All I want is something good, something right. This is the way of the Fae—fated mates are natural. Don’t equate me to Lavinia and the horrors she created.”

      Terra shook her head, and I had the profound sense that she was disappointed, her lips pursed at me. I couldn’t see her face to confirm. She was hidden somewhere beyond the white and the light that surrounded me.

      “The Conjurites weren’t the only ones who used magic for personal gain.”

      “It’s not the same!” I insisted, and I continued to hold onto the affection I had for Dex, the newfound love for him. I refused to let it go. I was determined to forge a mate bond, no matter what it took.

      “If you continue with this, you’re going to force my hand,” Terra warned me. “I don’t like telling you what to do. I’ve always given you freedom, I have allowed you to use your magic in ways you please, even if it wasn’t what I would have done.”

      I snorted. “If this is what freedom is, I don’t want it.” I wasn’t sure if I agreed with Terra’s definition of freedom anymore. Too much had become convoluted over the centuries. I had given too much and gotten nothing back.

      “I know what you’re thinking, child,” Terra said in a gentle voice. “Be careful what you wish for.”

      “All I wish for is a chance to live my life like everyone else. After everything I’ve given, shouldn’t I be allowed at least that?” I cried out. “Why don’t you just give it to me? Why can’t I be happy?”

      “The power you and Dex wield together shouldn’t be used flippantly. You’ve unlocked a power that could be dangerous if not used with reverence, and you’re already in danger of walking a path that will lead you away from the light. I’m protecting you, and I’m protecting him. Wouldn’t you rather lose Dex than lose both your souls to the darkness?”

      I shook my head. “You gave me my power. Now you’re telling me I’m using it wrong. Is there no pleasing you?”

      “What’s gotten into you?” Terra asked. “I don’t know you to be this defiant, to question my motives. You’ve always trusted me. Have you not always been rewarded for it?”

      “Everyone else has been rewarded for my trust in you,” I countered. “Everyone but me. It’s my turn, Terra. I want this. I’m going to do it.”

      Terra sighed, and I sensed that she switched off, refusing to argue with me any longer. Good, I was sick of it, too.

      “I took the humans’ power away for a reason,” Terra said in a voice that held little emotion. “It gave me great pleasure to gift the humans and the Fae with something as precious as magic, but I won’t be responsible for its abuse. You will return to me when you’ve learned, Nylah. I’m not punishing you as I punished the humans.”

      The light around me started to fade, as if the sun sank. A cold breeze picked up and brushed against my skin, making me shiver. It tugged at my hair.

      “What’s happening?” I demanded.

      Fear curled at the pit of my stomach.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m saving you,” Terra said. Her voice was further and further away.

      “Don’t leave me!” I shouted. “I still don’t have any answers.”

      “Nylah.” I heard her voice as if she was far, far away now.

      “Where are you?”

      The light continued to seep way until there was nothing left. I wasn’t in darkness—the darkness in this world was a living, breathing thing. No, in the absence of light, there was simply…nothing.

      I jerked back into the normal realm and looked around. Everything was still as it should be, except it was different. My head ached, and I was dizzy. I swayed on my feet and pushed the heel of my hand against my forehead. I lost my balance, reached for the edge of a table to catch myself, and missed.

      When I fell, I didn’t hit the floor. The world turned black, and I kept falling.

      “Nylah?” a voice called, finding me in a swirl of nothingness.

      I tried to find the voice. I swam toward it. I needed something to anchor myself.

      “Nylah, wake up! Goddess, I don’t know what to do…you’re the one I usually call when I need someone to help me! Nylah, please.”

      I blinked my eyes open. The world came into view, blurred at first and then slowly slipping into place.

      I blinked again, staring at the concerned face that was bent over me. Wild red hair and blue eyes met me, set in a pale skin. She wore a formal dress, and she looked important.

      “Nylah! Oh, thank the Goddess you’re okay. What happened?”

      I looked around. I lay on the stone floor in what seemed to be a library.

      “Nylah?”

      I frowned and rubbed my temple. “My head hurts.” My tongue was thick in my mouth, my voice sounding like that of a stranger when I spoke.

      “What happened?” the woman asked.

      I shook my head slowly and tried to get up.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      When she touched me, I jerked away.

      “Nylah…what’s wrong?”

      I had the strange sensation that I was still floating, that reality was just beyond my grasp.

      “Don’t touch me,” I muttered. “I don’t know who you are.”

      The woman gasped. “What?”

      She reached for me again, but I scrambled back.

      “Oh no,” she breathed. “You really don’t know who I am?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s me, Nylah. It’s Ellie.”

      “Ellie,” I said. The name was foreign on my tongue. I shook my head.

      “What do you know?” she asked, her eyes filled with worry.

      “I…” I racked my brain, looking for something to anchor myself to. When I found nothing, a new fear gripped me and threatened to choke me.

      “Nothing,” I exhaled. I pressed my fingers against my lips. “I remember nothing,” I added in a whisper.
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      “What’s going on?” I demanded when I got to Nylah’s door and a guard was stationed there. “Leif, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Leif said, looking as apologetic as he sounded. “The Queen stationed me here. No one is to go in or out.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Get out of my way.”

      Leif didn’t move.

      “I’m your general!” I cried out.

      “It’s the Queen’s orders,” he replied.

      He looked terrified of me. Good. I wanted to knock him for disobeying me, but Ellie was above me, and no matter how scared the guards were of me, the Queen’s orders overrode mine.

      Damn!

      “Why are you stationed here?” I demanded. What was going on?

      “I…don’t know.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You don’t know, or you’re not allowed to tell me?”

      Leif looked like he was about to wet himself. I was in a bad mood already. I’d come here to talk to Nylah, to blow off some steam. This only made it worse.

      The door opened, and Ellie appeared.

      “What’s going on?” I questioned.

      Ellie shut the door behind her and glanced at Leif, who stood at attention despite looking nervous.

      “Dex, I need you to calm down,” she said. She wore a black dress, and it made her look somber, like she was in mourning. The Queen never wore black.

      “Where’s Nylah?” I asked.

      “Vanya is with her. She’s resting.”

      “Vanya?” My frustration gave way to concern. “Why is she here?” She must have traveled all the way from Palgia to see Nylah.

      “Will you walk with me?” Ellie turned away from the door, assuming that I would oblige.

      I fell into step beside her. I couldn’t very well ignore her. She was my queen, and I wanted answers. Something was wrong.

      “Nyla lost her memory,” Ellie said simply while we walked. She kept her eyes straight away, not looking at me as she talked.

      “What?” I asked. “What does that mean?” I studied her profile. Her jaw was set, her eyes serious when she glanced at me.

      “It means that she doesn’t know anyone. She doesn’t remember anything at all. I asked Vanya to come see what she could do to help her. I needed someone who could help her the way Nylah always helps everyone else, but so far…”

      I shook my head, struggling to understand. “How is that possible? Does she not know anything at all?”

      “Nothing,” Ellie confirmed. “Aside from her own name, she has no idea who she is, who any of us are. She doesn’t know that she is supposed to be a high priestess, either.”

      “But how?” I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it.

      “I don’t know,” Ellie said softly, and her face crumpled a little bit, like she wanted to cry. “I was hoping we could get some answers with Vanya here. Terra won’t talk to her; she won’t tell Vanya anything. We have no idea what happened to Nylah or why she can’t remember who she is.”

      This wasn’t possible. How could it be? If Nylah didn’t know anything or remember anyone, did she know what we were? Did she remember what we’d become?

      “What about me?” I asked, exasperated. “She doesn’t remember me?”

      Ellie stopped walking and turned to face me.

      “I tried, Dex. Believe me, I tried. I ran through everything I could possibly think of to see if she remembered, but she doesn’t know anything.”

      She started walking again, and I fell into step beside her.

      “Let me see her,” I said. “Maybe it will help.”

      “No,” Ellie said curtly. “I’m not letting anyone see her. It will only bewilder her more. You have no idea what she looked like when I found her.”

      “How did you find her?” The more I learned from Ellie, the more I panicked. How could I protect Nylah if I couldn’t even reach her? How could I protect her from something like this? I was completely helpless.

      I was a warrior. I fought for others, I fought to keep the peace. If I couldn’t fight, what could I do?

      Ellie glanced at me like she was trying to decide if she should tell me what had happened. Clearly, she decided it was a good idea, because she told me how she’d found Nylah on the floor in the library, old scrolls and tomes scattered all over the place, as if there’d been a struggle.

      “What if someone broke into the palace?” My anger flared up again. Could it have been that I’d missed something, that there had been a weak spot yet again?

      “I don’t think that’s what happened, Dex.” Ellie’s voice was controlled, as if she were trying very hard to keep her emotions in check.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” I reminded her. “And after how involved Nylah was with previous battles, maybe someone wanted to—”

      “It’s nothing like that, I’m pretty sure of it,” Ellie interrupted me. “Calm down, Dex. There is nothing we could have done to prevent it.” Her eyes shimmered for a moment, and her lip trembled as if she was going to burst into tears.

      Ellie took a deep breath and let it out slowly, collecting herself again. When she spoke, her voice was stable, and there was no trace of her nearly losing control of her emotions. She was a powerful queen and a strong person.

      “I don’t know what happened, but I have a feeling it was something magical. I don’t think she just passed out and hit her head.”

      “Maybe seeing me will make a difference,” I urged. “If you’ll just let me—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, Ren appeared. His lips were pursed, and his eyebrows drew together. He rubbed his palms against his thighs.

      “Where is she?” he demanded. “I heard from one of the guards that Vanya arrived from Palgia. Has she found anything out? What’s going on?”

      “She’s in the cathedral, and Vanya is with her,” Ellie said. “She’s in good hands.”

      “I’m going to see her,” Ren said, determined.

      Ellie stepped in front of him and put her hands on his chest. She was a slight thing compared to Ren’s muscular form, and he could have easily pushed her aside, but he stopped when she stepped in front of him, listening to his queen.

      Ellie’s voice was gentle but firm. “I’m not letting you see her.”

      “What?!” Ren cried out. “I need to see her. This is Nylah, Ellie. We’re not going to leave her when she needs us.”

      “What she needs is to be left alone so she can take in what’s happening to her,” Ellie replied. “She doesn’t know anyone. The more people crowd her when she doesn’t know what’s going on, the worse it will be.”

      Ren wanted to argue, but Ellie glared at him, and Ren backed down.

      I wanted to fight her, too. How could she not let me see Nylah? I understood where she was coming from, though.

      I turned around to walk away.

      “Where are you going?” Ren asked me.

      “To deal with this alone,” I said. I had to process what was going on.

      Ellie looked torn. “Are you going to be okay?”

      I shrugged. “Not much of a choice, right?”

      “Dex…”

      I didn’t want to hear it. Nylah didn’t know who I was, and I wasn’t allowed to see her. I didn’t know what to make of it.
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      I tossed and turned in bed, unable to fall asleep. The night was warm on my skin, humidity building in the air, bringing the promise of another couple of weeks of rain down the line. Although I was glad the temperatures were no longer cold, the warm air did not improve my mood. I felt hot and clammy, my skin sticky with sweat, and my mind wouldn’t leave me alone.

      Was Nylah okay?

      What a dumb question to ask. Of course she wasn’t okay. She had no idea who any of us were, nor any idea where she was.

      I couldn’t imagine what kind of turmoil that had to be to go through.

      I hated that I couldn’t see her. All I wanted was to make sure that she was all right. How could I protect her if I wasn’t close to her? It drove me crazy. Protecting was what my life was about.

      After hours of trying to fall asleep, I got up and walked to my bathroom. I stripped my clothes and stepped into the shower, turning it on. I didn’t bother with hot water. I needed the cold water to calm me down, to wipe away the hot and bothered feeling that wouldn’t leave me alone.

      My mind was filled with Nylah, and my stomach twisted into a knot of anxiety. I couldn’t keep doing this.

      When I switched off the water, my mind was made up. I understood what Ellie was trying to do. She was protective of Nylah, and she had every right to be. I just didn’t agree with her.

      I dressed in black cotton clothing, light and quiet to move in rather than my usual outfit of fighting leathers, and left my room. I had the largest apartment in the warriors’ quarters, and I was comfortably arranged.

      Without a sound, I tiptoed through the palace, hoping that I wouldn’t be seen. An advantage of being the general in charge of the palace security and guard schedules and rotations meant that I knew exactly who was where and what they were looking out for. It took a bit of skill and determination, but I managed to get through the palace and to Nylah’s door without problems.

      If it was this easy to sneak through the palace without being seen by all the guards that I’d set up to look after Ellie and Ren, I had to up my game. If I could do it at this easily, someone else could, too.

      That was a problem for another day. Tonight, I was grateful for the loophole in my defense.

      I stood in a dark corner and spied Nylah’s quarters. A guard had been stationed outside it. He looked bored, like he was about to fall asleep. I glanced at the time on the holo-watch on my wrist. The shift change should happen any moment now. I hadn’t planned my timing so that I could sneak in, but it had worked out that way.

      I was ready to take that as a sign that what I was doing was the right thing.

      The next guard appeared.

      “Hey,” he said to the first guard and sauntered toward him. The first guard walked to meet him halfway, leaving his post wide open.

      I would have to address this in the morning. The guards had become lax. It was behavior like this that had let in a Conjurite to kill Ren’s father, King Arnott, a couple of years ago.

      Right now, I used the weakness in our system to my advantage and tried not to squirm and rage at how much needed to change.

      I moved quickly, pushing open the door, slipping through, and shutting it again.

      I leaned against the inside of the door, straining my ears for a sound—the guards calling for backup, a guard barging in here to find me.

      Nothing.

      All I heard was the faint chatter of the two guards outside, still catching up on gossip and making small talk.

      I would scold them later, but right now, I was relieved they weren’t doing their jobs.

      I turned and looked down the dark hallway that led deeper into the belly of the cathedral. At night, the cathedral was even more spooky and gothic than in the day. The high arches seemed to disappear in the darkness above, and the thick curtains that kept out the light when drawn sent everything into blackness that was complete.

      Usually, Nylah had candles burning to bring a flickering, romantic light into the cathedral where the sun couldn’t reach, but all the candles had been extinguished, and the feeling that remained was cold and eerie.

      I was just being silly. It was because I wasn’t supposed to be here that everything seemed to be so different. It was my mind playing tricks on me.

      Slowly, carefully, I made my way down the hallway and toward the living room. Nylah was probably in bed, sleeping. What was I going to do? Wake her up in the middle of the night? I was a complete stranger to her, if what Ellie said was true.

      I hadn’t thought this all the way through.

      When I reached the living room, the hearth was lit, a fire crackling, flames licking around the wood. It cast an orange glow into the room and illuminated the small, pale figure that sat curled up on the couch.

      “Nylah?” I asked.

      She jerked up, her eyes wide. Her long, chestnut hair was loose, hanging like a cloak around her shoulders. It was tangled, and her face was pale. She wore a white robe that made her look even more ghostly.

      When she saw me, she screamed and jumped up, crossing the room quickly so that she was as far away from me as she could get.

      “Who are you?” she demanded in a sharp voice. Her chest rose and fell, her breathing fast with fear.

      “Nylah…” My heart sank. She really didn’t know who I was. “I thought this might have been…”

      “Why are you in my quarters?” she questioned.

      The fear slowly bled out of her voice as her fright wore off, and I didn’t make a move to come closer to her. I wanted desperately to go to her and take her in my arms, but I was a stranger to her.

      The idea twisted my gut, and I felt sick. Everything we had now, after we’d slept together, and before, our whole lives growing up, was gone.

      “I wanted to check on you,” I said. “They wouldn’t let me come earlier, and I had to make sure you’re okay. This whole thing…I can’t imagine what you must be going through.”

      “So, you thought sneaking into my quarters in the middle of the night was the wise thing to do?” she snapped.

      I blinked, taken aback. Nylah never snapped at anyone. She always spoke calmly, she never wanted to make anyone feel badly if it wasn’t needed.

      She had a point. “I just—”

      “Get out.”

      “Nylah, please hear me out.” I wanted her to know who I was so we could talk about the past. Maybe, if I told her stories about our childhood, it would trigger her memory, and this horrible nightmare would be over. “Let’s talk. Let’s—”

      “What part of ‘get out’ don’t you understand? You’re a strange man in my quarters in the middle of the night! This is very untoward, and if you don’t go, I’ll scream. The guards will come running right away. The Queen promised me protection.”

      I winced when she referred to Ellie as the queen. I cringed at the thought that she felt she needed protection from me.

      I wanted to argue, to fight her on it, but instead, I nodded.

      “Okay.”

      She glared at me, and that fire in her eyes, the deep gold that swirled with light and magic, wasn’t what it used to be. It didn’t resemble the flames that danced in the hearth next to her. Her eyes were dull in comparison.

      I turned around and walked away.

      It hurt like hell to turn my back on her. How could I just walk away? My head shouted at me to give her what she needed: space and time, just like Ellie had said. My heart shouted at me to turn back and help Nylah, to be there for her.

      “You’re not leaving,” Nylah’s sharp voice sounded behind me, and that made the final decision for me. As I walked down the hallway, back the way I’d come, my heart sank.

      That woman wasn’t Nylah. The kindness and goodness, the gentle soul that defined the woman I loved, wasn’t there.

      Where the hell had she gone?
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      The days all melted into each other, and the cathedral started to feel like a prison. I woke up in the mornings with the strange sensation of hope within me, but when I blinked my eyes, looking around, I didn’t recognize my surroundings, and the hope slowly faded.

      When I stared at myself in the mirror, I recognized the face staring back at me. I knew who I was, although at the same time, I had no idea.

      I sat at my dresser and brushed my long hair. The motion was soothing, and I knew I’d done this a thousand times. It felt good to do something that was familiar—these days, nothing was.

      The only familiar thing had become the walls that kept me locked away from the world beyond, the sound of guards being changed at my door, and Ellie’s frequent visits.

      It was thanks to Ellie that these past days hadn’t been completely terrifying, and I’d started to rely on her visits. She always reached out to me, coming to see me, and she always brought something with her—a book to read that I used to love, or a holo-movie to watch of people I used to admire. She would tell me stories of things gone by—how I’d helped her adjust when she’d come to the palace as a prisoner, and how I’d taught her to unlock her magic.

      I liked her stories, but some of them were hard to swallow. She kept telling me how I was a priestess, a healer. She told me how I had visions and deciphered prophecies, and how I’d brought back so many who had been on the verge of death.

      When I looked down at my hands, I couldn’t imagine wielding as much magic as Ellie talked about. I couldn’t see myself being the ethereal being that she described, the person who’d helped so many. I felt useless. I was nothing but a shell of a person everyone else saw when they looked at me.

      I felt the power. I knew it was within me, somewhere. Sometimes, a rush of magic washed over me, warm like a summer’s breeze, and I bathed in it, but it usually withdrew as quickly as it came.

      I shook my head and stood, running my hands down the mint green dress I’d put on today. The clothes in my closet were all familiar, but I still felt foreign in them.

      The only other thing I’d come to hope for was the face of the man who came to see me all the time.

      After Dex had snuck into my cathedral more than a week ago, he’d kept coming back, even though he wasn’t allowed to be here. At first, he’d scared me. He was colossal, a true warrior with scars on his face and arms, the proof that he’d fought, conquered, killed.

      The more I got to know him, though, the more I saw something else in him, something kind and gentle underneath his rough and rugged appearance.

      Ellie didn’t want anyone else to come to me. Dex came to see me without her knowing, and the thrill was in its secrecy. He never stayed long, but I enjoyed every minute of his visits. He’d tell me stories about my past and how much I meant to the kingdom. On most visits, he brought me gifts—herbal teas, desserts he said I enjoyed in the past, and sweet wine that thrilled my taste buds.

      It felt good to do something, to feel something, other than lost all the time, with something on the tip of my tongue that I just couldn’t grasp.

      I was ready for a day of…what? What did I do every day? Ellie had told me I spent time in reflection and prayer, but I didn’t know what I reflected on. There was a gap where someone important should have been. Ellie had also said I studied scrolls of old and learned from the past, but I hadn’t touched those books yet. What good could I do by learning about the pasts of others if I couldn’t even remember my own?

      I walked to the library where Ellie had found me. I ran my hand over the table with its books and papers, the holographic screen that was used for communication with others, and the ink and quill that stood next to it. Everything in this palace, in my cathedral, seemed to be an amalgamation of the past and the future—the old and the new coming together.

      The tomes and scrolls Ellie had found on the floor close by when she’d found me were neatly stacked on one of the shelves. I walked to them and ran my hand over the brittle paper. The pages were filled with magic—they whispered something to me when I touched them that I didn’t understand. I had the sense there was something within those pages that would have been an answer to the woman I’d been before, but now, they meant nothing.

      A sound made me jerk my head up. The cathedral and all its sounds were still new to me, even though I’d been here for days now. I still felt like a stranger, an intruder.

      The sound had been nothing more than a creak of a door or a window. It could well have been the wind, but I sensed something…someone. I tensed, every muscle tight in my body.

      How could I defend myself if someone came to attack me? I knew I was a powerful being, wielding magic, but I didn’t know how to do it. Damn it, I didn’t know how to do anything.

      “Hello?” I called out.

      Dex stepped through the door, and I sagged a little, the tension bleeding from me.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.

      I shook my head. “Everything scares me.”

      Dex’s face softened, and his eyes filled with an emotion I didn’t understand. He was a hard character to read, filled with emotion, and he never used words to describe it.

      “We’ll get to a point where that’s not true for you anymore.”

      I sighed. “Will we? It feels like this is my life now, a new normal.”

      Dex came closer, but he stopped a few feet away. He was careful not to make me feel uncomfortable.

      Somewhere deep within me, I craved his touch. I wanted him to come closer. I flashed on a hand on my cheek, a memory that rose from the corners of my mind, accompanied by a feeling of warmth and affection.

      “How are you today?” Dex asked carefully.

      “The same as yesterday. I keep hoping that being in here will unlock something for me, that I will find answers. But it’s always the same—it’s just another room, and these are just more books.”

      “It will take time, but your memories are in there somewhere, just locked away. Would you like some tea?”

      I nodded, and Dex beckoned for me to follow him.

      Since the event—I’d come to define what had happened to me that way—I was completely alone in my cathedral. Ellie told me she’d dismissed the servants, apologetic that I had to do some things myself. I didn’t remember what it meant not to, so it didn’t bother me, but Ellie had seemed very upset that she had to do that. I was just glad to be left alone so I could try to figure out what was going on. Everyone made me nervous. I knew no one, and when I got looks of pity from the few people who did see me, it made me feal like a freak to be ogled at, like I was missing something.

      I supposed I was.

      Dex walked to the kitchen and brewed tea for us. Magic ran through the palace and powered the water, making it hot in no time.

      “I trained the new recruits again this morning,” Dex said, chatting while he worked. “They’re getting better.”

      He always came to tell me something about his day, about how things worked here at the palace. I loved the deep sound of his voice rumbling in his chest when he talked. It had become soothing, something I missed when he wasn’t here.

      “I asked them to watch the elite guards’ training a couple of days ago so that they can see what they’re aiming for one day. I wanted them to be as unified as the elite guard, but we still have a long way to go.”

      Dex brought a cup of tea to me where I sat at the kitchen table.

      “Thank you,” I said and wrapped my hands around it, drinking in the warmth.

      He nodded and sat down with a cup of tea of his own.

      The cup was tiny and fragile in his large hands, and it was comical to watch him sip tea. I studied his features. His face, scarred and gruff as it was, was pleasant to look at. Despite his enormous size, he walked with the fluidity of someone who knew how to handle himself.

      My stomach clenched. He was attractive, and the more time we spent together, the more I liked him. I had a feeling I’d felt a lot more for him before I’d lost my memories, and I could understand why.

      Dex was an anomaly. He looked like a warrior, but in private, he was a large teddy bear, filled with mush.

      “Did you always want to be a general, a warrior?” I asked.

      Dex glanced up at me and frowned. “I…guess I did. My family is known for its warrior blood. My dad, my brothers, my uncles. My eldest nephew is a lieutenant, and the others will follow in his footsteps when they’re old enough, I’m sure.”

      “Did you ever want to do something else?”

      He shook his head. “What else is there but to fight for the greater good? I’m here to make sure Ellie and Ren are safe, that Jasfin is safe, so that they can do what they need to do for the people. Fighting is noble, and saving lives…” Dex shrugged. It was the longest speech from him I’d heard in a while.

      As I looked at him, I flashed on a man wearing leathers, wielding a sword. He was bloodied, wielding magic with fury and grace. He was incredible, a force to be reckoned with.

      I stared at Dex.

      “What?” he asked with a frown.

      I shook my head. What I’d seen was a memory, something I’d seen when I’d been in battle with him. I didn’t know how I knew; I just did. My stomach turned and twisted, and my pulse sped up. With Dex, I remembered small things.

      Maybe there was hope for me to remember who I was yet.

      “I know it’s rude to stare,” I said carefully. “I’m just trying to find pieces to put together.”

      “I understand.” He offered me a kind smile before he kept talking about his training program.

      It was the one thing that got Dex talking—he was a man of few words otherwise, but fighting was what he understood, it was what defined him.

      I didn’t want to tell him that with him, I remembered small things. It gave me hope that there was a way out of this eternal maze, but I didn’t want to rely on it. What if these small, almost insignificant flashbacks were all I would ever get?

      I didn’t want to get Dex’s hopes up for nothing. He tried so hard to show me things, to talk to me, to make sure I was okay. It was important to him to keep me safe, and I didn’t want to give him hope only for it to be crushed again. For now, I would keep it to myself.

      “I should go,” Dex said when his tea was finished.

      We both stood, and I walked around the table, getting closer to him. He watched me as I neared him.

      “Ellie will be here, soon. She wants to show her son to me today.”

      “You’ll love the little prince,” Dex said with a grin. “He’s the kind of baby you can’t help but love and revere at the same time.”

      I smiled and nodded. I didn’t know if it would change things. Ellie seemed to hope that showing me things would jar my memory, but it didn’t. Dex brought back more for me.

      “Thank you for coming,” I said. “I’ve come to enjoy our little visits.”

      “Me too,” Dex said warmly, his eyes filled with affection.

      Something about Dex drew me to him. He was magnetic, intoxicating. I might not have known who I was, but I knew what attraction felt like.

      I took a small step closer to Dex. I breathed his scent and closed my eyes. It was so familiar, and yet so foreign.

      Dex studied my face. He lifted his hand as if to touch me, and my skin tingled, craving it. He hesitated, but when I didn’t pull away, he brushed his fingertips against my cheek. I tilted my head, leaning into his touch, and he cupped my cheek. His touch was as rough and calloused as it was warm and gentle.

      His eyes locked on mine before they slid to my mouth, and I desperately wanted him to kiss me.

      He swayed on his feet, leaning forward, but he caught himself inches from me.

      “I’ll come to check in on you later,” he said in a hoarse voice.

      “I look forward to it,” I breathed.

      Dex glanced at my lips one more time before he took a step back, tearing himself away from me.

      I was disappointed when he walked away. I wanted him to stay.

      I touched my fingers to my lips.

      I’d wanted him to kiss me. I’d wanted to feel his lips against mine, the brush of his stubble against my chin…

      Why did I know what it felt like to kiss Dex?
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      “What are you doing?” a voice asked behind me when I carefully shut Nylah’s door, and I froze.

      “Dex?” Ellie demanded, and I squeezed my eyes shut before I turned to face her.

      She stood with Deron on her hip, her face angry.

      She’d caught me in the act.

      “Nothing,” I said. It was a lie, and we both knew it, but damn if I was going to admit that I’d just seen Nylah.

      “I asked you to stay away,” Ellie said.

      “Would you be able to stay away?”

      “It’s not about what you want, Dex. It’s about what’s good for Nylah.”

      “What’s good for Nylah is not to be treated like a prisoner,” I snapped. “You can’t keep her locked away from the real world forever, you know. She likes having company sometimes, she likes hearing the stories—”

      “You’ve been doing this more often?” Ellie asked, shock riddling her face before her anger increased.

      I’d put my foot in my mouth, said too much. This was why words were dangerous and I used so few of them.

      “She enjoys spending time with me,” I said tightly. “You can ask her yourself. Ask her what she wants. The sooner she gets back into the real world, the better.”

      “How do you think she’ll cope with that?” Ellie asked.

      “The only way we’ll know is if we let her,” I retorted. “She’s not made of glass, Ellie. If she never remembers, she’ll have to start building a new life.”

      “She’ll remember,” Ellie said, her jaw clenched, her eyes bright with fury. “We’re getting there.”

      “Are you?” I prodded. “It seems to me like you’re holding onto something that might not be there.”

      “Don’t you dare tell me I’m wrong to hope.”

      “Hope is fine,” I said. “You just can’t keep calling the shots. So, what if she doesn’t remember? We can start from scratch. She’s already opening up to me more, and that spark we had before…it’s still there.”

      When Ellie didn’t answer, I added, “I know you know about us. She would have told you.”

      “You can’t be together,” Ellie said.

      Deron niggled on her hip, and she jiggled him. He felt the tension between us—kids were so open to these things—and he didn’t like it.

      “I know that you’re my queen, Ellie, but Nylah is important to me. If Nylah wants to see me, I will make the effort,” I said to Ellie, reaching for Deron to take his hand.

      He grabbed my fingers, and it seemed to calm him enough that we could keep talking.

      “So, my opinion doesn’t matter?”

      I shook my head. “With all due respect, it doesn’t. Not with this. I love her, Ellie. And she loves me. She fell in love with me before, and she’ll do it again. I’m telling you, it’s already there. I don’t care what you think. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to—”

      “You’re going to lose each other,” Ellie blurted out. “It’s in the stars.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Her face changed, the anger draining, replaced by something that looked a lot like pity.

      “Nylah had a vision about the two of you, before all of this happened. She told me about it.”

      “What vision?” I asked, eyes narrowed.

      “You would fall in love, and when you were mated and in love, closer than ever, you would be torn apart, and your bond would be broken. You’re both going to get hurt.”

      “That makes no sense,” I said, shaking my head. “Nylah’s visions don’t usually sound like that.”

      “I know. She didn’t want to tell you, to spare you, but it’s going to happen if you keep pushing this. Her memory loss is a blessing in disguise, Dex. If she doesn’t remember what you feel for each other, it’s better to leave well enough alone. You can’t let her get hurt.”

      “I’m not the one who’s going to hurt her,” I said, bristling. “How can you tell me I should stay away from her for her own good? How can you tell me it’s a blessing? Do you hear how convoluted it sounds?”

      Ellie let out a breath, billowing her cheek. Deron let go of my hands and reached up to Ellie’s face, making sounds, babbling in his toddler language.

      “You’re going to hurt her,” Ellie said.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Terra showed Nylah!” she cried out.

      “Yeah, and you kept it from me. Nylah doesn’t remember. I understand why she didn’t tell me, but you…you should have told me.”

      Ellie shook her head and pursed her lips. “Be logical, Dex. You know what Nylah’s visions are like. You know how she’s never wrong.”

      “Maybe the vision was talking about this,” I suggested, scratching my head. “Maybe the vision was about her not knowing who I was, and that was us losing each other. It already happened, so we’re in the clear.”

      Ellie shook her head. “I’m sorry, Dex. It’s not. You’re going to lose each other if you keep doing this, and I won’t let you hurt her.”

      I groaned. “You can’t put this on me. Not after you’ve kept it from me.”

      “I didn’t think it was necessary to tell you, since she didn’t know who anyone is anymore.”

      My anger doubled. “You didn’t think I deserved to know something about me?”

      “Dex, don’t get mad at me.”

      I balled my hands into fists. “Don’t tell me what to do, Ellie. I’m pretty damn sick of you calling the shots like you’re the leading authority on what’s good for Nylah.”

      “Careful how you talk to me,” Ellie clapped back. “I’m still your queen.”

      “You’re right,” I said curtly. “You’re also my friend. Nylah’s friend. We’re supposed to have each other’s backs.”

      “I’m trying to have her back!” Ellie yelled.

      Deron squealed when her voice rose, mimicking her, and she jiggled him again.

      “Yeah,” I said. “But you forgot to have mine.”
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      I hugged the toilet bowl and groaned. I felt sick to my stomach, heaving and retching despite not having any stomach contents to dispose of anymore.

      I’d been throwing up all morning.

      When I was sure nothing would come out anymore, I stood and opened the faucet, leaning over the basin. I splashed cold water on my face and rinsed my mouth.

      What was going on with me?

      Ellie had told me that I’d once been a healer, and I wished I had that ability now. I would have used it on myself to get rid of this wretched feeling.

      I walked to my room and dropped myself on my bed. I didn’t usually get back into bed during the day, but I didn’t have the courage to face anything else.

      Over the past couple of weeks since I’d lost my memory, I’d tried to find snippets of my life that would tell me who I was. I learned what I could from the books and scribbles on paper in my library, I listened to what Ellie, Ren, and Dex told me about who I was. It wasn’t enough to give me a clear picture.

      “Nylah?” a gentle voice asked from my bedroom door, and when I looked up, Vanya came to me.

      “Hi,” I said weakly.

      “Ellie asked me to come see you,” Vanya said.

      She wore priestess robes, and her hair was pulled back in a bun that made her look motherly. Her blue eyes were so much like Ellie’s, and they were filled with warmth and concern.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I said. “I’ve been feeling sick on and off the last couple of days, but nothing like this.”

      “That’s what I’m here for.” Vanya smiled. “We’ll have you back on your feet in no time.”

      She took my hand in hers and covered it with her other hand. She looked me in the eyes, and a moment later, warmth pulsed through my body as she tried to heal me. Her magic felt like warm water, running over my skin. It was welcome, and something about the healing energy was familiar. I’d felt this comforting feeling many times before.

      I flashed on using this kind of power myself.

      I wished I remembered how.

      The nausea lifted, and I sagged on the pillows, finally feeling relief.

      “Thank you,” I breathed.

      Vanya nodded and forced a smile, but her eyes were still concerned.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. Something didn’t seem right.

      “How do you feel?”

      “Better,” I said. “I’m sure the rest of it will go away.”

      “What have you been feeling? Anything else other than nausea?”

      “Dizzy,” I admitted. “And sometimes, my lower back is killing me.”

      Vanya nodded, but that look in her eyes was still there, and my stomach twisted.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She hesitated.

      “Is it bad?” I asked.

      Vanya still hesitated before she shook her head. “It’s not bad, Nylah. It’s just…”

      “What?” I demanded when she still wouldn’t speak. “What’s going on?”

      “Nylah, you’re not sick with some bug.”

      “Then what’s wrong with me?”

      “You’re with child.”

      I stared at her, struggling to wrap my mind around what she’d just said.

      “What?” My voice was small. “How could that be?”

      Vanya didn’t answer. Logistically, I understood how that could be, but it wasn’t possible that I was pregnant. I couldn’t have a baby. Vanya didn’t respond right away. She knew I didn’t mean logistically.

      “Ellie told me I don’t have a significant other,” I blurted out. “My life has always been dedicated to the throne, to service. I can’t be pregnant. I don’t have a mate!”

      “You don’t need a mate to have a baby, Nylah.”

      I knew that. I knew how babies were made. I just didn’t think I’d have one.

      Panic took over as the realization sank in. My breathing came in ragged, shallow gasps, and I felt dizzy.

      “No, no, no,” I muttered.

      “It’s okay,” Vanya said. “You’re safe, and you’re in good hands. We’re going to get you through this, okay?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “This isn’t okay at all. I need to…” I suddenly felt sick again, the bile pushing up my throat, probably brought on by my panic.

      I jumped up from the bed and ran to the bathroom, throwing myself over the toilet again as I emptied the contents of my stomach.

      Vanya appeared beside me, and while I heaved and gagged, she rubbed my back in circles. I felt her magic pulsing through me, bringing warmth with it. It was the same kind of soothing magic that Ellie showed when she was with me. It clearly ran in the family—Ellie had told me her mom would come to help, and because they possessed the same magic, I knew I could trust her. Vanya’s healing magic was sweet—she had come from our neighboring country to help me.

      The only problem was, no amount of magic was going to fix this.

      After Vanya left, I tried to pull myself together again. The nausea had subsided enough that I dared to leave the bathroom, but it was still there, hovering, constantly reminding me of what was going on.

      A baby, growing inside me.

      I was pregnant.

      The door to the cathedral finally opened, and I hurried toward Ellie, who came to me.

      “I came as soon as I could,” she said, and she reached for me, taking my hands in both of hers. “Vanya told me.”

      My eyes welled with tears. “I can’t do this, Ellie. I can’t have a baby.”

      “Calm down, let’s talk through it over a cup of tea.”

      Ellie led me to the kitchen where she brewed tea. I thought of Dex, brewing tea the same way she was now. Dex, the man I was starting to fall for. He hadn’t been to see me in a while, and I missed him. More now than before.

      “Is it Dex’s baby?” I asked in a whisper.

      Ellie looked up at me before she nodded slowly. “Yeah, it’s Dex’s baby.”

      “We were very serious, weren’t we?’

      “I think so.”

      After brewing the tea, she offered me a cup, and we walked to the living room with it. When we sat down on the couches, I tucked my feet underneath me and held my cup, but I didn’t drink the tea. I was scared I would throw up again.

      “How can you think it was serious, and not know?” I asked.

      “It was a very new relationship, starting only a short while before all of this,” Ellie said.

      It had been more than a month now since I’d lost my memories. Enough to find out I was pregnant.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to do this,” I admitted. “I can’t have a baby, Ellie. How am I supposed to raise a child when I don’t even know who I am?”

      “We’ll take it as it comes,” she said. “We have many months to prepare, and a lot can happen in that time.”

      “I don’t know if I can have a baby with Dex,” I added, looking at the amber liquid in my cup. It was starting to go cold, and I still didn’t want to drink it. “I like him, Ellie. There’s something there between us. I can feel it. I know we were serious, and I think I can be with him again, but having a baby together when we’re strangers to each other…I can’t do it. It’s not the same as getting to know someone slowly. I feel like I’ve been thrown into the deep end, and I’m drowning.”

      Ellie hesitated, sipping her tea while she formulated an answer.

      “Nylah, just because you’re pregnant with Dex’s baby doesn’t mean you have to be with him.”

      “How can I not?” I asked. “A baby deserves both parents.”

      “And both parents will be there for the child, but that still doesn’t mean you’re forced to do something you’re not ready for. Dex is always here, and so are you. The child won’t have a parent absent, but your heart is important. You shouldn’t have to do something you’re not ready for.”

      I considered it. Could I raise a baby without Dex? I guess I could; there were more than enough people who would help me.

      How would Dex feel about it? He would be a father without the rest of it. He was at a disadvantage. I didn’t remember our relationship. So, although I’d lost everything, I hadn’t lost anything. Dex remembered it all, but it had been taken away from him. He knew what he missed.

      “I don’t want him to get hurt,” I said.

      “Getting hurt was inevitable from the start,” Ellie replied.

      Right, the vision she’d told me I’d had. It was strange thinking I’d had visions all the time when now, I didn’t even dream.

      “The prophecy said you wouldn’t end up together,” Ellie said carefully. “You were worried about getting hurt, worried about what it would mean to follow your heart, only to have it broken. You didn’t want to get too involved when you knew how it would end.”

      She looked sympathetic, and I hated it. I hated her pity. I hated being stuck without a single memory to fall back on, without knowing how I would have dealt with this. What would the old Nylah have done?

      “It’s scary, I know,” Ellie added gently. “You don’t have to tell Dex until you’ve had time to think about what you want to do. But it might be better this way.”

      “Maybe.”

      I understood what Ellie meant, but she didn’t understand. The situation between Dex and me wasn’t as simple as she made it out to be. Ellie wouldn’t understand what Dex and I shared. I didn’t even understand what Dex and I shared. All I knew was what I’d learned the past month about who I was in everyone else’s eyes, and who I was in Dex’s eyes.

      A pang shot through my chest. I had all these expectations to live up to, a life that everyone believed was mine that I had to somehow conjure out of nothing.

      And now, on top of it all, I was pregnant. I was going to have a baby with a man I cared for but wasn’t ready to get too close to.

      How could any of this be foreordained? How could any of this be how it was meant to be?

      It didn’t make sense, and the only thing I felt when I thought about the life that lay ahead of me without memories, about raising a baby when I didn’t even know who I was and where I belonged…was dread.
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      Nylah wouldn’t see me. I’d tried to see her for days in a row now, but she wanted nothing to do with me.

      I didn’t understand it—I’d thought we had something. I thought what we’d shared before was growing again, but now she didn’t want me there. What had happened?

      I walked to Ellie where she sat in the palace library, reading a book. Deron played at her feet, blowing spit bubbles and babbling to himself. Ellie reached for his dark hair now and then, her baby always on her mind even when she was busy with something else.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said.

      Ellie lowered her book. “Okay.” She closed the book and set it down on the side table. “This is about Nylah.”

      I nodded. “You know she wants nothing to do with me.”

      “I know.”

      “Was this your idea?”

      “What are you talking about?” Ellie asked.

      “You didn’t want me to be around her. You’ve been trying to keep us apart. Did you say something to her?”

      Ellie shook her head. “I didn’t say anything to her, Dex. It’s her choice, not mine. By now, I can’t stop her from living her life.”

      I narrowed my eyes sat her. “You called the shots before.”

      “Yeah, until I knew she was ready to make her own decisions. This is a tough process; you know how hard it’s been on her. I didn’t want her to get hurt.”

      “You didn’t want her to see me because you think we don’t belong together.”

      I was angry. I was frustrated. I was hurt that Nylah didn’t want to see me without as much as an explanation, a note telling me what was going on.

      “I didn’t say I don’t think you belong together,” Ellie said, and her face softened. “You and Nylah have always had a close relationship. If it were up to me and me alone, I would have thought it was a great match. The prophecy…Terra decreed that it’s not meant to be, not me.”

      “Did you tell her that?” I demanded.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” Ellie offered, but I shook my head. I would rather stay standing. I was wired and on edge, adrenaline pumping through my body, fueled by my frustration.

      “I didn’t tell her anything, Dex,” she said.

      “She hasn’t wanted to see me in over a week! What’s going on?” I scrubbed my hand down my face. “I don’t understand what I’m supposed to make of this. I thought there was something.”

      “What you feel for each other will never go away completely. Emotions and memories aren’t the same.”

      “How can you love something you can’t remember?” I asked dully.

      “I don’t know how it works or what’s going on,” Ellie said softly, and her features were pained.

      She knew this was hard on me. At least there was that.

      “I can’t do this,” I admitted, letting a part of me crumple. It was damn hard to keep strong all the time. “I can’t live a life without her wanting to see me.”

      “She just needs time,” Ellie said.

      “You keep saying that, but what if you’re wrong?” I asked. “What if this is all it will ever be? What if the time she needs away from me…is forever?”

      Ellie’s face was sympathetic, and she stood, coming to me.

      “It will be okay in the end, Dex,” she said, squeezing my arm. “And if it’s not okay…”

      “You sound like she used to,” I said.

      “She’s always been right, you know. Terra always makes sure things work out for the greater good, even if we don’t always see it at first. It’s not in her nature to leave things open ended without a reason why it happened at all—it was Nylah who taught me that. She taught me to keep holding on and trust that whatever is happening will sort itself out.”

      “That Nylah is gone,” I said. “I don’t know if I believe that anymore.”

      “I’ll keep believing it,” Ellie said, determined. “It’s going to be okay. Just keep faith.”

      I nodded. Ellie was kind and sweet, and she cared, but I didn’t know if I believed her. How could it be? If I was with Nylah, apparently, we would lose each other. And if I wasn’t…I would lose her, anyway. There was no scenario in which Nylah and I won.

      How could any of that be okay?

      I walked to the arena to train the frustration and pain out of my system. I had to get rid of this burning anxiety in my chest somehow, and working out was the only way I knew how to get rid of it.

      I warmed up with a jog. It turned into a sprint when it felt like something was snapping at my heels—my own demons were here, ready to beat me up.

      What if I wasn’t good enough? What if I’d never been good enough, and Nylah had finally seen it because she’d gotten to know me through fresh eyes, starting from scratch? What if the person I was just didn’t cut it, and now that she wasn’t herself and didn’t know what we’d had growing up, she was at liberty to tell me that?

      Not that she’d told me anything—she’d just stopped wanting to see me. Our last visit had been filled with sexual tension and affection like it used to be, and we’d nearly kissed. She’d wanted it as much as I had. I’d thought then that we would get past this, but now she didn’t want me at all.

      I trained hard, pushing my body to its limits. I worked with equipment, lifting weights, adding in a run between every exercise until my lungs burned, my heart threatened to hammer right out of my chest, and my muscles screamed at me.

      Clouds gathered above, slowly drowning out the sun. It was exactly how I felt.

      Finally, I could barely breathe, and my body trembled, my muscles threatening to give out.

      Still, the anguish I felt was settled firmly in my chest, burning, aching. I pressed my fingers against my sternum and winced.

      I couldn’t do this. Not without her. I might have been able to do this without love if we were still as close as we’d been all my life, but with that gone…I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t live a life at the palace without Nylah in it.

      I had to get away from here, where every single thing reminded me of what it used to be—reminded me of what I’d lost.

      Until a moment ago, leaving hadn’t been an option. She was here, and my duty was to protect my family, the people I loved. The palace was the only home I knew.

      I just couldn’t be here anymore when it was filled with doubt and rejection and pain.

      After showering and getting dressed in fresh clothes, I walked to Ren’s office. I knocked and waited for the call to enter.

      “Dex, what’s wrong?” Ren asked.

      Of course he knew something was wrong right away—that was how well we knew each other. It was why I had to go, because Nylah and I didn’t know each other like that anymore, and she didn’t want to know me.

      “I have to go,” I said. “I have to get away from here.”

      “What’s wrong?” Ren repeated. He stood from his desk and walked around it, coming to me. I took a step back. I was barely keeping myself together—emotionally after Nylah, and physically after I’d just about trained myself to death.

      “I can’t be here with her being like this,” I said.

      “I understand. It’s tough. She’s still in there, but…” His voice trailed off when I winced as he started talking about her. “It will get better with time, but I agree, a few days off will do you good, just to get away from the palace and everything here. I can organize with Lars to take over your—”

      “I’m not just leaving for a few days,” I interrupted.

      Ren blinked at me. “What?”

      “I’m leaving for good. I wanted to ask if you could station me in one of the cities. I can train there, do some good. I can still be useful to the throne. I just can’t be here.”

      “Dex, let’s not be hasty,” Ren said. “Sit down, let’s talk.” He walked to an armchair, but I shook my head.

      “I’d rather stand, if you don’t mind.”

      Ren looked worried. “It’s serious if you want to leave. What’s going on?”

      “I told you about the woman I started seeing a while ago,” I said.

      Ren nodded.

      “It’s Nylah.”

      “What?” Ren asked, confused. Hadn’t Ellie told him what was going on? “I thought… I don’t know what I thought. I didn’t know. How could this…” His face changed, and I saw how it dawned on him. “I see. It hurts seeing her like this.”

      “Didn’t Ellie tell you?”

      “She tried, but I told her I didn’t want to know. It hurts me, too. I asked her not to share anything with me for a while, just until I wrap my mind around it all, and the truth is, I’m not ready to face any of it.” He snorted. “Some king I am, huh?”

      “Have you seen Nylah?” I asked.

      Ren shook his head, his sadness palpable. “She doesn’t want to see me. She’s pushing everyone away.” His words held so much pain, my heart went out to him.

      I didn’t answer. It was hard on all of us to lose someone we’d been so close to. It was harder than dealing with death because she was still here, she just wasn’t Nylah anymore. Not the way she used to be.

      “I understand you’re going through a difficult time,” Ren said. “Trust me, I get it. The pain can’t be enough to drive you away, though, can it?”

      “It’s not just that it hurts seeing her like this,” I said. “It’s everything. The memories she doesn’t have, the relationship that isn’t there anymore… She wants nothing to do with me, and I can’t do this.”

      Ren shook his head. “You can’t just leave, Dex. This is your home. We’re your people.”

      “I know. I’ll come back again one day. I just need to get away for a while so that I can clear my head. So that I can clear my heart.”

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” Ren asked. His face filled with concern again.

      I nodded, surer than ever.

      “If I’m not here, she won’t have to avoid me. If I’m not here, I won’t be reminded of everything all the time. Please, if you’ll allow it…”

      “I don’t want to see you go,” Ren said. “You’re a good general, and the troops flourish because of you.”

      “Lars and Freeman can do a good job. The warriors all know who they are and where they stand. They’ll be okay.”

      “You’re like a brother, Dex,” Ren said. “Losing you will be a travesty.”

      “You won’t lose me, just see me less, like we do with Vanya and Hazel.”

      Ren nodded. “It’s not the same, but if it’s what you want, then I’ll allow it. Let me know where you want to go, and I’ll make sure it happens.”

      I bowed slightly. “Thank you.”

      “And if you change your mind, that’s okay, too,” Ren added.

      “I won’t,” I said and left his office to study my maps and decide where I wanted to go.

      Getting out of here was going to hurt. I would feel incomplete, like a part of me was missing all the time, like I wandered without a place I could call home. I just couldn’t stay here. It was even worse knowing that Nylah was around here somewhere, but she didn’t want to see me.

      That kind of pain trumped any pain I would feel leaving my home behind.

      It was time to go, no matter how difficult it would be.

      I couldn’t stay.
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      “What is this?” Ellie asked me when we sat together at the dining table. She pointed at a green pile of vegetables on her plate, her expression suspicious. I glanced at Ren, who looked amused.

      “That’s called orbin. It’s a seasonal delicacy. This year hasn’t been so cold yet that we’ve had it in abundance. Try it, it’s a real treat.” I smiled at Ellie.

      “It hasn’t been cold enough?” she asked.

      Snow had been falling in a flurry for days on end. The ground was frozen enough that all construction in the villages had to cease—Ren had been worried about what it meant for progress. He wanted the people to keep going, to feel like the world wasn’t about to be shaken to its core but what pended between him and Lucia’s family.

      “It’s colder up here,” Ren said from across the table. “The weather in the villages isn’t as harsh as it can be closer to the mountains. But it has to be even colder for orbin to grow. The seeds need very low temperatures to germinate.”

      Ellie shivered, and I suppressed a giggle. She always looked like a fish out of water here at the palace. Life here was very different from the life she’d lived before, and I understood it was a big change. It was sweet to see how she navigated the changes with equal parts determination and suspicion.

      Ellie scooped up some of the thick, green vegetables, and tentatively took a bite.

      “Oh my,” she groaned when it was in her mouth. “It’s like…ice cream.”

      I giggled.

      “Try telling the kids that,” Dex grumbled. “My nephews won’t eat anything that resembles healthy food, not even orbin.”

      “Maybe they just need the right motivation,” I said to Dex.

      “I’ll show them motivation,” Dex grumbled. He ate with vigor, as if everything was a battle. With the wars pending, I understood he was on edge all the time. I wished he would relax, just breathe for a moment. We weren’t at war yet.

      “You can win wars with your fists, Dex, but children need a loving touch. Do you know what that is? A loving touch?” I teased him, trying not to burst out laughing at the look on his face.

      Dex muttered something under his breath.

      “Speak up, Dex, no one can hear you when you mutter to yourself,” I scolded lightheartedly.

      I loved teasing him. He never knew how to handle it, and it was so endearing. I loved how flustered he got. He could face anything on the battlefield and win, but he struggled with normal interaction, even with those of us so close to him.

      “I said,” he responded gruffly, “you have no idea what you’re talking about when it comes to loving touches. You’re in a closer relationship with your books than any living creature.”

      I laughed with glee.

      “Maybe you could show me one day.”

      “Like hell,” Dex said, frowning deeply, but I was almost sure his cheeks were turning red.

      I opened my eyes and blinked at the wads of silk that hung from my four-poster bed. The sun fell through the windows at a strange angle. It was much later than I usually awoke.

      I pushed up in bed, feeling groggy. The sun shone outside, but I felt somber, my mood gray as the skies had been when it had rained so much.

      I rested my hand on my belly. I was starting to show. It wasn’t a lot—I carried very small—but the bump was there. When I wore my robes, it didn’t show at all, and I could still hide that I was pregnant, but hiding it from the world didn’t change that I knew about it, and that I was terrified of it.

      I was going to have a child. Dex’s baby.

      The dream I’d had came back to me. That hadn’t been a dream—the details had been too specific, the events and conversation too chronological. That had been a memory.

      Did that mean I was remembering? Did it mean the past was coming back to me?

      I walked to the bathroom to relieve myself and shower and get ready for the day. I had reading to do, and then I would walk in the gardens with Ellie.

      Time was strange these days. It had started almost two months ago when I’d woken up not knowing who I was—that was all I had to work with. I’d lived a whole life, but I had nothing to show for it. All I could remember about who I was and what I’d done amounted to the two months that had passed.

      Dex filled my mind while I showered. I’d heard he’d left the palace a while ago, asking to be stationed somewhere else. He’d never left before, apparently, and everyone had been upset he was gone.

      I was relieved. I didn’t know how to deal with what was happening to me—the baby I carried, the affection I must have felt for him before, the spark of attraction that had been between us the last time I’d seen him. That was almost a month ago, now.

      It was better that he was away so that I could take the time to get used to the fact that I would be a mother, and that I would have to do this without having my past experiences to guide me. I was five hundred years old, Ellie had said, but with the memory of no more than two months.

      That was already a lot to deal with without having to face a relationship with a man I didn’t know and raising a baby with—or without—him.

      I got dressed and walked to the library so that I could read. Ellie had given me a stack of books to get through. They were all about our history as Fae. She’d told me they were the same books I’d given her to read when she’d needed help knowing who she was and where she’d come from. It was ironic that the tables had turned, and instead of me guiding her, it was the other way around.

      Knowing what the history of our kind was helped in some ways—I felt like I understood who I was when it came to magic. It didn’t help me know who I was as a person.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell Ellie what she’d hoped would work, hadn’t. She tried so hard, and as long as I had these books to read, I had something to keep me busy, to keep my mind from wandering.

      Today, it didn’t work. I struggled to concentrate. My mind wasn’t so much the problem as my heart was. I felt hollowed out and empty, like I’d lost something big, like I’d been shaken to my core, and I didn’t know what it was or why I felt this way.

      When Ellie and I walked in the garden, the sun beat down on my face. I closed my eyes and tilted my head up, drinking in the warmth.

      “Sometimes I feel like I’m stuck in a maze, and I can’t find my way out,” I confided. “And sometimes, there’s this tiny ray of light, guiding me for a moment.”

      “A tiny ray of light?” Ellie asked.

      “I had a dream,” I said.

      “Really?”

      I’d told Ellie that I didn’t dream, I didn’t see anything other than what I took in when I was awake. No dreams, no visions, no prophecies.

      “I told you it would come. What did you dream about?”

      I was worried about her excitement. With excitement often came disappointment.

      I told her what I’d dreamed, relaying the conversations we’d had. Ellie listened intently, her eyes wide by the time I was done.

      “Nylah, that wasn’t a dream. That was a memory. I remember that day clearly. You and Dex were always at each other. It was just before Baut came to us with a condition for a ceasefire, a reason not to go to war. What else do you remember?” Her words came fast.

      “Nothing else, that was it,” I said.

      “If one thing came back, then more will!” Ellie cried out. “This is great news!”

      “Is it?” I asked, unsure.

      “Of course! If you can remember, then everything will be different. Everything will change—it will go back to the way it was. Oh, Nylah, you have no idea how great this is.”

      I nodded. It had to be a good thing that I was starting to remember. If I could remember, I would know who I was, and maybe then, I would feel better equipped to deal with what was to come.

      What scared me was that remembering meant I would know everything. Not only the good, but the bad, too. It seemed silly to say, but these past two months, scary as they’d been, had also been strangely blissful because I hadn’t known pain. I hadn’t had bad memories or stress about things I couldn’t change. I hadn’t known what they were.

      Lately, I’d been having the strange sensation that something was missing. Once my memories returned to me—if they did at all—I would know what I’d lost. I would know the pain it caused. My bliss would be gone, and the past would rush back at me, the good and the bad.

      I didn’t know if I was ready for that. I didn’t know what I’d lost and what I missed, but something wasn’t right, and as soon as I remembered, I would know.

      As soon as I remembered, the pain that my memory loss kept at bay would come flooding in, and there would be no escaping from it then.

      “Are you okay?” Ellie asked.

      I forced a smile and nodded. I didn’t know how to explain what I was thinking. I didn’t know how to tell Ellie that I feared what I didn’t know now. My memory loss was a shield, blocking off something I didn’t know.

      And I didn’t want to know.
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      I was stationed in Gloverbalt at a military training academy where I was in charge of new recruits. When I’d told Ren I was leaving, coming here to my family seemed like the best choice.

      After the Palgian war, I’d set up these military academies in cities all across Jasfin, training warriors so that we were ready for battle at any moment. When we’d faced a civil war against Baut and then a war against Palgia, we had been grossly unprepared. We’d won by only grace and willpower, almost, and not because our troops had been ready to rule. I’d wanted to make sure that never happened again.

      When I’d come to Gloverbalt, I’d been excited about a new routine, new warriors, a new life. Seeing my family more often. Maybe I could start over and create a life worth living. I’d hoped it would be the change I needed—the change that would allow me to forget about everything I’d left behind.

      Gloverbalt was a coastal city at the very south of Jasfin. The air was humid and tasted of the tang of the sea. The sun was hot, and people spent their time bathing in the sea water whenever they could to shake off the heat and cool down. It was a quaint city with the feel of a little village, and although the population of the city was well over a million, it seemed like everyone knew everyone, anyway.

      It had seemed like the best place to start over and be happy.

      It hadn’t worked. I hated it here. The people were nice and accommodating, the warriors were respectful, and they worked hard. It wasn’t their fault, they really tried to make me feel welcome. In a different life, under different circumstances, I could have loved living in Gloverbalt.

      It just wasn’t home.

      I missed being at the palace. I missed my general’s quarters, I missed seeing Ren and Ellie every day. I even missed Lars and Freeman, two people who were always grumpy and usually gave me gray hairs, pissing me off to no end.

      It was Nylah I missed the most. I kept telling myself the Nylah I missed wasn’t the Nylah I’d left behind. That woman was gone, and chances were she’d never return.

      That didn’t stop me from thinking about her, from dreaming about her, all the time. She was always on my mind, no matter what I did to try to distract myself. Throwing myself into work didn’t make a difference. I always thought about how we’d worked together to train the warriors for battle, working on physical and magical skills in tandem.

      When I worked with warriors one-on-one, teaching them skills they needed when they were in the depths of despair, or when they needed to take care of people in high positions like aristocrats, I thought about how Nylah and I had worked together, training Ellie so that she could be a full-fledged warrior on our team of elite guards.

      When I lay in bed at night, I thought about Nylah’s blemish free body, her perfect, pale skin that stretched over her naked body as she writhed and gasped and moaned beneath me.

      I hadn’t missed anyone as much as I missed her. Without having her near, I struggled. I felt incomplete and untethered. It wasn’t that I defined myself by her, but knowing who I was through her eyes had changed a lot for me, and now that I didn’t have it, I felt adrift. Every now and again, I caught myself forgetting that she was missing from my life, and then I crumpled and fell, trying to reach for something that didn’t exist anymore. Physically, I was a strong warrior, able to face anything the world threw at me. Emotionally, I was constantly off-balance.

      My nephew Xenos was a lieutenant now, stationed at the academy, and since I’d arrived, he’d gone out of his way to make me feel welcome. He often invited me to his home to dine with him and his wife Ailey, and it was nice to feel included. My sister Marica had her hands full with the younger kids. She had six boys in all, and only Xenos had moved out of the house.

      I didn’t want to impose.

      Although I was Xenos’s superior, it was more comfortable around him because I knew him, and it made me feel like less of a visitor and more like I belonged.

      After my training session one morning, a week or two after I’d arrived, a messenger came to me telling me that Xenos wanted to see me. I had time on my hands, so I went to meet him. For family, I had all the time in the world.

      Xenos waited for me in one of the bland, non-descript offices that lined the administration block at the north side of the academy.

      “Uncle,” he said with a smile. “Thank you for coming to meet me.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Take a seat.” I gestured to one of the chairs and walked around the table to sit down in the large leather chair that faced Xenos. He looked more and more like his mother, with the same dark hair and eyes that ran in our family, and the confidence—or arrogance—that was true to our bloodline. He would make a great warrior if he applied it right.

      “What can I do for you?” I asked.

      “Ailey keeps bugging me to ask for leave, so I figured I’d do it and get her off my back. She wants me home more. She wants to start a family, and she needs me to be around more often, to show her I won’t leave her alone with the children.” Xenos rubbed the back of his neck. “I would like to take a week or two, as soon as I can.”

      I nodded. “I think that’s something we can arrange. I’ll need you to stick it out with the recruits we’re working with for at least another two weeks, but after that, I’m sure we can spare you.”

      “Anything will be great, Uncle,” Xenos said.

      I turned to the wall where a large holographic screen was mounted and programmed the dates into the calendar to finalize Xenos’s request.

      “A family, huh?” I grinned at him.

      Xenos rubbed the back of his neck again. “It’s time for the next step. We’ve been mated for a while now.”

      “You’ll make great parents,” I said. “You’re so invested in each other, and that makes for a great foundation.” I was proud of the man my nephew had become.

      Xenos nodded. “I like to think that will pull us through. We’ve been strong from the start. I was worried about what it would mean, since we’re not fated, but Ailey…I can’t imagine my life without her.”

      I nodded, fighting hard not to show any emotion. When Xenos talked of fated mates, I thought of Nylah immediately, but she wasn’t my fated mate, either. We’d been together, but the bond hadn’t been forged. I was jealous that Xenos had found his love despite not being fated, and I hadn’t gotten mine.

      Maybe it was better that way—we were better off without each other if our future was only going to lead to heartbreak.

      “What about you?” Xenos asked.

      “What about me?”

      He hesitated. “Permission to speak freely, Uncle?”

      “Of course,” I said. “We’re family.”

      “While we’re on duty, you’re my superior, first. You’re still the king’s general.”

      “You can talk,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Family trumps a lot of things.”

      “Thanks,” Xenos said with a grin before his smile faded again. “Ailey pointed it out to me, which is why I’m saying it now. Otherwise, I would keep my mouth shut, because what would I know? We just can’t help but notice that you’re not happy.”

      I frowned. Was I that obvious?

      “What gives you that idea?” I did my best to be upbeat, to go about my day, to do what needed to be done. I didn’t take my moods out on the warriors. I was very careful about that, in fact.

      “I know a depressed man when I see one, Uncle. It’s not your actions or your performance that gave you away. You just seem like you’d rather be somewhere else.”

      I sighed, shifting in my seat. “It’s not that simple.”

      Xenos regarded me, thinking.

      “I know we haven’t talked frankly. I’ve only been a mated man for a while, and we don’t know each other as well as we would in a couple of centuries. You know you can talk to me, though.”

      “There isn’t much to say,” I scoffed. How could I tell him everything that had happened? What would a kid know about these things?

      “I daresay you left your heart at the palace.”

      I scowled, but I didn’t respond.

      “A man who knows love is a rich man, Uncle. A man who’s lost love isn’t poor, but incomplete, and you have the air of a man who has lost the woman he’s meant to be with.”

      “We’re not fated,” I blurted out. I gripped the armrests of my chair. “What does it matter what we are if we’re not meant to be together?”

      “Fate and love aren’t always the same thing,” Xenos said. “You can love without fate having a hand in it. You can love very deeply. Ailey and I weren’t fated, but we knew that we wanted to be together forever, and nothing else matters but what we are to each other. She’s everything to me, and I wouldn’t trade my life with her for anything, not even for a fated bond, if that ever came along. Ailey is my world. If I lost her…” He sighed. “If you want my opinion as a friend, I think you should go back home and fight for the woman you love.”

      I shook my head. “Thanks, but you don’t know the full story. I think we’re just about done here. There’s nothing else you want to add to your request for leave, is there?”

      “Is she with another man?” Xenos asked despite my dismissal.

      “That’s not up for discussion,” I said. I stood. “I have a few other things to take care of. You’re dismissed, Lieutenant.” I started to walk around the desk, but Xenos kept talking.

      “Fight for what you want, Uncle. That’s what I would do. In the end, you decide your fate, you know. It’s a choice.”

      I glared at Xenos. “I don’t want to tell you again. You’re dismissed, nephew.”

      Xenos nodded curtly, his face an expressionless mask. “I take it my permission to speak freely has been revoked.”

      I clenched my jaw. Xenos walked past me, leaving the office, and I took a few deep breaths, letting them out slowly to collect myself again. The nerve…arrogance, rather than confidence. It was a family trait.

      When I left the offices, my mind spun with what Xenos had said. The nerve to talk to me about my personal life like that, even after I’d dismissed him! Despite his insubordinate actions, his words echoed in my mind. Fight for what you want.

      I was a fighter, but this wasn’t a fight I knew I could win. What if I lost? Losing a battle was a knock to my ego, but losing Nylah would be a knock to my heart.

      Still, Xenos and Ailey hadn’t been fated, and they were incredible. Could Nylah and I be like that? Hell, who was I kidding? We’d been like that for five centuries. Not a couple, perhaps, but I’d loved her for most of my life. Now that I didn’t have her, I knew it.

      Everything we’d had, everything I loved about her, had disappeared when she’d lost her memory.

      The moment I thought it, I knew it wasn’t entirely true. I’d felt that spark when I was around her. Underneath her confusion and her worry, the new life she had to go about living without her memories, without knowing who she was, she was still my Nylah. We had spent so many days together since she’d lost her memory, where we’d just talked and gotten to know each other again, and that attraction had still been there.

      Nylah wasn’t gone.

      Why was I?

      I suddenly knew what I wanted. I knew what I had to do.
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      The trip back to the palace wasn’t a long one—with hovercrafts, it took no time at all, but it felt like I’d been away from Nylah for an eternity. I needed to get back to her as soon as I could.

      When I arrived at the palace, I walked through the hallways.

      “Dex?” Ellie asked, finding me on my way. “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said. “I’ll find you later and tell you, but right now, I have something to take care of.”

      She frowned, looking worried.

      “It’s the right thing to do, Ellie,” I said. “You know what it means to follow your heart, no matter how much it might hurt.”

      Ellie’s face softened. She’d done so much for Ren when she’d first met him. She’d been willing to leave him to spare him—twice. She knew what it was to do the right thing, no matter what it might mean in the long run.

      Would Nylah and I be together forever? I didn’t know what the future held. Would her vision come true, and would we be ripped apart? Maybe.

      I just didn’t want to spend another moment away from her. I’d rather have her for a short while than never have her at all. I was a fool to have left in the first place.

      “Nylah?” I called when I walked into the cathedral. “Where are you?”

      “Dex?” she asked, appearing at the end of the long hallway. “What are you doing here?”

      I marched to her. “I’m here for you.”

      She frowned at me. “Dex…”

      “Can you hear me out first?”

      She nodded.

      “I love you,” I said. “I’ve loved you my whole life.”

      “You loved the person I used to be,” she interrupted.

      “You’re still that person. We’ve had a whole lifetime together, but I want to keep going. I want to create a new life with you.”

      “I don’t have any of my memories,” she said.

      “Then we’ll create new ones. Don’t you understand? I’ll take as much time with you as I’m allowed. I want to be with you, to love you and hold you and have you by my side. Not just as someone I care deeply for, a good friend, someone who’s akin to a sister. I want you as my partner, as my wife.”

      “What kind of future will that be?”

      “It will be a future with you. We don’t have to look ahead and plan so much. We don’t have to panic about what the bigger picture is. All I want is right now. I want a lifetime of ‘right now’ with you.”

      Nylah’s eyes welled with tears.

      “Dex, I can’t,” she cried.

      “Why not?” I asked. “Don’t you feel the same about me?”

      Let that not be the reason she didn’t want me. If she didn’t love me, everything I’d thought I’d known my whole life was a lie.

      “It’s not that,” she said. “I do feel the same about you. It’s the one thing I’m actually sure of in all the uncertainty. It’s just not that simple.”

      “It is,” I argued. “We can get through anything to—”

      “I’m pregnant,” she blurted out, cutting me off.

      I stared at her, blinking. My body ran cold, and I felt lightheaded.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m pregnant, and the child is yours,” she said, tears rolling over her cheeks. “Do you understand? I’m going to have a baby. It’s not going to be the honeymoon phase where we have nothing to worry about and we can walk into the sunset together.”

      A baby? Me and Nylah? I hadn’t ever thought about raising a family. My focus had always been fighting, training, wars.

      I could see myself with a family, though. If it was with Nylah, I could see it all—a  happy home, children around the table, laughter. Love.

      “It’s never been easy, Nylah,” I said. “We’ve never been able to walk into the sunset together, not even when you weren’t pregnant. Your life before this has been as complicated and as dedicated to others as it is now—as it will always be.”

      “I don’t remember,” she whispered, and she covered her face with her hands, sobbing.

      “Hey.” I gently wrapped my fingers around her thin wrists, pulling her hands carefully away from her face. “I remember, and I know that we’ve always gotten through it together. We’ll do it again because I love you, and you love me. That’s all that matters.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “And what about the vision?”

      “If we have to lose each other in the end, it will be awful. But I’d rather have you, and then lose you again, than not have you at all. I lived without you for the last two months, Nylah, and I don’t want it. I realized what life would be without you, and I’m wholly uninterested. You complete me. Your magic completes mine. We live for others, we save and heal and protect and guide others, and at the end of the day, I want to come home to you. You’re the light of my life, Nylah.”

      “Dex,” she whispered. “I’m scared.”

      “You don’t have to be,” I said, and I took her into my arms. “I’m here, and we’ll figure this out. You and me.”

      “You and me,” she echoed, and then she looked up and kissed me.

      My heart sang—this was where I belonged. Whether she remembered or not, what we felt was solid, and I remembered. I knew what we’d had. I knew we could have it again.
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      I hadn’t known how serious I was about Dex until he walked out of my life, and I hadn’t known how lost I’d been without him until he’d come back into my life again.

      He wanted to be with me, no matter what. He wanted to be with me, and not all the memories, the past I’d lost. He wanted to build a future with me, and not with me alone, but with our baby, too.

      I hadn’t felt pure happiness like this before—not in the time I knew about, the time I remembered.

      In a world where I’d lost everything and I floated around, lost and untethered, Dex had become my anchor. Now that he was back, everything made sense again, and I trusted him that we would get through whatever came.

      He had become my everything without me realizing it.

      Dex kissed me, his tongue sliding into my mouth, and I melted against him. He held me tightly against this large frame, and a feeling of warmth spread through my body. When I was with him, I didn’t feel confused and worried and scared. I was at peace. I was home.

      Dex continued kissing me, leading me toward my bedroom. We stumbled over each other as we tried to strip off our clothes and remain pressed up against each other while we made our way to my bed.

      By the time we reached it, he only had pants on, and we’d left my dress somewhere near the door.

      Dex lowered me onto the mattress and climbed onto it with me, the mattress dipping under his weight. He kissed me, laying his body on top of me. He held himself up, careful not to crush me.

      I loved it when he pinned me down. His size was a turn on, and I felt small and delicate next to him. I loved how he took charge.

      Dex cupped my breast for a second, and I gasped, before he slid his hand down onto the small swell of my belly. He broke the kiss and looked me in the eye.

      “This is beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

      I blushed. “I feel like my body isn’t my own anymore. I was already lost, but this confuses me more.”

      “I’m here for you,” Dex said. “It’s natural, it’s the miracle of life, and we’re going to get through this one step at a time. It’s a beautiful thing.”

      His words were soothing. The panic I felt about being a mother eased.

      Dex kissed me again and slid his hand down lower to push it between my legs. I moaned when his fingers found my clit, and he flicked them back and forth, drawing lazy circles.

      I shivered and trembled as he teased me, sliding his fingers over my clit, faster and faster so that I was close to an orgasm, only to slow down and let it subside again.

      “You’re driving me crazy,” I moaned.

      “It’ll be worth the wait,” he said with a sly grin.

      I kissed him and slid my hand down his sculpted torso. He lifted a little so I could worm my way into his pants, and I wrapped my fingers around his cock. He groaned when I touched him, and when he pushed his fingers into me, I mimicked the rhythm up and down his shaft the same way.

      “I missed you,” he bit out through gritted teeth.

      I mewled when he slid his fingers onto my clit again as he said it, making it impossible for me to think of a response that didn’t sound like gasps and moans. He rubbed me faster and faster, pushing me closer to the edge at a rapid pace, and when I toppled over, he didn’t stop to tease me, to pull me back.

      I cried out as pleasure wracked my body. The intensity of the orgasm was what Dex had promised: worth the wait.

      When I came down from my sexual high, breathing hard, I looked at him.

      “I want you inside of me,” I begged.

      Dex’s eyes grew dark with need, and he pushed off the bed. He kicked off his pants with ease, getting naked in a snap, and he crawled back onto me. My legs fell open for him, and he slid into me without ceremony.

      When he lay inside of me, thick and delicious, I trembled around him. My breathing came in shallow, erratic gasps.

      Dex lay on top of me, his cock deep inside me, but he didn’t start moving right away. He traced my features with a forefinger. My eyebrows, my nose, my jawline. He brushed his thumb along my lips.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      I blushed. “I love you.”

      He grinned, and it was beautiful to see his face split into such happiness.

      “You have no idea how much I love you. I had no idea how much I loved you until I lost you.”

      “I’m glad you came back.”

      “Me too.”

      Dex finally moved inside me. He pumped his cock in and out of me, picking up his pace pretty quickly. He fucked me harder and harder, but it wasn’t fucking at all—he made love to me. He planted kisses all over my face before he pushed himself up on thick arms, planted on either side of my head, and pounded into me.

      His strokes were demanding—he was in control—and in no time, I teetered on the verge of my second orgasm.

      With a few more thrusts and grunts from Dex, pleasure erupted and washed all over me. I cried out, curled around Dex’s body, and grabbed onto his thick shoulders. His upper body was so broad, I couldn’t wrap my arms around it. I dug my fingers into his skin as I closed my eyes, and I came undone.

      I was barely over my orgasm when Dex pulled out of me. He lay down, and I clambered onto him. I breathed hard when I sat down on him, bracing myself on his muscular chest.

      Dex held onto my hips, his hands so big, he almost enveloped me.

      I rocked back and forth, and he growled when I did. His eyes locked on mine—evergreen and filled with lust and affection—and my body stroked him in and out of me.

      As I got closer to my third orgasm, and Dex got closer and closer to his—his eyebrows knit together, and his lips curled back in pleasure—my power rose to the surface. It wrapped itself around me, and it was more powerful than anything I’d felt since I’d woken up on the floor in my library.

      Dex’s power rose, too. It was strong, forceful, the kind of power that demanded attention.

      Our magic wrapped together, intertwining, braiding until it created a new kind of power. This power was familiar.

      I cried out as I neared my orgasm, pleasure taking over. Dex helped me rock back and forth harder and harder, and when my orgasm exploded inside me, Dex pulled me forward, pushing into me as deep as he could. He growled and let out a roar, and I cried out and gasped, and we orgasmed together.

      The power around us grew thicker and thicker, and as we rode out our mutual orgasms, something else happened. A floodgate opened between us, Dex’s emotions rushed toward me, and it submerged me in pure love. His affection was so powerful, I gasped for air and only found more of the same. His love for me wrapped around me like a bandage that healed all wounds.

      Dex gasped and trembled, and I knew he experienced the same.

      I had learned about mate bonds all my life, I’d seen others find it, I’d heard them describe it. I’d never felt it for myself, and it was more incredible than anything I’d ever experienced. Nothing—no power I’d ever wielded—came close to the pure and perfect connection that I felt between Dex and me. It was a bond forged between us, a bond that could only be a mate bond.

      Was it possible that we were fated, after all?

      The moment it happened, something snapped into place. It was as if a vault door had been opened, and all the memories of the five centuries we’d spent together rushed back at me.

      Dex wasn’t only my lover, the father of my child. He was also my best friend, my partner in crime, the man who’d fought for me and stood by my side to fight for the kingdom. I flashed on all that had happened, the wars we’d been through, the pain we’d conquered.

      “Dex,” I gasped, looking him in the eye. “I remember.”

      “What?”

      “I remember it all. It’s back.”

      Dex stared at me, unbelieving, before he started laughing.

      I started laughing, too. I sat on top of him, his cock still buried inside of me, and we laughed together, the stress and the pain of the past two months finally falling away.

      I rolled off Dex and lay next to him. His emotions flooded the bond between us—hope, love, gratitude. I knew he felt the same from me.

      “How?” Dex asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I have to have a conversation with Terra. I have things I need to say to her.” I’d been wrong, and I had to make it right.

      “Do you need me to go?”

      “Not yet,” I said and shifted closer to Dex.

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and I lay on his chest, his heart beating against my ear.

      “We were wrong,” I said.

      “With what?”

      “Our magic, using it the way we did.”

      Dex was silent for a while.

      “We have a lot of power together, but we have to use it for the right things.”

      “I understand,” Dex said. “It’s a lot of responsibility.”

      “It’s how things have always been, isn’t it?” I asked. “We always have a lot to juggle, a lot of lives at stake. A lot weighing on our choices.”

      Dex nodded and dropped a kiss on my hair. “We’ll figure it out. As long as we’re together, come what may, we’ll pull each other back from the edge.”

      I nodded and held onto Dex just a little tighter. It had taken me nearly losing him to realize exactly what I had. It had taken me losing everything, even Terra, to realize what my life was.

      I was just glad it was back.

      Eventually, Dex had to leave. He had to talk to Ellie and Ren about being stationed here as general again, about being a part of palace life. I knew they would allow it. We’d all missed him while he was gone. Ellie and Ren more than I did, because then, I hadn’t remembered it all. I wouldn’t have coped without Dex if I had.

      When he was gone, I walked to my sanctuary. Everything was covered in a thin layer of dust—I hadn’t been here in over two months.

      I kneeled in front of the large stained-glass depiction of Terra.

      “You’re back, child,” Terra said, her voice as clear as a bell. “You’ve been gone for a long time.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I understand what you were trying to show me.”

      “I never wanted to lose you, or turn my back on you,” Terra said. “You’re very dear to me, Nylah. I know that you’ve always loved Dex. But your bond could never fully solidify until you realized how important he was to you. And the only way to do that was to take him from you.”

      “Am I going to lose him?” I asked, my heart aching at the thought of our bond breaking. We hadn’t had a bond before, but now…losing him would bring immeasurable pain.

      “You already have. You won’t lose him again,” Terra said. “The bond has been there for a very long time, but you both continued to push it away. You did not feel the full impact of the mate bond until you opened your heart to the truth.”

      My heart sang.

      “Your bond is strong, and I never planned on taking it away from you permanently. I allowed you to remember again because you learned from your mistakes. You’re going to have a long, happy, healthy life filled with children and love.”

      I gasped. “If you knew this, why did you give me the vision in the first place?”

      “No matter what, you still have free will, Nylah. I showed you what you would find if you continued on the path you were on. The vision came to fruition. You lost Dex. You’ve corrected your course, and now you will find your happiness.”

      “After everything I did wrong…”

      “After everything you did right. You have given yourself over and over again, sacrificing, laying it all down for others. It’s your turn to be happy, and I want that for you. Dex is the mate for you.”

      Just like that, as if someone had changed the channel, she was gone.

      I sat back on my heels and looked up at the beautiful stained glass.

      This was it—my happy ending. I was allowed to have one, after all.
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      “I didn’t want to wait,” I said, turning to the side. My baby bump was getting bigger and bigger, but the dress Ellie had the royal designer make for me had yards and yards of flowing, light material that made me look bridal despite my belly.

      It hung to the floor from an empire waistline, and the bust of my dress was covered in diamonds.

      My chestnut hair had been carefully twisted up in an intricate chignon, and Ellie herself had seen to it that my makeup was perfect.

      I wore flat shoes—this far into my pregnancy, my feet were swollen, and my back got sore when I stood too long. The shoes were satin and embellished with diamonds, just like the dress.

      I turned to Ellie, and her eyes shimmered with unshed tears.

      “I’m so happy for you,” she said.

      I hugged her, my belly caught between us.

      “I didn’t think I would ever be this happy.”

      Ellie and I walked through the palace, heading for the throne room where the ceremony would take place.

      Vanya was officiating—I usually did it, but since this was my mating ceremony, someone else had to step up.

      “Are you ready?” Ellie asked when we reached the doors.

      “I’ve waited almost five centuries for this,” I admitted.

      She giggled. “Rather late than never.”

      I laughed, and the doors opened.

      Music started playing, and the guests stood and turned to face us.

      Ellie walked in, and everyone bowed to their queen.

      She took her place on the throne next to Ren, who beamed at me.

      Next to him stood Dex. He looked dashing in full regalia, the clothes a military man was mated in.

      When I walked to him, his eyes locked on mine, evergreen, just like our love for each other. The rest of the world fell away, and I saw only him.

      An image flashed before me; an image of me and him together, centuries from now, surrounded by a loving family and friends who were there no matter what.

      “Hi,” I said with a smile when I reached him.

      “You look incredible.”

      “I can’t believe we’re here.”

      “Me either,” he said.

      Vanya stepped up and smiled at us.

      “Well, we’re here for a joyous occasion,” she said. “It’s not every day we get to celebrate the union of two people as precious as this. I want to—”

      Before Vanya could say or do anything else, Terra appeared in a bright flash of light. The crowd gasped in reverence, and I stared as the goddess circled us.

      She reached for us, and my hand was warm where she touched me. She put my hand into Dex’s, and our mate bond was cemented. Nothing could break us when Terra herself had just sealed it.

      I burst with love for Dex. I looked at him, and he looked at me, and our love for each other flowed through our bond.

      Terra disappeared again, the light fading.

      Vanya’s face was revered, and the room was silent.

      “I had a whole speech prepared,” she said, her voice filled with laughter. “I was excited to officiate this mating ceremony, but now…” She smiled. “It seems like Terra said everything that needs to be said. You’re mated before the goddess, and nothing remains to be done but to celebrate.”

      The crowd erupted in cheers, and Dex grabbed me, a grin on his face.

      “Well, then,” he said and kissed me so hard, my toes curled.

      “Well, then,” I said with a laugh when he finally let go of me.

      We turned toward the crowd, and I looked at all my friends. Hazel and Erol were in the crowd as honored guests. Zita had come with Vanya, and every one of the aristocrats invited were in our corner.

      At the reception, food was laid out on long tables, music played, and couples danced. I sat down in a corner. My feet were sore, and I was exhausted. I sat with Ellie, Hazel, Vanya, and Zita, and we talked about what it meant to have babies, to be parents, to watch the future unfold.

      “How do you feel?” Zita asked me. Her blond hair was longer than it had been while she’d worked here at the palace, and she’d pulled it back into a tight bun. She wore a green form fitting dress that showed off her muscular shoulders. She was all angles, a rough and rugged warrior…until she looked at Vanya. When the two of them were caught in their moment, Zita softened, and everything about her became loving and gentle.

      They were a beautiful match, and I loved seeing them together, in love and happy. They both deserved so much.

      Everyone around this table did—we had all fought so hard for what was right, offered ourselves up for Jasfin, for Palgia, for our people, that the slices of happiness we were given meant so much.

      “What about you?” Ellie asked Hazel. “Are you and Erol talking about having children?”

      Hazel’s cheeks colored, and she glanced around to find her husband. Erol and Ren stood together, talking and laughing.

      “I’m not supposed to say anything yet,” she said, lowering her voice a little so passersby wouldn’t accidentally overhear. “But I’m with child.”

      “What?!” Ellie cried out, her face riddled with shock before it broke into a broad grin. “Oh, Goddess, how wonderful! We can arrange play dates! Deron will just love having so many friends and cousins and family!”

      Hazel giggled, blushing harder still. “It will still be a while, I’m not very far along.”

      “Time goes so fast, you’ll be right here with us in no time,” Ellie said, beaming at the thought of our families all expanding.

      I glanced at Vanya to see how she’d taken the news. Vanya had a proud smile on her face. I had a feeling she’d known already. Hazel would have confided in her mother.

      “It’s going to be beautiful,” Ellie sighed, contented. “And you’re going to love being pregnant. I can’t wait for the next one. Ren and I are trying.”

      Everyone erupted in the next round of surprise before Hazel looked at me.

      “Are you enjoying being pregnant?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I love it. It’s impossible to explain the pure joy that comes with it, but I’m ready for this to be over. I can’t wait for this one to come.” I patted my belly. “It’s still a while, though.”

      “It is, but this baby is a blessing,” Vanya said. “It’s going to be…”

      Her voice faded while she kept talking. Everyone fell away, voices and music fading to the background, and a series of images flashed before me—a baby being born, a little girl, filled with magic. Dex and I smiling down on her.

      The children growing up together, Deron and the baby girl as close as the three of us had always been. Love blossoming as they grew older, a mating ceremony, and a powerful bond. Magic, a new king and his queen. A country that prospered, a thousand years of peace.

      “Nylah?” Ellie asked, and her voice yanked me back to the present. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said with a smile. “I just…I had a vision.”

      “Oh? Of what?” Everyone leaned in, curious to find out.

      I shook my head. “Nothing to worry about.” I put my hand on my belly. We were expecting a baby girl. A girl who would stand by Deron’s side as his queen, and they would rule Jasfin together.

      Peace, because the union was born from power, from love.

      Dex came to me and kissed me.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      I beamed at him. “More than okay. You have no idea.”

      He kissed me again. “Tell me later.”

      “I will,” I said. “We have so much ahead of us, and I can’t wait.”
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