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Soar: A Warrior’s Fight 
 
    When destiny calls, you answer… or die trying. 
 
      
 
    Saahirah of the Gyr is a falcon-shifter on the vacation of a lifetime when her camp is attacked and her family is murdered—then Saahirah is sold into a harem kept by the regent of the land. Desperate to escape, Saahirah clings to one thought: there’s a mate somewhere destined for her. She can’t give in to the regent or she’ll never know true happiness.

There’s just one little problem: the regent has one of the world’s most powerful witches in his employ. It takes witchy power to fight witchy power, so Saahirah does what any smart-minded twenty-something shifter girl would do—she teaches herself magic. The magic, however, works a little too well, connecting her with a mysterious figure with honey-amber eyes that pulls her heartstring taut, and Saahirah knows she’s in a whole different kind of trouble.

Crest, aerie-lord and youngest brother to the future King of the Roc, is the one to answer her call. Even though the timing seems off, with an evil presence threatening the world, they discover they’re stronger together and their bond is exactly what’s needed—a reminder of what they’re fighting for... and why they have to win. 
 
   
  
 



See how Hunt’s story goes in:  
 
    Run: The Viking Pack (Immortal Elements Series Bk 3) due out in October 
 
    Flight: The Roc Warriors (Immortal Elements Bk. 1) 
 
    Soar: A Warrior’s Fight (Immortal Elements Series Bk 2) 
 
      
 
    Liked what you read? Consider leaving a review. 
 
      
 
    You can find me at: 
 
    Amazon Facebook Instagram Goodreads Twitter BookBub 
 
    * * * 
 
    If you’d like to keep up on all my new releases, giveaways and other fun stuff, join my newsletter at: http://www.sarahzoltonarthur.com/subscribe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Run: The Viking Pack (Immortal Elements Series Bk. 3) 
 
    When the bad guy is the only one you can trust, you’re screwed… sometimes in the best way possible.

Breya is a woman on a mission to take care of LA’s homeless instead of shunning them, and hopefully find her missing brother among them one day.

But fate’s a bitch who has a way of messing with the best of plans. That’s what it boils down to when Breya is attacked while delivering food to those who need her help most. She’s rescued by a man identifying himself only as Hunt, who has her stealing cars and lifting people’s wallets while on the run from a seriously bad dude. 
 
      
 
    What’s worse, she can’t fight this biting attraction to the infuriating man who could quite possibly be a Viking warrior god, if not for all his sullen, broody behavior.  
 
    
That is, until the day she watches his skin rip away from his body to reveal a wolf dead-set on protecting her from others like him—and ensuring the future they’re destined to have together… if they can save the world in time to have it.  
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Saahirah Lost 
 
      
 
    “Get up.” A giant of a man, a bird-shifter for certain—I could smell the bird—but bigger than our kind, jabbed the blunt end of his spear into my side. He towered over me. “Get up,” he yelled again. 
 
    I swallowed back the bile, praying for fortitude enough to do what needed to be done. They’d slaughtered my entire family, these men. My mother’s dead, prone body covered mine. She’d died where she’d fallen, blocking me from view. He’d shown her no mercy. The giant man had thrust the sharp arrow-tipped end of his spear into her gut and pulled up sharply. The scream she’d let out. Her intestines spilling outside of her skin. And finally, the gurgle that had fallen from her mouth the way words might have right before she’d collapsed to the dirt floor of our mud hut, all gave credence as to why I should do the exact opposite. I needed to play dead. But it was too late. My gasp when my mother had dropped—it was too loud for him not to have heard. 
 
    He poked me again, this time harder, bruising the spot right away. One great breath in, one great breath out, I rolled my mother off of me and stood. Her blood stained my clothing and streaked my skin. The pain in my heart was worse than any pain I could imagine.  
 
    “Move,” growled the man.  
 
    My sweet baby sister, the youngest of us, only eleven, had tried to fight back but she’d never stood a chance and paid with her life. My father and younger brothers laid slain, too. Broken. Bleeding out. Not a breath left in them. It seemed I had no choice but to leave. I stepped over the remains of my once-vibrant family with guards to the front and rear of me.  
 
    Outside the sand picked up. We were in for a storm. This was supposed to be the vacation of a lifetime. The desert. The mud huts. We’d ridden on the backs of camels by day to disguise our true selves. By night, we’d shifted. Free to fly. My father was doing research for his Ph.D. on the ancient mating rites of the Roc, one of the oldest bird-shifting clans in the world. The first, as far as I knew. Ours showed up on the shifter timeline about a thousand years after.  
 
    These men, dressed as Bedouins—heads and faces wrapped in linen scarves, leather sandals on their feet—continued to push me until I reached the back of a camel-drawn cart. The cart held a cage made of thin logs and already held two other women whom I’d never seen before in my life. They were beautiful. Long, flowing hair the deepest brown imaginable. Their skin a deep tan, as if they’d spent many a day in the sun.  
 
    Unlike me, with pale skin and hair so naturally silver, it almost appeared white. We stood out from other bird-shifters. We were the Gyr—falcon-shifters. Proud. Beautiful. Our clan wasn’t the most populous and now we were six less. Why?  
 
    A man unlocked the cage door to swing it open and another hoisted me up into the cart. With spear tips at my back, I stepped inside, watching through tear-filled eyes as they snapped the door shut again and refastened the lock.  
 
    There wasn’t even enough room for us to sit without piling our legs on one another and clearly the wheels of the cart lacked shock absorbers, as we jostled and knocked our heads about—against a bar or someone’s shoulder—for what had to be miles through the devastating heat. My exposed skin pinked.  
 
    One of my captors must have noticed because he called to the others to halt and unwrapped a long length of linen from around his waist, shoving it through the bars as he barked orders at me. I didn’t speak their language. Some shifter clans still held the magic that allowed them to communicate with other shifters. The Gyr, however, had stayed isolated on our island in the icy Atlantic waters between the U.S. and Canada for so many years that we’d lost the ability eons ago. Gods, did I wish we’d retained that power.  
 
    Though, with the women moving their hands in a circle around the tops of their heads, it didn’t take a genius to see that I was supposed to wrap it around myself. It was a nice gesture in spite of the reason behind it.  
 
    They’d not let me in on their plans, not that I would’ve understood them anyway. Two more raids landed four more gorgeous women in our tiny cage. The carnage left behind made me want to vomit, but they’d not given us any water, and thus I had nothing to vomit up. We could no longer sit.  
 
    And like me, the other women were all covered in blood. The screams—I’d never forget the screams for the rest of my life and we were, for all intents and purposes, immortal, with a lifespan of millennia so long as no one, say, stuck a spear through our guts or anything of a violent nature. We couldn’t catch diseases like the humans and our aging slowed to a pinprick once we reached maturity around eighteen years, though we still needed food, water and air to survive.  
 
    So much death—for what? What were we in for?  
 
    As dusk began to set and the cooling air danced across our skin, we arrived at the base of a great mountain. All bird-shifters nested in cities above the mountains, keeping us hidden from the humans.  
 
    Guards in leather vests and headdresses pointed arrows cocked in bows at our heads. Our captors called up to them, but it was too far up to hear properly. Only our bird eyes could see them. One of the guards dropped his human form to reveal a mighty, if not unbelievably ugly, raptor. A vulture. Totally not one of the Roc. He flew up to speak with the armed men. After several long moments, a hidden entrance opened up, revealing a path up the mountain. A path no one would see unless looking for it directly.  
 
    One of my captors whipped the camel to get it moving. As the cart moved up, we in the cage crushed against each other. An elbow to my gut. A headbutt to my chin. I grunted on that one. It hurt and my eyes watered. The whimpers of the other women filled the silent space around us. Their constant tears dampened my skin.  
 
    After hours and hours of moving slowly, bumping over pebbles and dipping in small craters, we reached the summit. There, the guards lowered a large wooden door suspended by chains that they cranked down using a wheel, like an old-timey ship’s steering wheel. The camel moved over the wood inside the city, an ancient city built from sandstone walls. In the center of it all, set upon the highest hill, sat a grand palace with a mushroom-capped center and six mushroom-capped turrets. Between each turret hung a grottoesque, mostly the carved representations of severed heads. Wolves. Ravens. Camels.  
 
    They drove the cart around the back of the palace and stopped. Several guards in bold indigo-dyed leather chaps and vests spilled out. The biggest of the men, the one with the most Xs stitched to his vest, stepped forward. He barked something at the lead of my captors and then another man hopped up onto the back of the cart and unlocked the door.  
 
    Then that same indigo-dyed guard turned to bark his orders at us. The other women stepped free from the cage. I let them go first before exiting along with them. The men transferred our custody to the palace guards. The only good to come from this was that although they used the end of their spears to prod us inside, they did it without actually making bodily contact.  
 
    We were bustled up a set of steep stairs and emerged inside an empty ballroom. There, a woman greeted us, if you could call it that. She ordered us to line up, and after going down the line to look us over once—grabbing our boobs, fluffing our hair and running her hand over our derrières—she turned to the lead captor and handed him a brown leather pouch tied off with a leather string.  
 
    Did she just pay for us? 
 
    Pay for us? 
 
    Oh, hell no. This couldn’t be happening, but it was happening. That queasy, needing to vomit sensation came back in a big way. I swallowed back the urge. Then one by one, she began ripping our torn and bloodied clothing from our bodies until each of us was stripped buck-ass naked.  
 
    My head swam from the onset of dizziness. There was tightness in my chest. Without a doubt, I was on the verge of a panic attack. Keep it together, Saahirah.  
 
    She paraded us in a precession down a long corridor, stopping to let any men of the castle look at us before continuing on up a massive grand staircase. On the second floor, we ascended a smaller staircase and from there, a third even smaller one until finally reaching our destination. Everything was out in the open. A massive bathtub/pool thing sat filled with water and bubbles. We were ushered inside. I had to admit, scrubbing the dirt and blood off my skin helped to calm me down some. To massage cleansers and oils through my hair. To feel clean for the moment. If I focused my attention on the little things, then I could—for the moment—push out the big things that hurt too much to think about. 
 
    As we finished and dried off, I looked for more clothing, but she’d left nothing for us. Seven women stood in the room unable to dress. I felt exposed.  
 
    She left us like that for over an hour, or at least it felt that long, when a large man, as round as he was tall—and he hovered around six-and-a-half feet—sauntered in. He looked in human years to be around early thirties. Beady yellow eyes took us in, and he licked his lips. Most Roc men were handsome, and even with the extra weight, he would’ve been if not for the smug way he held himself. He wore robes like he thought he was the king, but from my father’s research, I knew the Roc in these parts had no king on site.  
 
    We were forced by guards back into a line that he walked up and down. I squeezed my hands into fists at my sides, the nerves would be my undoing if I couldn’t keep them in check. He paused in front of one woman and used his finger to lift a tendril of hair from her shoulder. Then he leaned in and licked the pulse point at her neck.  
 
    Inwardly, I cringed. He dropped her hair and kept moving. Please don’t let him stop. Please don’t let him stop, I chanted over and over in my head. To my horror, he stopped in front of me, then lifted a tendril of hair to rub between his fingers, moved it to lick the pulse point on my neck and appeared to take in the taste of my skin, then went in for a second lick.  
 
    I’d only just thought, this isn’t so bad, when he opened his robes to reveal his naked form. One of the guards spun me around and bent me forward. My stomach dropped. This same guard used his finger to manipulate my golden spot in order to prep me, I supposed. And even though I was scared, I widened my legs to let him press harder.  
 
    From behind, the disrobed man shoved inside me. It pinched and I bit my lip to keep from crying out, though tears rolled down my cheeks. Something inside me told me not to cry out. I needed to compartmentalize. If I could do that, keep my wits, then maybe I could figure out how to get myself out of this mess. Clamping my jaw shut, I let my gaze drift around the room until landing on a guard standing by the door, his muscles clenched tight. His eyes looked a combination of sad and angry, and if I read them correctly, they were sad and angry for me. I used him and his perceived sympathy as a focal point to concentrate on instead of what was being done to my body.  
 
    With the way the regent went about it, he didn’t intend to hurt me, just to take what he’d paid for. Still, it wasn’t sweet or romantic, and it happened in front of six other women and a plethora of guards.  
 
    He grunted and breathed heavily as he pushed and pulled in and out of me while the guard continued to touch me. The tears continued to fall from my eyes. My legs shook and began to give out. A third man kept me standing while I took the thrusts over and over.  
 
    I didn’t want this. I hated every man in this room for allowing it to happen. Since it wasn’t my first sexual encounter, he wasn’t hurting me, per se. Not physically, but emotionally. Though, I refused to show them that, allowing icy determination to get through this, to fill my veins. We Gyr liked to play before we settled down with our life partners, but it was with who we wanted and when we wanted it.  
 
    The man pulled out and warm liquid hit my butt and lower back. He used his hand to smear the sticky goo around, then he patted my butt cheek, and the guard dropped his hand from between my legs to stand up, helping me to stand straight. 
 
    The guard pointed for me to head back to the bath and I did, silently crying all the way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Life in a Harem 
 
      
 
    We weren’t allowed to wear clothing. I’d spent the remainder of that first night curled up into a ball on an overly large, fluffy white floor-pillow, crying into the cotton fabric over what had been taken from me. The others tried to soothe me or bring me comfort in any way they could think of, but nothing worked.  
 
    The woman who’d actually bought us, the only woman allowed to wear clothing from what I could see, came to me with a platter of sliced meats and cheeses, and a tankard of strong-smelling ale. I shoved her and the food away. 
 
    “You must eat, young one,” she said, setting the platter on the floor next to my pillow. 
 
    “Go away,” I whispered, turning my whole body away from her, exposing my back in a silent vow to never give her the time of day. 
 
    “You should feel proud… He chose you out of all the other girls to inaugurate. That means you are his first. Any sons you bear him will go on to lead the Damavandi Roc and the city of Imi in raids and battles.”  
 
    Forgetting my vow, I pushed myself to sit up and whipped around at the same time yelling, “Sons?” 
 
    The woman took the opportunity to shove the tankard into my hand. “Yes. The regent is young, less than four hundred years. He saw no need to settle down, taking what was owed him from the slave girls. But now, after learning his power and influence will soon increase among the Roc, he has decided to take on wives.”  
 
    His power and influence would increase among the Roc? My father had done years of research on the Roc clan. Only the royal family was higher in rank than a regent of a city. My stomach soured, as something in her words didn’t sit right, but I couldn’t give it the headspace it probably deserved. Not with bigger problems of my own to deal with. “I’m not giving him sons. Or daughters. That’s… That’s… ridiculous. Our kind mate for life. My mate is out there somewhere.” 
 
    “Yes, you will mate for life—to Nišrad, the regent and your husband.” The woman may not have been a shifter, I could smell it, but Nišrad sure the hell was and knew this was not the way of the bird. Individual customs might vary, but there was one thing every little girl-shifter grew up knowing, and that was somewhere in the wide expanse of the world she had a mate, and that mate’s main goal in life was to seek her out and make her his—or hers if that was what fate had in store for you. A mate was not bought off of Bedouins who’d killed entire families in order to kidnap a few pretty young women.  
 
    “Get away from me,” I hissed. “He may have taken my body, but he won’t have me.” 
 
    “Child, do not force my hand. I am from the Catalanian witches. With a flick of my wrist, I can force your subjugation. Give of yourself freely and he will treat you well.” 
 
    “Is that what you did?” I spat back, to which she reared her hand up and smacked me open-palmed across the cheek. It hurt, stinging and burning. The tears welled and spilled down over my lashes. The witch lifted the tankard I still held to press the cool metal against the redness.  
 
    And that was that. I was too scared and confused to confront her anymore that night. In my two hundred years of life I’d never been hit before, let alone violated. I wanted my mom to make it better and that made the sting hurt even worse because I’d never have my mom again. 
 
    We bathed and rubbed down with fragrant oils every night. The man in robes, the regent, the ruler in the stead of the king, left me alone for three days, trying out the other women before he returned to me.  
 
    “No—” I shrieked when he dropped his robes again. I could not submit. It just wasn’t in my genetic makeup. My brain finally clicked on and I fought him. I punched and kicked, but he was stronger than me and able to subdue me with very little effort. He never laid a finger on me, leaving that task to the guards who accompanied him. The same guard who had manipulated me earlier held no pretense about punching me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me.  
 
    My fellow concubines he ordered to hold me down spread-eagle while he took me again. Always making sure to have one of his men prep me first. I kicked and fought, screaming and shrieking with the end result being the same as the first time. But if I was to bear him sons, why did he always find his release on me instead of inside me? 
 
     The Catalanian witch—she introduced herself as Jacinta—explained it to me after reading my mind, which she was ordered to do to all of us at least once a day. “He wishes to know you better before planting his seed within you. You have been bestowed his favor and will be out of rotation throughout the duration of your pregnancy, forcing him to be with only the others until you give birth.”  
 
    I had a hard time forcing back the gag reflex from that one. She saw but thankfully only scowled at me and moved on to the other women.  
 
    On the fourth day, I was forced by Nišrad’s cruel intimidation tactics—understanding full well what a beating by his men felt like, the bruises it left on my body and my soul—to hold down another woman. Beautiful and tall and exotic, her name was Talora and unlike the rest of us, she wasn’t a bird-shifter, but a camel. She pulled and twisted, fighting to get away. “My mate,” she said, crying fat teardrops. “I have a mate. I am already taken. Please do not do this.” When Nišrad took her despite her desperate pleas, she cried harder. “No—Korian, Korian is my mate.”  
 
    Biology dictated a camel and bird could never have children; she’d been bought simply to be a sex slave for this man. I was no more in a position to help her than she was to help me. What I could do was squeeze her shoulder gently to get her to look at me.  
 
    “Keep my eyes,” I mouthed my command.  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    It wasn’t much, but of any woman in this room, I understood how this felt. He’d had me twice, and if I could help it, he’d never have me again.  
 
    Talora was sent to the baths when he finished. I watched which way the guards entered and exited. Throughout the day, I kept an eye on which door the servants entered and exited from as well, which were different doors than the guards’. 
 
    For two weeks he “broke us in” and I stopped fighting him on that fourth day. Each time I gave myself freely, the regent rewarded me with a gift. The most useful being clothing and more freedom to walk around the palace.  
 
    There were rules, however. I especially was never allowed to make eye contact or start up conversation with any of the men under employ. And Nišrad had me followed to make sure I complied with these rules. I found out the hard way what the punishments were when I inadvertently broke the rule. I asked a servant where the kitchen was so I could get some tea.  
 
    The regent had me dragged back up to our room on the third floor, assembled the other concubines to strip me naked, made a grand speech about how he chooses when we are to eat and drink—and that I’d explicitly disobeyed him by asking how to get to the kitchen. Then he ordered his most favored guard to whip me on the back with a flogger made of wet linen knotted in balls at their tips.  
 
    It felt like being snapped with several wet towels over and over. Fifteen lashes. Each one stung my skin and left red marks. The knotted balls bruised, but not deeply. And none of it hurt me enough to open cuts, thus marring my skin.  
 
    The rest of the women were barred from helping me in any way, but watched me curled up in a ball crying until the stinging finally subsided. I’d lost my clothing for the rest of the day as well as meal privileges.  
 
    That night the witch came in to read my thoughts. Nišrad was a paranoid fool and worried I would retaliate somehow, at least that was the feeling I got from her visit. So I changed my thoughts, concentrating hard to convey how sorry I was for disobeying him. How I only wanted to make him happy.  
 
    Jacinta wore a black ring that took up space on her left ring finger from base to knuckle. It held a large, glass oval-shaped orb, flat on the bottom, rounded on top, fixed in the spot a gem would go. As she placed her hands to my face, a gray cloud swirled like a hurricane inside the orb. It continued to swirl until she pulled away again.  
 
    For the next couple of days, I paid attention to that ring. When she used regular magic, the orb remained opaque. The hurricane clouds only swirled when she was reading one of our thoughts.  
 
    Then I let her notice me taking in the ring as she read another one of the concubines. When she finished, I confronted her with an innocent enough question. “Where did you get your ring? It’s exquisite.”  
 
    “This?” She fondled it to keep my eyes drawn to it.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “It’s a family heirloom,” she said.  
 
    “I’d like Nišrad to give me one.” 
 
    She laughed one of those full-belly laughs, as if I were the simplest woman she’d ever come across. “There used to be two, but now there is only this one. You’ll have to look elsewhere for bobbles to adorn yourself, young one.” 
 
    “I’m sure Nišrad would pay you handsomely for it. He likes to please me when I please him,” I said, hoping to the gods that I sounded innocent. 
 
    “I’m sure he would, too. But it’s not now, nor will it ever be, for sale,” she replied. 
 
    Okay. Good to know. 
 
    “Tell me about being a witch,” I said. “Were you born a witch? I really know nothing about your people as a culture.”  
 
    Her eyes squinted in a way that suggested she questioned my motives. I supposed no one had ever had the guts to ask her about this before, but ultimately pride got in her way. The way her lips tipped up at the corners, the smug glint in her eyes—she wanted to tell me, wanted me to know her superiority over all of us.  
 
    “There are natural witches, ones born with the powers imbued from the natural world. And there are made witches, the ones who study the practice through books and repetition—they aren’t nearly as powerful as natural witches yet are still capable of wreaking havoc on the world.” 
 
    “Which are you?” I asked. 
 
    She sneered at me—as if it was a given—and it was, but I wanted to hear her say it. “Catalanian witches are always natural. The women of my coven, we have always been the most powerful of the most powerful.” 
 
    “Are there many in your coven?” 
 
    “Once. Thanks to humans and their religion goading the weak-minded to hunt us, our populations have dwindled. My sister and I, identical in every way, caught the eye of the great one.” She pointed to the ring on her finger. “And were given these by the man himself.” 
 
    “The great one?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. The great one, whom many pray to, we were chosen to sit at his side. During the last great war, my sister was taken off-guard by another witch from a very powerful coven. Avalon. I’ll never forget her name or her face. She brought down my sister and her ring was lost.” 
 
    Avalon was a beautiful name. Interesting. One I don’t think I’d ever forget. People back home always said that about my name, too. It’s ancient but not wholly original if you think about it. Saahirah means falcon. My dad was obsessed with the ancient Roc culture, what could I say? 
 
    Jacinta became lost in thought and when she jolted back from wherever she’d been, she abruptly turned away and left the room. 
 
    Talora sat staring out the one window in the room. The second part of my plan was convincing a partner to join me. No way could I do this all on my own and out of all the women, she felt like my best choice. She wanted out, too and I just didn’t get the ‘stab me in the back’ vibe off of her that I got from some of the others who had resigned themselves to the harem way of life. One woman—Rava—I swear wanted to be the first wife. And my gut instinct told me if given the opportunity, she’d do anything to cause me to lose favor and angle herself into my position.  
 
    No, I couldn’t trust Rava as far as I could throw her. 
 
    I quietly walked to Talora’s side, placing my hand on her shoulder. She didn’t start, but tipped her head up to look at me. And when she did, she read my face. No words passed between us until she spoke one word. “In.”  
 
    Could my face be that expressive? Give that much away? If so, I could ruin this plan and get us killed before we even tried to pull it off.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    To collect myself, I sat down next to Talora and stared out the window, too. I hadn’t been next to her but for a few minutes when the regent and his favorite guard pushed back through the entrance to the room.  
 
    So soon? 
 
    “Come, my wives,” he ordered. “Gather around.” 
 
    Both Talora and I stood to join the others, although we kept to the back. 
 
    “Saahirah, you will come with me tonight. I leave in the morning on urgent business. Each of you will be assigned a personal eunuch. He will be your guard for the duration of my trip. Jacinta will stay to protect you as well. She will provide whatever you need.” 
 
    He ended his speech by kissing and fondling each of his concubines until he reached me. Instead of kissing, he grabbed my hand and hauled me behind him. Hmm… my dad was right; the Roc didn’t use contractions when they spoke.  
 
    We left the third floor, down to the second-floor and walked to the opposite side of the palace from where the concubines were located. He brought me to his bedroom. 
 
    “I wish to spend the night with you,” he said softly.  
 
    Yes, softly. 
 
    I gave in and let him use my body however he saw fit. It was, after all, only sex. Though, tonight he touched me. Kissed me. Caressed me. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear he was making love to me. And after my conversation with Jacinta where she explained that he didn’t feel he was doing anything wrong, that he felt like he’d saved us from brutal lives at the hand of gods-knew-how-many-men—those Bedouins hadn’t slaughtered our families for him, but knew he was looking and offered us up to him first before finding other buyers—I  decided it was in my best interest to go with it. And plan my escape.  
 
    The next morning, I pretended to be asleep when he awoke. I hadn’t been able to fall asleep all night. But I hoped that if I appeared to be sleeping, he’d leave me be. To my surprise, he bent in, moved the hair from my shoulder and kissed me there. Nothing more. 
 
    “Until my return,” he whispered right before leaving me.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    A Plan in Motion 
 
      
 
    Not only had Nišrad left me alone that morning, but he’d laid out actual clothing for me to wear. I bathed and scrubbed to get his essence off of me, lotioned up with the fragrant oils, and dressed for the day.  
 
    The eunuch waited just outside the bedroom door for me. Nišrad had given me the guard who’d possibly showed me sympathy the first time he’d taken me. Clearly, he hadn’t been paying attention to the look on this man’s face at the time. “Am I allowed to roam the palace?” I asked the eunuch. 
 
    “As long as I’m with you, he has granted access to most of the rooms, yes,” he answered.  
 
    I fist-pumped the air and noticed him smirk. 
 
    “I heard this place has a pretty extensive library,” I said. “Can we go there?” 
 
    He sighed and rolled his eyes at me but did it turning in the direction we needed to walk. As eunuchs go, he was a pretty attractive fella. That same tall, toned, dark-complected look that many of the shifters of this area had. Although his eyes shown a distinctive reddish-orange that contrasted stunningly to his skin tone. And he kept his hair short, unlike the men of the Roc, who wore theirs to the shoulder. Also, unlike the Roc, his was a chestnut color with taupe and white highlights. Yeah, he’d definitely gotten lucky in the looks department. It made me wonder what exactly he’d done to be made a eunuch. 
 
    Actually, I was itching to ask him, but how did one go about asking why a dude got his beans nipped off? Turns out, I didn’t have to ask. As he led me down the stairs onto the first floor, he shook his head and laid it out. “I made the mistake of falling in love,” he said. 
 
    “What?” I said, trying to feign innocence. 
 
    “Don’t give me what. I know you want to ask. Everybody wants to know why I ended up a eunuch. I wasn’t caught screwing goats or anything.” 
 
    “That would’ve made it less sad.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. I’m hawk, not eagle. Good enough to guard the Roc but not enough to marry the regent’s sister even though fate brought us together. He’d already promised her off to a wrinkly old land owner who’d lost his mate some years prior in the war. Nišrad likes power and this arrangement helped his position and lined his pockets. Luthia and I thought that if I deflowered her, he’d have to let us marry. Instead, he had me castrated and while I was locked up, he beat the shit out of her and threatened her life if she told the old man she wasn’t a virgin.” 
 
    “Why did the old man want a virgin?” I asked.  
 
    “Why do dirty old men want anything they want? They’re dirty old men. I supposed it was a power trip for him. I mean, why doesn’t Nišrad seek his fated mate instead of taking you against your will? He prefers power and subjugation to happiness and love. He’s an ass.”  
 
    “Why haven’t you tried to get to her? Even if the drive wasn’t there, you still had the fated love. How do you stay away?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and took in a slow breath. “After that man took my Luthia, while I was still in bondage, she became pregnant. There was a complication, a placental abruption, she bled to death.”  
 
    Tears filled my eyes. I couldn’t hold them back if I wanted to. “You aren’t a fan of Nišrad, then? For keeping her from you, for his hand in her death?” 
 
    He clamped his mouth shut tightly. I couldn’t blame him; his remarks were blasphemous enough to get him hanged if the regent were to find out.  
 
    “Listen,” I said. I needed help to escape this place and from his story, the way he looked at me that first day, he seemed like my best chance. So, I drew in my own slow breath and let it out even slower. Time to take the plunge—to trust or not to trust? I chose to trust. “He hasn’t been that cruel to me, but he bought me off Bedouins and at our very first meeting, he had me stripped naked and raped me in front of all the other women and his guards to try me out. You know. You were there.” 
 
    The eunuch nodded curtly and glared at me. Hmm… definite anger on my behalf. It radiated off him.  
 
    “He likes me,” I continued, “and after last night, I might say he’s even coming to care for me a little bit. But I don’t love him and I don’t want to bear him sons.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Help me. Help me get out of here. We can travel together, find lives outside this city.”  
 
    “The witch is always watching,” he said, returning back to a regular stride.  
 
    He wasn’t wrong. Jacinta was always watching. She probably had spies on us now, which I should’ve thought about before bringing any of this up in the first place. I only hoped she didn’t have ears on us as well.  
 
    This place was amazing. We cut through the foyer and I couldn’t decide whether to keep my attention on the mosaic marble floor or the ornately painted frescos on the ceiling. Ultimately, I split my attention between both, stumbling over my feet. Thankfully, he was there to catch my fall and when I stood upright, I faced the opened door to the library—the eunuch’s hand still on the handle.  
 
    I should probably find out what to call him aside from “the eunuch.” That thought got momentarily pushed aside when I stepped inside said library. It seemed impossible that one person could own so many books, but when I actually stopped to think about it, Nišrad was four hundred years old and this palace had been around thousands of years before him.  
 
    “Have you been in here before?” I asked the eunuch. “Oh, and what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’ve spent many hours in here. And you can call me ‘Ibrahim.’” 
 
    “Well, Eeb, are there any books on witchcraft up in here?”  
 
    He raised his eyebrow at me. “Eeb? Seriously?” 
 
    I began perusing the shelves. “Just answer the question.” 
 
    He grabbed my shoulders to shift me in the right direction, then pushed me across the starburst-tiled floor to the shelves on the other side of the room. “If I’m not mistaken, they should be up there.” He pointed to the top of the stack.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, I hadn’t noticed them when we first walked in, until Ibrahim rolled a portable staircase over to where we were standing.  
 
    “Spot me,” I told him, climbing the steps. But there weren’t any books on the subject I needed in that spot. “Move me left,” I ordered and he pushed me to the left until I yelled, “Stop!”  
 
    Witches and witchcraft. So many books on witches and witchcraft. Someone had done extensive research on the subject, and someone was about to. I meant me. I grabbed every book within reach and tossed them down to Eeb. “Catch,” I shouted right before the corner of a particularly heavy tome hit his head. He jerked back and caught it.  
 
    With the last one on the floor by Ibrahim’s feet, I climbed down the ladder and bent to start collecting them. He did the same, able to carry several more than me at a time, which saved me a few extra trips after dumping them onto a long, highly glossed wooden table with ornately carved legs. Actually, since he seemed to have the transportation in hand, I plopped my bottom into a wide wooden chair cushioned and covered in leather at the seat and back. It wasn’t the most comfortable chair I’d ever sat in, but then again, it wasn’t the worst. What it was was made for someone a lot taller than me.  
 
    I flipped through the pages of the first book I came to, my feet dangling beneath me, and I sighed loudly, as I had no real idea of what to look for, just that it wasn’t popping off the page at me.  
 
    Ibrahim set the last one down and pulled out the chair across from me. He opened the closest hardcover to him. “What exactly are we looking for?” he asked.  
 
    “Well…” I paused, then sighed once more. “I don’t actually know. Jacinta told me there are natural witches and made witches.” 
 
    His back went straight and he glared at me. “You want to become a witch?” 
 
    In a sense. “Yeah,” I answered, and he started to push up from the table. “Wait a second, house boy.” I patted the air in that ‘calm down’ motion. “You can’t leave me alone and you gotta hear my explanation.” 
 
    “You’ve got one chance to convince me and don’t ever call me ‘house boy’ again.” 
 
    “Sure thing, house boy,” I teased.  
 
    He laughed under his breath and shook his head. “Sock it to me.” 
 
    “Have you seen that black ring Jacinta always wears?” I asked.  
 
    Ibrahim didn’t answer but didn’t shake his head no, so I went on. “She told me she can get into people’s minds using that ring.” 
 
    The stunned look on his face told me that he hadn’t known that.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said in response. “Which means I have to get my hands on that ring. It’s the only way I can think of to get out of the palace without physically getting out of the palace.” 
 
    “No, what it is is suicide.”  
 
    “Semantics. That’s why I need to learn about how to become a made witch and I need to brew something that’ll knock Jacinta out long enough for me to send an SOS.” 
 
    “That’s pretty brilliant,” he said. 
 
    “Of course it’s brilliant,” I replied.  
 
    “If she doesn’t kill you,” he finished, smirking.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Then don’t let her kill me.”  
 
    “As if it’s that easy,” he mumbled.  
 
    No one said it would be easy. Just that it was our best chance. We both fell silent digging into our work. Text after text, we spent hours reading. A lot of the books concentrated on the history of witchcraft, which was fine and dandy if we had a bigger window for research. But seeing as the regent was only going to be gone a month, we didn’t have that luxury.  
 
    Finally, I fell on a title: Physiks and Magik. It looked incredibly old. Made of leather—very worn brown leather—the spine cracked and pieces flecked away when I opened the cover, and on the very first handwritten page someone had drawn a pentagram. If I had my symbols correct, that was the sign of the witch. I kept reading. Most of it was written in an ancient calligraphy that in and of itself made the words hard to decipher. Add to that the non-English language, something akin to Aramaic but different. Even though I’d never spoken it, my dad, who had been fluent in thirty-five languages and fourteen of those were endangered or just about extinct, had read and spoken Aramaic. I’d seen it all my life. This wasn’t that.  
 
    Some paragraphs had been transcribed in the margins into English, whereas in others there were words close enough to the ancient languages my dad studied that I could get the gist of what they meant. I began muttering a word here, a phrase there, getting a feel for the pronunciation. Which, anyone who knew about languages knew that pronunciation was vital. Say something wrong and you could end up married to a pig instead of getting that soda you tried to order.  
 
    “Your hands,” Ibrahim surprised me by saying as he pointed. Immediately, I looked down to see them glowing whiteish-blue and sparking.  
 
    WTF? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    The Witching Hour 
 
      
 
    “Whoa.” I shoved back from the table and jumped out of the chair so fast, it toppled over with an ear-piercing bang against the floor in the quiet library. Stupid, I knew, because they were my hands connected to my body. 
 
    Ibrahim laughed at me. 
 
    I glowered at him. “Dude, I’ve never had blue electric hands before. I’d like to see you react any different.”  
 
    He laughed harder. “What are you going to do with it now?”  
 
    Good question. With my still-blue fingers that surprisingly didn’t scorch the paper, I flipped back a couple of pages until I found the paragraph I was after. “It says that I’m supposed to ground myself with the earth. That makes the magic stronger. How do I do that?” 
 
    With a shrug, he began flipping through more pages, then he stopped abruptly. “Maybe it means meditate, clear your mind before you try to whip up a potion?”  
 
    “Speaking of whipping up potions, where will I get the stuff I need and where will I actually get to brew the stuff without Jacinta discovering me?” 
 
    “Hmm…” He thought about it for a minute or so, tapping a finger against his lips. “What if we go to the kitchen and at the same time you make cookies or something mundane, you also work on what you’ll need to knock her out.”  
 
    “You know, that’s not a bad idea. Shouldn’t I try some small potions first?”  
 
    “Well, you already have the glow-hands, which I assume most new practitioners wouldn’t take to as fast. And I don’t know how much time we’ll have or how many tries in the kitchen before she catches on that you’re up to something.” 
 
    “Okay, so now we’re looking for a recipe book. What did they used to call potions?” I snapped my fingers in rapid succession as if that would help jog my memory. And holy hell if it didn’t actually work. “Tinctures.” I shouted a little louder than necessary, causing Eeb to jump in his seat.  
 
    Setting the book I had been reading out of onto the chair next to me so I didn’t lose it in the fray, I quickly turned to the jumbled mass of texts checking each cover along with Ibrahim for the word “tincture.” Easier said than done, as the majority of them weren’t written in English and I really had to pull from the stores in my brain to figure the word out in all those languages.  
 
    My father would have been all over this mission and probably have found what we needed in less than a minute. I, however, wasn’t my dad. Thinking about my dad made me think about how much I missed my dad and I could feel the tears begin to prickle along the rims of my eyes. But now wasn’t the time to grieve my fallen family. I could take all the time I needed once I was free of this place.  
 
    Once we narrowed the stacks down to about twenty books, we started the arduous task of flipping through each page to find a powerful knockout potion, though Eeb didn’t know nearly as many languages as me, so my pile was way higher than his.  
 
    “‘Temporary death,’” he said, reading the words from a page out loud to me.  
 
    “Sorry?” I asked.  
 
    “This tincture is called ‘temporary death.’ Here.” He lifted the book, turned it to face me, and handed it off. 
 
    Ingredient after ingredient looked pretty ominous. Words like ‘nightshade’ and ‘belladonna’ jumped out at me. One of those in a brew could knock you for a loop. No wonder the name of this one was temporary death.  
 
    “Will we be able to get some of these herbs?” I asked. Because that would make or break this mission. The sheer numbers of ingredients listed was unbelievable. Some of these I was sure we could find in the city market. Although they might have seemed exotic at one time, and maybe still were, The Damavandi Roc and Imi City sat smack-dab in the middle of the spice road.  
 
    It was what we couldn’t get at the market that concerned me.  
 
    “Leave that to me,” Ibrahim said. “I’m not without my sources, you know.” 
 
    “Ooh… intriguing. I leave it in your capable hands, then. Can you get me out of the palace down into the market?” 
 
    “You’re crazy and going to get us both killed,” he said, but he said it laughing.  
 
    “That’s not a no.”  
 
    “Everyone knows you’re the regent’s favorite. I’ll arrange it.” 
 
    “Oh, and house boy…” I paused to take in the full effect of his glare. “I’ll need some shoes.”  
 
    Were eunuchs supposed to flip their charges the bird? 
 
    I threw my head back and laughed as we gathered up the books we weren’t going to use and he helped me carry them back to the shelf. 
 
    Eeb chose to keep the two we were hanging on to back in his room so Jacinta couldn’t see them. 
 
    Then he walked me to the clothing room—which, I didn’t even know they had a clothing room—to try on sandals. The Roc clearly weren’t used to shoeing feet as small as mine, but eventually he found a child’s pair to fit.  
 
    For the first time since my family’s murder and my kidnapping, I stepped outside. The heat of the sun felt glorious on my in-desperate-need-of-vitamin-D skin, so much that I stood in the spot soaking in the rays, unable to get my feet to move.  
 
    When Ibrahim cleared his throat, I knew it was time to get moving. I sighed contently and walked along the cobblestone road next to him, my entire being delightfully assaulted by the warm, pungent aromas of cardamom, turmeric, cumin, and cinnamon, along with lesser ones I couldn’t exactly put my finger on.  
 
    The streets were alive with carts led by donkeys. My dad would’ve loved it here had he actually gotten the chance to visit. It was as if I’d stepped back in time. No cars, no satellites secured to the sides of buildings or cables running to them from transformers. There weren’t any signs of technology anywhere. I didn’t know places like this still existed in the world.  
 
    Men and women bustled about the marketplace. Mostly male vendors. A woman nearby opened a reusable bag made of netting to pack her grocery items. She wore a plain brown frock and had her abundant hair pulled back in a long braid hanging down the middle of her back. She had a young child with her, a boy, dressed similarly in a brown tunic, pants, and sandals.  
 
    Most of these people seemed to know Ibrahim, as they waved or shouted their hellos at him. I left the small talk to him, choosing to dip my head or smile politely at the passersby. When we stopped at the first stall, he bundled the innocuous spices along with the dried, ground belladonna, which many people purchased to make regular old insomnia-fighting sleep aids.  
 
    Then we moved onto the fresh herbs, buying up saffron, oregano, spearmint, and preserved lemons, which, yes, weren’t herbs but were sold alongside them.  
 
    We wandered down the walkway, sampling different meat dishes and desserts. The one made from a phyllo pastry with honey and ground nuts, similar to a baclava, but flavored with cinnamon and cardamom, I actually had Eeb buy some of that for later. Finally, we made it to the last stall in the back of the market. It was there that he asked to see the proprietor. A tall, lanky man—distinctly not Roc—stepped out from behind a curtained-off area. He held the curtain open and motioned for us to move inside.  
 
    We sat and the man offered us tea. The cups lacked handles and were painted with bright colors and patterns. While I sipped my tea, Ibrahim got down to business.  
 
    “It’s happening,” he said to the man. Yeah, um… what? I stopped sipping to stare between the men. Was he selling me out? I thought I could trust him. In case I couldn’t, I eyed the curtain we’d entered through to ascertain if I could escape before they caught me. If Eeb was selling me out, I’d kill him. Even if it meant I had to come back from the dead to do it as a ghost.  
 
    The man didn’t reply but dipped his head as he stood from his stool and left us, moving behind a second curtain. After hearing him discuss something heatedly with another, someone who sounded like an old woman, he came back through the curtain. An elderly, wrinkled lady followed him. She looked at me and tilted her head to the side. Her eyes went blank, then after a couple of seconds, she blinked, sat down across from me, and took my hand in both of hers.  
 
    Immediately, the blueish-white glow lit up my skin and the electricity prickled, but instead of letting me go, she held on tighter. “There is dark and light within you,” she whispered.  
 
    Uh…  “Dark and light?” I asked.  
 
    She nodded. “You seek the witchcraft. Dark and light.” 
 
    I tried to pull my hand from her grasp, but she held on tighter still, squeezing to just shy of painful.  
 
    “You have a destiny surrounding you, child. Sit still and quiet your mind.” 
 
    What did she mean by I had destiny around me? The idea both filled me with immeasurable hope and scared the crap out of me.  
 
    “Close your eyes,” she ordered. I promptly followed her directions. “Good,” she said. “Now picture a white dot.” 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Do you see it?” At my nod, she continued. “Grow the dot. It is a portal. Open it large enough to see through. Do not let your mind wander anywhere away from the portal.” 
 
    The dot grew bigger and brighter, consuming every inch of darkness inside my mind until the portal was large enough for my entire consciousness to slip through and I found myself confronted by a pair of startled honey-amber-colored eyes. I gasped and felt a hand touch my shoulder, but it didn’t belong to the old woman. It belonged to the owner of those enamoring eyes.  
 
    My whole body lit up from the inside at that simple touch. Then I felt it, my invisible heartstring snapped taut and shot out of my body straight into him. He jolted back and I found myself in the tent with the old woman still holding my hand once again.  
 
    “Saahirah?” Ibrahim touched my cheek and I jumped, stumbling onto the floor, crashing the chair along with me. “Saahirah,” he said again, helping me up. “What did you see?” 
 
    I shook my head because I couldn’t talk about it. Like I actually couldn’t put into words what I’d seen and what I felt. That touch from the honey-eyed man had awoken something inside me. I could still feel it now. I needed to get to him in a way that I knew he held the answers I sought and that scared the crap out of me because it hit me intrinsically, the knowledge that the destiny the old woman was referring to was tied up with that stranger on the other end of my heartstring.  
 
    Eeb helped me up. The old woman and the man with her both looked troubled but didn’t ask me any more questions. Instead, he left us for a moment and came back with the final ingredient we needed to make the potion. The nightshade.  
 
    What the hell had I gotten myself into? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Now or Never 
 
      
 
    “You still look shaken,” Ibrahim said, holding open the door to the palace for me to pass through. “Maybe you should nap before we continue.” He’d not allowed me to carry any of the bags. It made sense that as the regent’s favorite concubine, I wouldn’t carry my own packages, though. We had to keep everything proper, as it would be on any other day. 
 
    No. I shook my head. “We don’t have time for that. Every second we waste is a second closer to him arriving home.” 
 
    We were halted halfway to the kitchen by the witch herself. Jacinta stood with hands to hips glaring at the both of us. “Where did you go?” she asked in, I would like to add, a very accusatory tone.  
 
    “She wished to go down to the market,” said Ibrahim. “The regent left me in charge of her wellbeing and she is allowed such privileges. You know this. I am not beholden to check in with you, witch. I do not work for you.” The way he spoke to her sounded totally unaffected to the point of being bored. As if she were that unimportant in his life.  
 
    I, however, hoped he didn’t piss her off. Her knuckles rolled into white-knuckled balls, so I knew he’d struck a chord. He really wasn’t expected to report to her. Apparently, Nišrad had that much confidence in a man whose genitalia he had mutilated because the man didn’t come from the right social class for his sister, and in the process denied destiny. Not a smart move. A cocky one, for sure, but not smart.  
 
    “I tracked you.” She narrowed her eyes at me. Yes, me.  
 
    “I was with the eunuch the whole time,” I defended myself.  
 
    “Then where did you go? I lost you for about ten minutes.” 
 
    My surprise was genuine. How had she lost me for a whole ten minutes? A thought hit me and it took everything not to suck in a sharp breath that would assuredly raise her suspicions. Could she have lost track of me when I’d gone through the portal? 
 
    How, though? My body had stayed seated in that chair the whole time. The whole time.  
 
    “Maybe you’re coming down with sickness,” Eeb suggested. “We have witnesses to our entire outing. As I said, we went to the market. The lady wishes to bake cookies and the kitchen lacked certain ingredients. Now, if you would step aside so she can get to her baking.” Although he said it politely, it was a command meant to be obeyed.  
 
    “Cookies?” she asked suspiciously. “We have an entire kitchen staff. Why would she need to make cookies?” 
 
    “Because she is not from this world. Where she is from, she enjoyed baking as a hobby and with the regent away, there is less to occupy her time. So she asked me if she could indulge in such a pastime and I agreed.” 
 
    Jacinta, to my great surprise, stepped aside as Eeb and I started walking again. That was too close. The last thing I needed now was to raise her suspicions.  
 
    One of the kitchen staff found me an apron to tie around myself, then he showed me the layout, where the sheet trays, mixing spoons, bowls, and everything else were located. They had an amazingly modern stainless-steel range. Industrial, if I had to guess. The people lived with donkey-drawn carts and cobblestone streets, yet this kitchen staff had a restaurant kitchen? Somehow that sat wrong with me, but that had to wait for another day. Right now, I needed to prep my workstation.  
 
    In the time I’d worked on that, Eeb left to get me the tincture book and returned to keep me company. Though really, he played lookout to ensure Jacinta left me alone. In order to give me a reason to have pots simmering on the stovetop, I picked a special chocolate, pistachio, and wild cherry preserve thumbprint cookie. My mother and I used to make these together. A twinge of pain hit my heart remembering all the times we’d spent baking in the kitchen before I’d moved out.  
 
    But honestly, aside from the numerous ingredients to throw her off, these cookies had a bold enough flavor profile to cover the brew I was going to mix into a special platter just for Jacinta. Now, I’d never tasted belladonna or nightshade, but I had to assume they’d be pretty bitter. 
 
    The whole first floor smelled incredible. Workers and servants came from all over the place to snatch up a chocolaty morsel. I always directed them to the safe pans. All part of the plan. If Jacinta saw so many others eating my cookies, she wouldn’t suspect anything off.  
 
    When the last pan of cookies had cooled enough, I piled them strategically onto a platter. The three closest to me were the safe cookies. The ones Talora, Ibrahim and I would eat. The rest were the special brew cookies. That way Jacinta wouldn’t pick the wrong one to eat.  
 
    Now I only hoped she wouldn’t be obstinate and refuse to eat it.  
 
    I sent Eeb to fetch Talora because it would take the three of us to pull this plan off. When she joined us, we searched out the palace witch, finding her in her study leaned over a large map sprawled across her massive mahogany desk. She had some sort of black crystal secured to a silver chain dangling from her hand. The extremely sharp point of the crystal pointed down to a spot on the map. The chain stretched stiff while the crystal moved in fast, super small circles, likely magically pinpointing a specific area.  
 
    Her head whipped up and she scowled at us. “What are you doing here?” she asked. That was when I held up the platter to show her and Eeb and Talora both took their cookies, biting in so she could see them eat.  
 
    “I wanted to bring you some of my cookies,” I said innocently.  
 
    “Why?” she asked back. 
 
    “Because you’ve been sort of a friend to me here and where I’m from, we do kindnesses for our friends.”  
 
    Her whole demeanor softened and she straightened as I walked over to the desk holding the platter in front of me. I offered it to her and during our exchange, a couple of the cookies slipped from the platter, landing on the map. One of the cookies was my safe one. There was no way to tell which one was safe, so I picked them both up, said a little prayer internally and bit into the closest. 
 
    She took a fresh one off the platter and bit into it. Her eyes went huge and for a second, I was afraid she tasted the bitterness, but a smile spread across her lips. We chewed at the same time and miraculously I’d picked up the correct cookie to eat. We both shoved the remainders of our treats in our mouths, but she was the only one of us to drop dead asleep where she stood, faceplanting onto her desk.  
 
    I caught her before she broke her nose or something, then called her name. “Jacinta?” I called and reached out to shake her gently.  
 
    The woman was out cold.  
 
    Ibrahim stood watch for us outside the room while Talora had my back in here—in case anything looked wrong or Jacinta started to wake up before we were finished.  
 
    The black ring removed from her finger, I slipped it onto mine. Eeb had brought me the second book with the spells to read from, but what the old woman in the market had me do earlier was faster than searching out some random spell. And it was easier, too.  
 
    I sat on the floor. Closed my eyes. Pictured a white dot and focused only on that dot. The ring began to prickle, then burn the skin where it touched. 
 
    “Your hands,” Talora said and I knew she saw the bluish glow, but I had to tune her out.  
 
    The portal opened outward from the white dot, expanding to every corner of my mind. My consciousness stepped through, but instead of seeing those honey-amber eyes, I was first met by all-encompassing blackness, and then someone’s memories flowed before me.  
 
    My heartstring pulled painfully taut again and as the pictures in my host’s mind flashed, I got the feeling these were his memories—memories I watched right up through seeing my eyes staring at his when I’d done this the first time. What a trippy experience. Instead of showing up outside his mind, like the old woman’s spell had let me do, Jacinta’s ring brought me inside his head. I felt the pull of his heartstring and well… his arousal, too. Wow. 
 
    “Help me,” I called to him and he switched from aroused to frightened—just that quickly. “Please, you must help me,” I begged him. “There isn’t much time.” 
 
    I felt his confusion. 
 
    “Find Im—” I tried and failed to tell him. The location was just about out of my mouth when I felt hands shaking me and heard Talora’s voice. 
 
    “Saa,” she said.  
 
    My eyes popped open and she stood bent at her waist, shaking me. 
 
    “I’m back,” I said as I pushed her hands away. “What happened?” 
 
    “You started shaking violently—like you were having a fit. A thin line of blood rolled down your nose.” 
 
    Shocked from that news, I touched a finger underneath my nose and pulled it back to look. Sure enough, blood reddened the tip. She ran to get me a tissue and I cleaned myself up.  
 
    “Was it enough?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I was just about to tell him our location when you woke me.” 
 
    “Saa, you can’t go back in.” 
 
    It was eerie how she could read me so well. “But—” 
 
    “No. You don’t know what damage could result.” 
 
    As I pushed to stand, a wave of dizziness crashed over me and I fell to my bottom again. She might have been right. “I think the ring is too powerful for me to wield.”  
 
    Ibrahim opened the door at Talora’s call and when he saw me on the floor had a mini freak-out. “What happened?” he spat through clenched teeth.  
 
    “I’m fine. I think the ring is too powerful for me, though.” 
 
    “Did you make contact?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I hedged.  
 
    “We cannot let her go back in,” Talora told him before explaining the side effects I’d suffered. 
 
    “She’s right.” He shot me a stink-eye, as if daring me to argue. “So what now?” 
 
    At least I had a plan for the right now. “Get rid of the brew cookies on the plate. Put fresh ones on it and bring it back.” 
 
    Before putting that part of the plan into action, both Eeb and Talora helped me to stand and then he left us.  
 
    I slid the ring back on Jacinta’s finger and when he got back with the platter, I shoved a whole cookie in my mouth to reset the scene from when she passed out. Jacinta had powerful magic aside from the ring and the book warned that the more magic a witch held, the quicker the brew would burn off in their system.  
 
    Couple that with the wards she put in place to keep us in the palace—aside from the front door, which was heavily guarded by the other men who were fiercely loyal to Nišrad—and that was why I didn’t just try to escape.  
 
    We needed backup and I hoped to hell the man with the honey eyes would bring it. 
 
    I stood next to Jacinta, shaking her by the arm, calling her name. She began to stir and jerked away from me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked around a mouthful of cookie, choking on some of the crumbs that went down the wrong way. I hadn’t planned on that happening, but the effect added to my act.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked, regrouping, pushing her still-perfect, not-a-strand-out-of-place hair away from her forehead. 
 
    “You broke out in a sweat and passed out. That quick.” I hit the desk, making a bam sound. “You were down.” 
 
    “Leave me,” she ordered. 
 
    “Are you sure? Can I help you to your bed to lie down?” I offered.  
 
    She glared spitefully at Talora and me. “I said, leave me.” 
 
    “Okay.” I started to pick up the cookies and she stopped me with ice-cold words. 
 
    “Leave them.” 
 
    I wanted it to mean she liked the flavor, but it didn’t take a genius to realize she’d want to examine them. That was the whole point of having Eeb switch them out in the first place. She could analyze them all she wanted, though all she’d find was pistachios, dark chocolate, cherry preserve, eggs, flour, and butter.  
 
    But per her wishes, I left the plate right where it was and got the hell out of there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Officially Out of Time 
 
      
 
    From the cookie incident—as we’d come to call it—on, Jacinta remained standoffish with me. Not as open or as forthcoming with her information. She found nothing out of the ordinary in the cookies, but we were no longer friends, if we ever had been. 
 
    Talora and I continued to grow closer and Eeb was the best. Being with him was like hanging with my brother again or I guessed, in his case, like an older brother. I took advantage of my status as Nišrad’s favorite plaything by having Eeb take me out of that stinking palace for my daily constitutionals. That was a fancy name for walks in the market. Sometimes we went to the public park, but I loved the market. All the sounds, the smells… it felt alive and allowed me to keep my grief in check.  
 
    Days passed with no news of my mystery honey-eyed man. Eeb told me to be patient, but I couldn’t be. Nišrad would come home soon and I didn’t want to sleep with him ever again. Every time that happened the chance grew greater that I’d end up pregnant and then I’d be stuck.  
 
    In the market today, I made him take me back to the old woman, but she refused to see me, spouting something about how she’d read the cards. Over and over, she kept repeating herself. “No. The cards reveal themselves,” she said. “I need to stay out of it.” 
 
    “You need to see her,” Ibrahim ordered finally. “This isn’t a request to be turned down.”  
 
    Whoa, breaking out the badass, I-work-for-the-regent superiority. The old woman couldn’t deny him then and I heard her curse, but she opened the curtain to let me in the back.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said to her. “But I need you.” 
 
    She patted my hand the way my sweet, old grandmother might have if I’d ever known her. Like many of our elders, my grandparents had been killed in the last great war, leaving both my parents orphans. That was how they’d found each other, there in the orphan house. The story used to make me laugh because, as my mother would explain it, they’d met early on, feeling the pull of meeting your mate, but they’d been too young to act on it. And it had gotten worse for them the older they’d gotten. Teen years and hormones were bad enough for most Gyr, and the way I understood it, for people in general—add to that the pull of a mate.  
 
    The old widows who ran the orphan house kept a steady supply of chaperones with them until they were old enough to leave home. It was probably a good idea because it wasn’t too long after they’d left that my parents had found out they were expecting me.  
 
    Although an inappropriate time to think of such things, I couldn’t help wonder about my mate, who he’d be or what he’d be like. It was these thoughts that kept me sane in the midst of this mess.  
 
    As I sat down on the same stool she’d sat me on the other day, she took my hand in both of hers, but she did it pinning me with a worrisome glare.  
 
    “You will bring death,” she said. 
 
    “What?” I asked, unable to hide my shock. 
 
    “You will bring death. It isn’t your fault, but I do not wish to see you again. I do not wish to know you.” 
 
    Whoa.  
 
    I couldn’t concern myself with her prediction. Now I needed to connect with the honey-eyed man. Knowing we’d never get close enough to borrow Jacinta’s ring again, whatever powers the old woman held as a seer, I needed to use her as my conduit.  
 
    The connection happened the same as it had the two previous times, only this time I found him faster, and he was sleeping. 
 
    “Hey,” I said loud enough to get his eyes to pop open. It had to be weird to hear a disembodied voice. Or, I wondered, did he see a shape of me? “Do you see me or just hear me?”  
 
    “Wait—you are real?” He shook his head. “It switched so fast… from dream to real.” I wanted to laugh at his reaction. Even as just a consciousness, being around him put me at ease until I felt it, the presence of another. There were three of us here.  
 
    Three? And that other’s power felt so much stronger than the old seer woman I had on my side. Jacinta? Gods, I hoped not.  
 
    If it was, in fact, Jacinta, I had to get through to him because I was going to be in a world of trouble when I got back to the palace.  
 
    “Help me,” I said and waited for some magical zap or something to show me the other presence was pissed. When no magical zap occurred, I continued on. “Please, you must hurry.” 
 
    “What is happening—” 
 
    Strangely, I heard a struggle and shouting, which tore me from the place I’d been, back into this one.  
 
    Ibrahim was held by several guards, and he was breathing heavily as if the struggle took a great deal from him.  
 
    Another guard slapped me hard across the cheek with an open palm. Starbursts popped in front of my eyes and pain radiated throughout my entire face. Reflexively, my hand shot up to press the searing skin but never made contact—captured, both my hands were jerked hard behind my back and were clamped in heavy, rough iron cuffs.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked through my tears. Without answering, the guard slapped me again and shoved me forward to get me moving.  
 
    Both Eeb and I were paraded down the market amidst the shocked expressions of the people.  
 
    I kind of expected jeers and taunts, maybe even some spitting at our feet. But that wasn’t what we got. The people seemed affronted for us, not against us.  
 
    Once inside the palace, we were forced to our knees in front of the witch, Jacinta. Her eyes looked as black as raven eyes as she sneered at us. The way her black robes rippled in a breeze that really had no way of infiltrating the foyer of the palace without the use of magic, she made an imposing figure.  
 
    “You would try to deceive us?” she bit out. 
 
    How could she have known? “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “The shifter Talora told me you went to visit the seer.” 
 
    Talora? Why would she tell Jacinta anything? This didn’t make sense. She wanted to get out just as much as I did.  
 
    “Where is the rule against seers, witch?” Ibrahim asked. “She wanted her fortune told to find out if she would give the regent a son or daughter for their first child.”  
 
    “Take her,” was the last thing I heard Jacinda say to me before I was dragged away through the foyer into a back hallway that led to another hallway and so on. Each turn took me farther into the recesses of the palace until finally we hit a dead end.  
 
    I thought I was about to die in that corridor, but the guard didn’t raise his sword to me. Instead, he continued to pull me until we hit the back wall—and then we went through the back wall. Yes, through. The hole sealed back up tight as soon as we stepped into what looked like one of the turrets, onto a sandstone landing at the base of a spiral staircase.  
 
    As he shoved the blunt end of his blade against my back to get me moving up the steps ahead of him, torches spaced intermittently lit up with magic flames going up the wall all the way until we hit the topmost platform. Just beyond, there was a dark, dank room. So dank, I could smell it, the stale water and mildew.  
 
    With one more great shove, I fell face-first through the doorway down onto scratchy straw. My hands cuffed behind my back, there was nothing to stop my fall and I hit the ground hard. I screamed, choking on the blood oozing from my nose and my cheek swelled up to a point where I couldn’t see out of my eye any longer. Tears pooled and spilled from my one good eye. The guard left me there on the floor and I had not an inkling of an idea what Talora had told Jacinta to incur this wrath. She could have only told her about the ring.  
 
    There was no way to know how long they left me up in the dank and darkness. Only that they not only left me there, but they totally forgot about me. No servant or guard ever showed up with even a cup of water.  
 
    It had to have been about two and a half days later because my mouth felt drier than the desert surrounding this ancient city. My head throbbed; my lips painfully chapped. I was tired, finding it hard to keep my good eye open. My breathing became labored. And since I read that an adult person—shifter or human—could only last about three days without any liquid, two and a half days seemed about right. 
 
    The world started to go black around me as I felt myself slipping further away from consciousness. Right before I passed out, I heard a noise, then for a brief second, either by hallucination or ill-luck, I caught a glimpse of a shadowed figure.  
 
    One way or the other, I was going to die.  
 
    Tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Destiny 
 
      
 
    If this was dying, it came easier and less painful than I’d imagined. All I felt was the sensation of floating and warmth and love. It surrounded me, encompassed me in a cocoon of forever. There was no other way to describe it. 
 
    Then wet reached my lips and my tongue and the most beautiful voice, deep and smooth, spoke to me. “Wake up for me, baby. Drink.” And there was another sensation, this one of a hand brushing hair back from my forehead. Brushing hair from my forehead? Did that come with death?  
 
    More wetness reached my tongue and the coolness slid down my throat. Oh gods, it felt wonderful. I needed more, opening my mouth like a baby falcon begging his mother for food. Steadily, the water poured in and I drank it greedily.  
 
    “Please, open your eyes for me,” he implored, but my lack of will seemed to be stronger than muscle control.  
 
    His movements remained calm on the surface, but the tremors of his fingers as he gently swept my hair away from my face showed me his underlying fear. I wanted to open my eyes. I wanted to let him off the hook. Too much had happened, and I feared this part. The pain of dying. Although I actually thought it would be physical, palpable pain, not this emotional bullcrap that I could’ve done without and gone on my merry little way into ‘the light’ that by all accounts hadn’t appeared to me yet.  
 
    The hand dropped away, replaced by the feel of soft, moist lips pressed to my forehead. My heartstring clawed at my chest, fighting to break free. The touch nicked the tip of my will, imbuing it with enough power that, although still weakened, transformed that power to strength.  
 
    Yes, I felt it all, and yes, the thought sounded crazy. But it felt equally as crazy. All this taking place within me in the blink of an eye, or the time it took for lips to press against my skin. That newly transformed strength pushed my eyes open, barely more than slits, but enough to see those honey-amber eyes staring down lovingly into mine.  
 
    His smile lit up his entire face, which admittedly, happened to be the handsomest face I’d ever laid eyes on in my life. This man was undeniably Roc. With his tanned skin and even darker hair, almost black. The span of his broad shoulders. He sat close to my face so this was the most I could take in of his appearance. What struck me as odd, though, was he wore his hair tied back and the collar of his shirt looked peasant, but the shine to his silky locks and the fullness of his cheeks, the fact that he had honey-amber eyes when all the Roc I’d seen had regular yellow, and the air about him told me somehow that he was far from a peasant. Far, far from it.  
 
    “You are awake,” he said, breathing it really, through his smile. A beautiful smile that gripped my heart and squeezed it in the best way possible. Um… so I wasn’t dead? This was real? The man was real. He’d come to rescue me. 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, yet nothing escaped, not a sound, and it didn’t matter because he cut me off anyway. 
 
    “Shh—” He bent low to kiss me again, this time hitting my cheek. “Don’t try to speak yet. We’ve got a little time.”  
 
    He shifted so his back rested against a wall. The room was almost black, save for a small sphere of soft orange illuminating around us that emanated from a stone in the center of a leather strap he wore around his wrist. He’d gathered me into his arms so to better cradle and care for me. Giving more sips of the drink between tender kisses to any point—my hair, cheek, temple or forehead—that he could reach.  
 
    It felt wonderful and for the first time since I’d been taken, and even though I knew down to my bones that our fight wasn’t over, I felt safe enough to sigh contentedly.  
 
    Each of those small kisses acted as a sort of powerup, recharging me a little at a time and as I snuggled deeper against his chest, his arms squeezed me tighter, yet still incredibly gentle for the power I felt in his muscled biceps. And I drifted off to sleep.  
 
    The room remained dark; the dim light from the gem strapped to his wrist continued to glow when my eyes popped open. I felt stronger than I had in days. He was awake, staring down at me.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked. 
 
    I didn’t have to answer, as my stomach grumbled in response. But with his proximity and the way my heartstring pulled from my chest to get to him… well, let’s just say I was hungry for something else. Something, with the way Nišrad had taken me without my permission, I’d never thought I’d ever yearn for.  
 
    Heartstrings didn’t lie. I wanted it. My body lit up with a need to mate with this man because he was my mate. The one I’d waited my whole life to meet. The one my mother had told me was in the world somewhere, waiting to meet me. At the time, being the human equivalent of sixteen, and having just had my heart broken by my high school boyfriend, Reed, it seemed impossible to believe. But here we were. 
 
    He pulled a cloth from a pouch he wore around his neck and unwrapped it, holding his hand open to offer me a half piece of flatbread folded around a piece of creamy farmers’ cheese. Food given to most of the servants in the palace. I tore it in half again to share with him, but he refused me. “No. You eat. It is not much, but at least is something until I can get you more.” 
 
    With relish, I attacked the first half, chewing and then swallowing. I drank down more, it tasted like tea, and then shoved the other piece into my mouth, chewing and swallowing that, too.  
 
    Finally, I found my voice. “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    As response, he bent in to kiss my cheek again, but I’d grown tired of him missing the target and I shifted my head so instead of my cheek, his lips hit mine. I lit up on the inside, moving my hand to press against his stubbled jaw and pull him closer. The short hairs felt rough; I assumed this meant he didn’t normally wear facial hair and thus, he’d not had time to shave. I bet he’d be beautiful clean shaven.  
 
    Without letting go of his cheek or separating our kiss, I pushed up from his lap and shifted to sit astride it, better facing him. His body went still under mine, but I didn’t let that deter me. The harder I pressed against him, the more powerful I felt. Heady. So stinking heady. This exceptional man opened his mouth beneath mine and I drank down his moan with the reverence it deserved.  
 
    Only it stopped way too soon because he stopped it, pushing me away. “No,” he said, struggling to catch his breath.  
 
    Wh-What? His actions confused me and I didn’t think I quite understood, so I moved to press my lips against his again. This time, gripping my arms, he somewhat forcefully—but not enough to hurt me—shoved me back.  
 
    “No,” he said again.  
 
    But the heartstring. Didn’t he feel it? How could he not feel it? It’s a heartstring. Mine shot directly into his chest. Directly.  
 
    Embarrassed beyond belief, I slid quickly from his lap. “Oh… okay. Um… sorry.” I scrambled across the tiny room no bigger than a broom closet to press my back against the wall and turned my face away from him. I held my breath to keep him from hearing my humiliation in the form of a sob as stupid, stupid tears rolled down over my cheeks. Gods, I was such an idiot.  
 
    Once I got control of my emotions, even though still not looking at him, I did take the time to apologize. “I’m very sorry. I shouldn’t have blindsided you like that.” It didn’t get any easier. My nostrils burned. Nope. Nope. I would not cry again. “Thank you for rescuing me. You shouldn’t have been brought into this… I—” I paused to take another breath. “put out an SOS and you answered the call, but you need to leave now. These people aren’t people to mess with.” 
 
    “You want me to leave?” he asked.  
 
    What? Did he think I was a masochist? “Look, I made a mistake. I thought… It doesn’t matter what I thought, only that I was wrong and you shouldn’t be here.” Humiliation burned through me. “You should go back to your life just as I’ll try to find one of my own after I rescue Eeb.”  
 
    “What do you mean try to find one?” he asked. “And who is Eeb?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does,” he countered.  
 
    “Oh, for the gods’ sake.” I threw my hands up in the air. “They killed my whole family before they kidnapped me and Eeb is my nickname for Ibrahim.” 
 
    Even in this dark room, I could tell his back went rigid— a reaction that if I stopped to think about, I’d have realized what a fool I was making of myself. “Who is this Ibrahim to you?” he asked and his question sounded rather harsh. What right did he have to sound harsh with me? And really, shouldn’t his concern have lied more with the fact that my family had been murdered? 
 
    “My friend,” I answered honestly. 
 
    “What kind of friend?” 
 
    Excuse me? “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What kind of friend is he?” he demanded to know again. Yes, demanded.  
 
    I didn’t feel well enough to deal with this. So instead of answering, I simply said, “Go.”  
 
    Leaning closer to me, he repeated, “Go?” 
 
    “Go,” I reiterated. “I don’t have to answer your question. Who are you to me?” 
 
    In those old cartoons, when someone got over-the-top angry, it showed a mushroom cloud explode over their head, with a face as red as lava. I could’ve sworn I saw one of those mushroom clouds explode over his head.  
 
    “Wh-Who am I to you?” His eyebrow lifted in a scary way as he pinned me to the wall with just a look. “Do not lie and pretend you do not know who I am to you when just five minutes ago you shoved your tongue down my throat.” 
 
    The gall of this guy to bring that up. “That was a mistake. You let me know in no uncertain terms what a mistake I’d made.” 
 
    “Mistake? Did you not feel it?” he asked, rather startled. 
 
    “I did, but you sure as hell didn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean I did not?” 
 
    “Dude, you shoved me away and told me no.” I started to shout, but as there was still a chance of us getting caught, I quieted myself down to close to a whisper. “Can’t get much clearer than that.”  
 
    Suddenly, his whole demeanor changed as a slight smirk appeared on his face. “I had to push you away. When you kissed me, I almost could not control myself. The need to take you as my mate overwhelms me just being this close to you.” 
 
    Oh, yeah. That tickle in my girlie parts sprang back to life in a big, big way. Despite feeling incredibly stupid for overreacting, I mentally high-fived myself. For both our sakes, we needed to get down to business.  
 
    I let the sly grin spread across my face and ran my finger along the silken skin of his jaw. “Then don’t control yourself.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t control yourself,” I repeated. 
 
    “I am Roc. That is not our way. You must date others to know it is truly I who is your mate. To know the difference between love and lust.” 
 
    “Well, dude, I’m not Roc. I’m Gyr. We have heartstrings that pull taut when we meet our mates. We just know. Are the women of the Roc so fickle?” 
 
    “No, not fickle. Our heartstrings connect us to our mates, but at the same time, the woman chooses her mate. It goes back to the creation of our kind, the way it has always been. In human history, a woman had little choice in who she would spend her life with. Wilhelmina, the mother of all bird-shifters rejected that life and chose her Roc. So even though she cast a spell to give each of her children a destined mate, we honor her through this tradition.” 
 
    “I don’t need to date other men to know. The Gyr are raised to know the heartstring and know what it means when it pulls taut. No one but our mate is able to pull it tight.”  
 
    “Listen to me,” he said sternly. “This is not how it happens. I will not take you on the floor of a magic room, no bed. Our first time needs to be special for you.” 
 
    Wait—we were inside a magic room? No. Focus, Saahirah. But he wanted to make it special for me. That was the sweetest… —Wait, no. I said focus.  
 
    His mere presence scrambled my brain. 
 
    My mission was clear, however. He might have scrambled my brain, but my body knew exactly what to do. “It happens how it happens,” I replied breathily as I crawled closer to him in the most seductive way I could manage in the small space.  
 
    He licked his lips and swallowed hard. Gods, he was beautiful—and those eyes. They undid me. I could stare at those eyes for the rest of my life and never grow tired of seeing them. If he’d get on with claiming me, or letting me claim him, then we could get on with it. It being the rest of our lives.  
 
    Skin to fabric, my hands roamed his shoulders and chest as I mounted to sit astride his lap once again. 
 
    “Honey,” I cooed. “I can’t think straight. We have to rescue Eeb and escape from a witch, and I can’t think straight. To save my life, to save yours, we have to.” 
 
    On a heavy sigh, he shut those eyes of his that I loved so much and I didn’t know if it was from the pain of my words or my proximity and the fact that we hadn’t started the getting busy portion of our time together, yet. But one thing I could tell was he was in pain.  
 
    By all the gods of An, I’d never been this forward with a man before. And truth be told, it felt sort of freeing. 
 
    Okay, way freeing.  
 
    Since he still hadn’t made a move, I blew out a breath of my own—one with an entirely different meaning than his—and went for it, tilting my head down to kiss him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Claiming the Bond 
 
      
 
    I shivered as his hands slowly trailed down my sides, starting at my breasts, and tenderly tickled me until he found the hem of the now-dirty blousy top I’d worn to go down into the market that day. He tucked his fingers underneath and rolled the willowy fabric back up, whipping it over my head, tossing it to the floor. Nišrad didn’t believe in women’s undergarments, therefore, I wore none; my breasts on display for my mate’s perusal.  
 
    And he did, drinking in the sight of them, reverence apparent on his face. He looked up to me and I smiled coyly and nodded. Oh gods, he lifted his hands to touch me and my flesh prickled with goosebumps. My stomach clenched even as warmth spread from deep in my nether regions. He continued to slowly stroke the skin, watching his hands intently.  
 
    His eyes, big and round, flicked to mine one last time, he smiled and dropped his mouth to kiss and lick every place his hands had touched. I dropped my head back, sifted my fingers through his hair and clenched it tightly, shuddering.  
 
    “I give this to you…” he said through rising breaths. “But you need to let me give it as I need to give.”  
 
    If he kept his hands and mouth moving on me, I’d let him give whatever and however he saw fit. Together we pulled the simple tunic from his body and nothing could’ve prepared me for the expanse of hard muscle under soft, golden-tanned skin. He was perfect. Perfection. Maybe I thought it because he was mine, my mate, or maybe I simply thought it because it was true, but no matter what anyone else saw when they saw him, to me, he was perfection.  
 
    It was a challenge, but I managed to tear my eyes from his chest to locate his eyes. They burned with desire and he crushed his lips to mine. Every ounce of himself that he gave, I eagerly accepted.  
 
    He took control, separating me from my poufy, willowy, semi-transparent leggings and turned to—whoosh! —remove his too. My bottom to the floor, I began to lie back. 
 
    “No.” He stopped me and helped me to flip onto my hands and knees. Didn’t he want to look in my eyes as he made love to me for the first time? I’d always had this fantasy of our coming together. Me and my destined mate.  
 
    That idea quickly swept from my mind as he pushed down on my upper back so my breasts brushed against the floor, arms stretched out front of me, my bottom higher in the air. 
 
    “This is unconventional,” he whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied.  
 
    “We mate for life.” He reminded me, although he needn’t have.  
 
    I nodded and whispered back. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, my moonbeam,” he said worshipfully. “Am I your choice?” 
 
    Moonbeam? And wasn’t it obvious he was my choice? I was on my knees on a dirty floor waiting to take him. Clearly, I wouldn’t be willingly doing this with someone not my choice. But I got the feeling this was serious, and I got that feeling because he shook me at my hips. 
 
    “Moonbeam, I cannot move forward until I know. Am. I. Your. Choice?” 
 
    Suddenly, I felt the weight of his question press down on me. Something my mother had neglected to tell me about, had neglected to warn me that this was what I’d be feeling, and they were more than words to repeat back.  
 
    What I spoke to him was a vow. My vow. My vow to be with him. To love him. To build a life and family. Forever.  
 
    I knew there was no chance of going back, down to my very core felt it. Still, once I uttered those words, there was no going back. I bound myself to this stranger—who even though a stranger, fate had made me know him in a way no one else ever would or could—and do it for eternity.  
 
    It was one of the many reasons I loved being an immortal. The pair-mating bond, something humans had no way to fathom.  
 
    Yet here I was, ass in the air, unsure of exactly what to expect from this point on, despite knowing exactly what fate held in the immediate future for me.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered.  
 
    “Say the words,” he demanded.  
 
    “You are my choice.” 
 
    I heard and felt his breath as he deflated from the worry he’d held on to. Feeling him position himself to my rear, I turned to look, watching him go up on the balls of his feet, pressing his knees to the sides of my hips, fingers digging into the small of my back. And then… he filled me.  
 
    I gasped at the intrusion, pressing against him to get as much of everything that made up this man as possible.  
 
    Oh man, the feel of him.  
 
    The magic of fate filled me as he did. Warmth, pleasure, happiness—and another emotion that I had a niggling feeling I knew, but it scared me to think about so soon after meeting him and so I decided to avoid naming it for now.  
 
    But I felt it. Surging through me. Powerful. Brilliant. Everything I needed it to be. The prolonged joy he brought from every stroke, twist or thrust of his hips reaffirmed that he was the one until my body began to shake as my sex quivered from my coming orgasm. I’d orgasmed before. Not from Nišrad, but before him. What built up inside me now threatened to tear me apart from the inside out.  
 
    Lifechanging. For when it hit, my life changed.  
 
    I came apart under him and through his grunt, he came apart inside me.  
 
    When he finished and the pulses faded from his twitching manhood, he gently pulled out and used his thumbs to massage the small of my back. Then he fell to his back, taking me with him. 
 
    I thought he was about to tuck my chin to his chest, but instead he reached behind his neck to pull a lock from the underside of his hair. There he’d tied a small leather pouch, the same color as his hair, to several strands.  
 
    He undid it and tipped the contents into his upturned hand. It was beautiful and glittered under the orange light that surrounded us.  
 
    “Silver?” I asked.  
 
    Gently grabbing my foot, he pulled it up to his face so I had no choice but to spin. “Platinum,” he said, clasping the delicate chain around my ankle.  
 
    So now instead of post-coitus cuddles, I bent my knee and awkwardly pulled my foot up to look closer. Connected to the chain was an eagle, not a falcon, but an eagle with topaz gems for eyes. Two platinum hoops hooked through the widespread wings. The chain hooked around the other side of each hoop. 
 
    It was exquisite. The most exquisite piece of jewelry I’d ever seen, let alone worn. “I don’t know what to say,” I whispered. “I’ve never seen its equal. Where did you get it?” 
 
    “My moonbeam.” He pet my hair slowly. “I have had it since I was a boy. All Roc men are bestowed a pair-bonding chain. We carry it with us always—from the time we reach puberty—to be prepared for when we might meet the one fate intends for us.”  
 
    “You’ve carried it since puberty?” Somehow, as cool as that thought seemed, it also dulled the significance. He hadn’t picked it for me, just for whomever fate threw at him.  
 
    “You are sad? I saw this with my brother and his mate, Meena. You think it not as special now. That I did not carry it all these many years for you. You are wrong. Look closely.” 
 
    I looked closely. “Platinum,” I murmured.  
 
    “To match your hair.” 
 
    “Topaz eyes,” I mumbled next. 
 
    “The same color as yours.” 
 
    “But it’s clearly an eagle,” I said, holding my point. Then like a smack in the face, the significance hit me hard. So hard I could’ve stumbled if I’d been standing. “It represents the children we’ll someday have.” 
 
    “Exactly, moonbeam. Eagle like their father with the most piercing ice-blue topaz eyes from their mother.” 
 
    “Why do you call me ‘moonbeam’?” 
 
    “Simple. Your hair reminds me of the streaks of light set off from a full moon.” 
 
    I sighed a big ol’ girly sigh. Could this guy get any more romantic? As I sighed, a thought pushed to the front of my mind and I began to chuckle. The chuckle turned into a full-blown belly laugh.  
 
    “What has you laughing?” he asked.  
 
    “We’ve had mind-blowing sex.” I wiped the laugh-tears from my eyes. “Ending with you giving me the greatest orgasm of my life,” I continued. “And you’ve bonded yourself to me for eternity, but…” The laughing started up again and I really tried to rein it in. “But…” I repeated myself. “I don’t even know your name. You’ve been inside me, so you should probably tell me your name.”  
 
    He started to chuckle along with me but stopped to press his lips to mine in one scorcher of a kiss. The kind that burned down to your soul. When he pulled back, he smirked and ordered, “Breathe, moonbeam.”  
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath.  
 
    “Crest.” He offered. Bird-shifters never carried surnames. Most shifters that I knew of, didn’t. That stayed a decidedly human trait as they tended to reuse the same handful of names over and over to the point of exhaustion. Therefore, they needed another way to differentiate one set of Paul, James and Mary from another set of Paul, James and Mary and so on.  We, as immortals, lived long enough to simply not use another’s name.  
 
    But, uh… I’d heard that name before. My father studied the Roc intensively. “Do your people repeat names?” I asked.  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    “Is that a nickname you’ve given yourself?” 
 
    “I see you have heard of me then?” 
 
    All I could do—all I was capable of doing—was to nod lamely. “My father studied the Roc. Does that mean you’re the aerie-lord Crest, then?” 
 
    “So you have heard of me.” 
 
    “Prince of the Roc?” 
 
    “Goes with being the whole aerie-lord thing, moonbeam.” 
 
    “How in the hell did I pair-mate with a prince?” I asked, but I wasn’t really asking.  
 
    “Pretty damn well,” he replied. “Now what do I call you aside from ‘moonbeam’?” 
 
    My name? Did I have a name? I—my mind erased all thoughts aside from the fact that my, well, my husband was a prince. 
 
    “Moonbeam?” he prompted.  
 
    “Oh, right.” My brain finally kicked in. “Saahirah.” 
 
    “That is definite Roc—ancient Roc,” Crest—I liked using his name. Crest—said to me. “I thought you said your people are Gyr?” Whoa, I could get lost in his after-sex voice. His after-sex eyes. And I’d be willing to bet his after-sex hair once I was allowed to run my fingers through it while we went at it.  
 
    “Mm… but as I said, my father studied the Roc. All things Roc. Therefore, when it came time to name the children…” I trailed off, shrugging my shoulders.  
 
    “You will have to break it to this Eeb that you are off the market,” he whispered against my jaw as he brushed a delicate kiss over the skin there. More of his breath touched me than his lips.  
 
    “Eeb wouldn’t care.” I pulled my hair back and tilted my head to give his mouth greater access. “He’s a eunuch and in love with a dead woman.” On the word eunuch, I slid my hand down, down, down his abs and below his navel to twist my fingers through the thin strip of hair running between there and what my friend back home used to call the ‘glory stick.’ “I mean, I suppose he’d care,” I continued, “because he’s my friend, but…” Ah… his lips found the pulse of my neck, shorting out my brain. What were we talking about? The shivers. So, so good.  
 
    He snickered after that last bout of shivers he caused, the ass. “We need to dress.” That was what he said, although he made no more moves to dress than I did and I didn’t do zilch. “Yet another reason we should have waited to mate, moonbeam.” 
 
    “That ship has sailed; you need to get over it and I know how you can do that. By having your wicked way with me again.” 
 
    Rather than give in to me and my awesome idea, Crest bent us forward until he reached his pants and my leggings. So we could dress, he deposited me on the floor but kept me as close as he could and still maneuver pulling clothes on.  
 
    “I have a man waiting to help me get you out of the palace,” he said. 
 
    “Big no there, buddy… I told you I’m not leaving without Eeb, which means I, in fact, am not leaving without Eeb.” 
 
    “Saēna.” Throwing his to the sky as if begging for providence, he called to the Roc’s main goddess. Then he began speaking again, though not to anyone in particular. “Just like Shadow had to put up with. What is with you women and your irrational behavior? I want to keep you safe and you have a death wish.”. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Rescuers 
 
      
 
    Suffice to say, that despite knowing each other for such a short time—although we were incendiary together in the mating department and that could contribute to his attitude—I found out how quickly Crest’s male protective instinct towards his mate kicked in. 
 
    Fate had made that bed, but I’d begged to lie in it. So these, I supposed, were my consequences. A man trying to tell me what to do. Emphasis on trying. My father had been an educated man, sure, but it was his life lessons that he took most to heart. Gyr women weren’t ordinary women. We might have been tinier than the average bird-shifter, but our fortitude was mighty.  
 
    My mother had been mighty. That was how she’d survived the loss of her parents so young and still managed to look out for her fellow eyas. Eyas was how parents refer to their children. It literally meant a baby falcon, but had a more specific meaning depending on use—a fledgling taken from the nest too soon and forced to give up the carefree life of a child and accept a more adult role. That had been my mother. My father, too, but especially my mother. It was why she’d thrown herself in front of that Bedouin impersonator who had really been just a sex trafficker—because I’d been the one she could get to. 
 
    I had my own apartment and job back home on Stone’s Throw Island, an island in the northern Atlantic. The few humans who knew of its existence thought it to be uninhabitable thanks to the constant heavy cloud cover at the lower elevations. It had been given that name because any place was a stone’s throw away when you were a bird-shifter. And like all bird cities, ours resided high above the cloud cover where the humans never saw us. I missed home—the cobblestone sidewalks and pretty pastel-painted Saltbox houses—but it wouldn’t ever be home again without my family. They’d pleaded with me to come on the family vacation figuring correctly as it had turned out, only not for the reasons they’d thought, that we wouldn’t have many more opportunities to vacation together.  
 
    Now in a sense—without my parents to turn to when I needed help or had questions I couldn’t figure out the answers to—I was eyas, too.  
 
    That Gyr fortitude flowed through my veins as well. It was the reason I could compartmentalize my family’s deaths and Nišrad’s taking me without consent. Since we were mated for life and lived as immortals, this part of me was something Crest would have to learn to accept and for his peace of mind, he needed to accept it sooner rather than later.  
 
    Fully dressed, he pulled a sheath over the glowing gemstone on his wrist and picked up knives that I’d been too preoccupied to notice before, then taking my hand he shoved me behind him. Slowly, Crest pushed his head little by little through the magic wall separating our tiny magic room from the rest of the palace. The coast must have been clear because he tugged me out along with him.  
 
    It should be noted that my mate’s backside matched the perfection of his front—and I needed to get my head off my mate’s backside so I didn’t end up getting one or both of us killed.  
 
    I shook off that thought, continuing to creep silently behind Crest.  
 
    “Eeb could be kept anywhere,” I whispered. “Do you think there are more magic rooms?”  
 
    “Probably,” he answered. “They kept you as a prisoner in one, and I happened to stumble upon that one.” He used his head to point back where we’d just come from. “That’s two that we know of.” 
 
    “So then there has to be schematics of the magic room somewhere or how else would the guards know where to bring the prisoners they didn’t want to be found?” 
 
    “I found you in a secret room off one of the turrets. We’ll check the others first, then go from there.” 
 
    Nodding, then realizing he couldn’t see my nod, I answered, “Sure.” 
 
    As I knew the palace better than Crest, instead of staying behind him to keep me safe, I subtly shifted out in front of him.  
 
    Crest grunted but smartly—and probably only because we were in a precarious situation—he didn’t argue.  
 
    As a precaution, I stopped to check around every corner before we proceeded. At the third corner, seeing the coast clear, I started to step out from our spot but stopped short, tugged back by Crest when we heard the voices of the guards and heavy footsteps, the running kind. And what they were shouting made our escape that much more difficult.  
 
    “She’s gone,” one guard called. “Find Jacinta. The prisoner is gone.” 
 
    Several more variations of this sentiment echoed throughout the halls. If they knew I was missing, then they’d be looking all over for me. How would we get out, let alone get Eeb out, now?  
 
    Up ahead, I noticed the connection to the hallway that would lead us to the regent’s personal room. Off his room he had a private study. With him gone, that might be the safest place for us for the moment. I didn’t see us getting outside.  
 
    “If we turn down the hallway to the right,” I whispered to Crest, “it’ll lead us to a stairwell where we can gain access to the regent’s bedroom.”  
 
    Crest’s body went rigid behind me, but I couldn’t deal with that now. “How do you know the regent’s room?” he quietly bit out. 
 
    “How do you think I know? I wasn’t here to cook his food.” If he ground his teeth any harder together, he’d crack them. “If we head into his room, there’s a private study. I think we might be safe there long enough to regroup.” 
 
    “It will take us farther from the exits,” he argued.  
 
    “You have any better idea?” 
 
    He kissed me. “Lead on,” my mate said. “We’ll talk about what you went through when you are safe.”  
 
    When we heard no more pounding feet or shouting, I crept around the corner with Crest butt-up against my backside. Taking soft footsteps, we made quick work of putting distance and hallways behind us until reaching the top of the stairwell, secretly slipping into the regent’s room.  
 
    I hated being in here with my mate knowing what I’d had to do in that bed with Nišrad. Most in the palace didn’t know about Nišrad’s private study, as there wasn’t even a regular door, but you had to pull a book, specifically a very dull book that most wouldn’t ever pull from the small bookshelf—that being an account of ancient economics—and thus would never see the door pop open. I pulled it. The bookcase, which was a cover for the door to his study, popped open and we stepped inside.  
 
    Nišrad probably thought he was being slick to open the door after I’d fallen asleep that night before he’d left. But the joke was on him, I’d only been pretending to sleep and watched him like, well, a falcon.  
 
    We stepped inside and pulled the shelf shut behind us. There were secrets in this room—I felt them.  
 
    Before he’d left, though, Nišrad neglected to clear off his desk. Nišrad had neglected to clear off his desk. This was kind of amazing news. So long as we were stuck in here, maybe we could find something useful. Crest apparently thought so too, as he made quick work of closing the distance between himself and the regent’s work space, pushing the chair out of the way to begin searching. I stepped up, bent over the ornately carved writing table to search along with him.  
 
    Nišrad’s notes were quite telling if Crest’s shocked gasps and Saēna, no! meant anything.  
 
    “Crest.” I paused to run my finger down a sloppily scribbled list of names. One name stood out, and it stood out because it was scribbled away from the others on a diagonal and circled. He looked up from under his lashes and waited for me to finish. “Who is this Urtar?”  
 
    Watching his mouth drop open, gods only knew how bad the news was going to be. It got worse when he turned the paper toward him and stared down at the name. Then he did something unexpected. Unsheathing the gem on his wrist, he flipped it so a blue-green gemstone embedded in platinum and leather faced upward and began to cast off light—no, not light. A form. A form of a woman, like a hologram. Tiny—child sized for a bird-shifter. Blonde. So, not Roc. Definitely human. She wore what looked like jeans and a simple black sweater. I guessed I’d seen too many fantasy movies because I would’ve expected a holographic woman to be in some ornately decorated costume.  
 
    “You found her,” she said to him. Then she turned her head to look me up and down. “Wow, Crest… She’s a looker. You’re gonna have fun at your mating.”  
 
    Crest smirked and looked sheepish but had the good taste not to answer. 
 
    “No,” she said, and her eyes sort of bugged. “You didn’t. There?” 
 
    Again, he kept silent.  
 
    “What about the woman choosing the man? I had to date all three of you chuckleheads before I was allowed to bed Shadow.” 
 
    He moved to step behind me, placing each of his hands on my upper biceps. “She’s not of the Roc.” 
 
    “I can tell. I’ve never seen hair that color before.” 
 
    “I’m Gyr,” I said then, feeling the need to defend myself and my clan. “Falcon shifters. We mate when the heartstring is pulled taut, so I’d ask you not judge me. My name’s Saahirah, by the way.” 
 
    “Meen,” said Crest, not giving her a chance to introduce herself. “I need you to tell Shad and Rogue that I will be here longer than I anticipated. It seems we have a rescue mission to complete before we can ever think of escaping.” 
 
    “Escaping?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes. She was moments from death when I found her and there are others, an ally she refuses to leave without. Moreover, an ally I do not believe we can sacrifice. Thank you, by the way. The potion you gave me worked. You and my mother saved my mate’s life.” He turned to talk to me. “Meena and my mom are witches. She hooked me up with a healing tea that I fed to you when you were in the turret. And that magic room I brought you to—not part of the palace. My mother gave us that.” 
 
    “You do know your brothers are gonna be pretty pissed that you didn’t invite them along to have your back,” Meena said to him, then she looked to me. “To stand a chance at getting you out alive, we’re going to have to change your appearance.” 
 
    “And how would I go about doing that?” I asked, maybe a tad sarcastically.  
 
    She chuckled under her breath. “She’s got spirit, Crest. Life certainly won’t be boring for you. I think we’re going to be great friends. But that’ll have to wait until you return to Cloud City. For now, Saahirah, you have the magic. It’s how I could be there with you when you first reached out to Crest. It’s funny though, shifters don’t usually hold magic.” 
 
    “Made… um witch,” I admitted, and then hastily added, “in progress.” I mean, how could I claim to be a witch in the presence of a real witch? Still, she deserved to know it all. “The dark and the light, that’s what the seer told me.”  
 
    “A made witch? Girl, we are gonna have so much fun together. Alas, as time is of the essence, I need you to chant with me so we can get you guys home. ‘Newid wyneb.’” 
 
    “What does that do?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s to change your appearance. Chant the words with me. The power will grow inside you. When you feel it’s the right time, brush your hands over your face and hair.” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Moonbeam,” said Crest, “Meena knows what she says. One thing I know: it will happen just as she says.” Crest moved closer to kiss me. A soft, dominate press of the lips. Good thing he was my mate because I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of his kisses.  
 
    “Well, okay, then,” I said. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Together, she and I repeated those strange words over and over. Truth be told, I felt ridiculous saying words I didn’t understand in the presence of someone who obviously did. It was a known fact that posers were losers, and I didn’t want to be a loser in front of my mate and a woman whom he clearly cared about.  
 
    For a while, at least a minute or more, we continued the cadence and nothing happened.  
 
    Crest watched me with a plethora of emotion shining brightly through his eyes. He believed I could do this and I didn’t want to let him down, but I feared I was about to do just that when a pit-y feeling formed in the bottom of my belly and radiated outward, filling me up.  
 
    I closed my eyes and saw the blue-white light. The light manifested from a powerful magic. Wow. Meena had some strong juju flowing through her veins.  
 
    Having never done anything like this before, I did what felt the most natural latching on to her magic to use as a powerup. And holy cow, in an instant—boom. I was ready. I skimmed my hands over my face, running them up and along my hair.  
 
    As my hands passed my eyes, Crest sucked in a sharp breath. “My moonbeam is gone,” he muttered.  
 
    Gods, his moonbeam was gone—my pinky-white skin replaced by a deep, exquisite olive-toned skin the same as Crest’s. The same as all the Roc. And sifting the strands of hair through my fingers, it wasn’t my white-silver but so brown it almost appeared black. From there, I dropped my hands to my chest and ran them down the length of my body. The dirty blouse and leggings replaced by a long, fitted black dress—a typical style of dress for a peasant woman of Imi.  
 
    “Crest.” I held my arms out in front of me and then spun slowly around. “Look at me.” 
 
    “I am. Unbelievable.” 
 
    The expression on his face would’ve been comical if it hadn’t been aimed at me, so I threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his middle, but Crest didn’t hold me back. Actually, he shoved me away, keeping me at arm’s length.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked in a husky voice, not my own. 
 
    “I… well… it feels wrong to touch you. Like I am betraying my mate.” 
 
    “But I am your mate.” 
 
    He laughed humorlessly and rubbed at his eyes with the palms of his hands. “Clearly my head knows this, but my eyes, my hands, they do not.”  
 
    “Well, do you think you could get your head, hands, and eyes on the same page? Because I really need a hug from you before we head out of this room.”  
 
    All the while the hologram of Meena watched us, chuckling. This whole situation was surreal. How could this possibly be my life now? 
 
    “Come,” he said, reaching out to grab my hand and tug me until our bodies gently collided. He searched my—I knew they had to be yellow like the Roc—eyes and gave me a smile that swept the breath from my lungs. Then he bent in to brush his lips against mine. The brush quickly turned to a full-on press. The press had the potential to become pornographic before he had the quickness of mind to push me away, only not at arm’s length as before. “Your lips give you away.” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    “Definitely the kiss of my moonbeam. No one could kiss me the way you do as fate meant you for only me.” 
 
    Yeah, I swooned. How could I not? Crest, back to romantic, fulfilled every dream I’d ever had as a doe-eyed girl. Then I bent in and kissed him once more for good measure since who knew how this day would end?  
 
    “Wait until you see the honeymoon I plan to give you,” he murmured against my lips. “A month, maybe more. Just you and me.” 
 
    “Sounds like heaven,” I replied.  
 
    “Yeah?” He raised his eyebrow at me. “I hope you are good with nudity because you will not get a stitch of clothing the entire time we are gone.” 
 
    “This is where I cut out,” Meena said, interrupting. “You need me, tap the gem. I’m on standby.” Then poof! her blue light was gone from the room.  
 
    It was nice to have met her and even nicer to know we had a powerful witch on standby, but my mind was stuck on a month of naked with Crest. “Will you be naked, too?” 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    “Then let’s get this over with so I can get my honeymoon.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    The Hunt 
 
      
 
    Crest and I slipped seamlessly from Nišrad’s room into the hallway. At first, I continued my creeping, slinking around corners until he pulled on my arm, putting a stop to it. “You will call more attention to us,” he said. 
 
    Oh, right. They weren’t looking for a Roc peasant woman. And they certainly weren’t looking for their aerie-lord prince Crest. With my disguised face and the both of us dressed as we were, no one would look twice at us. And so we walked, searching the palace in complete anonymity. On the occasion we ran into a guard—most of them had left the palace, thinking I’d escaped already—we moved to the side to let them pass, eyes cast downward in respect for the guards. The Roc had a distinct hierarchy here in Imi. A hierarchy Crest had difficulty with.  
 
    I didn’t know if that was because he was used to having people cast downward eyes in his presence or if they didn’t do that where he lived.  
 
    Hopefully, it was the latter because I didn’t think I could put up with seeing good people do that for the rest of our lives.  
 
    In my head suddenly the voice of Meena spoke. “Focus your attention on who you want to find. Let the magic fill you; it’ll lead the way.” 
 
    “Why do you look so shaken?” Crest asked.  
 
    “I um… well… your sister-in-law is…” I dropped my voice to even more of a whisper. “In my head.”  
 
    The jerkface chuckled. Actually chuckled.  
 
    “You don’t understand. She’s talking to me.” 
 
    “Yes, moonbeam, she has that ability.” 
 
    “And it’s so cool she’s able to, but that’s something I’ll have to get used to. In my world, voices in your head speaking to you mean you need medication.” 
 
    “Maybe I should point out that you did that to me—the way I found you.”  
 
    “Okay, but I didn’t know I was speaking to you in your head, so cut me some slack and give me the chance to process.” 
 
    He chuckled again. “Process away.” Then glancing left and right to make sure no one was around to see, he bent in to brush his lips against mine. Quick but beautiful. The problem being every time he kissed me, my stomach dipped and the tingles rose up from my nether regions, making me want to forget any notion of rescue missions and convince him to rock my world. 
 
    Get it together, Saa… Rescue friends first, nookie later. Right.  
 
    “That’s how it felt for me kissing Shadow,” Meena joked in my head. “Hell, I still feel it.” 
 
    “You don’t get to comment,” I told her back.  
 
    “He’s pretty hot and an aerie-lord prince. Quite a few women will envy your position.”  
 
    “Crest,” I called to my mate. “Tell Meena she’s not allowed to comment on anything related to our mating.”  
 
    At this, he didn’t chuckle but full-on belly-laughed. The soundless kind that made a person look like they were gasping for breath. Finally, he gasped out, “She is not in my head, my one. And you will learn the longer you know her, no one—even Shad—tells Meena what to do.” 
 
    “Especially Shadow,” Meena said to me.  
 
    I could get over him taking her side this time for one reason: he’d called me ‘my one.’ A new endearment. One I quite liked. This was what humans didn’t get, what strangely—seeing as he was Roc—Nišrad didn’t get by taking on a harem of wives and concubines. I was Crest’s one and he, mine. The beauty of our connection given benevolently by the hand of destiny couldn’t be denied. The thought made me want to kiss him again, which at present was a supremely bad idea, seeing as I couldn’t currently lift my dress and wrap my legs around his hips, so I punched his shoulder hard and stomped away from him, all the while focusing on finding Eeb and letting the magic lead me.  
 
    Where it led me was down an empty dead-end corridor by the back turret. Crest had been right in the first place. Pushing slowly through the wall, we listened for voices in case a guard or servant was up there with Eeb. Not a sound. I charged up the spiral stairwell made of sandstone. The torches on the wall lit as I ascended each step, Crest at my heels.  
 
    I’d just rounded the last step when—whoosh! —something swung out at me, narrowly missing my head. It wouldn’t have missed if Crest hadn’t pulled me out of the way in time. His reflexes clearly faster than mine.  
 
    Instead of a scream or shriek, I squeaked out my fear. Even scared out of my mind, I was still wary about us getting caught.  
 
    While Crest pulled me back with one hand, he swung out with the other, hooking his fist around what looked like one of the torches from the wall and wrenching it from my assailant’s grasp, shoving the man backward. 
 
    Seeing as we stood atop a staircase with hardly any elbow room, brawling really seemed like a bad idea. And a dangerous one when Crest whipped me behind him.  
 
    The man swung his other arm out, trying to catch Crest off-guard, but my mate, in one quick move, caught the arm and used the swing’s momentum to spin him around. Crest captured the man’s arms behind his back, hauled the assailant close to his chest, and withdrew a knife I didn’t know he was carrying—and I’d seen him naked—pressing the blade to the man’s throat. Just that fast.  
 
    “Crest,” the man said in a strained voice. “It’s me.” 
 
    “Why did you attack my mate?” Crest asked. Horrified, I watched Crest press the blade harder, causing a few droplets of blood to bead along the man’s skin.  
 
    “I did not know it was you. I am protecting my mate.” 
 
    His mate?  
 
    “Your mate is Ibrahim?” I asked, stupidly confused.  
 
    “Ibrahim?” the man repeated. “No. My mate is Talora.” 
 
    I sucked in a sharp breath. “Talora?” She’d betrayed me. Turned me in to Jacinta. Then my eyes fixed on the woman slumped against the wooden door to a room that looked too similar to the room Jacinta had kept me hidden away in. She looked about what I figured I’d looked like before Crest found me and used Meena’s potions to heal me. “Oh gods,” I whisper-shrieked. 
 
    Talora’s swollen eye, hardly a slit, opened and sadness stared back at me.  
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, what did they do to you?” I deftly swept around Crest to collect the woman into my arms, and she slumped against me. Talora, still beautiful even after taking a severe beating. “Crest, do you have any of Meena’s potion left?”  
 
    He released the man in order to fish the pouch from around his neck, pulling out the vial. He unstopped it and squinted one eye to peer inside, swishing the liquid around inside the tube. “Not much,” he admitted.  
 
    “Anything would be better than nothing. We can’t get her out like this.” I held my hand out waiting for him to hand it over. “Open your mouth,” I said to her. 
 
    “What is that?” the man asked.  
 
    “Korian, this is my mate, Saahirah. She was in the same condition when I found her. My sister-in-law, our future queen, is a natural witch—a good one. This is a potion she sent to help heal Saahirah. There is not much left, but you must let Saahirah give your mate what she can.” 
 
    Korian’s gaze shifted between Crest, me, and Talora. Finally, after she groaned, his eyes landed on Talora one last time and he nodded. “Help her,” he said.  
 
    On his approval, I tipped the meager contents into her mouth, letting the liquid dribble down her tongue, and I kept the vial tipped until not a drop remained. Even then, I shoved the tube on the tip of her tongue just in case she could consume some faint residual potion from the thick glass.  
 
    “That’s the best I can do for now,” I said. Gods, she still looked rough. “We have to get going, though. We have to get to Ibrahim.”  
 
    “Ibrahim?” Korian asked. “A eunuch?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. How do you know?” 
 
    “I heard some servants gossiping in the kitchen. They said he was thrown in the pit awaiting his execution by the regent.” 
 
    Despite having been locked in a tower and left to die, this news shocked me to no end and I gasped, throwing my hand over my mouth. “No.”  
 
    “Do you know where this pit is?” Crest asked.  
 
    The news of a pit left me stymied and I shrugged, shaking my head. Korian, though, he answered. “Apparently somewhere in the bowels of the palace, close to the sewers.” 
 
    Yeah, I gagged at the thought of my poor friend around all that disgusting stench. Gah, I couldn’t imagine the level of his suffering. Didn’t want to imagine it. All I knew was that we had to get to him no matter what.  
 
    Unable to wait any longer, I hefted Talora by shoving my shoulder under her armpit. Korian took my cue and did the same to her other side. Slowly, we began our descent back down the staircase with Crest in the lead. It was he who popped his head through the wall portal and motioned us to follow as he stepped all the way through.  
 
    Unfortunately, as we moved our way toward the servants’ halls that would lead to the dungeon level of the palace, we ran into one of those servants. His eyes grew huge when he saw us and he turned on his heels to run.  
 
    With lightning speed, my mate caught the guy who’d dropped the basket of cleaning items he’d been carrying and they rolled and scattered all over the floor. Inside my head, Meena—who I didn’t know was still with us—told me to put my hands on each side of his head. I did as directed. Crest looked confused but let me do what I needed to do.  
 
    “Good,” Meena continued. “Look him in the eyes. Don’t blink, and chant these words: ‘Clirio eich meddwl.’” 
 
    The words sounded odd leaving my mouth, but as we needed to get to Eeb, I spoke them just as she did. And I made extra sure not to blink. “Clirio eich meddwl… clirio eich meddwl… clirio eich meddwl…” On the third try, I watched in amazement as his eyes went blank. They went completely blank. But I said it a fourth time just to be safe. Then I ordered him, “Take us to the eunuch Ibrahim in the pit.”  
 
    “He’s under your control now, Saahirah,” continued Meena. “This’ll last until you close the circle by telling him to fill his mind or he gets jolted back by say a punch or some other shock.”  
 
    Good to know. The man turned from us, walking a steady course from hallway to hallway. Talora’s injuries were slowing us down, but we feared being separated again. With the regent gone and most of the guards out looking for me, the hallways stayed empty. My guess, the servants were taking advantage of the reprieve. 
 
    We descended another staircase and it became pungently clear when we got close to pit. The sewer smell caused me to gag and retch saliva because my stomach soured too much to swallow it back down.  
 
    There was no other way to explain it. We even tasted it in the air.  
 
    At the bottom platform, the servant walked us over to what could only be described as an extra-large manhole cover. He stepped close to the wall and pulled on a twine rope, which clicked flint rock together at just the right angle to garner a spark. The spark hit a low-hanging wick that traveled up inside a hanging torch and a bright flame popped out the top. Apparently, the ancient way of switching on a light.  
 
    Once we could see, we saw, all right. Rock and concrete. Nothing more save the wrought-iron crowbars hanging on either side of the torch. While I bore the brunt of Talora’s weight, both Crest and Korian lifted a heavy crowbar from its hook, sliding the hook end under the notches on each side of the manhole cover and bent down, lifting the cover. With a loud scraping across the floor, they managed to move it. The clank of the lid hitting cement echoed throughout the chamber. If we hadn’t been so far below the palace, that clank would’ve given us away for sure.  
 
    As it was, I rested Talora against the wall and walked to the pit. It appeared to be an abandoned well and at the bottom was my friend Eeb—shivering from the cold and dampness, but otherwise not gaunt, sickly, or injured.  
 
    “Eeb,” I called down to him.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. I became a little indignant from his comment. How could he not remember me?  
 
    Then I remembered that I neither looked nor sounded like me. “Oh my gods, houseboy, it’s me. Saahirah. A good witch changed my appearance to help us escape—and let me just say, I’ve been so worried about you.” 
 
    “Don’t call me ‘houseboy,’” he said and he actually snickered. I was beyond happy to see him in such good spirits. “Who is that with you?” 
 
    “The man in my head; he came to rescue me. And guess what? He’s my mate,” I said proudly. When Eeb smiled up at me I pointed a thumb over to Korian. “And that’s Korian, Talora’s mate.”  
 
    “Can you shift?” Crest asked him.  
 
    “Not enough room down here,” Ibrahim answered. “They lowered me in with a chain. It’s coiled in one of the corners.”  
 
    It took us a little bit of time because anywhere outside the sphere of light cast off the torch, the room was black, which meant we had to search the shadowed corners slowly and carefully. Each of us, minus Talora, took a corner. “Here!” Korian shouted above the sound of uncoiled links hitting the concrete. Crest grabbed the end and fed it down the hole until Eeb took hold.  
 
    The three of us heaved sections of chain at a time while Eeb held on and walked up the wall. Straining metal burned against my skin. I sucked in a breath and Crest turned to look at me.  
 
    “Korian and I got this, moonbeam. Go look after Talora.”  
 
    “What? No. You need me.” And they did… or even if they didn’t, I had to be involved with rescuing my friend.  
 
    “The metal is tearing at your skin. We have it.”  
 
    “And it’s sweet that you think she’ll listen to you,” Ibrahim said to my mate, laughing as he said it.  
 
    “I have ways not at your disposal,” he replied, cocky tone and smile in place. Jerkface.  
 
    “Mmm…” replied Ibrahim, not bothered. “Let me know how that works for you.”  
 
    In a word, it didn’t. Work, that was. I kept pulling right along with the men. When Eeb reached the top opening Crest threw out his arm for him to grasp. Korian followed suit, offering his other arm and the two men hefted him out. Eeb didn’t even get the chance to stand up straight or brush dirt off his tunic before I threw my arms around his middle and squeezed the breath out of him, as happy as I was to see him alive.  
 
    I’d even venture to say I was squarely in the throes of supreme happiness when a sound like Crest growling hit behind me. I snapped my head from side to side to see if maybe someone had stumbled down here with us. But no, Crest stepped super close and stared at Eeb and me. “You want to let him go?” Crest asked it in a question form, but all of us easily saw it wasn’t a request but an order.  
 
    “It’s okay, Crest,” I said. “Eeb’s my friend.” 
 
    “And he’s your mate,” added Eeb. “My guess—very recently mated, yes?” 
 
    I felt my cheeks pink. “Yeah.” 
 
    “He can’t help it. The urge is always strongest in the beginning. He has to protect you, keep other men from trying to take you.”  
 
    “But, you’re a—”  
 
    “Doesn’t matter. The brain short-circuits,” Eeb responded.  
 
    In order not to hurt my mate, I dropped my arms from around Ibrahim and I slid over to Crest, wrapping my arms around his middle instead. “I’m yours,” I whispered. “You have nothing to worry about.”  
 
    Ignoring my words or in the urgency to get us out of the palace, Crest fisted a handful of my hair to tilt my head up and he kissed me. Kissed me, kissed me. Not delicate or loving. This kiss claimed me in front of all the men. Even Korian, who had Talora. He shoved his tongue in my mouth and dear gods, I lit up inside. It really wasn’t the time. Did he not remember that he happened to be my mate, too? And that we’d already done the act because I’d made him do it?  
 
    We had an audience here, yet only one thought spun perpetually around my brain. I needed to have him again, ached with the need. How were we going to get out of here if we couldn’t control our reactions to each other?  
 
    Predictably, I took over the kiss, claiming him back. Only then did he get his wits about him and break it off.  
 
    Whoa, talk about inappropriate. The others in the room, thankfully, never said a word. “Sorry,” Crest said, giving me what my parents had called a falcon’s kiss again. He touched his nose to the tip of mine, ran it up the bridge, touched our foreheads, then ran his nose back down the length of mine.  
 
    As hot as his kisses were, that—the falcon’s kiss—meant more than anything because it was shared between mates only. Never with someone you dated or even your children. Mates only. Ever.  
 
    Korian cleared his throat. “Sorry to break this up, but we need to go.”  
 
    No truer words, friend. No truer words. Ordering the servant to give us a ten-minute head start before following, five strong—and with Crest holding my hand—we used soft feet again, ascending the stairs until we broke through the first floor. My and Talora’s mates swiftly spun us so that we moved to the kitchen, passing over a receiving dock where goods entered the palace and then out the backdoor.  
 
    The sun on my face warmed my skin. When Crest took me on that promised honeymoon, he’d better make sure a great portion of it was spent outdoors.  
 
    I smiled, breathed in the fresh air—and then they attacked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    The Battle Begins 
 
      
 
    Guards, the very same who’d been on the hunt looking for me, rounded the corner in a line six across, two deep, with spears raised. Their spears didn’t stay raised for long when Crest and Ibrahim shed their clothing and human forms. 
 
    The magnificence of the bird took flight. Golden feathers from head to toe rippled through the air as razor-sharp talons emerged ready to strike. I began to free myself of my human bonds when Crest called to me. Bird-shifters can communicate with other bird-shifters when in bird form so long as they’re of the same clan.  
 
     As my mate, apparently it opened up communication between us, not that I liked what he had to say.  
 
     “No, moonbeam. Go to Talora. Get her to the aqueducts.” 
 
    “You need me,” I argued.  
 
    “I need you safe and we need Korian’s strength. He won’t leave Talora’s side. You know that.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Please.” He swooped low, reaching a talon out to claw at the eye of one of the guards. The guard dropped his spear and his skin to reveal a large brown eagle with black and white spots. Crest didn’t need me as a distraction. As pissed as I was at not getting to help, I ducked when Eeb—a taupe and white-bellied hawk—swept in, gouging a chunk of cheek from another guard aimed to strike his spear at my head, and got the hell out of the way.  
 
    Korian handed off Talora and we both watched in awe as the large man shook away human skin to reveal a great camel. Sturdy and strong, he charged into the fray. Giant birds filled the sky. Talora and I ducked several times to keep from losing our heads.  
 
    Although what potion was left in the vial had started to work on my injured friend, it hadn’t worked near enough, forcing the burden of carrying her weight on me as we half-ran, half-walked our way to a cave carved out at the end of the city covered by bars on a hinge to form a door. A notch cut out of the ground allowed water to flow freely.  
 
    One of the guards saw me break away from the pack and pursued us, divebombing at our heads. I used my hand to push Talora’s head down getting nicked on my temple by his talon in the process. Headwounds bled. A lot.  
 
    I swung my fist out freaking hard, connecting with his bird-groin—not that we could see it covered in feathers, but that was the region my fist hit.  
 
    He regrouped, flapping his wings to shoot himself straight upwards toward the clouds and abruptly pivoted to divebomb at us again.  
 
    I desperately pulled at the cage door to open it, but the lock clanked against the metal bars and wouldn’t budge. Talora was still too weakened to deflect or fight back.  
 
    Right before the bird reached us, I threw myself in front of Talora, preparing for the end when my golden-eagle mate swooped in, ripping the head of our white-and-black-spotted foe clean from the rest of his body, the carcass dropping to our feet.  
 
    Crest spun and landed, taking a protective stance in front of us from the advancing guard when a horn sounded, alerting all action to cease. Birds dropped to the ground, turning to men before their feet touched dirt. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, still shaking, surprised and high on adrenaline.  
 
    “They are saying the regent returns soon because the aerie-lord Crowned Prince Shadow and his new mate have arrived unexpectedly.” 
 
    “Shadow? Isn’t he your brother?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes. And Meena.” He shook his head while searching the ground for the clothing he’d shed and pulled his pants on when he found them. He laughed as he tied the strings. “She just couldn’t stay away. I should have figured.” 
 
    “It’s not like you weren’t busy or anything,” I teased, unable to tear my eyes away from my shirtless mate. Gods. I hated myself for thinking about sex after having just been attacked and with blood still oozing down my face from my forehead. That was another thing my mother hadn’t warned me about, that the need didn’t diminish once you mated, but lit you up like the fire from a sun.  
 
    To make it worse, he touched his hand to the wound with as gentle a touch as any man had ever given a woman. I sighed, longing for the moment he touched me again in the manner of a mate.  
 
    Something that he’d said finally sunk in. “Did you say Nišrad is returning?” Panic rose in my throat in the form of bile. “We failed. I wanted to escape—he’ll never let me go. Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods. I can’t, Crest. I’ll die before he touches me again.” 
 
    “Moonbeam—” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. He plans to plant his son in me. That happens and I’m stuck here.” 
 
    So caught up in my drama his next move caught me off-guard, grabbing both my arms—firmly, though not painfully—he shook me.  
 
    “Saahirah!” he shouted, and since that was the first time he’d ever used my name, I listened, biting hard on my bottom lip to check myself. “Do you really think now that I have found you, now that you have made the vow and wear my pair-mated ankle chain, that I would not die before I let you fall to him again?” 
 
    Tears, stupid tears, rolled down my cheeks, diluting the blood. 
 
    “Any sons you carry will be aerie-lords, do you hear me? Any daughters will be aerie-ladies. Tell me you trust your mate.” 
 
    “Sorry—” I swallowed. “You just don’t know—” Another round of swallowing. “I trust my mate.” 
 
    Together, we walked holding hands back inside the lair of the beast in sheep’s clothing I was trying so hard to escape. The difference was this time we walked in through the front door, my head high as I entered on the arm of a prince.  
 
    “No need for disguises now, my one. My brother is here. We have mated. Give me my moonbeam back. You are beautiful any way I can have you, but I miss your silver hair.” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “We will find Meena and she will help us.” 
 
    He missed my silver hair. 
 
    Before we made it all the way into the palace, we saw three giant eagles, one brown with darker brown spots and a white chest that I knew to be Nišrad—he had a floor to ceiling portrait of himself in bird form hanging in the ballroom—landed on a balcony between the front two turrets. I wasn’t exactly sure how he returned to Imi so fast. Eagles were fast fliers, but that was an achievement for him unless he’d been close by or the witch had helped him.  
 
    My steps faltered.  
 
    “You are safe,” Crest whispered. We made our way through the foyer and as if he’d spent a lot of time here, Crest walked us straight to the throne room, where his brother sat on the gilded seat adorned with gold-dipped feathers and daggers. The woman who could only be Meena sat in the smaller throne to his right.  
 
    She was gorgeous in person. The woman was tinier than I pictured from the hologram, no taller than an eyas making their size difference comical. Her coloring more closely resembled mine than Crest’s and Shadow’s. Her eyes were blue. Her hair, blonde. Blue eyes and blonde hair? Apparently, fate had given the aerie-lords a type.  
 
    When we approached the raised dais, Shadow pursed his lips and stared at my mate with a raised eyebrow. Boy, another thing these boys had in common. Prince Shadow turned his gaze to me and smiled. “You are beautiful but look very different from how my mate described you.” 
 
    “Am I allowed to answer him?” I asked Crest in a low, low whisper.  
 
    Crest chuckled. “He is my brother and your brother-in-law, which gives you the right to speak freely.” 
 
    Okay. I nodded, showing I understood, but Crest wasn’t done. 
 
    “Although we tend to look down on pretense regardless. How can the people feel comfortable enough to come to us with grievances or even celebrations if we do not create that environment?” 
 
    I knew with him being my destined mate that things—feelings—would expedite, but I wasn’t prepared for the rush of emotion enveloping me for the man still holding my hand. Even if destiny hadn’t meant him for me, the way he protected me, held me reverently, and cared for his people, it was truly impossible not to fall head over heels. 
 
    And I let the words slip out. “I love you.”  
 
    At his extra sharp intake of breath, my whole body went rigid as I thought I’d said something wrong. But when he turned me into his arms, the heat in his eyes was just about to undo me when he called over to Meena, “Please help give me my moonbeam back, Meen.” 
 
    She struggled back a giggle. “Run your hands over your face and hair again,” she told me. Without Crest letting me go, his hands resting at my hips, I raised my hands and brushed them over my face and over my hair. As my hands skimmed over my body, my color pinked and strands of silver-white blonde hair fell to my shoulders.  
 
    “Moonbeam,” he whispered, bending in to kiss me. Kiss seemed too ordinary a word for what he gave me, I just wasn’t enough of a wordsmith to figure out exactly what to call it. But it filled me up to the point I felt like I glowed. 
 
    I guessed he liked me telling him I loved him.  
 
    When he broke the kiss, he turned us to face his brother and sister-in-law, his arm slung snuggly around my waist to draw me closer to his side.  
 
    Shadow, whom I had to admit was unbelievably gorgeous even if not quite everything of my mate, smiled broader and even more beautifully than he had before. “You were stunning as a Roc woman, but this—” He used his hand to gesture to all of me. “With this, you are exquisite. My brother is a very lucky man.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said and meant it. Not many wanted to be judged strictly on their appearances, but somehow it felt nice to get his approval, especially considering his mate.  
 
    That was when we heard a voice that drained all the lightness and humor from the room. “Would you kindly remove your hand from my first wife?” Nišrad. Shit.  
 
    I started to tremble, swallowed hard, and stepped a step away from Crest, only to have his arm tighten and draw me back to turn us toward the regent together, a united front. It made a statement, all right.  
 
    “She is not any wife of yours, she is mine. My mate,” Crest said, emphasizing the word ‘mine’ through gritted teeth.  
 
    “I—” Nišrad started in a challenging tone, which considering he was in the presence of the Crowned Prince, didn’t speak too smartly of him.  
 
    But Shadow would have none of it. “You dare speak to your aerie-lord Prince Crest in that manner?” 
 
    Nišrad’s eyes went huge and round. Apparently, he didn’t recognize Crest, which, again, made him look supremely stupid because hello—you couldn’t not tell they were related. Any set of working eyes could see the resemblance.  
 
    That knowledge didn’t stop Nišrad, however. “Even a prince cannot come between an eagle and what is his. It is forbidden.” 
 
    “She is not yours,” Crest spat. “Not your mate—your plaything. Destiny meant her for me. The pull stretched between us. She said her vow, wears my chain. She gave herself to me. You—” He took a step forward, causing me to grip his shirt tighter to keep him at my side. His eyes sliced to mine, took in my fear, and then he settled by my side again. “You take from women without their consent, which is not the Roc way. You take many women, not seeking your one true mate. You go against everything that is the Roc.” 
 
    Nišrad’s eyes hardened on me and Crest. The muscles in his jaw clenched as he kept my gaze a moment longer, but he bowed his head, then turned his attention to Shadow. “And what brings the aerie-lord Prince Shadow to our humble city?”  
 
    “I wished to introduce our people to their future queen.”  
 
    Nišrad’s eyes sliced to Meena and if I thought his look at me was scary, his look at her was downright terrifying. “Our queen is not Roc?” 
 
    “No. She is human,” Shadow answered for her, I noticed smartly leaving out the fact that she was witch. Wow, these guys had it going on. 
 
    “My—lady,” he bit out, like the word left a bitter taste in his mouth. What was that all about? Shifters had lived side by side with the humans for millennia. Some of us closer than others. We’d done business with the nearest town back home, on the mainland, all the time.  
 
    My mother used to attend a book club once a month with a group of ladies in that town. Not a one of them Gyr. I’d never had anything other than positive experiences with the humans. All my negative encounters came at the hands of shifters.  
 
    “Now I realize your people live an old way of life, but some old ways have long since served their purposes. You will no longer deal in the buying and selling of slaves. You are regent of this land; therefore, I will take that into consideration when deciding your punishment for forcing yourself on those women.,” Shadow commanded. “For now, you will prepare a feast.” 
 
    Shadow acted with more diplomacy than the jerkface deserved. But sometimes you had to play the game by a different set of rules. 
 
    Nišrad gritted his teeth. “As you wish,” he said back, clapping his hands, then waiting for the servants to enter the room. “Prepare a feast,” he ordered them.  
 
    Bowing and walking backward, they moved from the room. And suddenly, I got a really bad feeling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    A Feast of Errors 
 
      
 
    Shadow and Meena were shown to the grandest visitor’s room. Crest’s only slightly less. I was moved from the room I’d shared with the other concubines into that room with Crest. He ordered one of the servants to retrieve clothing for me from the clothing room because he didn’t want me bathing or dressing anywhere but in our room. 
 
    Eeb had been assigned by Shadow to remain my guard and kept vigilance outside our room, and I was told Talora and Korian were given guest quarters on a different floor.   
 
    “Don’t you have another brother?” I casually asked my mate.  
 
    “Yes. Rogue. You will meet him soon.”  
 
    “When we get back to your home?” I asked, stupidly because I knew how he’d answer before the words fully left my mouth.  
 
    “Our home, moonbeam. Cloud City is your home now, too. And no. He is here, laying low.” 
 
    That surprised me. Shadow and Meena had shown up with guards. Big, burly, sexy Roc warriors who carried spears, daggers, whips, and other defensive implements that I didn’t exactly recognize but clearly saw them for what they were. And I could only imagine the things they carried that I didn’t see.  
 
    Crest explained to me as he and I bathed—yes, together—that he and his brothers were the most badass fighters in pretty much the bird-shifter world. It wasn’t bragging—just said as a matter of fact. Even still, they surrounded themselves with the next-best badass warriors the Roc had to offer.  
 
    “I’d like to talk to Talora,” I told him as we towel-dried and dressed. “I’m sure she’s making up for lost time, getting busy with Korian, but she was a favorite of Nišrad’s. His second favorite.” I neglected to add the ‘behind me’ since my mate was smart and thus, no need to add to his growing mood. “And I want to keep her close until we get out of here.” 
 
    The clothing he’d ordered for me must be said was kickass. Leather leggings and boots and this sleeveless leather top that only covered my breasts. A thick strip of strap kept it up and in place from one shoulder, the other one being strapless. The neckline was cut on a bias. A servant helped me pull my hair up into a cool-as-shit high ponytail. He’d used bands to create patterns with strands of hair ending in draping braids. My makeup he’d done flawlessly. I looked hot.  
 
    Crest made sure that I looked feast ready, but at the same time, battle or escape ready, the latter not possible in a dress or heels. And holy crap, he wore his clothing well. As fine as he looked even in peasant garb—to see him dressed not in ridiculous robes like Nišrad, but like a leather-clad commando, black from head to toe. Short sleeves banded around his biceps, causing them to bulge, and he wore a holster-type thing buckled to the front with gleaming brass buckles formed in the shape of the family—well—crest. And it wasn’t a gun holster. I couldn’t actually see any weapons, but the holster looked enough like their guards’ for me to know he had some serious tricks up his sleeve.  
 
    To Nišrad and his guards, it would appear ornamental. Some flashy new world way of dress. Especially as he’d dressed me similarly.  
 
    He held his elbow out to me and I took it and we headed out the door of our room. The servants led us down to the ballroom, where two somewhat smaller replicas of the thrones in the throne room had been set up behind a long table, two chairs sat on the side of each of the thrones. Blood-red, crushed velvet tablecloth hung heavy, adorned with a golden gossamer runner. The whole thing looked ostentatious and too opulent for the leader of Imi, given the peasantry of the city. I figured one set of chairs was for Crest and me. I hadn’t seen Rogue anywhere and I was certain, that being Shadow’s twin, and with the way Crest looked so similar to his brother, I’d be able to recognize him at first glance.  
 
    Then there were rows of long tables set up for the feast, though clearly not enough for all the people of Imi to meet their future king and queen. They’d been filled with men and women of means. The high end merchants. The business owners. Anyone not a simple farm worker or laborer. This struck me wrong. Even if Crest hadn’t told me as much, I knew King Talon and his sons ruled Cloud City and the rest of the Roc world far differently.  
 
    It wasn’t exactly his fault because shifters seemed to always be at war with one another and King Talon was a hands-on king. Plus, well, Roc cities spanned the globe. But maybe he should’ve sent one of his sons to check up on the cities farther away from Cloud. Nišrad inherited the regent title from his father who’d died in the last great war. So Nišrad had grown up with privilege and not elected to the position. Who would expect him to stray so far from the Roc values? But still, I think King Talon dropped the ball here.    
 
    We were seated in the chairs to the right, next to Meena’s throne, which seemed like a faux pas, as Crest was a prince and all. But at the same time, with Nišrad’s reaction to learning of Meena’s human condition, I felt better about it. 
 
    Though the servant moved to pull my chair, Crest beat him to it, pulling it out for me to sit.  
 
    Next Nišrad, with Rava at his side, entered the ballroom. He looked more ridiculous than ever. His robes were made of gossamer fabric, piled in multi-colored layers and he topped it with a mushroom capped fez-type hat. I rolled my eyes. Rava, he’d dressed like Jasmine from the Disney classic Aladdin. The pair walked slowly, arm in arm, down the floor runner made of thick velvet to match the table cloths, making a total spectacle of themselves.  
 
    Only after Rava had been seated did Nišrad call out to the room. “You were summoned here today to meet your future king and his—mate.” I noted he didn’t say queen. This guy, I wanted to punch him in the gonads. Only after this did Shadow and Meena walk into the ballroom holding hands. They dressed similarly to Crest and me. None of the pomp and ceremony Nišrad used to validate his claim as regent.  
 
    Once she was seated, Shadow remained standing briefly to introduced himself and Meena, then told the room they, along with Crest and me, looked forward to getting to know all of them, and to please feel free to engage us in conversation.  
 
    Then he sat. Nišrad looked almost affronted that Shadow didn’t give the same kind of speech he would have given, but he wasted no time clapping his hands together. The doors to the back of the room opened and servants poured in with trays of food and drink.  
 
    Meena smiled at the man who served up spoonfuls of a ravioli-type pasta onto her plate. More extravagant by far, than anything that the people of Imi ate. None of the food or drink came from the city. The people of Imi were forced to live as simple peasants while Nišrad knew of patron, limoncello, and other spirits. He knew of raviolis in white sauce, vegetables from all over the world in sauces from even farther. Rare fruits and meats that had to have cost a fortune. When Meena brought the fork to her mouth, a fear took over me.  
 
    Would Nišrad poison her food or drink? I knew the blackened portion of his heart and wouldn’t put it past him. Hating what I was about to do, I reached past Crest to swipe her plate and cup. They all sort of gasped and I shoved a piece of ravioli in my mouth, chewed and swallowed.  
 
    No reaction yet. I sipped from her drink next and it tasted great. I felt fine. Crest being Crest realized why I’d done what I’d done and scowled deep at me as the servants rearranged the plates and served everyone else.  
 
    After dinner and dessert, a different group of servants entered the ballroom to remove the tables and chairs, leaving only the table where we sat and opening up a giant dancefloor. Strings from a string quartet began to play and the festivities started.  
 
    Men approached Shadow and Crest, talking freely with them. The women who attended with the men stayed in groups talking amongst themselves. Then another group of women were herded into the room. These women with highly-painted faces and barely-there attire, it wasn’t hard to figure out who they were and what they were there for. Nišrad brought in prostitutes to a party for the future king and queen? Gods, he needed his head examined.  
 
    I stood to stretch my legs since I didn’t want to just sit there being ignored by the women. I shot Meena a look and walked away from the table staying to the wall until it was safe for me to slip out of the ballroom. In less than a minute, Meena joined me. She hooked her arm through mine and leaned in.  
 
    “Where are we heading, sister-in-law?” she whispered.  
 
    “I have to check on my friend.”  
 
    She nodded. “You thought my food was poisoned, didn’t you?” 
 
    What could I say? “I did.” 
 
    “Then why did you eat it yourself? You could have died.” 
 
    “I don’t know. There wasn’t time to think. You’re going to be the queen of the Roc. That’s kind of important and Nišrad clearly doesn’t like you.” 
 
    “Just so you’re prepared, Crest is pissed. Don’t think you’ve gotten away with anything. These guys, their protective instinct is huge. Huger than huge. If he had lost you…” 
 
    Talk about a gut punch. I never meant to cause Crest that sort of pain. It had been an instinct—I hadn’t thought it through. As I passed a door, a hand snaked out to tug me in. A hand went to my mouth to keep me from screaming. When I got my wits about me, I saw Korian. “What the hell are you doing?”  My words came out muffled. 
 
    “Shh…” he mumbled as he dropped his hand. Meena joined us—ready to fight, I might add.  
 
    “It’s okay, Meena,” I told her. “This is Korian.” 
 
    “Well, Korian needs to get his hands off of the aerie-lady.” And I kid not, she did that onehanded mafia knuckle-cracking move that I’ve seen in movies.  
 
    “I need to get Talora out, but the witch guards her,” he said, freeing my mouth.  
 
    “What? She was supposed to be in a room with you. Crest and I were told they’d roomed you in smaller quarters downstairs from us.” 
 
    “No. They took her from me and tried to send me to the pit. Only ones in that pit now are the guards who’ve met their maker.” 
 
    Oh crap. “Why does he want her so badly?” I asked, turning around to face him. “Now that he knows you won’t give up, I mean.” 
 
    “She found something out about Nišrad. Yesterday, she was too weak to run, so we hid in a room Ibrahim told us about. But there wasn’t enough room in our hiding place, so I moved to a different spot in the room.” 
 
    “There you are.” Eeb poked his head around the corner. “I saw the tip of your boot. Don’t leave me again. I’m here to protect you.” 
 
    “Sorry. Korian was telling us how the witch took Talora,” Meena told him. 
 
    When no one else spoke, Korian nodded and continued. “The regent entered the room with the witch, spouting about the future queen of the Roc being human and how Urtar would want to hear about this. He started talking crazy about a war brewing. About enslaving enough humans for Urtar and his incubi and succubae, along with vampires and other such immortals to feed upon. The rest would be wiped from the Earth. He further noted that Meena would be drained by Urtar and then killed in a humiliating fashion to teach the immortals who stood against him a lesson.” 
 
    Both Meena and I gasped. Korian nodded again. “Talora had the same reaction. She gasped and they heard her. Found her. And forced her to the third floor. They knew nothing of me and as hard as it was, I forced myself to stay hidden while they hauled her away. Now the witch guards her.” 
 
    “We have to get her,” I said.  
 
    Meena agreed. “Now.”  
 
    “What can a human, Gyr, and Gammala do against a witch?” he asked. Gammala, as Talora had told me during one of our talks, was the name of their camel-shifter clan. 
 
    “Um… can I just say…” Meena started. “I’m sort of a witch, too.” 
 
    “You are the one who helped the Gyr change appearance,” he guessed correctly.  
 
    “The very one. Now I might not be as powerful as Nišrad’s witch—I don’t know—but if we get the drop on her, it could be enough to get your mate out.”  
 
    “She truly is a queen,” Korian said, and then we formed the basics of our plan.  
 
    Korian and I moved up the stairs to the third floor. We entered the room where the remainder of the concubines lounged naked on pillows, but Talora lay unconscious. I ran to her, dropping to her side.  
 
    “Talora?” I whispered. “Wake up, sweetie. I need you to wake up.” She didn’t wake, however. Shit. What had they done to her? 
 
    The concubines gasped when they saw Korian, as no men aside from guards when with the regent and their eunuchs were allowed on this floor. He dropped to Talora’s side to scoop her into his arms. I helped him to stand and we turned to leave, only to be blocked by Jacinta.  
 
    “You think to take the property of Nišrad?” Jacinta asked acidly.  
 
    “She’s not property,” I spat at the woman. “She’s free and this is her mate. Now get out of our way.” 
 
    “And just how is a bed-hopping whore going to stop me?” She snarled at me specifically.  
 
    Um—ouch. Name calling not necessary. I wasn’t a whore and so what if I was? I’d still never asked for Nišrad’s attentions and Crest was my true destined mate.  
 
    She saw my reaction and went for the kill. “Don’t think I can’t tell how you’ve used your cloaca to bewitch the aerie-lord of the Roc.” 
 
     I sucked in a breath, not believing that she’d gone there. Used my cloaca? No freaking way. Okay, it was safe to say I was done. D.O.N.E. Done. “Out of my way,” I demanded.  
 
    She laughed at me.  
 
    “Korian, take her and go.”  
 
    Korian raced around Jacinta, carrying a still way-out-of-it Talora. Jacinta raised her hand to cast some spell at my friends. To keep her from hurting them, I threw myself in front of her hand at the same time Meena hit her with a spell from behind.  
 
    Just as Meena and I had planned, I tapped into that light and used it to deflect Jacinta’s spell, though her natural power far surpassed my measly made power and she overrode my defenses. Instead of continuing to fight, Meena grabbed me and hauled me the hell out of there. We ran—she ran, I stumbled—down the stairs but were met at the bottom by a foyer full of Roc fully changed into bird form.  
 
    Eeb jumped in front of us but Meena threw out her hand around him and I watched in a sort of shocked awe as the wing of one of our foes bent in an unnatural angle. He cried out and fell with a loud thump, leaving a broken indentation of cracked flooring in the shape of his slumped body.  
 
    Both Shadow and Crest skidded to a halt in the foyer. Visitors from the feast filed out of the ballroom behind them, screaming and running every which way. I locked eyes with my mate for a brief moment before all hell broke loose. Pandemonium. Korian looked conflicted with Talora in his arms. I sensed he wanted to help us fight. 
 
    “Go,” I shouted, taking the choice away. “Get her to safety.” Then I felt something hard strike my back, bringing me to my knees.  
 
    “Moonbeam,” Crest called out, rushing to help me up, but was bombarded by at least seven birds before reaching me. He had no choice but to drop his human form and fight. Shadow fought alongside his brother.  
 
    Ibrahim and the royal guards who’d accompanied Shadow and Meena to Imi fought off the enemy two to three each to clear a path for Meena to get to me. There was so much going on and when I tried to get up, I couldn’t move my legs. 
 
    On the floor, distracted by the severity of my injury, I missed the bird swooping in from my right flank. His talon sliced across my neck, a mortal wound.  
 
    The pain.  
 
    The blood oozing.  
 
    The gurgling sound coming from my throat.  
 
    Meena dropped and slid to my side, placing her hand to my wound. Her touch heated to the point of burning. My head swam as sweat broke out over my body. The wound began to close up when a talon caught Meena along her shoulder, ripping open her flesh, and I couldn’t even scream to warn her first. But it was bad enough for her to drop her hand.  
 
    A burst of black light hit us and pain the likes I’d never felt before engulfed me. The way Meena writhed, I knew it’d hit her just as severely. Both of us still bleeding profusely, I managed to roll and knock her down when a second wave of black light headed our way.  
 
    We crawled on our bellies, leaving blood smears along the once-beautiful marble. Right before I passed out, Crest swooped in to lift me with his talons, as Shadow did for Meena at the same time.  
 
    The first time I came to, we were flying over a vast body of water. It had to be the ocean. The second time I came to, a beautiful woman with red hair leaned over my face, pressing something against my neck. I smelled herbs.  
 
    “Save me,” I whispered, and her body went still. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Allegiances 
 
      
 
    “Moonbeam, my one. Please wake up.” Although far away, that definitely sounded like my mate’s voice. And the way the finger stroked my forehead so reverently, that finger couldn’t belong to any other. 
 
    As I began to stir, his face appeared before my eyes, even if only slits before I had the energy to open them fully. He breathed out heavily, a sigh of relief, if I had to guess.  
 
    “Meena?” I asked. My voice cracked, causing a hefty coughing fit. 
 
    A voice I didn’t recognize laughed and spoke. “She almost died and she worries about your brother’s mate.” The woman with red hair stepped into my field of vision.  
 
    “She’s fine, Saahirah,” said the woman. “Resting up in her and Shadow’s room.” 
 
    “Do you think you can sit up?” Crest asked. 
 
    We’d never know unless I tried, so I nodded, pushing up with my weak, shaky arms while Crest’s hands went around my back to assist me. I was surrounded by about ten fluffy pillows, with warm brown and gray pelts covering my legs. The mattress underneath felt soft and comfortable.  
 
    “Where are we?” This time I spoke in a whisper because the volume refused to go higher.  
 
    “In our bedroom.”  
 
    I clutched Crest’s biceps, digging my fingers into his skin. “Nišrad let us back into the room? Why? He can’t be trusted, Crest. Why would you trust him?” 
 
    “No. Our bedroom. In our apartment. You are safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” I held my hand to my neck so I could turn my head to look around. “Are we in… Cloud City?” 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed. “I thought I had lost you before I ever got the chance to tell you how much I love you.” 
 
    My eyes watered at his beautiful sentiment, but we had another person in the room with us, so it didn’t feel right to give him the response I wanted to give him with an audience. “How did we get out?”  
 
    “Coopersmith and Talc, the men who joined us in fighting, they were chosen to accompany Shad and Meena because they are fierce, fierce fighters and unquestionably loyal. Then the hawk would have given his life for you. Five against all those foes weren’t good odds, but they never expected Rogue, who swept in. When the aerie-lords fight together, we form a pretty indomitable force. Add that with our trusted guards, and we were able to take out several of Nišrad’s soldiers. Traitors to the crown, all of them, and so they paid or will pay with their lives.” 
 
    “Are we at war?” I asked next. 
 
    “Not if they turn themselves in, but I am afraid I do not see that happening.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” I pinched my eyes shut when I swallowed. It hurt like a son of a gun. “Where are your brothers?” 
 
    Crest sat on the edge of the bed next to me, taking my hands in his, but instead of looking me in the eyes, his gaze stayed pretty fixed on the wound I still felt across my neck. “Shad is with Meena in their apartment and Rogue is probably resting in his apartment, too.” 
 
    “Call them.” I swallowed again. It didn’t get any easier. “I have to tell you what I learned. Did Korian and Talora—” 
 
    “In the guest rooms in the main portion of the palace,” he said, putting my mind to rest. “She has been ill with some sort of fever so my mother has had her in quarantine until she determines it is not infectious. Should be a couple of days.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied and his face softened even more, which was unbelievable because he already had looked on me like a man who had almost lost his mate and was grateful to the universe that he hadn’t.  
 
    “Will you introduce me to my daughter-in-law, son?”  
 
    We both turned our heads—although I did it much slower and with my hand pressed to my throat—to smile, his proud and mine sheepish, as I’d momentarily forgotten she was in the room with us. “Mother,” he said, “this is my beautiful mate, Saahirah.” 
 
    “Gyr,” she said, not asked, and I nodded but flinched from the pain.  
 
    “Leave it to destiny not to give either of my boys Roc women. I suppose Rogue’s true mate is Kite or Osprey.” She chuckled, holding a hand to her chest. 
 
    “And she is a made witch, mother,” added Crest. “You will undoubtedly have many things to teach her.” 
 
    His mother looked at me and laid a hand to my arm. “A made witch? Makes sense. I felt power inside you.” 
 
    “Are you a witch?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I come from a powerful coven. And now I seem to be forming my own with my daughters-in-law.” 
 
    “Will you call Shad and Rogue if she has something to tell us…” He let the rest of his thought hang there.  
 
    His mother watched him for a beat, then started, smiled and turned to leave. “I’m on it.”  
 
    Although Crest didn’t agree, I didn’t want to appear feeble to his family and therefore refused to have our meeting up in our bedroom. He helped me up and into the shower. My head got light and I swayed, but Crest was there to hold me, wipe my body down and assist me with dressing. A blessing when it came to fastening my bra and pulling up my panties. Not to mention the stretchy black leggings and delicate oversized sweatshirt of a stunning periwinkle that looked so cool with my hair.  
 
    Finally, he slipped black ballet slippers onto my feet and held one of my hands in his as he wrapped an arm around the back of my waist to walk us slowly out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and seat me on a magnificent fawn suede sofa. His mother moved into the room with us, holding a tray consisting of a teapot, teacups, and some sort of lemon pastry.  
 
    “You’re the queen,” I said. “You shouldn’t be waiting on me.” 
 
    “I love her,” came the queen’s strange reply, and it wasn’t aimed at me. “Fate is good to my sons.” Then she poured me a cup of tea and set a pastry on a saucer, setting it on my lap. “I might be the queen, but I’m always a mother first. And you, my dear, are now my daughter.” 
 
    I’d been right about this family back in Imi. No pretense whatsoever. My mother would’ve loved her. She would’ve adored Crest.  
 
    A knock sounded on the door right before it opened and Shadow filled the frame. He held Meena close in his arms as they entered. Meena’s eyes lit when they came to me.  
 
    “You’re awake,” she said breathily through her smile. “I was so worried.” 
 
    Hearing her words, I self-consciously rested my hand against the bandage taped to my throat. The wound was so bad, there was no way it wouldn’t scar. A big, ugly scar that I’d have to see every time I looked in the mirror, that Crest would have to look at whenever we were in the room together.  
 
    He had to know what I was thinking because he bent in to kiss my cheek. “You are always beautiful, inside and out.” 
 
    “Good to see you up, Saahirah,” Shadow said, smiling, too.  
 
    “Talora calls me ‘Saa’ and my family called me ‘Saahi.’ Feel free to pick one,” I said.  
 
    “You know we almost lost you.” This came from Meena, solemnly. 
 
    Shadow cut her off. “My brother was stoic at your side, but I could see him dying, the light extinguishing in his eyes.” 
 
    “Shad,” Crest barked. But before he said any more, the man who could only be Rogue stepped inside our living room.  
 
    “What did I miss?” he asked. “Oh, hey…” He aimed a smile at me and winked. “I am going to enjoy dating you.” 
 
    I laughed, feeling my cheeks pink while my mate growled. And it hurt to boot.  Meena and Shadow laughed outright, so that helped raise my spirits some.  
 
    “She is already mine.” Crest bent to heft my ankle in the air for all to see. The platinum of my mating chain glinted under the light.  
 
    “You cheated,” Rogue argued. “She might have picked me, at least for the night.” He sent me a smoldering look. “I would have shown you a real good time, sweetheart.” And then he blew me a kiss. For real.  
 
    “You’re quite handsome like your brothers, and your traditions are noble, but we Gyr don’t have the same mating ritual. We just go for it and let ourselves be claimed.”  
 
    Seeing as I felt safe for the time being, I brought the lemon cake up to my mouth and nibbled away at the delicious treat. I chewed slowly, savoring it, although it continued to hurt when I swallowed. Sipping on the honey tea helped before continuing. “And I knew the moment he appeared in my mind that he was the one. My mate. And as beautiful a memory that is, we’re here for a very specific reason.” 
 
    The men found seats, Shadow pulling Meena onto his lap. Crest sat so close next to me, our thighs touched, and he held on, his arm around my shoulder, to offer me support.  
 
    I cleared my throat and it hurt like a mother. “Nišrad is working with a man named Urtar. As it turns out, Urtar is an incubus.” I paused to give them a moment to let that knowledge sink in. “Urtar has teamed the incubi and succubae with vampires and other immortals who want to keep a small number of humans as a food source and kill off the rest. They’ve already started. The weird weather patterns, earthquakes, tsunamis. It’s all them. Because there are so many humans, this is the first wave.  
 
    “Once climate change has taken out the majority of humans, the rest will be dispatched by immortals. Taking a few prisoners here and there, of course. When Korian told me what he’d overheard, I closed my eyes and somehow, I saw it all. Picture after picture flipped like movie cells through my mind. I don’t know how or why I saw it, but I did—and it was real,” I finished to a chorus of responses from, Rogue’s, “Shit.” Shadows, “Saēna!” Crest’s, “I cannot believe this,” And even a gasping “No.” from Meena.  
 
    Once the group calmed down Shadow pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. “First thing first,” he said. “We need to contact as many immortals as possible. We are going at this blind until we can figure out the pulse of the world right now. Are they with us or against us? I am going to my office to write letters. Find our fastest couriers. By the time you assemble them, I will have the letters written. Eaglet, join me, my love?” 
 
    Meena turned to kiss his cheek. “Always,” she replied.  
 
    He called her “eaglet”. That was the cutest nickname he could’ve given her as she was human and thus tiny compared to the Roc, especially the Roc men—extra especially Shadow, who towered over her—it made sense and made me exceedingly happy for some reason.  
 
    They stood and walked out of our apartment without saying goodbye. Rogue stood next. “I am off, brother,” he said. “Glad to meet you, Saahi. It would have sucked for you to die. Time to gather the couriers.” He left us, too. 
 
    Finally, his mother, who’d kept herself quiet during the brief visit, walked over to kiss my cheek, then kissed her son. “I have to speak to your father about this. You, Crest, need to take care of your mate. We need her at full strength in order for me to practice with her.” 
 
    Practice with me? “What is she planning to practice?” I asked. 
 
    “Witchy stuff.” 
 
    Witchy stuff. I had a dark feeling that there wasn’t enough witchy stuff in the world to save us. I could only hope I was wrong. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Danger on All Fronts 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay, you know. There’s too much happening for me to sit around doing nothing.” I moved to stand up, only to be stopped by Crest. 
 
    “We almost lost you, my one. You need to sip your tea and eat the cake. I can fix something else for you, if you like. Eggs, yogurt and granola—whatever you want.” 
 
    “Cake and tea are good. Though I might have another piece of cake,” I said, quite liking having this strapping man, a prince, waiting on little ol’ me. I liked it so much, I smiled up at him and instead of getting me more cake, he plucked the teacup and saucer out of my hands, bent in, and pressed his lips to mine in a way that conveyed he was hungry for more but was holding back and being gentle.  
 
    Only after I’d been good and kissed did he get me more cake. He put on a comedy for us because we really needed to distract ourselves right now, and he slid me down the sofa so I lay instead of sat, climbed in behind me, pulled the throw over the both of us, and used his bent arm as my pillow. We spent a lazy afternoon cuddling and watching the movie.  
 
    I fell asleep at some point because a different movie was on when my eyes blinked open. But I’d started feeling better. “What was in that tea?” I asked.  
 
    “It was one of my mother’s brews, another healing tea.  
 
    “Sorry I fell asleep… I missed the movie.” 
 
    “Moonbeam, the movie will always be there. You will not be without healing. So forgive me for saying this, but fuck the movie. If you feel better by falling asleep, we are all the better.”  
 
    With his face so close to mine, I palmed his jaw and leaned up to kiss him. Then I did something only he’d done before. I touched the tip of my nose to his, ran it up the bridge, skimmed it back down and pressed our foreheads together. Crest closed his eyes and breathed in deeply.  
 
    “I gave my brother so much shit for how he acted when he first mated with Meena,” he said softly, stroking the tip of his nose along my ear and nipping at my jaw. “I never got it. Not until now—what it means to have that one person meant for you. And then to have that person be you? How lucky could a man be?” 
 
    “We have to get up now, don’t we?” 
 
    “Depends. How does your head and throat feel?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He slid his hand beneath the throw and showed me exactly why. His mother’s tea made miracles. Healing me to the point that over an hour passed before we pulled ourselves together enough to find his mother. We walked down to a beautiful courtyard filled with flowering topiaries, flowering bushes, fruit trees, lush green grass, comfortable benches with fluffy pillows, and outdoor swings. We’d had a nice yard back home, but nothing like this. Real people didn’t live like this, did they? 
 
    His mother waited for us, sitting on one of the benches. I smiled but realized I didn’t know how to address her. “Crest’s mom” felt a bit too primary school. “Excuse me, Crest’s mom. What do I do now?” I chuckled at the thought and she regarded me. Crest, watched, too which made me feel a little self-conscious and so I pressed my head against his arm, looking down at my feet.  
 
    “I love hearing you laugh, moonbeam,” he said. “I hope to give you plenty more opportunities throughout our life together.” 
 
    “It’s stupid,” I explained. “I was just thinking that you never told me your mother’s name.” 
 
    She stood from the bench. “I’m so sorry, my dear. My name is Avalon.” 
 
    Avalon? 
 
    “Do… um… do you know any other witches named Avalon?” I asked. 
 
    She cocked her head and stared at me. “No. I mean, it’s possible. Why?” 
 
    “Nišrad has a witch working for him. Her name is Jacinta.” At giving Jacinta’s name, Avalon’s back went straight, although Crest didn’t appear to understand, which would suggest she’d never recounted the tale, so I decided to give them the rest. “She had a twin sister. She told me they were Catalanian witches from a powerful coven. But her sister was killed by a witch named Avalon.” 
 
    Crest whipped his head to look at his mother. 
 
    “It was bad,” she said. “The war, the fighting. Humans with little to no defense succumbed to her wicked spells. There was no way to break the coven until we got rid of one or both of them. But together, they were too powerful. Two of my sisters fell fighting Jacinta. While they occupied her, I took on the witch Jakarta. It was a bloody battle and we both took significant hits. Somehow, my last spell brought her down.”  
 
    By the end of her story Crest had already walked over and bent to put his arm around her shoulders, giving his mother a squeeze. If he hadn’t, I would’ve done the same. 
 
    It was time to finish. “She’s planning to take you down,” I told Avalon. “Revenge for her sister.”  
 
    She sighed. “Then I suppose I should brush up on my spells.” Avalon looked to me. “You ready to train?”  
 
    Oh, yeah. I was absolutely ready to train. “You know it,” I said. At the same time, I was excited to see Meena join us in the courtyard. 
 
    “What’d I miss?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re just getting started,” said Avalon. “Feel free to jump in.”  
 
    Crest hung around to watch us for the first hour or so before he left us to do badass-prince-saving-the-world business. Probably three hours after that, Meena was sweating and I was covered in sweat and dirt—my clothing ripped at the knees and elbows—and I was bent over with my hands resting on my thighs gasping for a steady breath when all three men walked into the courtyard to join us.  
 
    They were a sight to behold, let me just say. Standing with their feet apart, arms crossed over their sexy, broad chests—an aerie-lord wall of formidable Roc warriors watching our every move. Unfortunately, they were a formidable wall of Roc warriors with sour faces watching our every move.  
 
    “As my mother used to say, you look like you sucked on a sour pickle,” I said to my mate. He broke character momentarily to give me a half-smile but dropped it quickly. 
 
    “We received some troubling news,” he replied.  
 
    The women gathered to stand next to me as we waited with uneasy anticipation. He was right; I really wished once he’d said it that we didn’t have to hear it.  
 
    “We spent all day sending out correspondences to other immortals,” Crest continued. “Trying to gain a pulse on the situation—who is with us and who is with them—the responses from friendlies have not been too successful. We asked for meetings. The wolves responded first.” 
 
    “Wolves?” I asked, sort of dumbfounded. “Birds have been battling wolves for years.” Every bird-shifter knew this.  
 
    “It is troubling,” Shadow said. “He said he does not speak for all the wolves, but he is also the son of Hannibal, leader of the wolf collective.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Meena asked.  
 
    “It means he has either gone against his father and the rest of the collective or they are hoping to lure us into a trap,” said Rogue.  
 
    “Don’t sons sometimes disagree with their fathers?” I questioned the group as a whole. 
 
    “That does happen, but moonbeam, humans killed his mother. That is the reason the collective was formed probably six hundred years ago.” Crest delivered that blow as gently as possible. I understood being upset. My whole family was gone now, murdered in front of my eyes. But blaming all humans for the act of one or two was akin to me wanting to kill all men because men killed my family. 
 
    And so I told them as much. “The many shouldn’t suffer for the despicable acts of a few.” 
 
    His brothers looked at Crest, and then at me. In that moment, I knew he’d shared my story. “I wish everyone thought like you, Saahi.” Rogue dropped his arms from his chest, shoving them in his pockets. “I am sorry you lost your family,” he said and I sucked in a subtle breath. “But we are lucky to have you join ours.” 
 
    Oh, wow. That felt good. Really good. They’d never replace my family, but they were the best new one I could imagine. I was lucky to have them, too. Instead of saying all that, I simply smiled at Rogue. 
 
    “Damn, brother,” he said to Crest. “Just like Shad…” He stopped to shake his head, as if in thought. “Saēna smiled down on you.” 
 
    Saēna, the goddess the Roc worshipped. My father’s studies had taught me that. Whereas Gyr prayed to a different set of gods. Five of them. One for each season and then the supreme goddess—the sun goddess. I felt warmth down to my soul, knowing he thought that of me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said gratefully.  
 
    “So, will you meet them?” Avalon asked. “The wolves?”  
 
    “I feel like we have to,” Shadow answered. “We just have to assume it is a trap and be pleasantly surprised if not.” 
 
    Well, I didn’t think much of that plan.  
 
    “There is more,” Crest went on. “The ocean sprites sent word of violent storms rising in the ocean. They say something big and bad is on the horizon and cannot commit to a meeting before they get a handle on the situation.” 
 
    “What the hell is happening out there?” I needed to know the answer. Needed it. “How are we going to save them? They’re destroying the planet in their bid to destroy the humans. What about all those innocent animals?” All the heat that had filled me only moments ago fled, leaving me cold and my heart felt heavy.  
 
    “We will come up with a plan,” Shadow said, walking over to Meena and snagging her by the hand. “That, I promise you.” He walked away with his mate in tow. I got that. When the world was falling apart, you needed the touch of your mate to remind you exactly why good had to triumph over evil.  
 
    “Am I done, Avalon?” I asked her, needing a shower and to find our bed.  
 
    “Yes, my dear. Go, comfort my son. We’ll pick up tomorrow.” 
 
    Good. This news sapped my energy. I walked over to Rogue first, stood on my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. 
 
    “When my mom said ‘my son,’ moonbeam, she meant me.” Crest hooked his finger in my beltloop to tug me over to him. We all laughed as he did it. I pivoted, wrapping my arms around his neck and rather than going up on tiptoes, I wrapped my legs around his waist so he held my bodyweight. And I kissed him, making sure to convey everything I was feeling for him and his family.  
 
    “No matter what they throw at us,” I whispered. “As long as I’ve got you at my side, I know I can endure it.”  
 
    He didn’t bother to say goodbye to his mother or brother, turning on his heels to walk us out of the courtyard, his hands holding my butt to keep me from slipping as he kissed me the whole way up to our apartment.  
 
    Before we moved up to the bedroom, because I knew once we did, we wouldn’t make it out again until tomorrow, Crest and I made handcrafted pizzas together. He drank ale and I drank cider. But rather than discussing the events of the day, he took the time to ask me about my home. What life had been like with my family. And when those questions got to me, causing me to tear up, he changed to the mundane. My favorite color. Music. Movies. Books.  
 
    We spent the evening getting to know one another. Only after we cleaned up the kitchen did we bother to move up to the bedroom. We showered. I stood in front of a dresser he had stocked with nighties for me, deciding what to wear, when he plucked the ice blue spaghetti-strap number from my hand and bent in to mutter in my ear. “I want you naked tonight. I want to feel you—all of you—against me. Please.”  
 
    It was the please that got to me. I walked to the bed and crawled up it, folding back the navy-blue satin sheets and the pelts, sliding under. Thankfully, I knew which side of the bed to sleep on based on the side I’d woken up on this morning.  
 
    A now very naked Crest shut off the lights and slipped in next to me. I thought he’d start something and that was why he wanted me naked, but no. He rolled me onto my side and curled his warm body around me. 
 
    I’d started to doze off when rain began to pelt the windows. With my falcon ears, I heard a hiss as each drop made contact. Crest obviously did, too. He let me go to check it out. I followed. It was too dark to see the yard below, but the water that trailed down the glass was a brownish-gray color.  
 
    And I smelled it. Sulfur. 
 
    I knew what this was. Acid. Freaking. Rain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Armament 
 
      
 
    Crest swiped his finger to unlock his cell phone—yes, bird-shifters used cells; most of us didn’t live in the middle ages like the people of Imi—and pressed a button. I figured he called one of his brothers, though I didn’t know which. 
 
    My feeling was confirmed when he said, “Rogue, are you seeing this?” Then he paused for a second and continued. “Right, calling Shad now.” He hung up without saying goodbye and immediately pressed another button. “Shad,” he clipped. “Have you looked outside?” 
 
    After a couple of grunts, he hung up on that call, too. I waited, anticipating what they’d decided but instead of filling me in, he tagged my hand and led me back to the bed, tossing his phone on the bedside table and bending me so I had no choice but to crawl across the down-filled mattress. The both of us slipping under the covers, Crest resumed his previous position and curled around me. 
 
    Uh… “Hello?” I said. 
 
    “Go to sleep, my one. It is late and I am exhausted.” 
 
    Go to sleep? Was he crazy? “Honey, what did you decide?” 
 
    To distract me, he nuzzled his nose against the back of my neck and squeezed his arms around me tighter.  
 
    “Not going to work.” Even with the brief time we’d known each other, he had to know that about me. 
 
    Sighing deep and long, he kissed the underside of my jaw and whispered, “There is nothing we can do tonight, so we will convene tomorrow to discuss the situation more. Now, can I please enjoy sleeping next to my mate, the first night without people trying to kill her or she recovering from head injury?”  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered, closing my eyes. His embrace grew so tight, it kind of hurt, but he wasn’t doing it to hurt me. My words meant something. That got him a smile he didn’t get to see with his face in my hair, and I fell asleep.  
 
    The next morning, I woke with a shiver, not feeling the warmth of Crest’s body cocooning mine. I rolled over to see him standing at the window, boxer briefs pulled over his gorgeous, chiseled booty.  
 
    I stood from the bed and bent to grab the ice blue nightie he’d taken from my hands last night and tossed on the floor, slipping it over my body as I walked over to the window. My hands to his shoulders, I rested my cheek against his bicep and pressed against his back. Crest dipped his chin to look at me.  
 
    “Morning, moonbeam.”  
 
    “Good morning, honey. It’s bad, isn’t it?” I was talking about the acid rain.  
 
    “See for yourself.”  
 
    I peered around him and gasped loudly as the shock of what I saw before my eyes brought tears to them. Our bedroom window faced the courtyard, abundant with flowers and greenery, or at least it had been yesterday.  
 
    Today, the green had withered to brown and leaves were full of holes. No delicate flowers left on the topiaries or the trees. Brown puddles of water ate holes in some of the rock pavers and the wood for the benches.  
 
    Acid rain was typically bad for the environment, but this—the sky had really rained acid.  
 
    “What’s it from?” I asked.  
 
    “Between communications with our people on the ground, and the things we have already seen…” He trailed off, staring out the window again. I squeezed his arm to get him speaking again. “Evidence suggests fire demons.” 
 
    “Fire demons?” Of course, I’d heard of them but, like, in fables. How were fire demons real?  
 
    “Yes, my one.” 
 
    “They’re real?” I kind of screeched.  
 
    “Very. Carbon dioxide levels around the mouths of several volcanos are reading at record highs. They are burning fossil fuels at an alarming rate, releasing them into the air, thus causing this highly potent acid rain.”  
 
    “We can’t fly in this, can we?” 
 
    “No. Not without doing serious damage. It is advised that everyone stay indoors if possible. We sent word out this morning; the news stations reported it all over radio and television. The streets will be quiet in Cloud City today.”  
 
    That was unfortunate, as I needed to practice more with Avalon and there was this whole metropolis ripe for exploring just a stone’s throw away. Not to mention, I didn’t think with everything going on that nookie was on the table for an acceptable activity this morning.  
 
    “Okay. Fire demons are real and raining acid down on the people of Cloud City and probably lower down the mountain. What do we do about it?” 
 
    “We wait. I have to get dressed and meet with my brothers, but you and I should have breakfast together first.”  
 
    Despite what was taking place outdoors, we had a nice breakfast. Crest had sent for chocolate croissants to be brought up from the palace’s main kitchen, and he brewed delicious hazelnut coffee while I cut up the fruit that we had here in our kitchen.  
 
    Having a mate had its perks. I didn’t remember how much I’d yearned for companionship in the past until having it here now. We cleaned up after eating and set to get our day started by getting dressed.  
 
    He’d ordered some kick-ass outfits for me while I’d been out with my injuries. Today I chose tight black-colored denim leggings, a blousy black peasant style top with red rope and tassels hanging from the neckline and vibrant red, white, and yellow flowers embroidered around the collar and capped sleeves, then slipped on another pair of black leather boots to finish. I plaited my hair in a thick, messy side-braid and clipped a red flower similar to the ones on my top in my hair by my ear. I gave myself smoky eyes and lightly painted my cheeks and lips.  
 
    When I walked out of the bathroom Crest had just finished tying his boots and looked up at me from where he sat on the bed. He jolted, blinked, and then the next thing I knew, I was in his arms. My carefully-applied lip gloss smudged, but I didn’t mind one bit.  
 
    “Saēna shone her love on me when she chose you as my mate,” he said against my lips.  
 
    It took him another half hour to let me go and then I had to fix my hair and lip gloss before we walked down to join his family. Because we couldn’t go out into the courtyard, Avalon brought me into one of the palace’s kitchens—this one, she used specifically to brew magic mixtures—to teach me how to brew several useful tinctures and potions. Meena joined us about an hour in and she looked off.  
 
    “You feeling okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Not really, no. I’ve been sick all morning, but not like a virus. More like I ate something bad.” 
 
    “Let me fix you a tea,” Avalon said and she went about brewing something with peppermint for Meena.  
 
    Meena didn’t participate much in the potion brewing with us. More, she hung around to talk and sip Avalon’s tea.  
 
    We’d been at this for a couple of hours when Crest and Shadow walked in side by side, both wearing grim expressions.  
 
    “What’s wrong now, honey?” I asked.  
 
    That happened at the same time Shadow looked at his wife and said, “Eaglet? Still not feeling well?” as he went to her side and held her.  
 
    “There are humans who know about immortals,” Crest started. “Not many, but enough that have figured out that immortals are behind these natural disasters. It is mob madness at terra level. A cave of bear-shifters, who are usually peaceful, were wiped out. This is only the beginning. They are scared and when humans get scared, they get irrational, not making the connection between good and bad immortals but lumping us all together.”  
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” I walked over to him so he could hug me and I could feel safe for a few minutes more.  
 
    “We cannot let them hurt innocent shifters,” Shadow said to me. “But I understand why they are scared and taking up arms.” 
 
    “So we’re headed out to hunt humans who know about shifters?” I asked. 
 
    “We?” Crest asked, not as a regular question but sarcastically, as if he couldn’t believe those words had left my mouth. 
 
    “You need witches at your side.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to reply. 
 
    I cut him off. “Don’t bother to deny it.” 
 
    “Now you know how I felt, brother, going down the mountain with Meen—” He got cut off abruptly when we heard the cries of eagles. Eagles? I thought King Talon had given the order not to go outdoors unless absolutely necessary.  
 
    I looked out the window and—Holy. Shit. Hundreds of eagles invaded the streets. Not ours, no. They were led by a brown eagle with white and black spots. Nišrad. I’d remember his bird form for the rest of my life.  
 
    “Stay here,” Crest ordered, running from the room with his brother. Like that was going to happen. I followed as fast as I could with Meena and Avalon on my tail.  
 
    Shadow hit a red button and sirens, ear-piercingly loud sirens, split the air. The sound filled my head so nothing else could penetrate. Talon ran out of his office and he looked every bit what I imagined a warrior king would look like. Too bad there was no time to introduce myself. Rogue joined us last, panting from running hard. Guards filled the foyer.  
 
    “Coopersmith, call up the army,” Talon ordered. “We need to launch now.”  
 
    Coopersmith nodded briefly and turned to run. Crest, Shadow, Rogue, Talon, and last man had to be Talc shed their human forms, showing the brilliant eagles beneath.  
 
    Rushing down from the guest quarters came Korian and Talora. She looked mostly healed. He looked pissed the hell right off. And charging in from another part of the palace, Ibrahim leapt from his clothes, changing and taking flight. The taupe-and-white-bellied hawk flew over our heads.  I’d been worried about him. Eeb was going to get a stern talking to about why he hadn’t come to see me after everything we’d been through.  
 
    He shrieked and the butler opened the front door. The royal family flew out to head off the invasion with Eeb following close behind. Korian galloped in pursuit. There was no way Nišrad could get away with invading Cloud City. Without thinking twice about my decision, I shook free of my human skin to free my glorious silver-gray and white feathers and I shot off like a bullet, my target, the nasty regent of Imi.  
 
    Behind me, Avalon called out. “Saahi.” I liked that she used my nickname, but she wouldn’t talk me out of helping my mate. The burning, acid rain still coming down, didn’t either.  
 
    I flew straight for that jackass Nišrad, my razor-sharp talons bared, ready to rip his gullet out from his body when a hard eagle body significantly bigger than me slammed into my side. The impact hurt and knocked the wind out of me. I started to drop when Ibrahim caught me, letting me land on his back. I caught my breath and flapped my wings. It continued to hurt, make no mistake, but I pushed through the pain and took out an eagle attacking Talc, the beast’s back to me. I dug my talons in, ripping out a chunk of back flesh, causing him to turn on me. That gave Talc enough time to regroup and he gouged out the eagle’s eyes. It dropped to the ground, injured and flailing.  
 
    Talc nodded at me and we flew our separate ways. The enemy began to close in around our small group when brilliantly who could only be Coopersmith flew in with an army of Roc behind him.  
 
    As I looked on the scene, I heard Crest in my head. “Go, moonbeam.” 
 
    “No,” I argued back. “I won’t leave you.” 
 
    “Saahirah, I need you to guard my mother, Meena, and Talora. They are Gammala and witches, but they cannot fly, making them vulnerable.”  
 
    Okay, I couldn’t argue with that. I kind of had the feeling I was being played, but his argument made sense and I broke off to fly back inside the palace. The doors were secured behind me by servants as I dropped to the floor and shifted back to my very naked human form. Meena tossed me my clothing and seeing as modesty went out the window when I shifted, I dressed right there.  
 
    But I barely had my boots on when we heard a ham radio going off. Meena said it was coming from Shadow’s office and we ran while she led us there.  
 
    “Shad—” the crackly voice spoke to us. “Shadow, we need you….” The sound cracked and broke up. “—humans under attack…” The sound broke up again before fading out completely and I turned to look at Meena and Avalon. 
 
    “Shit just got real,” I murmured. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Seeking a Coven of Witches 
 
      
 
    The fighting sounded bad outside, the cries of mighty raptors growing louder and the fighting intensified. I’d been injured by the acid rain and didn’t know it, existing on adrenaline until the inevitable crash and Avalon helped me into the kitchen to aid me. As she was rubbing salve on my wounds, an eagle—I didn’t know if he was ours or Nišrad’s—hit the window, cracking it and sliding down, leaving behind a slick smear of blood. 
 
    Ugh. The fight was escalating and we were stuck inside the palace. “What are we going to do?” I asked Meena. 
 
    She looked to Avalon and Talora, and then back to me. “Shadow isn’t going to like it, so I know Crest won’t, either.”  
 
    “Am I going to like what you’re thinking?”  
 
    “Here’s the thing. Witches are gonna win this war,” she said.  
 
    “How do you mean?” I asked, wincing as Avalon touched a cotton ball to a particularly nasty patch of acid-burnt skin.  
 
    “We have powers, clearly. But think about it—the incubi have started a race war. Who bridges the gap between humans and supernaturals?” 
 
    “Witches,” I murmured, then winced again. “You have powers beyond regular humans, yet excluding me, are human.” 
 
    “Right,” she said back, smiling. “But I need you along because you’ve been training as a witch, and if we encounter other immortals, I’ll need you to talk them into not killing me. At least until I can think of a spell to stop them.”  
 
    “Right—what?” Okay, so I sort of screeched that response. “What immortals? Where?” 
 
    “You’re going back down the mountain, aren’t you?” Avalon asked, and she didn’t sound remotely disapproving. Worried, yes. Disapproving, not in the slightest. 
 
    “It’s the smartest idea, and you know it.” Meena replied to our mother-in-law, the queen.  
 
    “Let me patch her up while you head up to pack a bag for the both of you,” said Avalon, all business. “Don’t forget the book I gave you.” 
 
    Meena nodded.  
 
    “Talora, dear,” said Avalon. “Would you please go instruct a woman named Brook—only Brook—to pack food for the girls? Everyone else in this palace is either loyal to or scared of my husband and sons. Brook is loyal to me and won’t tattle. She should be in the food kitchen.”  
 
    Talora bowed her head and turned, but before she left, she told Avalon, “Brook is not the only one.” Then she winked and scurried off.  
 
    Avalon finished me off by using a protection spell on me. Then she opened the blood-smeared window and cast it outside toward the Cloud City Roc, but mostly to the royal family. Meena had performed a spell on herself so she was set. Finally, Talora came back with a pack filled with food for us. We walked to the back of the palace, which led to a forest. 
 
    It appeared Meena knew exactly where she was going. I waved to the two women we were leaving behind and then ran low and swiftly into the forest with my sister-in-law because we had to get far enough away for this to work. The two of us emerged in a once-vibrant park, now brown and withering from the acid.  
 
    Meena strapped her pack to her back and tied the food pack securely around her waist. Instructing her to gather my clothing, I shed them and stretched my glorious feathers. She packed them into my bag and swung that on her back, too. I flapped my wings and shoved off the ground, hovering above her a split second before I grabbed her by the shoulders, lifting her from the dirt. I needed to get to a place where the wind could keep us afloat, letting me glide, because as it stood, I was forced to flap my wings twice as hard and that tired me out. Once we leapt over the edge of the city, that was it. We flew or fell, and we were quickly approaching the edge of the city.  
 
    She used her ability to talk inside my head. “Ready?” I asked. The rushing air pushing against my face.  
 
    “Let’s do this,” she said back as ground fell from beneath our feet.  
 
    I mean, I was strong and bigger than a regular human woman, but not nearly as big as even a Gyr man, let alone a Roc man. Her extra weight had me struggling to keep us airborne. Still, I flapped because my life and Meena’s life depended on it. And then it happened—my wings cupped the air on an up current and I was able to glide. As we glided, my witchy sister-in-law cast a spell to tell me which way to aim.  
 
    “Salem,” she said to me.  
 
    “Oregon?” 
 
    “No… Massachusetts.”  
 
    Witches in Salem, Massachusetts? Really? Did they want to be a stereotype? Because they were begging for it. But I turned us in the direction of Massachusetts. It would take us a while; Cloud City was located in the northern section of the Canadian Yukon. So, pretty darn north.  
 
    We set down outside of Saskatoon in order for me to rest. Meena unpacked a lunch of cured, sliced meat and a marmalade to slather on a Roc flatbread, as well as a couple of pears and fizzy water—mandarin orange and lime. The reprieve was exactly what I needed.  
 
    I lay in the sun, happy to be rid of the acid rain while Meena reapplied the salve to my skin and then added a second salve to help with flight fatigue. She let me sleep for a little while, but suddenly I was startled awake to see Meena with a finger to her pursed lips telling me to stay quiet. Tipping my nose up, I sniffed and picked up the scent of, well… a woman. A human woman but more. Like Meena… or Avalon… but, not.  
 
    Witch? I mouthed when I got her eyes. 
 
    She nodded once.  
 
    “Strong scent.” I went on. “That means her power packs a punch.” 
 
    Well, this was what we were here to do. I shifted back to bird and flew up onto a bough of the closest tree, hopefully unseen, so I could pounce when Meena needed me. It was hard to leave her alone.  
 
    The bushes beyond the clearing where we sat rustled and my gut clenched. Meena took on an easygoing, non-aggressive pose, taking another chunk of pear when out stepped a blonde woman, about Meena’s height but slightly less curvy, with a pinky-peach glow surrounding her hands that I was pretty sure no one but a witch would see. 
 
    She stopped abruptly and stared at Meena. “Hi,” Meena said through her mouth of pear, then swallowed.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” the woman asked.  
 
    Meena held up the core of the pear and said, “Eating.”  
 
    The woman put a finger to her pursed lips then she whispered—my falcon ears allowed me to hear her clearly. “Something else is here with us. It’s watching. I can sense it.” 
 
    It? I’d like to show her it, though admittedly giving away my position so soon was a bad idea.  
 
    “We’re safe,” Meena told her. 
 
    The witch shook her head. “No, you have to sense it. Your power is great.” Admitting that meant she didn’t know many other witches because witches kept their powers a highly safeguarded secret. They didn’t want to let other witches know she was as or more powerful, and more than that, she never but never let another witch know the level of her own power. Most witches tried to tone down the power they gave off so that they could ‘powerup’ and take a foe off-guard.  
 
    Clearly, Meena got that, too, since she was the one who’d clued me in on that. Just as Avalon had clued her in. “What’s your name?” she asked the witch.  
 
    “Dion,” the witch answered.  
 
    “Well, Dion, I’m Meena. And I promise you’re safe.”  
 
    The woman, Dion, powered down, another clue that she didn’t know much about the witchy world. “Okay,” she said. 
 
    “Do you live around here?” 
 
    “Well, kind of. My home is about a hundred miles from here, but I had a dream about a week ago that I needed to be in this spot, on this day, specifically at this time. Since it was so specific, I didn’t question it and stole my neighbor’s car.” 
 
    “You have police looking for a stolen car?” Meena dropped her hands to her hips and stared down the ridiculous woman.  
 
    “Oh, no,” she said. “He doesn’t drive. Hasn’t driven for years and no one ever comes to visit him but me. He’s kind of mean.” That last part she whispered as if she didn’t want anyone else to hear. “He even gets his food delivered.” 
 
    Meena looked up at me and so Dion did, too. She gasped loudly when she saw me and I flew down to the grass. Dion took a step back. I thought she might pee herself when I changed to my human form.  
 
    “What are you?” she shouted at me, causing me to roll my eyes at her dramatics.  
 
    “You’re a witch. Come on. You have to know other magic exists in the world.” My words came out rather breathy as I hastily dressed. “She’s got a car, Meen. I think we should drive for a while.”  
 
    It took some convincing to get Dion in the car with us, but she finally relented. I introduced myself and informed her about all sorts of immortals, starting with the Gyr, moving next to the Roc and expanding from there. Meena, who’d been raised in foster care, especially felt for Dion because she’d never known her birth parents, having grown up in an adoptive home to cold parents who really shouldn’t have adopted.  
 
    She was a bright young woman, putting together that these natural disasters and attacks on towns were related and not natural. Though, as she had no prior knowledge of immortals, she’d thought it was some sort of government conspiracy.  
 
    We drove through the night, each of us taking a turn until we had to ditch the car. Flying was our only way to cross the border, seeing as none of us had passports. Meena used the book to cast a strength spell on me. I shed my clothing again and shifted. Both Meena and Dion tied ropes around their waists and the other end of those ropes around my ankles. Then I grabbed each of them with a talon and we flew.  
 
    I wasn’t going to lie—it was agony. My muscles strained at the extra weight and I lacked the ability to fly as high as usual, but we persevered. My wings pumped constantly to retain lift. And after hours in the air, I set us down on the outskirts of Salem.  
 
    Then I collapsed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Holding Together 
 
      
 
    Just off from the spot where I collapsed, there was a cabin surrounded by woods. Seeing as this was such a populated area, it seemed improbable that we’d find a cabin unless we were meant to find that cabin. An idea that Dion confirmed when she murmured, “I dreamed of this place.” 
 
    It wasn’t in Salem proper that we needed to go, to be, it was here. Five women filed out of the tiny log house. They stood in a line and with their arms crossed over their chests, and stared at us. The same purple glow surrounded all of them. This was the coven we were looking for.  
 
    The tallest of the bunch, she looked maybe mid-thirties, obviously the leader, stepped forward, motioning the others to follow. “Get them inside,” she ordered. “Get the tea for the shifter.”  
 
    Meena and Dion took up a protective stance in front of me, hands raised and witchy magic sparking. Meena’s white and Dion pinky-peach magic mixed before our eyes as they were forming a coven. A coven’s magic expressed itself as the same color for all the members. If a witch broke away from a coven, her magic would change to something else.  
 
    “We’ve been expecting you,” the woman said as she stopped in front of Meena. “I’m Alice. Come in, eat. Get warm. We have to plan.” 
 
    This new coven’s combined magic levitated me about four feet off the ground and floated me in the direction of the door, Meena and Dion flanking each side of me. Once inside, they gently set me down in a fluffy bed with fluffy pillows. A girl called Milan held a cup of tea to my lips and helped me sip. The stew she fed me filled more than just my belly, it filled my soul. I hated to miss out on anything, but in order to recuperate, I had to sleep.  
 
    The fire crackled in the fireplace and lulled me under. When I finally woke up, I felt refreshed—sore, but refreshed. “What’d I miss?” I asked.  
 
    Meena walked over to me and bent down to wrap her arms around my neck for a familial hug. “Well, we’ve been brewing potions like crazy. These women are wicked good with the potions. Anyway, the best we can see for now is that we have to calm the Earth before we can help the humans.” 
 
    “Calm the Earth?” I asked, rubbing my eyes. 
 
    “There’s a hurricane moving along the Gulf of Mexico. It’s ravaging the coastline. It’s also not natural. We need to get down there and sprinkle that potion”—she pointed to a vial of glowing blue liquid— “around inside the hurricane cloud.” 
 
    “From there,” Dion picked up, “we head out west to battle those raging wildfires. And so on.” 
 
    “Tell me you concocted something to fight the acid rain,” I ordered, but who was I kidding? I was begging.  
 
    “We did,” Alice said. “Tonight, we get provisions for the trip, then tomorrow we stop a hurricane.” 
 
     Whatever provisions they needed for the trip I’d find out about when they got back because while Meena and Alice went to town, the rest of the coven including Dion had strict rules to keep me resting. As they’d said, we had to get the potion inside the hurricane cloud, and there was only one of us who could fly.  
 
    One of the witches, a young one named Ursula, even drew me a hot bath to which she added rejuvenating salts. No words existed to express how good it felt to soak and get clean. I stayed in that tub until the water turned cold.  
 
    After I got out and dried off, dressed in fresh clothing and my hair back in a ponytail, the very next thing on the to-do list meant contacting Avalon to check on the status of the city and the men. She owned a cell, but Meena had something even more reliable. A small mirror called a witch’s glass. I could see and talk to her. She could see and answer. No matter where in the world, no cell tower required. Only witches.  
 
    The situation had deteriorated once we left. Nišrad had an ace up his sleeve in the form of Ravens. The Ravens had been a thorn in the side of most bird-shifters for years and I knew they especially hated the Roc. The feud between the Ravens and Roc was legendary. Our men were tough fighters and holding their own, but the battle was far from over.  
 
    Crest, Shadow, Rogue, and even Talon continued to stay with their men so they wouldn’t be distracted thinking about us, thus they still had no idea Meena and I were gone. Thank goodness. It gave us more time to work.  
 
    When Meena and Alice returned, everyone packed the provisions—oils, crystals, candles, and herbs along with nonperishable food items and water. Then we forced ourselves to sleep.  
 
    Early the next morning, even before the break of dawn—wearing our backpacks—we held hands in a circle and chanted, “Porth agored.” Over and over we repeated, “Porth agored… Porth agored… Porth agored…” A brilliant deep violet color rose from the Salem coven and as Meena, Dion, and I had formed our own, my blue and Meena and Dion’s pink fused together to form a lavender, which then merged with the Salem witches’ violet to form a vibrant orchid encompassing us all.  
 
    We kept chanting, “Porth agored…” Louder and louder we chanted until shouting and my throat felt raw, but I never let up. Before my eyes, each woman began to shimmer and disappear. I chanted harder and louder until the shimmer reached me and I started to fade.  
 
    In the snap of a finger we emerged outside, on the beach with winds whipping at our skin like straps. It stung and left red marks. The sky ominously prophesized what was about to hit. Waves six feet high crashed against the shore and in the distance, we could see ones twice as high rolling toward us.  
 
    “We have to find shelter!” I yelled. The wind was too strong for me to change in the elements. I needed to grasp the vial in my talon before I took flight or it would blow away in the gales.  
 
    For miles to the left, was nothing but once-pristine coastline now coated with debris from tree branches to trash, but to the right, I wasn’t good with distances but maybe a half mile away, there were a couple of abandoned truck beds for semis and a dilapidated brick building, some defunct company’s land, I supposed. Though we’d have to wade through an inlet of high water, it was our only chance.  
 
    “Over there!” I pointed to the building. With my arm raised in front of my face to block the wind as I struggled with each step, I beat back the distance. Meena and Dion were at my sides, arms raised in front of their faces, each holding on to my shirt.  
 
    The rest of our new coven formed the same inverted V with Alice at the head and they followed close behind us. We pushed past the pain, our feet sinking in the sandy mud and forming a suction that made each step feel like three steps walking up an eighty-five-degree angle. My shins and calves ached and I was tiring quickly. Still, we kept pushing forward until we reached the inlet.  
 
    The water churned rapid and rough. “Link your arms with mine,” I shouted to the women. We locked elbows and together stepped into the roiling waters. We sloshed our way for the first couple of steps, and then we hit a drop off where the water hit high waist level on me and low chest level on Meena and Dion.  
 
    Halfway across the inlet, Dion’s foot slipped on a rock—or maybe the current caught her in just the right way to sweep her foot out from under her—and she plunged underwater, dragging me along with her. Meena went mostly under but managed to keep her head on the surface. She heaved at my arm to get me back up. I choked and coughed up water but did it pulling at Dion. As we struggled, an orchid light hit us and Dion lifted, expelling the sea from her body through coughs and vomiting. 
 
    I wished we had time to let her recover fully, but the churning water was rising with each passing second. The trooper she was, Dion started us moving again and finally the water level dropped as we made landfall. We were back to wet sand and tall grass, but as they needed more stable ground for machinery, it soon gave way to dirt and then cracked or crumbling cement.  
 
    We waited for the other five of us to finish crossing the inlet, and waterlogged, but together, we walked against the wind to get to the sanctuary of the brick building. The bottom floor had flooded with seawater, but the second and third levels had boarded-up windows. As the building had been abandoned what appeared to be years ago, it clearly lacked electricity and thus the elevators didn’t work.  
 
    The eight of us spread out on the ground floor, looking for a stairwell. Milan called over to us, the sound of her voice echoing in the empty space. “I found it.” 
 
    And she had indeed: a wide, industrial staircase with cement steps and bars for railings. We ran to her, well more like jogged, seeing as wading through the inlet sapped us all of our energy. But I saved back enough to heave myself up those steps to the second floor. The dry second floor.  
 
    It was cold and we needed out of our wet clothes, but everything in our packs was wet too. Before getting down to business, we each dumped out the contents of our bags and spread them over the dirty ground in a single layer. Using the stores of power from deep inside us, the eight of us linked hands again and Alice led us in a chant, “Gwres a sych.” And as we chanted, I watched utterly amazed as the water lifted from our hair, clothes and skin in millions of droplets and hissed as they dissipated. Still we kept up the chanting, “Gwres a sych.” When the last of the drops evaporated, we all collapsed right in our spots in that circle.  
 
    “Grab the pallets,” Alice ordered. We pushed ourselves up and walked across the floor, collecting the wooden pallets and piling them in the center of the room. Alice opened a tin and poured some kind of goo all over the wood. She then struck a purple-headed match and threw it on the goo. It lit up instantly with a flame of several shades of purple—lilac, lavender, orchid and violet—engulfing the pallets. The flames burned smokeless but gave off immensely wonderful heat.  
 
    I tore open the closest food item to me, a package of tuna, and dug into the top. Since there were enough packets for everyone, I ate the whole thing myself. Then I opened a cup of peaches in juice, devouring those too. When I licked the last drop of juice from the cup, I set it down and sprawled out on the cement to rest.  
 
    The other women took my cue and followed suit.  
 
    Even as the wind howled outside and shook the rafters, we slept to regain our strength. None of us liked the wait, but we needed to in order to meet the storm’s window for my best chance of seeding the clouds with the potion.  
 
    Early the next morning, we felt the building stop shaking and the wind had died way down. This was the time we’d been waiting for. I shook free of my human bonds to release the beauty of the bird. Meena held out the vial in her hand and I flapped my wings to lift off the concrete, clutching said vial in my talon’s grasp. And then I flew out a window the witches had opened for me. I flapped hard and furious, higher and higher, finding myself inside the eye of the powerful storm.  
 
    It would’ve been nice if I could have stayed in the eye, but I had to fly straight into not gray, but black clouds to the back of the eye, the strongest winds and rain from those swirling and battering against me. The winds and I clashed as I flapped my wings with everything I had in me and it pushed back with everything it could throw at me.  
 
    I wasn’t making any headway. Still, I pushed on because all this was for naught if I didn’t get the potion to the right location. I powered through, piercing the blackness, the wind so strong, it tore feathers from my body. I’d have screeched my pain if opening my mouth wouldn’t have stolen my breath. My eardrums felt on the verge of rupturing and the stinging of my eyes felt like I’d been sprayed with pepper spray.  
 
    But I did it. I crushed the glass between my talon, the once blue now from our combined magic, orchid liquid, blowing into the blackness. My struggle waxed as I fought to get back into the eye. I could’ve sung hallelujah when I finally broke through but had to settle with soaring on the wind before I allowed myself to drop.  
 
    My coven waited for me on the beach, fighting back the wind. Now I called to them in my falcon’s shriek, hoping they understood my pride at being successful. When I landed, I knew they got my meaning, as the women rushed to hug me and pat my back. Dion stepped forward holding out my clothing, seeing as I was naked after the change back. Naked and unfortunately bleeding from where I’d lost feathers.  
 
    This was yet another way living around witches rocked. Ursula, the youngest of them and thus the witch who needed the most practice, even though her power was vast like the others when harnessed, chanted a spell to heal those cuts. They closed right up with zero scarring. Zero redness. Zero tenderness. Unlike the scar across my neck, a forever reminder of my time in Imi City.  
 
    I pulled on my clothing while we watched the fruits of my labor bloom. Right before our eyes, the storm on the far side of the eye fizzled out, leaving holes of sunny sky until every bit of blackness had disappeared. The waves settled, undulating as waves were meant to.  
 
    We’d done it. We’d stopped the hurricane.  
 
    On to the next. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Only One Battle Won 
 
      
 
    We shimmered right in the thick of things. Thick black smoke billowed upwards, choking off the air in our lungs. The heat burned the fibers of our clothing. Our skin pinked. The raging flames rumbled like a speeding freight train. 
 
    A get-in-and-get-out operation. No other way to go about it. Unfortunately, as the wildfire ravaged so many miles of woodland, forest, and dried grass leading into communities of homes, we had several spots to throw our potions. Because of that, when we shimmered in, it was only two of us per location. It had to be two to have enough power to zap us out in light of our perilous surroundings or make a rescue should something go wrong.  
 
    As I was only a made witch, they sent me with Meena, who held an immense amount of power. Power enough—more than enough—should mine falter. We each held a cannister. She took one side of our circle and I took the other. We reached inside our cans and grabbed handfuls of what to the rest of the world would be seen as purple glitter. 
 
    Throwing those handfuls of glitter, the flames immediately extinguished. We moved, throwing handful after handful until our section no longer burned. Not only no longer burned, but because we were pretty badass, began to heal.  
 
    Meena and I were on our way to meet the rest of the coven when a stone embedded in a leather strap Meena wore around her wrist, one that I hadn’t noticed until now—exactly like the one Crest had worn when he’d rescued me from Imi—lit up a bright blue showing a holographic Talora of all people, tall and elegant, even through her disheveled appearance, which bothered me a great deal. I knew she wouldn’t glitz up while the city was under siege, but disheveled didn’t sit right. That, and it was Talora to begin with instead of Avalon, who had to have given Meena the leather strap.  
 
    “We need you,” she said, her face grim. “The king has fallen.” 
 
    I gasped, as did Meena. 
 
    “The queen is at his side now. He clings to life as she attempts to heal him, but his wounds are extensive. We need more witch power.” 
 
    “We have to locate the rest of our coven,” Meena said. “Expect us within the hour. Please tell Avalon to hold on… We’re coming.”  
 
    Talora blinked out and Meena turned to me. “Give me your hands.” 
 
    We formed a small circle, holding hands, and started chanting loudly and with as much feeling as two witches could muster because we didn’t have time for the buildup of power. “Dewch ataf fi.” We repeated it over and over… “Dewch ataf fi… Dewch ataf fi… Dewch ataf fi…” Come to me. The summoned witches shimmered into the space surrounding our circle. Once all six had arrived, we filled them in. 
 
    “The Roc king is gravely injured. We have to get back to Cloud City and would like you to come with us, but if you decline, we need you to help send us back.” 
 
    “Will our presence help you?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said sarcastically. “We’re strongest together.” 
 
    Alice looked to the other coven sisters and waited as each one smiled and nodded. We widened the circle to allow our sisters in and we chanted. “Mynd â ni.” Take us. Again, we shimmered out, but as we chanted, we each concentrated on the palace in Cloud City.  
 
    And when we shimmered back, it was in the woods behind the palace where Meena and I had left from only a few days ago.  
 
    Since she knew the way better than me, I let Meena lead us. “Talora.” I hollered. “Talora, we’re here.”  
 
    Eagles and one hawk and so many ravens filled the heavens. It almost appeared as dark as the hurricane sky. My stomach churned, not liking the look of things at all. With the world falling apart below, fighting amongst ourselves was the last thing we needed.  
 
    Talora met us at the foot of the stairs. And tromping angry hard steps down the stairs behind her were Crest and Shadow. “You could’ve been killed!” Crest roared at me. Yes, he roared. In all my life, I didn’t remember anyone ever actually roaring at me, but I didn’t back away—much.  
 
    Shadow, on the other hand, with absolute fury raging in his eyes, was too angry to even roar. When he did finally speak, he packed a wallop. “Knowing you carry my child, you left without protection?” 
 
    Both Meena and I sucked in sharp breaths, but I thought for very different reasons. “Copper,” she tried to reason. I guessed he didn’t appreciate her use of that name, as the fury in his eyes flared to absolutely incendiary. Though I had to give her credit; she stood strong in the face of a controlled rage the likes of which I’d never witnessed before.  
 
    “How do you know?” she asked before dealing with the rest. 
 
    “You left the stick in the bathroom,” he gritted out. “When I went to look for you, I found it instead. Two pink lines, as the box directed, means positive.” And he kept moving for her, even pushing past Talora, hitting her shoulder. 
 
    “Shadow,” Meena cried when she saw him do this, and then she held her hand, palm out, in front of her and ordered, “Stop.” 
 
    He didn’t exactly stop as much as paused momentarily. She went on. “You don’t get to touch me until you calm the heck down. And that won’t happen until you hear me out.”  
 
    Okay, then he actually stopped and I watched kind of amazed as the incendiary in his eyes downshifted back to fury as he waited for her to speak.  
 
    The unfortunate part of watching this meant I didn’t pay attention to my mate and he caught me off-guard, crashing his beautiful, hard body into mine and rounding his strong arms around my shoulders, basically trapping me where I stood. “We are not done,” he whispered through his gritted teeth. 
 
    “Just listen.” I found my courage in the face of his anger.  
 
    “We needed witches,” Meena said. “Our coven was only three strong. You know as well as me, Shadow, that three wouldn’t be enough.” 
 
    At that revelation, both men calmed, though Shadow clearly wasn’t ready to let it go. “You took my family when you left. My mate and my child. What would I have done—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She reminded him of something he could clearly see and she lowered her hand to press both of hers to his stomach, going up on tiptoes to press a sweet kiss to his lips. 
 
    He emitted a strangled sound as if holding off a cry. “My life,” he whispered.  
 
    “We found our coven—we’re eight strong,” I told Crest.  
 
    “I am supposed to be out there with my men. Instead, here I wait, hoping my father does not die and praying that Saēna brings my mate back to me alive. I only just got you and already know I would not survive a life without you.” 
 
    As sad as his words made me, they also filled me with so much love. The kind of love my parents had held for one another. The kind of love I hadn’t been able to fathom until I’d found myself smack-dab in the middle of it. 
 
    “If I’d any idea Nišrad’s army was so powerful,” I said, sinking into the heat of his strong arms still holding me. “I would’ve warned you.” 
 
    “It is not his army that is formidable—or even the ravens.” 
 
    I waited for him to go on, crinkling my eyes to convey my confusion. 
 
    “His witch—” he started. 
 
    “Jacinta,” I finished for him. 
 
    He nodded. “She is in the city, and she is powerful.” 
 
    “Our coven can protect the city. We can drive her out. But I fear only your mother can kill her.” 
 
    “My mother?” Shadow asked. 
 
    “Yes, your mother fought and killed her twin sister before you were born. Jacinta told me herself that she’s sworn vengeance on the witch Avalon.” 
 
    Both Shadow and Crest sucked in harsh breaths. 
 
    “I can only assume that she’s used protections on herself to keep her safe until she can face off against your mother to the death,” Meena said. 
 
    “Shit,” Shadow muttered, holding Meena close and tight as if his arms could protect her from what was about to go down. 
 
    “Shit,” Crest repeated, pulling me in even closer and tighter, too. It was one thing to hear a bad witch was out to get your mother when in the safety of your home. It was quite different with her there and ready to act on it.  
 
    Alice approached our klatch. “I’m Alice, leader of the Salem coven, though now sister of the Roc/Salem coven. Let me take your mate and we’ll rid the city of Jacinta.” She sneered upon speaking Jacinta’s name.  
 
    “You know her?” I asked.  
 
    “All natural witches know of the dark witch Jacinta and her Catalanian sisters. It won’t be easy to expel her, but with our eight strong, we can do it, and quickly.” 
 
    Well, that was good at least. 
 
    “Sisters,” she called. “Form a circle.”  
 
    Both Meena and I pulled from our mates’ arms to join the circle, clasping hands, then she led us in yet another chant. “Ewch, am byth.”  
 
    We didn’t rush this spell, starting off low and slow, letting the magic suffuse the room and expand out. An orchid glow filled the space, engulfing every inch until it broke the bonds of the walls and windows.  
 
    We grew louder—small increments at a time—as we continued to chant. “Ewch, am byth.” 
 
    As our magic reached outside the palace, we watched, continuing to concentrate on our spell— “Ewch, am byth”—while purple orchid glow pushed out Jacinta’s black. 
 
    It tried to push back, but as I said, eight against one—she could put up a fight all she wanted, but as we continued to chant, it must be said, draining our energy because of all the power we were putting into the spell, her black glow grew smaller and smaller. Not that I could see it shrink from my position inside the palace, but I sensed it, sensed it shrinking until it blinked out completely, and the city remained encompassed by our purple glow that only the witches could see.  
 
    Then we locked it in for good measure. “Am byth,” we called out to the universe. Forever.  
 
    While I sank to my knees, completely spent because these women held far more witchy energy than me, a made witch, shifter made witch or not, I looked Crest in the eyes. “Go kick Nišrad’s ass.”  
 
    Shadow and Crest brought up their bird forms and knowing what to do, a servant opened the front door for them.  
 
    “Sisters,” I said. “We’ve got to go help.”  
 
    They didn’t even take time to answer but ran past me out the front door. Meena joined me and we ran together.  
 
    Nišrad’s men were Roc, too, so the witches wouldn’t know whom to target. I shouted to the women, “Aim for the ravens!” The ravens with their black feathers and blacker hearts.  
 
    I drew from my sisters as I shot purple spells from my hands at our foes. The only spells I knew. The few that I’d memorized way back in Imi City when I’d studied the books in the library with Ibrahim.  
 
    Talc and Coopersmith did flybys and dipped their chins in my direction. I’d never forget the patterns on Talc and Coopersmith, even if I didn’t know their unique colors. Now the aerie-lords flying above our heads, shown the brightest. No one could forget their uniqueness. Shadow’s copper. Crest’s brass and Rogue’s bronze. But it was the fact that each of them held off at least five to six ravens or enemy Roc that made them truly magnificent.  
 
    Once I got the hang of it, I blasted ravens, distracting some enough for our guys to take them out. Others spiraled to the ground dead.  
 
    Two ravens spied Ibrahim and went after him when his back was turned. “Eeb” I shouted, launching a purple spell at them, hitting one. But I completely missed the second, who sliced his razor-sharp talon across Eeb’s shoulder blade. He struggled to stay in the fight, but he did.  
 
    I didn’t even think about it, shedding my skin to reveal the falcon below and launching myself into the air, flapping powerful strokes with my wings to shoot me up into the fray. I went after the raven’s eyes, gouging them both out. They squished and I gagged, but I kept at them. The enemy didn’t care I was a woman. They were out for blood.  
 
    Three ravens pursued me, one narrowly missing my neck, when I heard Crest in my head. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    His words so threw me off that I missed the ravens regrouping. They charged again, but I didn’t have enough time to get fully out of the way. I knew I was about to die when Ibrahim headbutted me out of the way and took the full brunt of a raven’s claw. It ripped his throat out and he fell.  
 
    I screeched and got caught in the side by another, dislocating my wing when attacked by the third. And when I couldn’t keep myself up, I plummeted down, in the clutches of gravity. One of my girls—Dion, I thought—shot a glow from her hand, slowing my descent, until settling me safely onto the pavement.  
 
    Stark naked and not giving a single crap about it, I scrambled to a naked Ibrahim, lying in an unnatural angle, bleeding out from his wound. I cried and pumped bolt after bolt of purple into his body, as I yelled at him, “Don’t you die. Don’t you dare die.” He jolted and twitched, but he never stopped bleeding.  
 
    Eeb and I were going to start new lives away from Imi. I held my hand over his throat, pressing down and chanted spells. His blood coated my hands and arms and knees where I kneeled. What it didn’t do was stop until he lay there colorless. His heart no longer beat. No, no, no… this wasn’t happening. “Come on, houseboy. Get up, please,” I begged him. “Please.” But he wouldn’t get up. What good was this stupid witch power if I couldn’t save my friend? “Please, Eeb,” I begged again, crying even harder to the point I was going to make myself vomit.  
 
    I screamed a bloodcurdling scream, not realizing that my man and his brothers—along with their men—had ended the conflict. At least I didn’t realize it until ravens began dropping to the ground around me. 
 
    Nišrad and those of his men that were left rounded up. My mate was at my side, lifting me off the ground, his arms shielding me as he carried me inside.  
 
    I, of course, kept wailing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The End of the Battle, Not the War 
 
    In the days following the battle, men and women employed by the city cleaned up after the carnage. It wasn’t a job I would’ve wanted, but I supposed somebody had to do it. They removed bodies and body parts, scrubbed off blood or soaked it up with sand or sawdust. Then they’d vacuum the saturated material, so I was told. 
 
    Crest wouldn’t let me leave the bedroom while I recuperated. As Nišrad was a traitor to the crown, along with the men who followed him, they weren’t granted a trial by jury but given a sentence of a traitor. Meaning, they were to be executed.  
 
    Shadow had been acting in the king’s stead and taking care of Meena. Rogue, as the only unmated aerie-lord, hadn’t made it back into the castle, choosing to look after his men and their rehabilitation if need be, or planning the funerals for those who’d died in service to their king and Cloud City.  
 
    They waited for me to recover enough to attend Eeb’s service. Granting him the sendoff deserving of a warrior who’d given his life to protect an aerie-lady. Whether I was ready or not, he deserved his sendoff, so I stood from the bed on shaky legs right as Crest walked into the room. My right arm in a sling and my left side stitched and bandaged, it wasn’t an easy task. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, sort of yelling at me.  
 
    “I need to shower.” 
 
    “You need to rest, moonbeam.” 
 
    “Ibrahim died saving my life. He deserves his sendoff. We’re giving him his sendoff.”  
 
    “Then let me help you.” He moved to my left, careful to avoid my bandage, and helped me to the shower. Then he pulled my nightie off and sitting me down on the closed toilet seat, he stripped down too.  
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Helping. You won’t be able to stand or wash alone.”  
 
    He was right. I couldn’t do it alone. We stepped inside the shower made of stone and glass block. Meticulously, he soaped up a cloth with my bodywash, then, lathering my hair with shampoo, he held me as I tilted my head back to rinse, the water washing down my face allowing me to shed silent tears for my friend. Lastly, he smoothed on conditioner. We let it set for a few minutes and then I rinsed that away as well.  
 
    Crest washed himself between washing me and when we were both properly rinsed, he turned off the water and helped me back out again, snagging a towel to dry my body and wrap my hair. Before we left, he rebandaged the stitches, then led me out to the bed, where I sat on the edge while he found my clothes.  
 
    Unlike in the human world, we didn’t wear black to funerals. We also didn’t bury our dead. We wore the colors and patterns of our loved one who was no longer with us. While I’d been in bed, Crest had Meena buy my taupe and white outfit. Taupe skirt, white blouse with taupe dots. It looked smartly elegant. Eeb deserved that.  
 
    Crest, being an aerie-lord, dressed in the colors of the crown. I sat at the vanity fixing my hair and applying makeup. Then he carried me down the steps in our apartment, out of our apartment and into the great hall, where we waited for the others.  
 
    My mate had taken the initiative while I’d sat primping in our room, to call his brother Shadow and put out the call across the city. The funeral would happen today, in a few hours. All businesses shut down, as they would for a state ceremony. Not every warrior received such admiration, but for his service to me in Imi and here in Cloud, he’d earned his ending.  
 
    They’d bestowed upon him The Aviatus, the Roc’s highest honor given for bravery in battle and saving many lives. In addition to The Aviatus, they granted him the posthumous title of aerie-duke. Never in the history of the Roc had that title been given to a non-Roc.  
 
    A precession of warriors marched in front of us holding banners of the house of Talon. And behind us, the warriors marched holding banners of the house of Shadow. I didn’t get that and didn’t ask. Not yet.  
 
    After the city had been scrubbed clean, the first order of business was to lower the flags of the Roc to half-mast and to raise the flag of the Ferruginous, Ibrahim’s clan, to half-mast. It had been flying more than a day in honor of my friend.  
 
    When we reached the center of the city, he’d been laid out on a dais lifted high on pillars for all to see. They’d laid him out in gold. Talon’s color. With copper cuffs on his wrists, bronze coins over his eyes and—I stifled a sob—a collar of brass to hide his mortal wound. 
 
    We waited until not an empty section of pavement, grass, or dirt remained. The citizens of Cloud pushed in to see the warrior and say goodbye. I caught a glimpse of Talora and Korian. Part of me wanted to go to her, but I wasn’t strong enough to deal with her grief when mine so consumed me. Maybe we’d meet up on another day, maybe we wouldn’t. She represented Imi, where the three of us had met. It might not be fair to her, but that reminder hurt too much for me to be her friend right now. 
 
    The pyre was lit and the flames engulfed Eeb, burning so strong and hot and bright, I held my hand in front of my face to keep it from burning, but I wouldn’t leave him until he’d gone to live with the gods, his earthly body ashes.  
 
    The procession reversed, the house of Shadow leading, and I would find out why once we arrived back at the castle. Kind of like in New York City, they had a giant teletron, which was a giant flat screen. King Talon, with Queen Avalon at his side, sat at a desk. I noticed Shadow and Meena slip away from our group, but my attention stayed on the king.  
 
    It did this because he was the king, but also because he struggled to speak, as if it were painful for him. I didn’t like seeing the vibrant Talon like that.  
 
    “My people. It has been the greatest honor of my life to lead you. Together we fought the last great war…” He stopped to take a breath and Avalon placed her hand to his shoulder, giving it a squeeze of support. “As any king would to protect his people, when a week ago we were attacked, I led my armies along with my sons…” He sucked in a breath again, wheezing it out. “I was injured, and not being fully recovered from an injury received in a skirmish months ago, I fear I am in no shape to lead you any longer.”  
 
    The people of Cloud gasped collectively. We could hear it rippling throughout the city. “The time has come for me to hand the reins over to my first pair-mated son, the aerie-lord, Crown Prince Shadow, and to spend the rest of my days as husband to my beautiful, strong, loyal Avalon. I will miss leading you but will now relish being your friend.”  
 
    Wow. 
 
    The cameras cut to the throne room as Crest, my witches and I were escorted into the palace. I watched Rogue break away from his army of men, then lost track of him as the throne room filled with the bigwigs of Cloud.  
 
    Rogue joined us, standing to Crest’s right. And I watched, enthralled not by the beginnings of the ceremony, but as Rogue locked eyes with our Dion. I knew it when I followed his line of sight and saw her staring back at him. 
 
    Oh. Boy. 
 
    Swiftly moving across the room, Crest smiled at me as we watched Rogue reach Dion and plant the mother of all kisses to her open lips. A bend her backward over his arm holding her close and tight, kind of kiss.  
 
    “Another one bites the dust,” Crest joked with me and then the music started.  
 
    Talon and Avalon now sat in the thrones. “Shadow, please approach,” Talon ordered loudly.  
 
    Shadow walked slowly, ceremoniously, with Meena’s arm atop his, her feet keeping step. When they stopped in front of the king, he stood with help from Avalon, and spoke. “Shadow, do you swear by your ancestors to protect and lead the Roc of all cities around the globe?” 
 
    “I do,” Shadow replied reverently.  
 
    “Will you fight, giving your life if you must, in the service of the people?” 
 
    “I will,” Shadow answered.  
 
    Then surprisingly, Avalon stepped forward and addressed Meena. “Aerie-lady Meena, as the ear of the king, do you vow to have the interests of your people in mind above all else?” 
 
    “I do,” she said, and I caught a hint of a sniffle.  
 
    “Will you provide our clan heirs to the throne and become the mother of all Roc?” 
 
    Again, she answered. “I will.”  
 
    King Talon addressed them again. “Then Crowned Prince Shadow and Aerie-lady Meena, please step up to the throne.”  
 
    Shadow kneeled in front of Talon as Meena kneeled in front of Avalon. The king and queen lifted the crowns from their heads and bestowed them onto the pair. “Rise,” Talon ordered. “And greet your people, King Shadow and Queen Meena of the Roc.”  
 
    Cheers erupted inside and outside, throughout the city. We could literally hear the roars of approval. Ibrahim would’ve loved this—the good guys winning over Nišrad.  
 
    The people partied into the night. After all the city had been through, Shadow’s first official act as king was to call a state holiday for the rest of the week. I wanted to be happy and celebrate the new king and queen, but my friend had died, and we’d just held his funeral. I didn’t have it in me, so I quietly excused myself slowly, because my injuries started paining again, hefting myself up one step at a time—that was, until I felt strong arms encircle my waist and cup under my knees as Crest swooped me up and carried me the rest of the way to the bedroom in our apartment.  
 
    We chilled in bed, watching movies and talking. Crest let me cry on his shoulder when my grief got to be too much. As a matter of fact, he allowed me to properly grieve my parents, sister, brothers, and my innocence—even though I hadn’t been a virgin when Nišrad first touched me—I’d been innocent just the same. And finally, he let me grieve a friend who, if he had lived, would’ve been my friend for the rest of my life, which was essentially forever.  
 
    He gave me exactly what I needed.  
 
    Then, three days after the coronation, in another state ceremony, I accompanied Crest, Rogue and Dion—who even a blind person could see that despite their Roc tradition she didn’t need to date other men to know Rogue was her one, and the new king and queen, Shadow and Meena, as we all walked to the center square again. This time instead of set up for a funeral, we were there for an execution.  
 
    This, I wouldn’t miss.  
 
    When Nišrad and his men were led onto the stage set up for maximum viewing, Roc old and young, men and women, threw rotten food at the deposed leader and the rest of the prisoners. Starting with his men, one by one, the executions were carried out, every moment televised in every Roc city around the globe, as I found out, the coronation had been.  
 
    Lastly, the man I despised most in the world was led with shackles around his wrists and ankles up to the stump. The blunt end of a spear made contact with the back of each of his knees, forcing him to kneel. The executioner pushed Nišrad’s shoulder to bend him forward until his head and upper body rested on the stump. Rope was tied in two places to keep him from moving. And then the executioner raised his scythe and brought it down against Nišrad’s neck. It took two strikes to separate head from body.  
 
    In a shame meant only for the worst of the worst, only his body was burned. The head was hidden somewhere Crest didn’t even tell me. This way, he’d never make it into the heavens with the gods. He’d be damned forever.  
 
    A dignitary named Freedom was sent to Imi to act as interim regent until a new permanent regent could be voted on by the people and then approved by the new king and aerie-lords.  
 
    That night, we lay in bed, with Crest giving me room again. Room to process what I’d witnessed that morning and anything else that could be on my mind, but I needed him to make me feel better in a very different way.  
 
    “Crest, honey,” I called, rolling over. I propped my head up on my hand. He watched me, waiting. “Will you make love to me?” 
 
    His eyes heated, but even then he restrained himself. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I pressed my lips to the column of his throat and worked up to the underside of his jaw. “Surer than anything in the world.”  
 
    My mate slung his arm around my waist to roll me to my back in a controlled movement. His lips touched skin from fingertips to fingertips. My body burned with the need to be filled by the man I loved.  
 
    Our clothing became a nonexistent barrier in a blink. Crest’s touches moved me like no one else ever could. My heart expanded to ten times its normal size. The rush of love I felt for this man was indescribable. We moved together in rhythm—the back and forth, the push and pull of lovemaking filling me, repairing me, remaking me anew.  
 
    Crest gave me every part of himself until we both rode out that wave of pleasure and with heavy breaths, came back down again.  
 
    Then he held me. After-sex cuddles were one of the best parts of having a true mate. The other parts being every other aspect of our life together so far. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered, my voice husky. 
 
    “I love you, too, moonbeam,” he said. “Thought you’d like to know.” 
 
      
 
    The Story Continues 
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