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        Touch the earth, love the earth, honour the earth, her plains, her valleys, her hills, and her seas; rest your spirit in her solitary places.

        ~ Henry Boston
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      Cold air. A slight breeze. A wisp of material flapping against my naked skin. All things I shouldn’t be feeling this time of night.

      I reluctantly opened my eyes and caught an unfamiliar dark world around me. Silver light streaming through the tops of tall trees was all that cut through the heavy darkness... I closed my eyes tightly.

      I’m dreaming. I must be, for my last memory was staring at the red canopy hanging above my bed, wondering why I felt so different from others.

      Another chilly breeze blew, lifting my thin nightgown and twisting the delicate material around my legs. It made me aware of the hard ground beneath my bare feet. A sharp twig, broken leaves, a thin layer of frost.

      I inhaled a shaky breath and smelled wet soil, rich earth. At the same time, the sounds of the forest tickled my ears. Crickets, an owl hooting in the distance, the rustling of nearby bushes.

      Fear gripped me.

      This must be a dream, for I would never go into the forest at night and barely in the day, and that would only be if I had the King’s guard escorting me. It was far too dangerous, especially with Sodon’s attacks growing closer and closer to my father’s kingdom.

      I pinched my arm hard, hoping to wake myself from this nightmare, but I only felt the sharp sting of my actions. Shit. If, by some strange circumstance, I really was outside the walls of Loreen, then I better get the hell out of here.

      I opened my eyes, and my heart dropped into my stomach, along with a wave of apprehension. I was still standing deep within the bowels of the forest, surrounded by trees and shadows of the night. I spun around, hoping to spot something familiar, but with little moonlight, I didn’t know where I was or how far I’d traveled from the castle.

      I’d been known to sleepwalk over the last couple of years, but I’d never traveled this far! Besides, how could I have passed the guards without being spotted? If my father found out, someone might lose their head.

      This thought startled me into action. I didn’t want anyone hurt because of my seemingly careless actions.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I chose the path most lit up by moonlight and hoped it would lead me to the castle. I didn’t want my father, King Eric, to find out about this as he worried way too much about me, but I feared someone may already have noticed my absence.

      Walking quickly with my arms folded to my chest, I tried to be light-footed along dry autumn leaves, but it was near impossible. I thought about shifting into my fox, as she would tread more quietly, but then I might also be mistaken for prey by one of the many wild animals who stalked this forest.

      I swallowed hard and tried to ignore the nagging thought at the back of my mind. If I remained in my human form, one of Sodon’s beasts might find me. I only hoped I was close enough to the castle to be safe from their evil grasp.

      I rubbed at my arms, trying to warm darkness’s cool embrace, and hurried faster. My gown provided little warmth, more evidence that I’d sleepwalked. A brief thought crossed my mind. Magic. Someone could’ve spelled me, but that was highly unlikely as magic hadn’t been used for decades, at least not that I was aware of.

      A twig snapped behind me. I froze and glanced over my shoulder, narrowing my eyes. I scanned the darkness for threats but saw nothing. However, the rising hairs on my arms told me otherwise.

      Trusting my gut, I turned and ran across cold and rugged earth, ignoring the sharp stings of the occasional rock cutting into the soles of my feet.

      Another twig cracked, followed by a rush of movement behind me, almost as if a gust of wind had driven through several bushes at once, but I had felt no such breeze.

      I ran faster, praying to the Gods that I was heading toward the castle and not further away. What I needed to do was climb a tree until I could see across the tops of them to gain my bearings. From there, I’d surely see the castle as it had been built partially upon a mountainside where it could overlook the valley.

      As a bonus, if I could get myself into a tree, whatever was pursuing me might be fooled by my disappearance and find something else in the forest to stalk.

      Up ahead, I spotted a low-hanging limb. Just before I reached it, I leapt into the air and took hold of it with a sure grip. I used my momentum to swing my legs until I had circled the branch with my hips. From there, I pushed upward and landed with the grace of a fox. I continued upward, climbing each limb with ease, an easy task thanks to Saul’s training, which had made me both agile and strong.

      I ignored the branches’ pointed fingers as they tore into my gown and scraped across my exposed flesh. All that mattered was surviving, for I had made a promise long ago and wouldn’t break it.

      Within seconds, I nearly reached the top but had to stop, fearing the tree’s branches would no longer support my weight. I sucked in several breaths and forced my racing heart to slow so I could listen for whatever monster had been stalking me moments ago.

      I peered down through the many branches and listened closely. A faint breeze whispered through the trees, but the pattern in which it blew made my heart thunder again. It seemed to circle my tree, and with it, the sound of the wind became more focused, taking on a more distinctly human sound. I gripped the tree harder and bit my lip to avoid making any noise.

      “Avaaaaannnniiiii,” the creature hissed in a deep, unnatural voice.

      My chest heaved, and my mind spun at hearing my name pass the lips of what was undoubtedly one of Sodon’s demons. It created a kind of fear I’d never felt before, not even on my mother’s deathbed.

      Whatever was down there, I couldn’t fight it. No one knew how, not even Saul, who was considered the greatest warrior Loreen had ever seen. My best chance at survival was to stay hidden.

      I glanced up and around, searching for help. To my relief, the castle’s tall towers rose high into the night sky, not more than a ten-minute jog away.

      “Avaaanniii,” the creature whined again.

      An enormous shadow moved beneath me, its claws digging past leaves and slicing into hard earth. I could hear each step so clearly, my mouth went dry. Sometimes having special hearing could be a curse.

      Time moved deathly slow as my predator continued to circle the tree time and time again. At least it couldn’t climb, unless... maybe it didn’t want me dead. As the King’s only child, I was very valuable. At five years old, I’d been taken by the Brackhillians, who lived just beyond the Glass Sea. My father had paid them a hefty sum to have me returned. War had nearly broken out.

      Now that I’m of marrying age and have been for a few years, my life has become even more valuable. Many had heard of my rare abilities even though the King had tried hard to keep them secret. Powerful men would pay good money to bed and impregnate me. This thought might scare most women, but Saul and my maid Rose had taught me well about protecting myself.

      Several minutes passed in silence, but every now and then, the creature would move again, then pause. Maybe he didn’t know where I was hiding. I stretched my back, which had grown stiff in my tight position against the tree trunk, then stretched my legs. The beast moved again, but his heavy footfalls retreated deeper into the forest this time. He snorted and grunted in frustration.

      I released a great breath, my chest heaving for much-needed air. I glanced back at the castle. Now to get home.

      I waited another several minutes before I dared to descend. Carefully, I took my time, ensuring each step was as quiet as possible. I paused upon the final limb and focused my hearing. All that returned were the usual sounds of the forest: animals scurrying, crickets chirping, branches swaying in the wind. As far as I knew, I was alone again.

      I leapt to the ground with a hard thud. The impact shot a sharp sting up my leg. I lifted my gown and frowned. Blood trickled down to my foot in a tiny river from a long cut just below my knee. I couldn’t remember when it had happened, but I sure felt it now.

      On closer inspection, I realized it wasn’t that deep and wouldn’t need to be wrapped before I returned to the castle. Focusing my thoughts on my deceased mother, the strongest woman I knew, I ran, ignoring the pain in my leg and the chill in the air.

      I’d barely made it twenty steps when a roar thundered through the forest, shaking the ground beneath my feet. I almost stopped to cover my ears, but it was followed by the heavy sound of something massive racing toward me. Pumping my arms back and forth, I ran until my lungs burned, but it still wasn’t enough. Glancing behind me, the beast, a creature that looked like it had been spat from hell’s mouth, was almost upon me. Its red eyes glowed deep within a shadowy form resembling a bull, and yet it was nearly transparent with wispy, black tendrils in the shape of flames rising from its back.

      My heart beat so fast that I feared I might have a heart attack and die before the beast could reach me. My eyes darted around the forest, searching for anyone or anything who could help me, but I was alone. Nobody would be crazy enough to be here this time of night. They were safely behind the castle walls, so they wouldn’t hear my cries even if I screamed.

      Realization dawned on me then that I wouldn’t be able to outrun this creature from hell nor climb a tree again, which left me with one option: fight. Not far away, I spotted a fallen limb, its end jagged and pointed. It would have to do.

      I glanced backward in time to see the beast leaping toward me. In a move Saul would’ve been proud of, I dropped and slid along the ground, stopping right in front of my new weapon at the last second. I grabbed it and came up to my feet in one fluid motion.

      The beast had abruptly stopped, making its wispy, fiery tendrils sway wildly in the air. It snorted and dug its clawed foot into the ground.

      I gripped the wooden rod with both hands tightly and swung it expertly and hopefully menacingly in front of me. “Get back, demon, or I will run you through!”

      It chuckled with a voice of a human, a sound that sent an icy chill crawling up my spine. “You can’t fight me, girl.”

      Stand your ground. Show them you’re not afraid. Use words. Use your stance and facial expressions. Saul’s voice echoed in my head.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve heard that in my life? Plenty. And each time, I knocked the jackasses to the ground, bleeding and writhing in pain. You will not fare any better.” I infused as much rage as possible into my words, which wasn’t difficult, but it didn’t erase the fear I felt burning through my veins.

      “I will fare better,” the beast’s deep and throaty voice said, “for soon you will be mine to claim.”

      I extended the rustic spear in front of me, the pointed end facing his skull. “I will be claimed by no one.”

      He took a threatening step toward me. “I will not allow you to wear clothing. Your body will be mine to do as I please every second of every day until I grow bored, then I’ll—”

      An arrow whistled out of the darkness and slammed into the beast. He squealed and whipped his head around to get at it, but his bull-like body had already dissipated into the air.

      Anger still coursing through me, I ran at it and stabbed my spiked branch right through it, but it was too late as only puffs of smoke remained of the strange creature. I screamed in frustration and waved my stick back and forth to strike at any remaining parts.

      “The air feels your wrath, my lady,” a deep and silky voice said with a hint of humor.

      I dropped the branch and gasped for air. A man emerged from the forest, tall and built like a mountain. He wore a long leather coat that barely fit his muscular frame and boots that reached the bottom of his knees. His long brown hair hung to his stubbled chin, and his blue eyes practically glowed beneath his bushy eyebrows. Moonlight fell upon his countenance, making his appearance seem even more exotic.

      His whole appearance was like nothing I’d ever seen before. Men in Loreen were typically clean-shaven and wore much lighter clothing. The man striding toward me, however, looked like he’d just woken from a long nap that had started in a much earlier century.

      I raised my hand in a stopping gesture, unsure of this man who didn’t belong in this forest like the monster before him. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “But you’re hurt.” His gaze lowered to my leg as he continued to approach me.

      “It’s just a scratch.” I backed up, my chest heaving at his dominating presence. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me, but I must be on my way.”

      “Not alone. The forest is full of spirits tonight.” He continued toward me while I continued backward.

      “Is that what you killed? A spirit?” My back hit a tree trunk, stopping me cold.

      He came into my space and stared down at me as if it were the most natural thing in the world. At the same time, I also sensed an innocence in his strange behavior, as if he didn’t know our social customs.

      “I didn’t kill it,” he said. “I simply made it go away. For now.”

      He was so close, his warm breath reached my lips, making them tingle with... with what? Anticipation? That’s what it felt like, but that was madness. Just then, the scent of pine, earth, and cinnamon filled my nostrils. My heartbeat stuttered as a wave of desire like nothing I’d ever felt before rocked me to the core.

      “What were you doing in the forest at this time of night?”

      His question cleared my mind enough to push through my poorly timed, lustful feelings. I side-stepped him to create some space between us, giving me a chance to breathe and think even more clearly. “I know this may sound crazy, but I honestly don’t know how I got here. The last thing I remember is falling asleep in my bed, then I woke up here.”

      His brows furrowed in thought, and he glanced back to where the beast had disappeared. “Did it speak to you?”

      I nodded and moved even further away.

      “What did it say?”

      I opened my mouth, about to say how the monster had said my name but thought better of it. I didn’t know who this man was. He might try to take me if he discovered my true identity.

      “Nothing I could understand,” I lied.

      He pursed his lips and took two steps toward me. His strides were so long that I barely had a chance to move backward, but once again, my back hit a tree. “Why do you keep doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      I squirmed under his intense stare. “Trapping me.”

      As if he hadn’t heard me, he said, “You were stupid to face that monster.”

      I lifted my chin a little. “Some might say I was brave.”

      “Then you’re surrounded by fools, which explains why you’re one as well.”

      I lifted my hand to slap him, but he caught it before I was even halfway there. He frowned and stared at my hand as if he’d never seen one before, then his vibrant gaze snapped to mine with such intensity that I held my breath. Another wave of desire slammed into me.

      It was a strange feeling, so much stronger than the faint butterflies I’d felt for a few of Loreen’s soldiers or even the stable boy I’d had a crush on throughout my teenage years. No, this felt different, like being in the center of a storm or riding on the back of an uncontrollable stallion. It was both exhilarating and terrifying, but only terrifying because I knew this man could shatter me in so many ways.

      His eyes wandered over my face, then settled upon my lips, which parted open. My tongue came next, darting out to wet them. I didn’t mean to do the action, but it was as if my body was no longer mine.

      He growled, the sound vibrating in his throat, and dropped his gaze even lower. He moaned and gripped my hand tighter. I lowered my eyes to see what held his attention. My gown had been torn in front enough to give him a full view of one of my breasts. My nipple hardened under his heated gaze.

      He lifted his free hand and brushed across the side of my swollen flesh. “You have spelled me...”

      I shook my head, or at least I thought I did. I hadn’t spelled him, more like the other way around. His thumb slid over to my nipple, and he caressed it softly, moaning, “It’s not safe. I need to get you far from here.”

      My mind screamed that he was right, but I wanted to feel more of his fingers against my skin. I’d felt the touch of a man plenty before; it was a feeling I’d discovered I enjoyed only a few years ago and had found men at court to give me satisfaction, not actual sex, though. That was forbidden until my father found the right man. I couldn’t risk becoming pregnant with just anyone.

      “More, please.” The words escaped my lips before I could stop them.

      He looked up at me in surprise, then his expression darkened with primal hunger. He released my hand and lifted my gown above my waist. I took hold of his shoulders and jumped. At the same time, he grabbed my bare ass. It was as if we were reading each other’s minds.

      My arms came around his neck, and our foreheads touched while our panting breaths mingled. This man, whoever he was, might be the death of me. Never had I been this reckless or irrational.

      With my legs spread and my back against the tree, he pressed his hard member into me exactly where I wanted it. This was the closest a male’s cock had ever come to that forbidden area, making me gasp with pleasure. I couldn’t imagine how much better it would feel inside of me.

      A wolf howled in the distance, the sound pained but also full of rage. I knew that sound.

      My father.
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      “Shit,” I cursed and pushed him away. Whatever spell had possessed me, my father’s wolf howl had broken it. I wiggled to the ground and quickly smoothed my gown. “I have to go.”

      He staggered backward, his face pale. “I apologize. I should never have ... I don’t know what—”

      “Calm yourself. You did nothing I didn’t want.” I turned to leave but glanced back at him. “Thank you for saving me. Truly. Maybe we’ll see each again one day.”

      But I doubted it. I rarely met strangers, especially with Sodon and his men roaming the lands.

      “Wait! You can’t go alone in the woods!” he called after me, but I was already running away from him, heading toward the only place I should be right now—the castle. If my father had shifted into his wolf, something he rarely did, then he definitely knew I was missing.

      The man’s footsteps bounded after me, an action I couldn’t have. He can’t know my true identity.

      Just as I passed a large tree bathed in night’s shadows, I darted behind it and shifted into my fox within a blink of an eye. Shifting had always come easily to me. My jaws clamped down on the gown. I didn’t care that my teeth tore into it; it had already been ruined earlier in the night. I scurried under a nearby thicket and watched as the man ran past me.

      I waited only a few seconds before I abandoned the gown and sprinted out the backside of the bush, and ran in a wide circle toward the castle walls. Knowing how close I was, I felt more comfortable shifting, for I figured any predators who liked to eat foxes lived deeper into the forest. My father’s soldiers liked to hunt, which kept bigger game animals away from these parts.

      My agile body glided across the forest floor in near silence. Now that I was away from the man, inhaling fresh air, I couldn’t believe what I’d done, especially after being attacked by that demon! I was not a reckless person; I couldn’t afford to be. So what the hell had happened?

      Sure, there had been a raw attraction, but I was smarter than that, wasn’t I? Even with the few men I’d allowed into my bedroom chambers, I had been meticulous in choosing them for fear they might take advantage of me and my position.

      My father’s wolf howled again.

      I’m coming!

      It didn’t take me long to reach the small crack hidden by bushes at the bottom of the castle wall. I’d made it myself as a young teenager when I’d first learned to shift. It was just big enough for a fox to go through, and I used it to sneak in and out of the castle. But that had been years ago.

      Squeezing through, I kept to the shadows as I scurried along the inner wall. Torches lit up within every shop and small home as they heard the King’s call. Unlike other kingdoms, in Loreen, bells weren’t required to alert the townspeople of a potential threat. It had always been my father’s wolf howl or his father’s before him.

      I took a hard right into the part of Loreen where most of the castle’s staff lived and raced along the stone walls. When I spotted a white sleeping gown hang drying, somewhat similar to mine, I jumped and clamped onto it with my teeth and brought it down.

      In less than a minute, I shifted back to myself and had it around my naked body. With arms wrapped around me, I hurried through a narrow alley between two stone shops and emerged into the town center, where dozens of guards had already gathered. It was pure chaos as they barked orders at waking shopkeepers, demanding to inspect their premises for the missing Princess.

      “I’m here!” I called.

      The sound of my voice stilled everyone around me, and a whispered hum of my arrival traveled like a wave throughout the village.

      “Move out of the way,” a deep and familiar voice barked.

      Soldiers parted as Saul made his way toward me. Being a head taller than most men, he was easy to spot.

      Before he could say anything, I held up my hands and said, “I’m okay. I’m sorry I worried everyone.”

      He glanced me over, his brows knitted together, as he tried to tell if I was telling the truth. Firelight from the many torches cast dancing shadows across his rugged face, which held many faded scars. Women often whispered of his legendary good looks, but I could never see what they saw. To me, he was a second father figure who could be bossy as hell, but I knew he loved me fiercely.

      “Where were you?”

      I inhaled a slow breath, thinking quickly through my next words. Saul was excellent at spotting lies. “I think I was sleepwalking again. I remember nothing between going to bed in my room and waking over by the wall behind the goat pens.”

      He stepped just in front of me and searched my eyes.

      “Why else do you think I would be out here?” I added with strength in my voice. “I know how dangerous it is and wouldn’t risk it for anything. You know me.”

      He exhaled a slow breath, then turned to the nearest guard and said, “Run and tell the King that the Princess has been found and is all right. We will be there shortly.”

      The young man nodded, then disappeared into the crowd.

      “Give me a blanket,” Saul said to no one in particular. One appeared almost instantly. He wrapped it around me and motioned me to walk next to him. “Your father is extremely upset.”

      “Understandably so, but I truly didn’t mean for this to happen.”

      He glanced at me sideways. “If you are sleepwalking again, then we will have to post a guard by your door at night.”

      I groaned. “You know how I hate that.”

      “It’s for your safety.”

      I sighed. “I know.”

      The townspeople parted for us as we returned to the castle. Many of them mumbled kind words like, “I’m glad you’re back safely, Princess.” And “May the Gods protect you.” I smiled warmly and thanked them. I loved the Kingdom of Loreen. The people had always been good to me, making me want to be good to them.

      Saul led me up stone steps to the castle’s front doors. I could’ve made this trip with my eyes closed. I had spent most of my life within the castle walls, a fact I didn’t hate entirely. One day, I’d go on adventures, see the many lands, but until we rid the world of Sodon altogether, none of us were safe.

      A servant opened a tall and heavy wooden door. It groaned in protest. I hadn’t even crossed the threshold before my maid was upon me, gripping me with strength I didn’t know she had. I grunted, then laughed as I hugged her back. “I’m fine, Rose. Truly.”

      She stiffened, then stepped back and slapped my cheek lightly. She’s the only person in the entire kingdom who probably dared. “That’s for leaving without telling me. I thought we were best friends and shared everything together. If you sneak out at night, I sneak out.”

      “That’s not what you’re supposed to do,” Saul clarified.

      Rose ignored him like usual. Even though she was my servant, we were nearly the same age. Growing up, she was my best friend, so it only made sense to make her my first maid when she turned eighteen so she could move into the castle with me. People said we looked like sisters with our honey-blond hair and fair skin. We were even the same height, but where she had brown eyes, I strangely had one green and one blue eye, both light in color. My mother told me it was so I’d remember to balance everything.

      Rose looped her arm through mine and pulled me into the courtyard filled with torches. Their light cast shadows all around, illuminating many familiar faces. All had wakened and come to see if I was okay. Guilt ate at me. If only I could remember how I’d gotten into the forest!

      “I recognize that expression,” Rose said, her voice low with a hint of playfulness. “You must tell me everything that happened.”

      I shushed her as a tall man who was both loved and feared by all walked toward us. Right now, I feared him. His dirty blond hair was disheveled. He wore his riding pants and a white shirt that hadn’t been buttoned—all signs he’d just transformed back into his human form. He towered over me, his muscles rippling with anger.

      I bowed my head. “Hello, Father. I’m sorry—”

      “Silence!”

      I obeyed and kept my head lowered. Rose tightened her grip on my arm to show her support. A crowd gathered around us, many with sympathetic eyes. They knew what it meant to feel the King’s wrath.

      “You disobeyed a direct order and left the castle telling no one, and at night, too!”

      “But I—”

      “I said silence!” His deep and commanding voice practically shook the ground. “You have disrupted this kingdom, woken everyone’s slumber, annoyed the soldier’s and angered me!”

      I wanted to argue but recognized that now was not the time. Instead, I said, “Yes, father.”

      He paused, then said, “I will punish you for your actions.”

      Hushed cries of worry skittered throughout the crowd.

      I lifted my head in surprise, but when I barely saw the hint of a smile tugging at his lips despite his glare, I said, “I accept whatever punishment you give, for I know you are fair and just.”

      A woman not far away placed her hand to her heart and shed a single tear, probably because she wished she had a daughter as obedient as me.

      The King nodded once and then ordered everyone back to bed. It wasn’t until he had guided me to his study along with Saul and Rose and closed the door that his stern mask disappeared. He swallowed me into a tight embrace.

      “I was so worried,” he breathed into my hair.

      “I’m okay.” I rubbed his back. “Really. I’m fine.”

      Ever since my mother had been found stabbed in the forest, a wound that had eventually killed her, my father worried excessively about me, fearing I might share the same fate one day.

      “She said she’s started sleepwalking again,” Saul explained. He stood erect near the door as if guarding it. He knew no other way. “She woke up by the wall, near the goat pens. She seems to be unharmed.”

      My father released me. “Sleepwalking? But you haven’t done that for years!”

      I shrugged helplessly and looked at the floor. “Maybe it’s all the stress of the recent attacks that’s causing it.”

      That’s what had caused it before—the stress of my mother’s death. At least once a week for nearly four years, they had caught me wandering around. Once I’d even made it to the forest, but that had been early on.

      He lifted my chin gently, his eyes kind and gentle, completely changing from how they’d been moments ago. “Then I shall relieve you of this stress.”

      “What’s her punishment?” Rose cut in.

      My father turned to her. “Excuse me?”

      “You said she had to be punished for disobeying you. What will you have her do?” Her voice held a playful tone. She was one of the few people who knew my father’s actual personality.

      He glanced from me to her. “Have Avani do all your duties tomorrow, including emptying all the bedpans in the whole castle.”

      Rose laughed out loud while I protested greatly. “But I didn’t leave the castle on purpose!”

      He dropped into a nearby chair. “I know, but it would be good for you to occasionally do the servants’ work. They deserve breaks, too.”

      “We sure do, my King. In fact,” Rose placed her hands on her lower back and stretched, “my back has been bothering me for some time now. I may need a few weeks.”

      “Don’t push it, Rose,” he said warily as he scrubbed a hand down his tired-looking face.

      Saul stepped forward. “Time to get back to bed. There’s still plenty of night before the sun rises. We must let the King rest.”

      I frowned and knelt by his side, noting new, fine lines around his eyes. “I’m sorry I worried you. I didn’t mean to.”

      “I know, sweet daughter. There’s just a lot on my mind lately and a lot of tasks I need to accomplish.”

      “Maybe I can help you with them tomorrow?”

      He smiled. “Perhaps. Now listen to Saul and return to your room. Saul will guard it until a more suitable person arrives.”

      I blinked. “Arrives? What do you—”

      “You heard the King, Avani.” Saul pulled me to my feet.

      “Good night, daughter,” my father said, but he didn’t look at me.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      I followed Rose from the room, glancing back at my father once. He rarely kept secrets from me, so whatever it was, it was huge... and terrible.
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      Everyone let me sleep in the next morning, which was nice because it took forever to fall asleep. I kept wondering about my father’s secret, but then I couldn’t stop thinking about the stranger in the woods. Even the thought of him made me ache between my thighs. I rubbed them together, thinking of how he’d pressed his cock to my pussy.

      I opened my eyes briefly and scanned my bedroom. The curtains were still drawn together, but a stream of sunlight peeked through, illuminating dancing dust motes floating through the air. Other than them, I was all alone. I smiled and dipped a hand under the heavy quilt until it reached my bare folds. I parted them with a couple of fingers and circled my clit, while thinking of the mysterious man. The way he’d saved me. His large muscles. His intense, lust-filled eyes and full lips. And his touch! I moaned as I thought of him touching my breast. My fingers moved faster, and my breathing quickened.

      The door flew open. “Good morning, sunshine!”

      I withdrew my hand quickly, feeling my face reddening.

      Rose froze and narrowed her eyes at me. “Are you being a naughty girl? Perhaps thinking of the beast who ravaged you with his kisses and his oh-so-sweet touch last night?”

      “No,” I lied. “I just woke up.” But I cracked a smile and tossed a pillow at her.

      She caught it and hugged it to her chest, staring at it with wanton eyes. “You saved me, you savage man! As your reward, I grant you access to my royal treasure!” Then she kissed it so hard, her face buried into the pillow.

      “You are horrible!” I tossed another pillow at her. “That’s not at all what happened.”

      She stopped and peeked up at me, her eyes barely passing the top of the pillow. “But that’s what you wanted to happen.”

      I groaned and tossed the covers back. I jumped to my feet and moved to the vanity so she could brush my hair.

      Sighing, I dropped into the chair and stared at myself in the mirror. “Even if I did, it couldn’t happen.”

      Her smile disappeared as she picked up a hairbrush. “I know, but when your father finally chooses someone, I’m sure it will be with someone just as sexy and desirable as the man in the forest.”

      I swallowed the growing saliva in my mouth, hoping she was right. Any day now, my father could announce my marriage to a perfect stranger. I startled and sucked in a sharp breath. Maybe that’s why my father seemed so distant last night. He’d finally chosen my mate and husband.

      Rose stopped brushing my hair and looked at me in the mirror. “What’s wrong?”

      “Have you heard any recent rumors about whom my father might have in mind for a potential suitor?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Not recently. I mean, you have the usual one. Prince Bayard in Tel is always interested.”

      I scowled at the thought of marrying that bastard. He may be a King one day, but the last time he asked for my hand, he couldn’t keep his hands to himself. “My father would never choose him.”

      “I agree.” She began brushing my hair again in slow movements. “There’s Prince Leham from Halcyon. I hear he’s a nice enough man, but I doubt your father thinks your bloodline would benefit from such a match.”

      I nodded, already knowing this. Because my father and his father before him had kept our bloodline as pure as possible, we could still possess magic—the ability to shift into specific animals. If I had a child with someone who held no magical abilities, then our magic could be lost from the earth forever like it had from most of humanity. Sure, there might be the occasional outlier, a person born with the ability to use magic, but it was rare and often frowned upon. Only shifting was still considered an honorable form of magic.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Enter,” I called and turned around to see who it was.

      The door opened, and Saul walked in, his expression pinched as if upset. “You look well rested.”

      I smiled and waited for him to continue. It wasn’t often he came to my bed chambers, which meant he needed something.

      “Spit it out, Saul,” Rose said. “The Princess needs a bath. She smells like goats.”

      I elbowed her. “I do not.”

      Saul cleared his throat. “We have a visitor, someone your father wants you to meet.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I was right. My father had finally found a suitor for me. “Do you know him?”

      His expression darkened. “I am aware of who he is, and that’s all I’ll say on the matter. Get ready.”

      He closed the door before I could ask more questions.

      I met Rose’s gaze in the mirror. At the same time, we blurted, “Shit.”

      Based on Saul’s reaction, the man had to be a suitor and one Saul didn’t like. Prince Bayard. Saul had nearly come to blows with the young Prince when Saul had caught him harassing me. I shook my head. I couldn’t believe my father would suggest such a scoundrel.

      “What am I going to do?” I whispered.

      Rose rested her hands on my shoulders. “Whatever you think best. Your father is a good man, but do not let him tie you to someone you don’t want to be with for the rest of your life. That’s no way to live.”

      I stood from the chair and paced across the cold wooden floors. “But I will always do what’s best for our kingdom and our people.”

      “How can marrying that pompous ass help anyone?”

      I shrugged a little.

      She crossed the room to me and took hold of my hands. “If we must, we can run away. I have family near the Glass Sea. They will gladly welcome us.”

      I squeezed her hands. “That seems a bit extreme. Let’s hear what my father says first, and then we will decide what steps to take.”

      It didn’t take long for me to bathe and get dressed; it never did. I wasn’t a typical Princess who spent money on the latest fashion or special dinner parties. I preferred to keep my life simple, as time with those I loved was far more valuable than any material possessions.

      “You look beautiful,” Rose breathed.

      “Maybe I should roll around in the mud then.” I flashed a wry smile and then inhaled a great breath. “No point dragging out the inevitable.”

      We left my room, the silence between us heavy. Not only would I have to marry a possible brute, but there was a chance my future husband might not let me take my personal maid, which meant Rose and I would be separated. I mustn’t let that happen.

      My feet felt like lead as I walked down long marbled steps to my father’s study. I glanced at the many paintings along the wall of older ancestors, all men and women who helped shape the kingdom into what it was today. Sunlight from the many skylights above lit up their confident expressions. I needed to be more like them.

      By the time we reached my father’s study door, my lips had turned up just slightly, my chin a little more than that, and my eyes were alive with self-assuredness—just like my ancestors, I hoped.

      Rose rested her hand on the door to push it open for me, but Saul’s loud, angered voice stopped her. Our eyes met, and we leaned closer to the small opening to listen in.

      “But why him?” Saul demanded. “Of all people, he should not be allowed into Loreen.”

      “The past is in the past,” my father’s tired voice responded. “These are challenging times, so we must turn to those who can help us the most.”

      “But we’re partly in this mess because of him!”

      “I agree with Saul.” My uncle’s voice. He must’ve returned last night.

      I looked back at Rose questioningly, wondering who they were talking about.

      Rose shrugged and continued listening.

      “You can’t know that,” my father said. “All we have are rumors and our grandparents’ stories.”

      Saul’s footsteps moved across the room. “And that makes you feel any better about your decision?”

      “He’s powerful, and he’s promised to do his duty to make up for any past wrongdoings. That is good enough for me. Besides, Avani’s safety is all that matters.”

      “Which is exactly why it should be me!”

      I reeled back in surprise. Was it possible that Saul was interested in me? I wrinkled my nose, as did Rose. That’s a match that could never happen. Just the thought of it made me want to vomit. He was far too old.

      Straightening, I stepped back and knocked on the door. Might as well get this over with.

      “Come in,” my father said.

      I walked in first, my hands clasped together. Despite the seriousness of the conversation we were about to have, I smiled at the rush of pleasant memories that flooded my mind. I loved my father’s study with its warm gold and blue hues and dark wood trim that encased the walls and windows. On my left, that same wood had been used to create dozens of shelves that held some of my favorite books. My mother often read them to me when I was little in this very room.

      “You wanted to see me?” I said to my father.

      He smiled and crossed the room to me. “You look lovely. How are you feeling today after such an exciting night?”

      “Well rested. Thank you for letting me sleep in.”

      “She was supposed to do my chores,” Rose mumbled, but no one glanced her way.

      “Have a seat, daughter. Rose, you may go.” My father walked back to his desk.

      “I’d prefer to stay if that’s okay,” she said.

      “It’s not.” He sat down. “I’m sure Avani will share all the court’s gossip as soon as we finish.”

      Rose smiled knowingly at me, nodded once to the King, then left the room. Saul walked to the window and stared through the glass to the forest beyond, his brows knitted tightly together.

      I sat down across from my father, then politely acknowledged my uncle, who sat cross-legged on a chair nearby. “Hello, Uncle Barbos. I hope you had a safe journey.”

      “I did, thank you. And you look lovely as always,” he responded with a smile and a twinkle in his gray eyes. “So much like your beautiful mother.”

      I blushed and averted my gaze. My uncle often did that—compared me to my mother. When I was little, I used to love the comparison, but I don’t think he realized how the constant remarks often saddened my father. My mother was his soul mate.

      “Oh, Avani,” my father sighed and placed his fingers in a steeple at his chin, his eyes focused on papers scattered on his desk. Lines in his forehead ran deep and many.

      I leaned forward. “What weighs on you, father?”

      He looked up at me. “I’ve always been honest with you, and I want to keep with that tradition.”

      I swallowed the hard lump in my throat and waited for him to continue.

      “The attacks outside the city walls are growing more frequent.”

      “I know this.”

      “And Sodon’s minions are moving closer. In fact, several were seen near Strawberry Pond only a few days ago.”

      I brought a hand to my mouth. “Several?”

      He nodded. “Not only are their numbers growing, but they are making trade almost impossible with other kingdoms. I think it’s time we align ourselves with others so we can,” he paused, “go to war against Sodon. Our tactics against him simply aren’t enough anymore.”

      “War?” I twisted my hands in and out of each other. I had yet to experience war in my lifetime, but I’d heard stories of how horrible it was. The injuries. The deaths. Many widows and orphans left behind. It would take years for our kingdom to recover.

      I leaned back in my chair. “So this isn’t about finding me a suitor?”

      He chuckled, as did my uncle. “This is hardly the time for romance and weddings.”

      “Then who did you want me to meet?

      Saul glanced at my father, shaking his head, and even my uncle’s expression darkened.

      “Someone who can protect you,” my father continued, worry filling his countenance. “Because we need help from other kingdoms, I will have to travel there to convince them. The road is dangerous, however, and we will need many of our soldiers to go with me, leaving behind only a small force to protect Loreen. It’s you who will remain behind in charge of my kingdom.”

      My uncle groaned in protest, but my father shot him an angry look. There was always a strange tension between them. Sometimes I wondered if this was why my father had made Barbos Loreen’s ambassador. This position, although a great honor, made it so Barbos was frequently away from Loreen.

      My father’s gaze returned to mine. “I must ensure you are well protected in my absence, as Saul will be coming with me.”

      I exhaled, relief relaxing my tightened muscles. I didn’t like the idea of us going to war, but at least I didn’t have to worry about marrying a stranger now. “This is such a small thing you ask, Father. Did you think I would fight you on this?”

      Saul snorted and turned away from the window to face me. “Of course not. Having a protector is not the problem. It’s who will do the protecting.”

      I furrowed my brow. “I don’t understand.”

      “I had to make sure I had the best man to protect you, but some think he comes with a shady and troubled past.” My father leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desk. “I assure you, he will do all he can to keep you safe.”

      “You’re worrying me, father. Who is this man?”

      “He’s strong, powerful, and can use magic—”

      My eyes widened. “Actual magic?”

      “A devil in disguise,” my uncle mumbled under his breath in a sharp tone.

      My father ignored him. “One of the few alive who doesn’t work with Sodon. He’s been around a very long time.”

      “He betrayed Loreen,” Saul added.

      “We don’t know that,” my father snapped.

      Saul bowed an unspoken apology.

      A loud and harsh knock at the door made me jump.

      “That must be him.” My father came to his feet and circled his desk.

      I stood up next to him as he ordered the person in.

      The door opened, and a wave of warm, pressurized air slammed into me at the sight of the man coming toward me.

      Tall, chiseled muscles and blue eyes that burned straight to my core.

      My mysterious stranger from the forest.

      I sucked in a sharp breath. He had the same reaction but recovered more quickly than I did. He averted his gaze and looked from my father to Saul and finally to Barbos. “I sense not everyone here approves of my presence.”

      His deep voice, the smooth tone, further unhinged me. All I wanted to do was rip the clothing from my body and beg him to take me right then and there. The image choked me, which I quickly covered up by clearing my throat. Get your shit together, Avani. You can’t let this man know how he affects you.

      My father moved toward him and extended his hand. “It doesn’t matter how others feel about you. I know your true character and know you will keep my daughter safe.”

      I buried my lustful feelings, leaving only extreme frustration to guide my words and actions. I didn’t want this man here. What happened the night before had been a huge mistake and could never happen again.

      “Who is this?” I demanded, my tone sharp.

      “Princess Avani,” Barbos said with a hint of disdain in his voice, “this is Flint of the Brass Mountains.”

      Flint. The name shot electrical energy through my veins. Something about it was so familiar, so warm and comforting, but I shoved aside those positive feelings just as soon as they came. Whatever it took, I had to get rid of him.

      “And is this Flint of the Ass Mountains truly to be my protector?”

      Barbos chuckled, and even Saul cracked a satisfied smile.

      “It’s Brass Mountains,” Flint corrected.

      My cool gaze mirrored his own. “Pretty sure it’s ass.”

      “Enough, Avani!” my father scolded. “Flint will guard you around the clock, no exceptions.”

      I snorted and glanced at Flint, trying hard to ignore the fluttering in my stomach when our eyes met again. “This beast of a man looks like he just crawled out of a bear’s den. I’d fare better having Saul around.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Saul said, throwing up his arms.

      Flint stepped toward me, making my thighs clench tightly. I wish he wouldn’t come any closer, as I couldn’t control my body around him. I subtly moved back.

      He stopped as if he could sense my discomfort. “I assure you, Princess, no one can keep you as safe as I can.”

      Barbos groaned loudly, but my father shut him down. “This is happening. It’s my decision, so all of you,” he glanced from me to Saul and then Barbos, “must deal with it. Flint begins immediately.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the sudden emotions swarming inside me. “What do you expect me to do, Father? Entertain this brute?”

      “Nonsense. Just continue with your life as you would. You could even pretend Flint doesn’t exist for all I care. He will just be in the shadows, always keeping a watchful eye on you.”

      “Always,” Flint added, his voice deep and rich and with such intensity that my nipples hardened.

      I groaned and spun around, eager to get out of there before I gave Flint any sign of how my body was a traitorous bitch. To my father, I said, “Fine. I’ll pretend he doesn’t exist, but that’s only if he keeps his distance. His smell will give him away.”

      My father rolled his eyes. “Don’t be dramatic, Avani. Flint is my friend, and he might become yours one day, too, if you only gave him a chance.”

      I wish my father knew what he was saying. There was no being friends with Flint, not with how my body reacted to him. Getting close to Flint could only involve lots of touching, kissing, fucking... I groaned inwardly. I had to get out of this room!

      “I have duties to attend to,” I snapped. “Good day, father, Saul, and uncle.”

      I didn’t give them a chance to say anything further before I walked past Flint to leave the room.

      “I’ll be watching,” he whispered to me, his voice sarcastic yet playful as well.

      I glared, then threw open the door. I made sure it slammed behind me, then hurried down the hall.

      Rose trailed after me, the sound of her leathered shoes echoing behind me. “What happened? Who was that man?”

      Turning the corner, I glanced behind me. I didn’t see Flint, but I sensed him coming somehow, which annoyed the hell out of me. “I’ll tell you in a minute. Walk faster.”

      We hurried through the castle halls, taking many turns, one of them down a narrow, circular staircase very few used anymore because of the many steps that had crumbled under the weight of time.

      “What are we doing?” Rose gasped, out of breath.

      “Trying to get away from my new escort.”

      She took hold of my arm and stopped me near the bottom of the stairs. “That sexy man is who your father hired to protect you?”

      “Sexy? I hadn’t noticed.”

      “You can’t be serious. What is wrong with you?” The corners of her mouth turned up, and she hitched an eyebrow. “This man could become your new boy toy.”

      The thought of this made my knees weak. I would love to feel this man’s touch on me again, breathe his same air, taste his lips, but it was too dangerous because there had been something between us, a connection that scared me. He wasn’t royalty like me. Any match between us would be disastrous for our kingdom. My people and my father’s love would always come first before any physical needs of mine.

      “He will never be that.” I continued walking, thinking of a way to distract Rose from questioning me further. Normally I’d tell her everything, but I didn’t want her to know that Flint was the man who had saved me last night. I was afraid she wouldn’t be able to keep her mouth shut around us, which would only add to my torture.

      As soon as we reached the courtyard, I glanced behind us. No sign of Flint. I smirked. It would be easy to lose him here in this place that I knew like the back of my hand. I could do this.

      I turned back around. My smile disappeared when my eyes met Flint on the other side of the courtyard, leaning against a stone post, wearing the same smirk I’d had on moments before. How had he found me so quickly?

      Ignoring him, I lifted my chin a little and continued walking, forcing myself to think of something, anything, other than the sexy man whose gaze would always follow me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ FLINT ~

      

      

      

      I followed Avani from her bedroom to the kitchen, so far back she’d never see me. I’d learned that first day that I didn’t need to see her to follow her. Her scent was far too strong for me to miss. It filled my nostrils daily, the scent of honey and fresh cream so potent I could practically taste it on my tongue.

      It was good I stayed back as far as possible; otherwise, I might do something I’d regret. Not harm her. No, I’d never do that. More like ravish her, but Avani had been clear in her instructions to stay in the shadows, be unseen. And so that’s what I did day in and day out.

      I used this time not only to protect her but also to uncover the Princess’s true identity. She was not a normal human, that much I was certain. I knew it the first moment I’d caught her scent in the forest, the first moment I’d laid eyes on her, and the first moment I’d touched her skin.

      My body shivered pleasantly at the memory. I hadn’t known at the time who she was. How could I? No one roamed the Stone Forest at night, not for years. I thought the woman I’d come upon had just escaped a terrible fate only to be found by another—the demon who’d nearly killed her. One of Sodon’s otherly shadows, wisps of smoke from the Iron Mountains that could take on various forms. Sodon could also communicate through them, something I’d only seen twice, one of those times being last night when I heard it say something to Avani. This worried me. Was the interaction deliberate or a coincidence? Either way, Sodon had been stupid to send one so close to Loreen. It would only incite war, but maybe that’s what he wanted.

      The day after that encounter, when I’d discovered the woman in the forest was none other than the Princess, I’d almost turned down the job given to me by King Ferlyn, my old friend. But the thought of leaving the Princess had sent daggers to my heart. Why, though? Who was this woman who made my cock jump at the mere scent of her? Maybe it had been too long since I’d been with a woman with whom I’d felt any real physical attraction since Lilly.

      The memory of Lilly had me leaning against the stone wall of the castle, rubbing my knuckles hard against my sternum as if I could scrub the pain of her death from my heart. It had been nearly two hundred years, yet I still ached for her.

      Closing my eyes tightly, I turned my head in agony, but then Avani’s powerful scent once again filled me and spurred me forward. Part of me hated how Avani distracted me from my thoughts of Lilly, but the other part of me wanted to pursue the emotions brewing inside my heart and mind. Maybe if I satisfied myself with this seductive woman, I could move on and return to mourning Lilly. It would be easy enough. I could tell Avani felt the same way, especially when I drew close. The hairs on her arms would rise, and a shiver would ripple across her milky white flesh. Sometimes I could even smell her desire, which only added to my agony.

      At least I knew a little of why I’d sensed Avani’s differentness that first night. Her blood held shifter magic, though I had yet to confirm it. Her father could shift into a wolf, but that didn’t mean she could. It wasn’t just that, however. Other magic flowed within her veins, and I had to find out what kind. Maybe that could help solve the strange attraction I held for her.

      “Flint,” a commanding voice called, startling me from my thoughts.

      I glanced to the courtyard and spotted the King waving me to him. I glanced back in Avani’s direction. She’d reached the kitchen and should be safe there.

      Veering directions, I crossed the stone-paved courtyard, passing tall potted plants and trees until I reached him. “Yes, your majesty?”

      “Follow me.”

      I nodded, as was the custom, and kept my head on a swivel until we reached the small library on the north side of the castle. The way the King moved, shoulder straight and tight, fingers curled into his palms, told me something was wrong.

      He held open the door for me and motioned for me to pass by him. As soon as I crossed the threshold, he looked both ways, then closed the door. His shoulders dropped, and he ran his fingers through his hair.

      “What’s wrong, Eric?” I asked, calling him by his given name, something only a few could do.

      “I received a letter this morning from King Torrin. He won’t discuss any kind of alliance unless it’s in person. He wants me to leave right away for Forensce.”

      “Then go. What’s the problem?”

      He sighed and dropped into a nearby chair. “More of Sodon’s beasts were spotted in the forest, and two of them attacked my soldiers, killing one. The rest got away.”

      I cursed under my breath.

      “Shit is right,” he said, much louder than I had. “With how indecisive Torrin has been in the past, I fear traveling to Forensce will waste valuable time, plus it means it would leave Avani in charge, making her more vulnerable.”

      “No harm will come to Avani,” I said with such fierceness that Eric drew his brows together in confusion at my intensity. I quickly added, “She is in excellent hands with me.”

      He exhaled a weighted breath. “I believe you. You’ve always been a man of your word and have more honor than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      “I wish others felt as you do.”

      “Others don’t know the truth as I do.”

      A long silence passed between us. Very few knew what happened decades ago when the King was just a young man.

      “What would you have me do, Eric?” I asked him.

      “Just keep her safe.” He stared at the floor, shaking his head. “I’ve always known she was meant for greatness, but I fear if Sodon sinks his claws into her, he will use her gifts for evil.”

      This caught my attention. “What gifts?”

      He snorted. “Don’t pretend you can’t feel her power, her strength. I don’t even understand them.”

      This silenced me. Who was this Avani if even her own father didn’t know?

      Not knowing what else to say, I said, “I will keep her safe. I promise.”

      Eric dropped his head against the back of the chair. “Thank you. It means the world to me. I’ll return just as soon as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      The night Eric left, I stayed closer to Avani more than usual. I watched her eat only a few tables away. I stayed near her when she walked through the village delivering bread to the poor, and I never looked away during her combat training.

      At first, she scowled at me, but as the day wore on, she pretended I didn’t exist. When night arrived, and she retired to her bedroom, she didn’t look at me as she closed her door, but I saw her shiver when I said goodnight. My words always did that to her, just like hers did the same to me.

      I pulled a chair over to her door and sat down to bar it. Two times in the last couple of weeks, she’d opened it and attempted to escape while sleepwalking. It had taken little to get her to return to bed, but still, I had to make sure she didn’t leave the castle.

      Nothing eventful happened for the first few hours. I occupied my time by using a knife to whittle a thick piece of wood into the shape of a raven. I was only halfway done when the air shifted. It felt subtle, like the beating of a bird’s wing on a windless day, but it was there. Frowning, I stood and looked around.

      Avani opened her door, arms hanging limp at her side and eyes glazed over. I’d seen that look before.

      “You’re sleepwalking, Princess. Return to bed.” I used a gentle voice, hoping not to startle her.

      Her brows gathered, and she shook her head.

      This is new. “You need to return to your bed and go back to sleep. Do you hear me?”

      Her hand lifted like she might want to hold mine, but then she violently shoved my chair to the side.

      “Avani,” I said sharply, but she didn’t indicate that she had heard me. My pulse raced, and I took hold of her shoulders to turn her around, but she knocked my hands aside. “What the hell?”

      “I must get to him,” she whispered and sidestepped me to continue walking down the hall.

      I appeared in front of her so quickly that she should’ve jumped, but her consciousness was long gone, which meant someone or something controlled her.

      “Get to who?” I asked.

      She ignored me and tried to pass again. This time, I picked her up and held her to my chest. She squirmed within my grip and thrashed her head, but that only made me tighten more.

      I swallowed hard and forced myself to take a breath, hoping it would calm my racing pulse and the rage swimming through my veins. I didn’t like that she was being controlled like this. It had to be Sodon or one of the many sorcerers working under him. If what her father said was true about her being magically unique, then any one of them would want her for their own sick and twisted needs.

      “Let me go,” Avani hissed. She managed to get a hand free and smashed her fist into my chin. The blow landed with surprising force.

      I readjusted my grip and carried her back into the bedroom, then closed the door behind me with the underside of my boot. I didn’t want anyone to hear our next conversation lest they try to wake her up before I could question her. Maybe I could figure out who had spelled her.

      Dropping her onto the bed, I moved to step back, but she sprang up and darted toward the door again. I chased after her and grabbed her with both hands on her upper arms. “Who are you trying to get to?”

      She struggled within my grip and growled, “My mate who belongs to the night and the one who will make me strong and powerful.”

      The rage I’d been trying to hold back came now and surged through my system, making my muscles tremble. The fevered energy was so forceful that I sucked in a breath. But it was my next thought that truly shook me to the core: She is mine. No one else’s, and I will kill anyone who tries to take her from me.

      What was I thinking? I shook my head. Avani couldn’t be mine. My fated mate had died a long time ago, and yet, a memory stirred of me kneeling at my mate’s lifeless body along with my three brothers, speaking forbidden words—

      Avani kicked my shin hard, making me snarl. No more of this. Whatever additional information she might have, it probably wasn’t worth the many bruises I’d suffer to get it.

      I brought her close to me and called upon earth’s magic. It had been a long time since I’d used it, so it was slow to respond, but when it did, its power flowed through my veins, bled into my muscles, and shocked me with a burst of energy.

      “Look at me,” I commanded. She continued to thrash her head back and forth. Hooking one arm around her waist and pressing her to me, I used my other hand to tilt her chin up, forcing her to meet my gaze.

      “Listen to my voice and only my voice,” I ordered as I transferred earth’s magic into her, followed by the words: “With the strength of boulders, the might of mountains, and the power of life, destroy the dark magic within this vessel that causes so much strife.”

      Her body stiffened, then began to tremble. Her face twisted in pain, which made me cradle her to my chest as I waited for my magic to extinguish whatever spell had taken hold of her.

      With her this close to me, my possessiveness grew, and long-forgotten emotions swelled within me. Mine. The thought appeared again in my mind. It was impossible, wasn’t it? A person, an ancient being like me, was only given one fated mate unless... our magic all those centuries ago had actually worked, but that would mean—

      Her body relaxed in my arms. I glanced down at her, and she looked up at me. The distant look in her eyes was gone, but a new gaze replaced it—one similar to someone who had drunk too much. This could happen sometimes when a human experienced too big a dose of magic. My enchantment had probably pushed her over the edge.

      “Hello, Flint,” she murmured, then smiled. “You’re looking extra good tonight.”

      I pretended I didn’t hear her and helped her toward the bed. “You were sleepwalking again. I’m going to put you back to bed.”

      “Yeah, you are.” She winked at me, then stumbled.

      “Careful.” I steadied her again, then slowly laid her down. She attempted to pull me with her, but I quickly untangled myself. The motion skirted her nightgown high on her bare thighs. I groaned inwardly as my cock hardened. “I’m going to go now. Sleep.”

      “Please don’t go just yet,” she begged as her gaze flickered to her naked legs. “I’m not even covered.”

      Fighting every instinct to touch her, I said, “Then grab the blanket at your feet and pull it over you.”

      She attempted to sit up but collapsed back into bed with a grunt. “I’m too tired. What did you do to me?”

      “I helped you.” I leaned forward, took hold of the quilt, and pulled it over her. As I did so, her scent slammed into me stronger than ever, and I inadvertently glanced at the apex of her thighs.

      She caught my hand before I could let go of the blanket. “I saw that.”

      I jerked my hand free. “Saw what?”

      “You looked at my pussy.” She spread her legs slowly, deliberately, until I could see the faint outline of her plump folds. “Do you want it?”

      Heat warmed my core, and I stepped back. “Go to sleep, Princess.”

      I turned to leave but froze when she said, “You’re different, Flint. I sense it.”

      She turned onto her side and pulled the blanket up and around her shoulders. Her eyelids drew low, and she mumbled, “I think we are meant for each other.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I waited for her to say more, but her eyes closed, and she exhaled a long, sleepy breath.

      Through rapid breaths, I quietly returned to the door, opened it, then looked back at her again. I didn’t know what I was feeling or what was between us, but if it had anything to do with Lilly, then I had to do whatever it took to find out. Not just for me but for my brothers.

      Our whole lives could change forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ AVANI ~

      

      

      

      “You’re going easy on me, Drew,” I breathed as I ducked beneath his balled fist. Besides Saul, he was Loreen’s best fighter. I also considered him the best looking with chiseled muscles, wavy blond hair to his shoulders, and eyes that made me feel like I was the only woman in the kingdom worthy of his attention.

      “Maybe, but I can’t risk hitting the Princess. Your father will hang me.”

      I sidestepped him and threw a fist at his unprotected flesh just below his ribs. The move caught him off guard, and he grunted from the blow.

      “My father may hang you, but if you keep going soft on me, you’ll face my wrath.” I blocked his kick aimed for my ribs.

      “I can’t win,” he mumbled and stepped back. “I’m getting a drink.”

      He walked away from me, looking defeated. I hated that he wouldn’t fight me at full strength. For the last year, it had been like this. I’d reached a point where mentally and physically, I felt I could match him or any other soldier, but I was never given a chance to prove it. Sure, I was a lot smaller, but there was a strength I’d felt growing inside me, and it wanted to be released.

      If Saul were here, he’d fight me harder, but he’d left with my father nearly a week ago to go to Forensce, which left me in charge of Loreen. Thankfully, our kingdom wasn’t hard to manage as my father already had leaders in place to oversee our economy, education, the health of our people, etc. All I had to do, unless something terrible happened, was to meet with them once a week to make sure there were no issues. This left me with plenty of time to hone my body and skills so I might become strong enough to face whatever future my mother had seen for me.

      I picked up a cloth from the ground and wiped the sweat from my face. My gaze locked with my uncle, who stood on the other side of the courtyard, watching me closely with a few of his advisors. He smiled and mouthed, “Well done.”

      I mocked a bow and grinned. I liked my uncle. He let me do things others wouldn’t. Like when I was a teenager, he didn’t snitch on me when he caught me sneaking outside the castle at late hours to go swimming in Strawberry Pond with Rose and whoever else we could talk into going with us. He would just wink and tell me to have fun.

      The hairs on my arms suddenly lifted, and I shivered, knowing why the sensation had occurred. If I turned my head, I’d catch Flint watching me.

      It had been like this all week. I had tried to pretend he didn’t exist, but I could always feel him eyeing me most of the day. Only at night, safe within my bed, was I relieved of his intense, overwhelming stare, but this still gave me little comfort, for I knew he stood just outside my door, his chest rising and falling with each breath. Sometimes I could hear him breathe, hear his heavy footfalls pacing the hall. He’d stop at my door, and sometimes I swore he’d place his hand on the handle like he wanted to come in. I didn’t know what I’d do if he did. A big part of me hoped he would so I could feel his touch skimming across my bare flesh, roaming to parts of my body that yearned for a release.

      Even though that never happened, I did appreciate having him outside my room at night. Three times, now, he’d caught me sleepwalking. I had no memory of these events, though. Rose always told me the next morning how Flint would catch me and place me back to bed. She slept in the room next to me and heard much of it.

      Drew returned to me with his shirt back on. Pity. He had an amazing chest. “I’m sorry, Princess, I’m done for the night, but,” he glanced around as if to make sure no one was listening, “I can come to your room later to service you in other ways if you’d like.”

      I smiled and batted my eyelashes. Drew was my favorite of the few boy toys, as Rose called them, I utilized. He knew how to do things with his tongue the other two didn’t. Plus, it might be nice to release the burning tension between my thighs that had been constant since Flint arrived.

      “I’d like that,” I said.

      He bowed and walked away, grinning. I watched his toned ass as he walked up the stone steps to the castle, but then Flint stepped between us, blocking my glorious view. His nostrils were flaring, chest heaving, and brows furrowed like he was angry, but what did he have to be mad about?

      Ignoring him, I picked up my sword and walked away deeper into the garden, where I could practice my footwork alone. The last of the sun’s light clung to the horizon casting a golden glow across the landscape. Everything became more vibrant this time of night, and I swore I felt the sun’s power giving me a burst of energy that would often carry into the darkness.

      I needed this time to distract myself from what I must do tomorrow. No one would like it, but I wanted to see for myself the conditions of our small army not far from the great circle of walls surrounding the kingdom. Reports indicated that our soldiers were losing faith in our cause. Some had even been caught defecting to Sodon or simply abandoning their post altogether. If my father were here, he’d go to them to bolster their spirits, not only with supplies but to show them our appreciation and love. So, like my father, I must do the same.

      I followed the cobbled path through many trees and floral shrubs until they opened into a small clearing of only grass; three metal benches sat at the border. This is where many ladies of the court liked to come to read or gossip but not me. I came here to train and always at night.

      Standing in the center, I lowered into an offensive position, then closed my eyes and breathed in and out slowly while I drew in both the power of the sun and moon into me. I probably imagined the sensation, but I often felt light seep into my skin and fill my veins with life. Maybe it was like this for everyone, but I never dared ask for fear they might think me mad.

      With light passing the barrier of my flesh, my muscles stretched, my bones strengthened, and I became aware of everything around me. Insects and animals scurrying for food or shelter, soldiers in the distance speaking of women and fighting, villagers closing their shops and preparing their children for bed... and then there was Flint.

      I sensed him standing near a clump of trees not far away, spying on me. I could feel his anger tainting the air with a sour smell. Faint, but it was there. Maybe he heard what Drew had said to me about coming to my room. Flint could have special hearing like me. I knew nothing about him. If that was the case and he had overheard our conversation, then maybe he was jealous? Maybe he was attracted to me, too, and wanted to touch me. The thought made me hitch a breath and sent heat straight to my core.

      If Flint insisted on watching, I’d give him something to think about, and then, if I felt brave enough, I’d ask him about establishing a special arrangement between us, one that left us both satisfied.

      Stabbing the sword into the ground, I sort of faced him and began to unbutton the loose fighting shirt I only wore for training. I fingered the buttons slowly and deliberately, taking my time to unhook each button. My hand slid up my bare shoulder and pushed the material from my back, leaving me in only a tight, cropped bodice that pushed my breasts up so high they looked like they might spill from the tight material.

      I loosened my leather pants and shimmied my way out of them, bending over just right to give Flint a clear view of my ass as I detached each leg. All that covered me now were snug-fitted black underwear and my bodice. Should I be caught dressed like this, I’d be scolded greatly, but it would be a rare occurrence for anyone to come to check on me. They all knew this was my private time for meditating, training, or whatever, which Flint clearly ignored.

      The feeling in the air from Flint’s direction changed from rage to primal lust. How I knew this was beyond me, but his emotions were so strong they permeated the very oxygen I breathed. I licked my lips to taste them and moaned a little.

      I picked up my sword again, lowered back into my offensive position, then began my solo training as Saul had taught me. I swung the sword above my head, stepped forward two steps, jabbed, then retreated with the sword stabbing behind me.

      It was more like a dance than any kind of combat training. I danced across the meadow, my arms synchronized with my feet, while the sword became an extension of my body. I sliced through the air, twisting and turning, rising and falling. Cool air whispered past me, and darkness kissed my bare skin. I became entranced with my movements, as I often did, and the world and all those in it faded away. It was only me and the earth.

      I loved these rare moments because it's when I felt most connected with the shifter magic within me. It roared awake and spoke of ancient things in a language I didn’t understand. Accompanied by those foreign words, four symbols would often flash through my mind, but I never recognized them. One day I would, and when that time came, I truly believed the world would change.

      I chuckled to myself at these fanciful thoughts as if I could have such an impact, but they were fun to entertain nevertheless.

      My sword clashed with something hard, snapping me back to reality. I gasped for air and waited for my vision to focus. Flint came into view. He no longer wore a shirt, exposing a muscular chest much bigger and broader than Drew’s.

      He stepped back, taking his sword with him. “You looked like you could use someone to train with.”

      “Did I?” I glanced down at my nearly nude body. “Wearing this?”

      He kept his intense blue eyes on mine. “I hadn’t noticed. Did you change?”

      I huffed and averted my gaze to look anywhere but at him. “I like to be alone when I train here.”

      “Is that because you feel you’re not as strong as others and need to practice more? Because if that’s the case, I can help you get better.”

      Heated anger fueled the flames already burning within me. “I do it alone because no one can match me.”

      A smile teased the corners of his full, delicious mouth. “Care to prove it?”

      I lifted my chin and prepared to give him a lecture about who I was, a fact he seemed to have forgotten. I didn’t have to prove anything to anyone. “I am Princess Avani, daughter to King Ferlyn, ruler of—”

      Flint spun around with his sword held high and sliced it toward me. I just barely lifted mine to stop its motion before it cut me in half.

      “Less talking,” he growled, then circled his sword around mine and jerked upward. The weapon came loose from my hands and flew to the side.

      I gasped in surprise but didn’t have time to scold him before he swung at me again. What the hell? I dove to the ground in a summersault toward my sword and came back to my feet with it firmly in my hands. A firestorm erupted inside me. I’d teach him a lesson for trying to silence me.

      He lifted his sword with both hands, legs spread wide, and grinned. “That’s more like it.”

      I bolted toward him as if I’d attack him from the front, but at the last second, I spun and sidestepped to swing the blade at his back. He easily blocked it, moving faster than humanly possible.

      “How did you do that?” I asked.

      “Years of practice. I have many skills I’ve perfected.” He licked his lips.

      “Is that so?” I swung my blade with half-strength.

      He easily met it.

      And so began our dance across the grassy meadow. At first, I could easily match his moves, but then he winked at me and picked up his pace. I staggered back, fighting more defensively now. One wrong move and his blade would cut into my skin. Frustration took over, and my movements became sloppy until I was just randomly swishing my sword through the air to keep him from hitting me.

      “Stop being careless,” he growled.

      “I’m not trying to be!” I darted across the meadow away from the weapon in his hand. “You’re too fast.”

      He shook his head and stopped. “You’ve lost your connection to the earth. Reground yourself, then focus on me. I’ll only give you a moment before I come at you full force.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “My connection?”

      “Talk later. Fight now.”

      I inhaled a great breath, both fear and excitement releasing more adrenaline into my system. He knows about me. I don’t know how but he knew I could draw power into me from outside elements. I couldn’t wait to ask him questions but now wasn’t the time, especially with how he was staring at me like he might ravish me or punish me. Hell, I’d take either from him right now.

      Closing my eyes, I dug deep into my consciousness and found the sun’s light still lingering within my veins. I then focused on my feet on the ground and felt the familiar, faint hum of the earth's strength and power. With a single thought, I ordered it into my body. It surged forth, even stronger than before, filling my mind, heart, and muscles.

      My eyes snapped open.

      I don’t know what Flint saw, but his eyes widened in surprise, then his expression darkened. “Much better.”

      Our dance resumed, but this time I could match him blow for blow. I kept my eyes on him, only letting my gaze shift briefly when I had to spin or duck. In doing so, I felt a connection growing between us, a sort of trust that often formed between soldiers. I’d heard Saul talk about it before but had never experienced it until now.

      Exhilaration overwhelmed me as our movements became so synchronized that there could never be a winner or loser. But then, something else began to happen. The connection grew stronger, more heated, and more intense until sweat ran down the sides of my face. This new heat wasn’t from exerting myself either.

      Flint stopped abruptly, panting for breath, and tossed his weapon to the side. “Good. Now let’s see how you fight with no weapons.”

      I wiped at the sweat and nodded through my own breathless panting. It made me feel good to know he was just as out of breath as me, but I wasn’t going to suggest we take a break, especially not after he ordered me to fight him weaponless. The idea of placing my hands on him, wrestling his body with my own, had me running toward him before I could take my next breath.

      I punched at him, but he dodged my blow, took hold of my arm, and spun me around so fast that my back slammed into his front. His forearm came around my throat. “Don’t waste time punching if you can go straight for the jugular. A quick death is the best kind for both parties.”

      I stomped on his foot, then threw my body forward hard. He flipped over me, something I probably wouldn’t have been able to accomplish had we been closer to the same height. He crashed to the ground, air exploding from his chest in a short wheezing sound. I scrambled on top of him and pressed my forearm into his throat until air wheezed past his lips... lips I suddenly couldn’t stop staring at.

      I shouldn’t have gotten this close to him. Feeling his bare, hardened stomach between my legs, his hands beginning to slide up my thighs, had me thinking more about doing something else other than fighting. My mouth fell open at the line of heat his touch left in their wake.

      Without warning, he bucked upward and rotated his hips. I lost my balance and toppled to the ground with him on top of me. He pinned my hands to the ground and somehow managed to position himself between my open legs. In what might’ve been a wrestling move, at least that’s what I told myself, I lifted my pelvis so I could wrap my legs around his waist. I squeezed with all my might but doing this made me aware of his rock-hard member pressing on that sensitive spot at the apex of my thighs with only a thin slip of material separating us.

      I gasped at the wave of pleasure that shot through me so forcefully that I couldn’t help but grind against him to feel more of it. I tried to disguise it by contracting my thighs even tighter around his waist, but this man wasn’t an idiot. He knew what made me feel good. He thrust his hips into me, smirking as I rode another wave of pleasure.

      As much as I wanted him to continue, it pissed me off that he thought he had so much power over me. Using all the strength I could summon, I jerked my hands free, gripped his shoulders, and pushed upward while rotating my body. My sudden moves took him off guard, and he lost his hold.

      I squirmed away from him, scowling. “You’re cheating.”

      “Am I?” He returned to his feet, his bulging cock straining the leather of his pants. If it grew any more, I feared it would burst through.

      I charged him again, this time intent on choking him out. Our bodies collided, and once again, we tumbled to the ground. For the first few moments, we were in a legitimate wrestling match, with each of us trying to gain the upper hand.

      Flint attempted to return to his feet, but I managed to straddle his one knee. I tried to push him back, but he’d suddenly become an immovable bolder. The strain of pushing into his chest created friction between my legs, where his thigh pressed hard into my panties. I rocked against him, trying to pretend once again that I wasn’t enjoying the sensation growing between my legs while I continued to try and push him over.

      He eventually toppled backward, with me landing on top of him, a knee on each side of his hips. He moved to grab me, but I gripped his wrists and twisted his arms back to the ground, where I held them tightly to his side. He probably could’ve bucked me off, but he held still.

      “Now what?” he asked, his eyes burning with such desire that my lips parted open.

      I lowered my pelvis, stopping only when I felt the head of his cock begging to break free from its clothed prison. I slowly moved my hips back and forth, letting his member tease the folds of my pussy. He moaned and arched his back. The deep, guttural sound had me pressing hard, moving faster. The material between us grew wet, making it so I slid better against him.

      Before I realized what I was doing, my hands had released his and found their way to my own body, where they rubbed up my bare stomach and to my breasts. The pressure between my legs grew, and the heat intensified until I thought I might explode.

      His hands slid to my hips, and he pressed me down further onto him. He helped my hips rock back and forth. His head lifted to watch me better. “That’s it, beauty. Keep going. Get your release.”

      His words, his fingers digging into my bare flesh, his cock repeatedly sliding over that special spot between my legs, had me gasping for breath. I tossed my head back, eyes closed and moans growing in intensity until my body could no longer contain the pressure. It exploded through me, sending wave after wave of pure bliss to every nerve ending. The sensation was so powerful I didn’t think I could contain it. In fact, I swore I could feel it leaving my body.

      Eventually, the waves slowed, and my hitched breaths turned into light laughter at how good I felt. I opened my eyes, my gaze meeting his, but my body stilled at his expression. He was smiling, sort of, but the action didn’t match this moment, nor did the look in his eyes, which were brimming with tears.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, fear and embarrassment replacing my earlier pleasure. Maybe I’d done something wrong.

      “Absolutely nothing,” he breathed, then he turned his head to the side.

      I followed his gaze. All around us, flowers had sprouted from the ground in full bloom. I gasped in shock, more like horror, as I’d never seen magic like this. “What is this?”

      He looked back at me. “It’s wonderful.”

      I shook my head and stood, feeling the blood drain from my face. “How is this wonderful?” I stepped out of the circle of flowers and away from Flint. “This isn’t right.”

      He sat up, his expression turning serious. “Avani, we need to talk.”

      That was the last thing I wanted to do. Too many emotions, too much information in a short amount of time. I needed time to process. I gathered my clothing and sword while he continued to plead with me.

      “I can’t,” I snapped, then turned before he could protest further and ran into the darkness and away from Flint, who made me feel and do things that shouldn’t be possible.
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        ~ FLINT ~

      

      

      

      I stared into the darkness where Avani had disappeared, my heart racing. It couldn’t be. My Lilly returned to me. To us.

      My gaze dropped to the flowers all around me, and my mouth fell open in wonderment. Only my true fated mate could make something like this happen. There was no other explanation, which meant the magic we’d performed on the day of her death had finally brought her back. But why now? Why had it taken so long? So many lives could’ve been spared if only our magic had worked more quickly. Now I feared it may be too late.

      I came to my feet, snatching a white daisy as I went. I had to find them, my brothers. They had to know, but how could I leave Lilly, er... Avani? She was Avani now, I reminded myself, and I had to refer to her as such.

      Buttoning up my shirt, I inhaled deeply. The scent of her filled my nostrils, a sweet aroma I hoped would never leave me. Pain lanced my heart at the thought of losing her again. This time we’d do things differently. Be smarter. Be stronger. Work together.

      I groaned and headed toward the castle. Working with my brothers again after so many years would be difficult. The pain and suffering we’d endured at Lilly’s passing had changed us in ways that hadn’t been all positive. The scars on our hearts ran deep, so profoundly I feared a couple of us would never recover.

      Instead of going to Avani’s room, I turned down the hall and walked toward the south entrance, where the guards did their rounds, patrolling the outer wall.

      I opened the door. Several of them jumped to their feet, one of them was Drew, the acting commander, while Saul was away. I held no authority over them, but, like others, they probably sensed my ancient power, something I usually tried to mask, but that was the last thing on my mind.

      “Do you need something?” Drew asked.

      “I have to leave for a few hours. I need someone to guard Avani’s room tonight. She’s been sleepwalking again.”

      Drew’s face lifted. “I will be happy to take the post.”

      I shook my head vehemently, remembering the words he’d whispered to her. I didn’t want him anywhere near her. “Anyone but you.”

      “But I am the most skilled—”

      “Which makes you the most important person to stay out here protecting everyone in Loreen, as Saul and the King ordered you to do.” I glanced around, my gaze settling on a more plump soldier who hadn’t bothered to stand at my arrival. He may not have even noticed by how his focus was entirely devoted to the meaty drumstick in his hands.

      I pointed at the soldier. “I want him.”

      Drew’s nose scrunched upward in disgust. “Lotis? Are you sure?”

      “Lotis,” I called.

      He glanced in my direction, a sliver of meat hanging from his lips. At the sight of me, his eyes widened. He jumped to his feet and wiped his face with the back of his hand.

      “Come here,” I ordered.

      He staggered toward me nervously. “Yes, sir?”

      “I need you to stand guard outside the Princess’s doorway the rest of the night. I’ll be back before dawn to relieve you.”

      His eyes shifted to Drew for confirmation. Drew nodded glumly.

      “The Princess might try to leave her room, but don’t let her. She’s been sleepwalking and might harm herself. Do you understand?”

      He nodded and swallowed hard.

      For my last command, I stepped close to him so he could see the fire in my eyes. “And if you or anyone else touches her,” my gaze darted briefly to Drew, “I promise you will feel my wrath.”

      He sucked in a hitched breath. “I’ll keep her safe. I swear it.”

      “Good.” I stepped back, then glanced upward into the night sky.

      Time to find Bayu, my only brother who still spoke to me.
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        * * *

      

      It took me nearly an hour to complete the spell needed to transport me to the cave at the top of Leashire mountain, thirty miles from the castle. It had been so long since I’d used powerful magic that when my feet touched down on the cave’s stony surface, I vomited all over. I cursed and scolded myself for my weakness. Now that my mate had returned, I’d better practice more. My magic would indeed be needed for what was coming.

      After a long swig from a jar of stale water, I lit a few torches and used one to light up the path to the rear of the cave that was deeper than it was wide. As far as I knew, no one knew of this place. Just to get here, someone would have to scale a cliff hundreds of feet high. This made it the perfect place for me to stash my most valuable items.

      The cave walls narrowed the further I traveled into the dark, rock corridor. I might’ve been cold this high up and this far into the mountain, but I still felt the heat of Avani’s touch. This made me move faster because all I wanted was to return to her, but touching her again, her touching me, might be difficult based on how she’d reacted when she saw what we’d done. It had been so long since their people had seen real magic beyond shifting that it was often frowned upon when they did see it as if only an evil witch could still conjure magic. Avani would need some convincing that it wasn’t bad and, most importantly, that I wasn’t bad.

      The narrow crevice finally opened up, revealing a large, stone-enclosed room. As I dropped to my knees near a chest, I wondered if Avani had had any memories of her past life as Lilly. That would make this much easier to explain if she did.

      I lifted the wooden cover on the chest and set it aside. Peering inside, I searched for the one item I would need to get to Bayu—a crystal older than me and rarer than any jewel or treasure on this earth.

      It took me a moment to find it as the box that held it was buried beneath several other priceless items. I could probably sell any item in this chest and live comfortably for the rest of my life, but I didn’t care for worldly things like Bayu did, which is why I never told my brother about this place.

      I took hold of the crystal and sucked in at the power it contained. Its surface hummed, then began to burn my palm, but when it realized I meant it no harm, its energy settled down.

      Moving to the center of the room, I sat down, gripping the crystal tightly while I tried to recall the words of the transportation spell. The last time I’d used it had been on the day Lilly died, but it hadn’t helped. I’d arrived too late.

      Inhaling a hitched breath, I placed it in front of me and took a moment to ground myself to the earth. The second I did, the crystal’s life force latched onto my earth magic with such excitement that its raw, potent energy rushed into me too quickly, and I nearly lost consciousness. Evidently, I needed to spend more time with the ancient crystal whose sole purpose was to bind to the universe’s elements. Through it, our powers were magnified, but I’d avoided the rare gem because of the painful memories that came with it.

      I shoved aside those memories and thought of my brother Bayu. He was my focus right now, not Lilly. I pictured Bayu in my mind. Last I heard, he was visiting Prince Leham in Halcyon, but that had been years ago. I had no idea where he might be now, hence the reason for using the crystal.

      Closing my eyes, I imagined him standing before me: hair the color of harvested wheat and green eyes as bright and full of life as an Irish garden. But it was his smile that drew people in the most. It had a way of endearing people to him.

      With his image firmly in my mind, and the crystal’s power flowing through my veins, the words to the spell I needed came to me. I whispered under my breath:

      Across the seas and fields of grass,

      My brother sits and waits.

      Deliver me to him, I beg and plea.

      For our reunion affects all fates.

      Over and over, I said the incantation until my skin began to tingle, a pleasant sensation at first, but then it started to burn. I fisted my hands and continued saying the words through gritted teeth. I’d forgotten about this pain, raw agony only few could tolerate.

      The air pressurized around me, making it so hard to breathe I had to hold my breath. Then, just when I thought my heart would give out, my body shimmered and slowly disappeared while the whole world turned black.

      I reappeared, stumbling into a candle-lit room that smelled of burned cinders and lavender. I blinked several times and waited for my vision to clear, I wasn't prepared for what I saw when it did.

      “Well, this is a surprise, brother.”

      Bayu lay in front of me, naked and on a bed beside two also naked women who had their bodies pressed against his. He hooked an arm behind his head to prop himself up, then motioned for the women to continue doing what they were doing before I arrived. They barely looked shocked at my sudden arrival.

      “Don’t mind him, beauties,” he purred in a seductive voice that drove women mad.

      They smiled up at him with eyes glazed over in a drunken haze, probably from all the empty wine bottles lying on the floor, then continued to kiss and rub his body. By the decor and the flag bearing the lion crest hanging from the stone wall, I was at Kel inside King Oren’s castle. I had no idea Bayu had been so close to me! Loreen and Kel were less than fifty miles apart.

      Bayu narrowed his eyes at me. “Did you sense I was having a threesome and wanted to join, you dirty, old pervert?”

      I groaned. “Why does it not surprise me to see you like this?”

      “I don’t know. It shouldn’t.” He moaned and shifted his weight to give one of the women better access to his cock.

      I turned away, scanning the room for his clothes. “I hoped after all these years you would’ve grown up and focused on more important things than having your dick sucked.”

      His eyebrows lifted, and he grabbed the back of the blond women’s hair to help assist her as she took all of him inside her mouth. “What could possibly be more important?”

      I picked up a pair of trousers. “War and—“

      “I care nothing for the wars of mankind. They get what they deserve.”

      Figuring he would say something stupid like that, I added the last of my words, knowing they would drive straight to his heart. “And Lilly.”

      Bayu sucked in a sharp breath. He shot up and shoved aside the women. “Do not say her name around me. Ever.”

      I leaned forward and taunted, “Lilly.”

      “Leave us,” Bayu snapped at the girls. “I have a brother’s ass to kick.”

      His words no longer sounded silky or smooth but were harsh and filled with power Bayu probably hadn’t used in decades. The women quickly gathered their gowns and fled from the room, still naked.

      Bayu slid from the bed and came to his feet. He was an impressive height, nearly two inches taller than me, but he didn’t have nearly the muscle mass I did, evidence of an easier, lazy life. But women didn’t complain. Everything about my brother screamed sexual attraction.

      “Say her name one more time,” he hissed at me.

      I tossed his pants at him. “I won’t fight you naked.”

      “Afraid you might get speared by my massive cock?”

      “I don’t want that nasty thing anywhere near me. Besides, we need to talk about Lilly, and I won’t do it with you like that.”

      He clenched his jaw and puffed air from his nostrils. “I told you not to say her name!”

      Bayu rushed me, but I’d been expecting this reaction and was ready. Before he reached me, I stepped to the side and shoved my arm against my back. He stumbled to the ground, grunting.

      “You used to be quicker,” I remarked.

      He looked up at me. “And you used to be smarter.”

      In an instant, he burst into an invisible wind and slammed into me, sending me flying backward into the headboard, which cracked under my body weight. I sprang from the bed and wiped at my pants. I didn’t want any of my brother’s bodily fluids anywhere on me.

      Laughter erupted in the room, and my brother materialized. “Still such a prude.”

      “It’s called being clean.”

      “It’s called being boring.” Bayu picked up his pants and pulled them on, finally covering himself, much to my relief. He looked up at me with all seriousness, something he rarely was. “Tell me why you’ve come after all this time and why you keep saying her name, a name you know crushes my heart.”

      I moved in front of him and said gently, “Because she’s back, Bayu. The spell worked.”

      He searched my eyes, then his gaze dropped to the floor. “It’s not possible. Too much time has passed.”

      I linked my hand behind his neck, drawing him even closer. “I’m telling you her essence, her beautiful light, is back, but she lives in another. I’ve felt her.”

      Bayu withdrew from me and crossed the room, shaking his head. “She lives in another? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “The spell we performed... none of us knew exactly how it would work.”

      “Or if it would work,” he added carefully. He moved to the window and peered upward. The moon’s silvery glow lit up his profile, igniting green eyes that glowed slightly at my words. He’d handled Lilly’s death differently from my other brothers or me. Instead of distancing himself from mankind, like my other two brothers had done, or throwing himself into never-ending service as I had, he’d turned to the drink and women—anything to keep his mind off the tragic death of his fated mate.

      “I’m telling you, brother,” I said, my voice soft again. “Lilly lives. You must come see for yourself.”

      His shoulders dropped as if he could no longer bear the weight of hearing her name. “Where?”

      “The Kingdom of Loreen. King Ferlyn’s daughter, Princess Avani—”

      He spun around. “Princess Avani? Are you telling me that she is our Lilly reincarnated?”

      I nodded and opened my mouth to say more, but he laughed out loud. “You’re a fool, Flint! I met this Avani years ago when she was just a girl. She is not our fated mate back from the dead.”

      Bayu walked toward the bedroom door, but I grabbed him in passing. “You’re being the fool. You wouldn’t have sensed her as a child. She was not yet a woman, but now she is, and she—”

      He shook himself free of me and opened the bedroom door. “Get the hell out of here, and if you plan on repeating her name, don’t ever return.”

      My chest heaved with anger at his stupidity. “I’m telling you the truth! Come and see!”

      “Have you told Calder or Hurley yet?”

      I remained silent but swallowed the rising lump in my throat at the mention of my other brothers, both of whom I hadn’t seen or talked to in over a century.

      “Of course, you haven’t,” Bayu said, smirking. “Because you know they would never believe you and would probably kill you for saying something so blasphemous.”

      My anger grew, turning my blood hot. I stormed toward the exit but turned around at the last second to say, “Fine. You don’t want to know the truth? No problem. I'll be the only one who gets to fuck our fated mate every day for the rest of my life while you dabble with whores and farm maids. Have a nice life, brother.”

      I slammed the door behind me.
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      I paced my room like a caged tiger who needed to hunt, tear something to shreds, devour everything in its path.

      Who the fuck did Flint think he was? I was the Princess of Loreen, and he was just some stranger from the forest. He couldn’t just touch me whenever he felt like it or get me off when I was vulnerable.

      I stopped moving, shame warming my skin. But I hadn’t been vulnerable. I’d wanted him to touch me, wanted to be near him. Hell, I’d even encouraged it. And that close contact had created magic, powerful magic by the looks of it. What else could’ve caused such rapid floral growth?

      Dropping onto a nearby chair, I twisted my hands in and out of each other. If someone had seen that, would they think me evil? Magic like that hadn’t been used for so long that when it was, people assumed the doer was a sorcerer or a demon who worked for Sodon. I frowned, trying to remember why that was. It seemed it was just a given, like a fact everyone knew, but that belief had to have come from somewhere.

      My gaze lifted to my closed bedroom door. Flint stood on the other side, guarding it like he always did, which was especially annoying right now. No matter the late hour, I needed to go to the castle’s library to see if I could find some old books on magic or even on Flint. My uncle had said Flint was from the Brass Mountains, a place rich with history. Maybe Folina, the castle’s librarian, might have a book about the location.

      I came to my feet, rolled my shoulders back, and inhaled a breath. I’d have to face Flint sometime, and even though I didn’t want it to be this soon, I didn’t have a choice. I wanted answers.

      I walked toward the door with purpose, but the closer I came, the more pressure built up between my thighs at just the thought of seeing him again. Ignoring it, I flung open the door and... frowned at the sight of the portly soldier turning around to face me, his beard shiny with chicken grease.

      “Where’s Flint?” I demanded.

      “He, um, told me, watch you, he—” the soldier stuttered.

      “Where is he?”

      He shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know.”

      I searched the darkened hallway behind him, anxiety worming its way into my gut. Flint left? He’d promised my father to always keep an eye on me.

      I looked back at the soldier. “Did he say when he’d be back?”

      “A few hours at most.”

      I exhaled a sigh of relief. At least I knew Flint would return, and what had happened between us hadn’t sent him away for good. The thought of not seeing him again filled me with dread, an emotion that surprised me. I barely knew him, yet I knew what my body wanted but why? Was it simply because he was forbidden to me?

      “Do you need something, Princess?”

      Blinking, my thoughts returned to the task at hand. “The library. I’m having trouble sleeping and would like to read tonight.”

      “Then I will escort you.” He bowed his head slightly.

      “Thank you—” I waited for him to say his name as I couldn’t remember it. This might be the first time we’d ever spoken.

      “Lotis,” he finished for me.

      “Lotis.” I smiled and walked past him, listening to his loud footsteps fall in behind me. I snatched an ignited torch along the wall to carry with me.

      It took me several minutes to reach the library, which was on the other side of the castle and underground. The path included a series of long tunnels and a couple of staircases to reach it. Firelight danced along the stone walls, giving the castle an eerie feel at this time of night. Lotis must have sensed it, too, for he walked so closely behind me I thought his foot might trip me.

      We reached the basement, and I shivered at the drop in temperature. I should’ve thought to bring my robe.

      A soft light glowed ahead just past the library doors, which meant someone, probably Folina, was still awake. I moved slowly inside, noting the rows and rows of wooden bookshelves. Because of its location, not many came down here to read. Instead, they’d ask a servant to retrieve a book for them and then read in the courtyard where the sun always shone. I once asked my father if we could move the library somewhere more cheery, but he’d insisted it stay down here where the books, many centuries old, would be better protected, not just in a cooler environment but away from many fingers.

      Before I entered the great room, I turned around to face Lotis. “You can wait at the door.”

      He nodded and moved away from me.

      “Who’s there?” a soft and familiar voice asked several bookshelves away.

      “It’s just me, Folina.” I navigated my way to her, following the flickering of flames hissing and cackling from the back of the room.

      Folina came to her feet in front of an old wooden table and smiled. “My dear child, what in heaven’s name are you doing down here in this cold place this time of night?”

      “I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d do some research.” I lowered my gaze to the table, noting the different kinds of herbs and spices laid out in neat stacks. “Are you cooking in here?”

      She laughed a light and breathless sound. “Something like that. Have a seat and tell me what ails you.”

      Ignoring the growing lump in my throat, I pulled out an old chair and sat down. It creaked and groaned in protest at being sat upon. The smell of rosemary from a nearby pile of leaves filled my nostrils and instantly relaxed my body.

      Folina sat across from me, clasping her thin and bony fingers in front of her. Her long gray hair fell to each side of her face, and when her golden eyes, which were always filled with kindness, met mine, I felt I could tell her anything.

      “As you may know, my father employed a man to be my protector during these dangerous times.”

      Her smile grew. “Flint, one of four elementals, protector of man and beast, guardian of light and magic, and an all-around great man who can sometimes be far too practical.”

      I reared back. “Could you repeat all that?”

      She laughed and pushed away from the table. “Let me get you a book. There’s not much about Flint or his brothers inside it, but it’s enough to set you on your path.”

      I wrinkled my nose at her words again, not knowing which ones to have her clarify. “Flint has brothers? And what path?”

      She walked away from me, but her voice echoed back as she walked through the many aisles. “Flint is one of four brothers, but I don’t think he’s seen them in a long time.” She paused. “As for your path, your birth was prophesied the day Moonir was born.”

      I stilled at the mention of my mother and sucked in a hitched breath. I missed her so much.

      Folina returned, carrying a small book. She placed it in front of me. “Read this. It will explain Flint better than I can.”

      I pulled the book to me and looked up at her. “What was the prophecy?”

      Her eyes widened, creating even more wrinkles on her forehead. “No one’s told you?”

      I shook my head, my breathing quickening.

      She sat back down, shaking her head. “I guess I can understand why the King kept it from you. He doesn’t like the idea of fate deciding your life. He wants you to be able to choose your own path.”

      “Will you tell me?” The words barely squeezed past my lips.

      I expected her to grab one of the many scrolls stacked behind her, but instead, she leaned forward, clasped my hand in hers, and said words I knew I’d never forget.

      “From the womb of royal blood and night’s wolf, a child of ancient origins will be born. She will possess the powers of life and light, and through the universe’s four elements earth, water, wind, and fire, she will bring balance once again to the realm.”

      I let her words sink in, but they wiggled inside me, not quite finding a home. “Are you sure this was about me?”

      She nodded, her eyes twinkling.

      “Who gave the prophecy?”

      “I did.”

      “You? But you’re a librarian.”

      She laughed at this. “I’m so much more, but no one knows it as I’m kept in this dungeon.”

      “I don’t understand.” My mind couldn’t accept that she could be a prophesier because that meant magic was involved. I glanced again at the contents lying in neat piles, realization dawning on me. “Can you use magic?”

      “Of course, silly girl.”

      My eyebrows spiked up. “That’s why my father has you working down here, isn’t it? To protect you?”

      Her expression darkened. “Hide or protect. They are the same. The world has changed much in the last several decades. As Sodon killed more of my kind, magic became something to be feared and avoided because it was supposedly evil, but I swear to you, magic can be both good and powerful.”

      A spark of unexpected excitement raced through me. “Can you show me?”

      Her eyes lit up. “I’d love to, but you must keep this between us. I don’t think your father would appreciate my directness, but I’m tired of waiting on fate.”

      Before I could ask her what she meant, she picked leaves from different piles of herbs, saying, “You see, magic is about connecting the elements to the power within each of our souls. For some of us, this comes easily, especially if we desire this connection.”

      “Why wouldn’t someone? The idea of using magic sounds fun and exciting.”

      “It can be, but dangers also come with this connection. One can become so consumed by the element's power that they can draw in too much of it and become trapped.”

      “Trapped?”

      Folina pursed her lips as if trying to think of a better way to describe it. “It’s like their minds become stuck in a different reality, one where they believe they are someone else, someone who deserves to be worshiped. They are so focused on their elemental power that they forget who they once were.”

      She placed all her items into a wooden bowl, poured a thick red liquid over the top of them, which must surely be blood, then began to mash them together. I watched it all in fascination, barely able to think of more questions.

      “One way to stop this, especially for someone as special as you,” she continued, “is first to be cleansed by fire, for fire destroys man’s natural tendencies for power.”

      This got my attention, and I looked up at her. “That sounds terrifying!”

      “Does it?” A knowing smile teased the corners of her mouth. “For some, it can be quite painful, but for a special few, it can bring incredible pleasure.”

      “Now watch, child.” She dipped her finger into the concoction and lifted it into the air. It dripped down her finger and onto the table. “What element would you like to see?”

      “Um, water?”

      She waved her finger in a specific pattern through the air, then repeated it over and over while her eyes remained transfixed on her moving finger. After almost a full minute, she lowered it and met my gaze.

      I frowned. “I don’t think it—” I yelped as my slippers began to fill with water. I kicked them off me and scooted away from the table to stare down at the floor, which I was sure was flooding. My mouth fell open. Only my slippers contained water.

      Folina laughed. “Water, mi’ lady.”

      I giggled and slid back to the table. “Do it again!”

      She immediately dipped her finger back into the mixture. “It’s nice to use magic for an audience again without fear of being beheaded. What element this time?”

      “Fire!” My heart raced at what was happening before me. I should be frightened, but it was as if she’d awakened something inside me.

      She repeated the process producing a small flame from the tip of her finger. “You have to be careful with fire.” Her eyes met mine in all seriousness. “It is the most volatile and needs to be treated with great care and patience, but once you learn to control it, it can be your greatest strength.”

      I barely heard her words as I was anxious to see the other elements. I asked for air next, which made her produce a fierce wind that scattered the items on the table. Earth came next.

      “Ah, the last element,” she said.

      My brows drew together. “Only four elements? I thought there were five.”

      Her head snapped toward me, her eyes no longer kind but full of anger. “Who told you that?”

      I was startled at her sharp tone and tried to recall where I’d heard it. “I’m not sure.”

      She searched my eyes, then slowly, her expression softened. “It is a lie. There are only four.”

      I swallowed and nodded, but deep down, I knew she was lying. There was a fifth element, but I couldn’t remember what it was for the life of me.

      “Now, for earth…” Folina scooped up the last of the goo and waved her finger in a different pattern from the others. Each one seemed to have its own. Her hand stopped moving, and then her golden eyes met mine.

      “Earth,” she said and pressed her finger to the table. Immediately, all kinds of flowers sprouted from the wooden surface, and they looked exactly like the flowers that had surrounded Flint and me earlier. I gasped and leaned away, my heart thundering against my rib cage.

      Her gaze shifted to the small book, then back to me. “Read its words and also remember what I’ve told you. You need to understand your role in the universe.” She reached for my hands and held them tightly. “Then learn what you must because you are the only one who can save us all.”
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      I stepped upon the stirrup and swung my leg over Willow’s strong back. She shuffled her feet as she adjusted to my weight. I loved Willow, a tall, black Percheron horse. My father had given her to me when I’d turned sixteen. I used to be able to ride her freely in the forest outside the kingdom walls, but those days were long gone.

      Rubbing her neck, I leaned in and whispered. “Are you as excited as I am to run free again?”

      She neighed and shook her mane.

      Drew puffed out an exaggerated breath as he tightened the strap around Willow’s belly. “I beg you again, Princess, but please don’t go out there. It’s not safe.”

      “We’ve been over this, Drew. I’m not changing my mind. Our soldiers need to be bolstered, and they need our support. Wouldn’t my father do the same?”

      “Yes, he would,” Barbos said as he walked out of the barn doors. He grinned at me. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you up this early.”

      “You’re not your father,” Drew insisted, ignoring Barbos.

      Barbos stopped next to Drew and peered up at me, squinting into the morning sunlight. It made his dark eyes disappear. “You’re doing the right thing, Princess. Show Sodon’s army that the people of Loreen will not be intimidated.”

      “That’s what I intend on doing. Would you like to join me? Having the King’s brother with me will only further bolster their spirits.”

      Barbos averted his gaze. “I would love nothing more, but there are duties I must attend to here. It’s not easy managing the King’s affairs while he’s away.”

      I wrinkled my nose, wondering why he was talking like that. As far as I knew, my father hadn’t given him any more responsibilities than usual.

      “The King left me in charge,” I reminded him. “So if you feel you’ve been asked to do too much, then I’ll gladly relieve you of your duties.” I glanced beyond him toward the granaries, growing tired of this conversation. Sometimes my uncle could be a bit dramatic. “Are the supply wagons ready?”

      “Just about,” Drew answered.

      “Good. We’ll leave the moment they are.” I kicked lightly into Willow’s side, sending her along the trail leading outside the castle’s gates. I called back and said with a hint of playfulness in my voice, “I’ll see you soon, Uncle! Stay safe within the Kingdom’s walls.”

      I didn’t look to see his reaction. We were used to teasing each other, but sometimes I wondered if he secretly resented me, especially after awkward conversations like that. I hoped not.

      Up ahead, I met Flint’s heavy gaze. He had already mounted his horse and waited for me at the entrance. At my approach, he urged his horse forward to match my speed.

      Flint. My breath hitched at the thought of him. He’d returned in the early morning hours. I’d heard him send Lotis away and sit down in the chair just outside my door. Part of me thought about inviting him in as I had so many questions, but I wanted to finish the book Folina had given me first. Then I had to make sure I asked the right questions at the right time. I didn’t want to scare Flint away. So far, the parts I had read about him had been quite painful. He’d endured a lot to keep mankind safe.

      My horse reached Flint’s. He nodded a greeting to me, then stared straight ahead. I did the same as we rode through the streets of Loreen. Several townspeople cheered us on, while others shook their head at me in silence, their way of reprimanding me for doing something they believed was too dangerous.

      I glanced sideways at Flint, trying not to show my fascination in him now that I knew the truth or at least the partial truth of his origins. The muscle on the side of his jaw flexed, and his hands tightened on the reins. He seemed different somehow, more serious. Or maybe I only thought that because I felt I knew him a little better now.

      Flint was one of four brothers born centuries ago. No one seemed to know their actual age. They were magical beings, elementals to be exact, gifted with the four elements of the universe. Flint was able to channel all living things. There was even a mention of him being able to shift into animals. The thought of running through the woods as my fox and him as a... well, whatever he could shift into, made my pulse race and my abdomen grow warm. I shifted my pelvis forward to feel the rise of the saddle better between my legs.

      Flint glanced at me briefly, almost as if he could sense my sudden arousal, but then his gaze returned to the road.

      I wish the book had said more about his brothers, but it was mostly about Flint. In the first chapter, there was a brief mention of something terrible happening to the siblings, which had caused the others to disappear. The author of the book theorized that the brothers had either gone into hiding or that they had assumed other identities to blend in with humans.

      Whatever tragedy befell them, Flint had chosen a different path from his brothers. His life, as much as was documented anyway, was filled with service. He had served under many kings, mostly helping in battle, although there were mentions of him arriving unannounced to help rebuild villages destroyed by either natural causes or foreign invaders.

      We reached the gate to the outer way and stopped, but our horses continued to stir and prance about anxiously at the thought of leaving the stone border.

      “You’re staring,” Flint said as he pulled his reins tighter to him to control the horse between his legs.

      I blinked and quickly averted my gaze. “Sorry.”

      “There’s something different about you,” he mused.

      I looked back at him. “I could say the same for you.”

      “About last night—”

      “Where did you go?” I interrupted. I wasn’t ready to discuss what had happened between us just yet, especially since learning about the prophecy. Flint was an elemental, and supposedly through him and his brothers, I’d bring balance, but I had no idea what that meant or how it would help me save everyone. Talk about pressure! I’d tried to get Folina to say more, but she feigned being tired and had refused to talk.

      My question about his absence took him off guard. He probably thought I wouldn’t notice.

      “I went to see my brother.”

      My heart skipped a curious beat. “You have a brother?” I lied.

      His eyes bore into mine with that same intensity that both scared and excited me. “His name is Bayu.”

      “Bayu,” I whispered, noting the familiarity of the word across my tongue. “Is he as serious as you?”

      He chuckled at this, a sound I discovered I really liked. “I don’t think Bayu has been serious a day in his life.”

      “Then I would like to meet your brother. I could use a break from your brooding expressions.”

      “I don’t brood.” His brow furrowed.

      It was my turn to laugh. “You’re doing it now, you silly brute.”

      His frown deepened, and he reached up to touch his scowl as if he didn’t believe me.

      Over a rise, Drew appeared, riding toward us along with two dozen soldiers, mostly men, but there were also a few women among them. My heart swelled at their bravery. My father was the first Loreen King to allow women to fight, probably because I had insisted I train with his soldiers from an early age, thanks to my mother’s warning. And since I had proven to be a skilled fighter, no one could argue anymore that women were incapable of fighting against men. Though we often couldn’t match a man’s strength, we were lighter on our feet, making us quicker and more graceful with a sword. Our deadly blows always came as a shock, for when a woman is determined to rise, no force can equal it.

      “Drew doesn’t think I should go outside the walls,” I said and glanced at Flint. “What say you?”

      “You’ll be safe as long as I’m with you.”

      “And if you weren’t with me?”

      “Then no. You haven’t been properly trained.”

      I snorted. “You’ve experienced firsthand my fighting skills and know I can handle myself.”

      His gaze heated and turned near predatory. “If you recall, I did the handling last night.”

      I turned away so he wouldn’t see me blushing or the lust filling my own eyes at the memory of his touch.

      “But yes,” he said, his tone lightening. “You fight very well, but against Sodon’s minions, you must learn to fight a different kind of style.”

      “With magic?” I said boldly. After visiting with Folina, I’d decided that I wouldn’t have magic be such a taboo topic, unlike others. Good things could come from it.

      He looked at me in surprise at mentioning magic so casually. “Yes.”

      For some reason, I liked that I could surprise him, so before Drew reached us, I added, “I’m going to learn to connect with the universe’s elementals: earth, wind, water, and fire and let their powers fill me.”

      His face paled at my words. “Do you know what you’re saying, Avani?”

      I didn’t. Not exactly, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. “Of course I do.”

      Primal lust filled his countenance, so suddenly, I quickly turned away. Maybe I didn’t know what I was saying.

      Drew and his soldiers had almost reached us, with the wagons containing food and supplies following behind them. I called to the two guards standing near the wall. “Open the gates!”

      As soon as there was space wide enough for Willow to fit through, I urged her forward to make sure I was the first person through, something my father would’ve also done. Willow shot ahead, anxious to break free from the walls.

      On the other side, the Stone Forest rose all around us, its trees pressing dangerously close to the road. The wagons might have a difficult time navigating through some of it. Withdrawing my sword to cut at any protruding limbs, I galloped along the dirt path in awe of how wild and untamed nature could become if left untouched. This made me think of Flint.

      “Stay close, Princess!” Drew called after me.

      I slowed Willow’s speed, a difficult task, to a slight trot to make sure I didn’t get too ahead of the wagons. Flint rode next to me while Drew caught up to us.

      “I forget how beautiful it is out here,” I said to no one. Many of the tree's leaves had already begun to turn a deep crimson and bright orange. I sliced at a long branch.

      “The camp is about five miles down the road,” Drew said.

      I swiveled around to face him, shocked. “Why is it so close?”

      “Sodon’s soldiers keep pushing us back. For the last year, they’ve slowly depleted our army. We’re barely holding the current line.”

      “At that pace, they could be upon us by winter.” I forced my mouth closed to keep from saying my next thought. If Sodon’s men did indeed reach our walls by winter, then it would be nearly impossible to get food. Loreen had a good supply, but it was insufficient to feed everyone through the long winter months. Normally, we would trade with Kel or Halcyon to get us through, but Sodon would surely cut off our routes.

      “Has Sodon ever said what he wants from us?” I asked, but no one answered, but I noticed Flint’s entire body tense. I tried again. “What will it take for Sodon to make peace with us? Maybe I could reason with the old sorcerer.”

      “Sodon doesn't want peace,” Drew said. “We’ve sent a few soldiers to his camp to request a meeting, but they never returned.”

      “Then maybe it’s time someone of a royal birth goes to his camp. I could—”

      “No,” Flint said so boldly I jumped. “You will never go near the monster, do you understand?”

      “I agree,” Drew added. “Your father would kill me.”

      I stared at Flint, recognizing that his reason for me not meeting Sodon was very different from Drew's.

      “What do you know of him?” I asked Flint. As old as he was, he had to know more about Sodon than anyone else.

      He looked away from me, his jaw muscle feathering again. I didn’t think he would answer me, but then he said, “Sodon is like nothing ever to exist. Unlike us, he has no solid form, but he can take upon many images, especially as his power grows.”

      “What does that mean?” The road began to widen, so I sheathed my sword back into its scabbard.

      “It means he can change himself to look like anyone, but he can’t hold the shape very long--for now.”

      “Is that true?” Drew asked in a skeptical voice.

      Flint ignored him and continued speaking. “Because of this, Sodon is extremely dangerous, for he can trick others into believing he is someone else. He has destroyed entire kingdoms because of this ability.”

      Pretending fear wasn’t squeezing my chest, I asked, “Why hasn’t he tried that with us? He could easily pretend to be my father and order our soldiers home.”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Flint muttered.

      “Maybe it’s because it’s not true,” Drew said. “There are all kinds of rumors about Sodon. Have you heard the one where he has a dragon's tail and a mouse's head?”

      Several soldiers chuckled behind him. Even I smiled at the image.

      Speaking only to me, Flint said, “It could be because his powers simply aren’t strong enough to take on a human form yet.”

      “If that’s true, then how can we stop him from gaining more?”

      “Only time and distance from his—“ He sucked in air as if he couldn’t say the next word.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Nothing. I—” He froze and straightened in his saddle. The rest of us followed suit.

      I strained my ears, expanding my hearing into the forest's depths. Only silence returned, an eerie, unnatural sound for a place brimming with life. There should be birds chirping and animals scurrying, but it was as if they had all run away.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said as I strained to hold Willow steady. She, along with the other horses, grew antsy at some unseen force.

      “Proceed slowly,” Flint warned.

      We continued forward, keeping our horses walking at a steady pace. My hands gripped the reins so tightly that my fingers ached.

      Flint glanced at me briefly. “Concentrate, Avani. What do you sense in the air? Feel in the ground beneath you?”

      I opened my mouth to argue, to say I couldn’t do such things, but before the words could spill past my lips, he snapped, “Just do it.”

      I tensed under his orders, but this wasn’t the time to remind him who I was. Instead, I closed my eyes, trusting Willow to guide me along the road, and inhaled a slow and steady breath. With it came the smell of rich earth and dying leaves. I also caught the ever-so-faint scent of a rotting animal nearby.

      A breeze whispered past my skin and ruffled my hair. I might’ve enjoyed the soft caress, but there was something it carried with it that sent a shiver across my flesh.

      “Anger,” I breathed. “Fear.” That is what the wind carried with it. I concentrated harder, trying to discern the emotions and words trapped within the air.

      “Good,” Flint said. “Now speak to it.”

      This sparked a memory, but it was only an imprint, a feeling of something I’d done once before. Trusting the emotion, I whispered, “Speak to me. Tell me the troubles that plague this forest.”

      The wind grew stronger and lifted stray strands of hair that had escaped my ponytail. With it came more whispers, a hundred voices twisting and twirling around me, all demanding to be heard. I touched my head and grimaced at the sudden pain it caused.

      “Slower,” I demanded. At the order, a burst of energy escaped my body, leaving me cold.

      I shivered as the voices separated until I could finally make sense of them. Some were so quiet that I realized they weren’t voices at all but the thoughts of scared people. Our soldiers.

      “They’re surrounding us.”

      I never said goodbye.

      “Just stay quiet.”

      I should’ve left a long time ago.

      “We should run.”

      The King has abandoned us.

      “No. We must protect the kingdom.”

      We’ll be dead before lunch. Probably best as there’s no more food.

      My eyes snapped open, and I turned to Flint. “It’s our soldiers. They’re being surrounded and about to be attacked. We must hurry!”

      I kicked my heels into Willow’s sides and snapped the reins. She exploded forward so quickly I nearly fell from the saddle. I righted myself and leaned forward. My pulse beat as loud and fast as Willow’s hooves against the hard ground.

      Flint appeared at my side, his expression brooding and angry. Behind him, Drew and his men galloped after us.

      I raced toward danger, probably the likes I’d never seen before. My father would be furious, but what else could I do? I couldn’t let our soldiers die. Besides, if they fell, how would we ever protect the women and children of Loreen?

      The sword against my back thumped hard at Willow’s fast pace. The weapon wouldn’t be enough, especially if what we were about to fight was anything like that beast I’d encountered the night I met Flint. We needed something more.

      Over the thundering sounds of hooves, I called to Flint, “How do I fight them?”

      Knowing what I was referring to, he said, “Magic. Use it to command the forest like you did last night.”

      “How will flowers harm our enemies?” I asked in frustration.

      “The forest is more than beauty. It is a wild place full of dangers. Make it your weapon.”

      “I don’t know how!”

      He growled as if he knew I was right. “Follow my lead the best you can and try to stay grounded to the earth. She is your ally in everything and is waiting for you to harness her magic.”

      I thought about his words as we pushed our horses as fast as possible. At one point, the road had become so overgrown with shrubs and youngling trees we had to form one line. Flint nearly ran me off the road to make sure he was first. I was certain the wagons wouldn't make it, but I wouldn't worry about that right now.

      The pressure in the air changed and grew cold. The sense of impending doom and destruction pressed all around me with such fevered energy that I swore I could taste it upon my tongue, a bitter, coppery flavor. Blood.

      The road began to widen again. Flint’s horse was suddenly running so fast a cloud of dirt and debris kicked up behind him. I tried to urge Willow to go faster, but she was already running at full speed. In seconds, Flint had disappeared from our view.

      The forest opened up, and a different, more frightening view lay before us. Many of the trees were burned and cut in half but not cleanly like a saw would’ve done. Instead, the landscape looked as if a giant had swiped a clawed hand through the forest, severing trees unevenly, leaving them jagged and sharp. The burned trees were scarred with long, black streaks making me think a fire demon had breathed flames across the earth.

      The sight of it took my breath away, and my body trembled in fear. I glanced behind me. By the ashen looks on the guards’ faces, including Drew’s, they, too, had never seen anything like this. I wished Flint hadn’t gone ahead. His presence might intimidate our soldiers, but for me, it gave me strength.

      Fearing they might turn back, I called, “Onward to save our brothers and sisters! For their wives and husbands, their children, and for Loreen!”

      Their gazes refocused on the path before us, and where fear once filled their countenances, rage replaced it.

      We raced up a rocky hill, the pressure in the air growing thicker. I readjusted my grip on the reins. The motion caused newly formed blisters on my palms to rip open, but I welcomed the sting as it was a nice distraction from what I feared I might find on the other side of a small rise.

      I crested the hill first and jerked Willow to a stop, my heart skipping a beat. Even in my worst nightmares, I could never have imagined the horrifying sight before me.
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      In the distance, near the edge of the forest where healthier trees grew thick and tall, Sodon's men chased Loreen’s soldiers. I shouldn't call them men, though, because they were anything but human. Monsters and beasts were a better description. Many stood at least six feet tall with long hairy arms partially covered in thick leather armor. They carried swords and axes in each hand, and their strides were at least three times as long as our men's. Other creatures resembled giant hounds with wide, arched backs and giant clawed paws that sprayed dirt as they dug into the ground while running. Several of our soldiers already lay dead on the ground, their bodies broken and bloody.

      A lone horseman raced after the monsters. Flint. His horse darted between the trees like a phantom, but even at his unnatural speed, he wouldn't reach our men in time. My insides trembled, and I touched my heart at the thought of losing so many of our people.

      But just before it happened, Flint leapt from his horse and landed a suitable distance in front of him. He slammed his fist into the ground, creating a wave of rolling earth that raced across the ground, picking up limbs and stumps as it traveled. It crashed into Sodon's monster at the rear of their army and either buried them or cast them into the air ten feet high, then continued onto the others as an unstoppable force. I gasped at the sheer violence of it, and yet, I felt a familiar spark ignite inside me.

      "Onward!" Drew yelled next to me and then spurred his horse forward. His men didn't miss a second and hurried after him. I was among them, my heart beating wildly out of control while my hair whipped behind me. Even as I hung onto the reins for dear life, I couldn't stop thinking about the power I'd just witnessed. It had been breathtaking, but I feared what others might think of it.

      The wave of earth had stopped moving, but it had taken out at least a third of Sodon's monsters. The others had already come to their feet, dazed but still with bloodthirsty looks in their eyes. Some of them continued to go after our men, many of whom had reached the safety of the dense forest, but the others turned to face us, roaring and gnashing their teeth.

      I spotted Flint close by just as he slammed his fist into the ground again. Another rolling wave of rocks, dirt, and wood rumbled across the land.

      "Flint!" I called and steered Willow slightly to the left towards him. His horse was still some distance from him, holding oddly still as if it was under another's command.

      Flint nodded as he looked back at me. No words were needed. Just as I reached him, I leaned over and held out my hand, and he took hold of it and leapt upward. Using Willow's forward momentum, I jerked him to me. His leg hooked Willow's back, and his arms came around my waist.

      Saying nothing, I continued racing toward an unknown fate. I'd never fought monsters before, but Flint's presence gave me strength somehow. I wasn't afraid.

      "Avani," he shouted into my ear over the sounds of dozens of hooves beating the ground around us. "Connect to the earth now. It's the only way to fight these beasts."

      "What do you mean?" I called back.

      "They came from the earth, so the earth must kill them. Steel is not enough unless you can remove their heads."

      "I don't have your kind of strength."

      He squeezed my sides gently. "But you do, my love."

      His words shot fire through my veins, making me suck in a sudden breath. That phrase. My love. I'd been called that before. I glanced back at him. He met my gaze with such certainty, such devotion, that a bolt of electricity burst through me and filled me with power.

      "Let none of them live!" Drew shouted, bringing my attention back to the battle.

      I snapped my head in his direction and shouted hopefully loud enough that all our soldiers could hear. "You must remove their heads! It's the only way."

      "Steady," Flint said behind me.

      I looked ahead. A creature the size of a great lion with two horns and canine teeth at least six inches long bounded toward us, snapping its jaw. Before it could reach us, I felt the heat of Flint's body leave mine as he leapt into the air and tackled the beast to the ground. It happened so quickly that I didn't have time to witness the outcome before contending with my own monster.

      It lunged at me from the side, but I jerked Willow's reigns to the left, making her swing away before the beast could get its claws into her or me. I withdrew the blade from my back and jumped to the ground, saying, "Run, Willow!" I smacked her behind, sending her away from the fight.

      I turned just as the beast lifted its head in my direction. Saliva dripped from its yellowed teeth, and its eyes glowed a sickly yellow. It stood at least four heads taller than me, with long, stringy black hair, mottled gray skin, and thick, corded muscles. It looked like it had crawled out of a grave, a warrior from hundreds of years ago. Maybe it had. No one fully understood the strength of Sodon's dark magic.

      The beast opened its mouth, lifted his battle ax, and roared a sound that shook my bones. Raising my sword, I screamed back and charged it. It may be much stronger than me, but I was much faster. I spun before it could grab me and sliced my blade across its back. It barely flinched.

      It turned around, swinging a meaty fist in my direction. I ducked and swiped at his large calf muscle. Again, the motion did very little. I somersaulted away from him. All around me, fighting raged. I barely managed to catch a glimpse of our soldiers returning from the forest to help us fight. I couldn't see Flint.

      In one giant step, the beast reached me and swung his axe. It narrowly missed my head as I dropped to the ground. Using both hands, I rammed my sword directly into its gut. I'm pretty sure that this would do something to it.

      The monster stilled and glanced down at my hilt sticking out of its stomach. He growled, not in pain but in annoyance, then snatched his hand out so fast I didn't have time to move. His boney fingers clamped tightly around my neck, and he lifted me into the air.

      "Avani!" Flint's voice echoed above the sounds of swords clashing, monsters roaring, and men crying and grunting.

      I attempted to kick at the beast, but he shook me like a rag doll with such power I feared my bones might snap. Using all my strength, I tried again to kick at him, but I only managed to kick at the hilt of my sword. It was enough to cause him pain enough that he tossed me to the side. I slammed into the ground and skidded along it, taking up grass and dirt. Air exploded from my lungs, and I dug my nails into the ground at the stinging pain shooting through my body.

      The monster roared again and stomped toward me, his eyes full of rage. I collapsed after trying to get up. Everything hurt.

      I sucked in a hitched breath. This couldn't be the end. I wasn't meant to die like this, young and in a battle that shouldn't be. Tears stung my eyes.

      Just before my beast-like victor reached me, Flint tackled him to the side, making the sword embedded into the monster snap in half. Flint pinned him to the ground and jerked his head toward me. "Quit feeling sorry for yourself and do as I say. You are powerful! Save yourself and your people. You can survive this!"

      Survive. This had been the topic of my last conversation with my mother while on her deathbed. She seemed almost panicked as she’d gripped my hand with what little strength she had left and spoke about how my path would look very different from our ancestors. How I would face challenges the likes of which no one had seen before. She begged me to survive them, begged me to fight as hard as I could. Her words had scared me and scared me still. I didn’t want a challenging life. Losing her had been hard enough.

      But I’d made a promise.

      I blinked and looked around. Loreen's soldiers fought bravely all around us because they wanted to protect the people they loved. I'd come here to bolster them. Do what my father would've done. And one thing he would never have done: lie down in pain on the battlefield waiting for death. What the hell is wrong with me?

      Clenching my jaw together, I puffed air out of my nose and gathered strength. While I dragged myself to all fours, I watched Flint fighting, more like wrestling, the monster. Swordless, he wouldn't be able to remove the beast's head, which worried me. I moved to assist him, but out of nowhere, a vine shot up from the ground and wrapped itself around the monster's neck. It continued to grow and entwine around his thick neck so tightly that the beast's face turned red, then blue, all while Flint held his victim's arms and body to the ground. My eyes widened as the vine tightened further until it cut into his mottled skin, going deeper and deeper. I closed my eyes just before his head popped off.

      So that's what Flint had meant by using the earth as a weapon. But could I have this ability without proper training? I'd somehow conjured it when I'd been intimate with Flint, and I sort of used it while coming here. Maybe I could do it again.

      Trusting Flint to watch my back, I inhaled a slow breath and curled my fingers into the dirt. I had to connect with the earth, with its life force, like Flint did and like we had last night. The thought of his touch against my skin ignited a spark of energy within me. I focused on it, on the way it felt, and tried to expand it, but it remained still. So I thought back again to Flint. How he'd removed his clothing, how he'd made me feel as we'd fought together. Strong. Powerful. Earth's energy within me grew and flowed toward my fingertips.

      Realizing I was onto something, I continued to remember in great detail how Flint's fingers had slid up my thighs while I straddled him, how I'd rocked against his stiff member, the eager and passionate look in his eyes as he'd watched me. It made me feel like I was his everything.

      Earth's power rushed into me with such force I sucked in several deep breaths. I came to my feet just as Flint destroyed another monster headed my way. I stared at the ground and imagined a root springing from it.

      "Do it," I hissed. A mental blast of energy escaped my body, and not even a second later, a dark and wet root shot up at me so close I had to step out of its way.

      My heart leapt in excitement at my discovery. I could do it!

      "Avani!"

      I glanced in Flint's direction. He held a thin creature with stringy hair in a headlock and motioned his head to the left. "Help them!"

      I turned and discovered Drew pinned down by a beast so massive it looked like his weight alone might crush Drew, but before that might happen, the blade the monster pressed to Drew's throat would kill him first. My heart skipped a beat.

      Acting quickly, I imagined thick and sharp roots coming from the ground and piercing the beast. I lifted my hand and pushed the thought outward. Immediately, eight roots exploded from the hard dirt and stabbed the beast. He threw his head back and roared a terrible sound, but it stopped abruptly when his body fell dead-limp. My mouth fell open, then curved into a smile.

      However, I didn't have time to revel in my victory because something huge and solid slammed into my back, sending my body flying. I hit the ground hard. Coughing, I rolled over and looked up in time to see a bull-like monster charging toward me. Black wisps of smoke trailed off its back, reminding me of the beast that had attacked me in the woods when I'd first met Flint.

      I sat up and swiped my hand upward. More roots shot from the ground, impaling the charging demon. It snorted twice, its red eyes glowing, then they went black, and his head slumped forward. But it didn't just die. Its body withered and melted around the vines until all that remained was a pile of leather-like skin and fat. What the hell?

      "Quit gawking and fight!" Flint yelled at me.

      I blinked and refocused. I could ponder how strange everything was later, but for now, I had to save our people.

      Using my new ability, I continued to use roots from the ground to kill our enemies. It was highly effective and fast, giving us the upper hand we desperately needed. Our soldiers, spirits bolstered by the sudden turn of events, fought with increased fervor.

      I'd killed over a dozen monsters when a sudden wave of fatigue rolled over me. I slumped over, gasping for air, and my chest heaving with what felt like the last of my strength. Something was wrong. It was like my earlier energy had just disappeared. Maybe I needed to recharge myself.

      I stumbled a few feet away from the fighting and lowered to the ground, but this time when I touched it, it literally felt frozen, almost as if it refused to open up to me.

      "They're retreating!" Drew called.

      I looked up as triumphant cries filled the air. It was true. The demons were scurrying back into the forest.

      "Do we chase after them?" a soldier called.

      No one had time to answer him because a fierce and sudden wind ripped through the valley, picking up dirt and debris. I lifted my arm to shield my face from their sharp sting.

      Flint appeared next to me and brought me to my feet, but my legs buckled. Had he not held me around the waist, I might've fallen again.

      "I'm so weak," I breathed.

      "It's the magic. Your body isn't used to containing it." He positioned me next to him, blocking the debris flying through the air.

      Lightning cracked above us, followed by a loud clap of thunder so loud the ground beneath our feet shook. Soldiers gathered until we were all huddled together.

      I glanced down at the skin on my arms, frowning. It felt like invisible particles were clawing against me as if trying to burrow inside, and it wasn't the dirt flying through the air. This pressure, these sharp pinpricks, felt alive. "What's happening, Flint?"

      Flint didn't look at me. His eyes were fixed on the shadows in the trees. "Dark magic."

      I looked in the same direction, towards the darkest part of the forest. The area was so black that it appeared as if the color had swallowed the trees within it. The darkness began to expand, and smoke appeared and billowed outward, smothering the grassy field.

      Our soldiers stepped back, and a fearful murmur rumbled through them as they looked from me to the darkness.

      "Hold your positions," Drew ordered, his voice stern.

      I swallowed and lifted my chin toward the oncoming danger. This wasn't the time to show fear, especially since I'd used magic in front of them only moments ago. I'd pretended I hadn't noticed, but I'd seen how several of them had watched in horror as I'd made roots and vines escape the earth's crust.

      I would figure out how to explain it later, but right now, I had to focus on this new threat, the one whose dark energy continued to press against my skin as if trying to find a way through to my insides.

      I prayed my strength would recover in time to fight whatever beast was coming.
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      I clenched my jaw so tightly I thought it might break. I could feel darkness approaching, feel its energy surround Avani as if she were something to feast upon. It wanted her.

      With just a thought, I drew more of earth’s magic into me, but I feared it might not be enough. Whatever was coming was extremely powerful. If only I had prepared Avani sooner, trained her on how to hold and expel earth’s power within her body, then we might be strong enough together.

      Avani moved away from me, stumbling the first few steps, but she must’ve gathered some strength from somewhere because she quickly rolled her shoulders back, inhaled a deep breath, and continued forward, walking around the soldiers.

      I hurried after her, whispering, “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to communicate with this new threat, as is my duty.”

      I grasped her arm to stop her. “I’ll do it.”

      She shrugged off my grip and kept moving. “No. It’s me it wants. I can feel it. Besides, I won’t have any more of our soldiers harmed.”

      “Avani,” I urged, but she kept walking, stubborn as ever.

      “Princess,” Drew called as he rushed after us. “You must return. This is no place for you!”

      “This is exactly where I should be.” She stopped at the front of the line and faced the billowing smoke almost reaching our feet.

      “Have courage and remain steady,” Drew shouted.

      More murmuring and shifting of feet, but no one backed further away.

      I came to her right, slightly in front of her. She noticed and frowned at me, but I wasn’t budging.

      Drew stood to her left and unsheathed his sword, shouting back to his men, “We will not abandon our Princess! Will we?”

      A half-hearted agreement shouted back. Still fragile hearts and minds, but at least they weren’t running.

      A sound permeated the air just then, like a faint sigh whispering with the wind, followed by the words, “You are a special one, aren’t you?”

      It was a woman’s soft voice. The smooth, melodic tone pacified me, making the tense muscles in my back relax.

      “Where have you been hiding?” the woman spoke again. Her words curled around me, soft and calming, and my eyelids grew heavy. I snapped them back open.

      “Show yourself!” Avani called. By the strength of her voice, this new foe's words held no power over her like they had me.

      The voice from the darkness began to sing in a language I hadn’t heard in a long time. The words, sweet melody, and gentle tone of her voice surrounded me in warmth, and I grew sleepy again. I tried to fight the hypnotizing sound while a memory attempted to break through the haze. There was something familiar about this.

      Avani shook me. “Snap out of it!”

      My eyes flew open. I blinked and blinked again. When my vision came back into focus, I saw Drew on the other side of her, his eyes closed and his body swaying slightly. I glanced behind us. The soldiers were also doing the same.

      The mesmerizing singing continued, but before it uttered too many more syllables, Avani lifted on her tiptoes and closed her warm palms over my ears. At her touch, my mind instantly cleared.

      She whispered, “Stay with me. Please.”

      It seemed such a silly thing to say. Of course, I’d stay with her. Always. I’d be nowhere else again. I opened my mouth to say just this, but movement from the forest caught my eye. We both turned to face the darkness.

      From within a dark, swirling sphere, a woman appeared and strolled toward us, smoke spinning out of her path. She wore a long red gown, cut low in the front, exposing a good portion of her breasts. Her long, raven-black hair spread across them. A pang of familiarity raced through me. I’d once touched those breasts in a moment of extreme weakness. Rishka.

      “That’s close enough,” Avani warned.

      A cruel smile twisted Rishka’s countenance, then she disappeared entirely in a burst of smoke, only to reappear directly in front of Avani. Avani jumped.

      Rishka lifted her hand and pressed it to Avani’s cheek. “This is close enough. Now hold still so that I might inspect you.”

      Avani’s body stiffened so suddenly that her eyes widened in panic.

      I sprang forward, intent on knocking Rishka away from her, but Rishka's hand flew up faster in my direction. “Quiet.”

      My body convulsed tightly to a straight position so sharply I could barely suck air into my lungs. Without hesitating, I drew the power of the earth into me, but the magic slammed into a mental barrier of darkness.

      Rishka smiled slyly at me as if she felt what I was trying to do. “It’s my turn, Elemental.”

      Fear laced itself into my wrath, and I mentally pushed harder against her magical barricade. I knew I could break through it, but it would probably take a few minutes—time Avani might not have.

      Rishka returned her cool gaze to Avani. “You are a pretty thing. This smooth skin— ” she traced her fingers down Avani’s cheek — “these pretty lips.”

      Her fingers brushed across Avani’s lips, and one even slid past them, but Avani bit down to prevent it from going further.

      “Feisty too, but that’s not what I’m interested in.” Rishka’s gaze roamed up and down Avani’s body. “What is this power you seem to possess? It is familiar to me.”

      Unable to move her head, Avani glanced at me sideways, a nervous look in her eyes. I wished I could comfort her, but I remained immobile. But not helpless. I continued to mentally push against Rishka's hold over me, and when I felt it fracture, I pushed even more.

      Rishka leaned into Avani so close her nose brushed up along Avani’s neck as Rishka inhaled. “I can smell it inside you. Like dirt and midnight air... but what else?”

      She placed her face directly in front of Avani’s, then leaned in and kissed her mouth hard. Avani grimaced at the contact.

      “Mmmm,” Rishka moaned, then she bit Avani’s bottom lip and pulled back, stretching it to a painful length. Avani yelped, and tears stung her eyes. Rishka let it go, smiling as she licked her lips. “Salt and embers. That’s what else I sense. But what does this mean?”

      Her gaze shifted to me, then back to Avani. A tiny trail of blood ran down Avani’s chin. I would kill Rishka for harming Avani. Growling, I continued to mentally break through Rishka’s increasingly weakening barrier.

      She must’ve felt the surge in my power because she flinched, then looked in my direction. With a cunning smile, she slid in front of me. “You want to hurt me.”

      I snarled in agreement.

      “You know,” she purred as she trailed a finger from my chest down to the front of my pants, where she hooked it into its seam, “it wasn’t that long ago that you had your cock buried inside me. Or do you not remember?”

      My heart sunk into my stomach at her words, especially in front of Avani. My night with Rishka was not something I ever wanted to remember. It was a drunken moment of weakness decades ago when I’d succumbed to my loneliness.

      I opened my mouth to argue, but no words escaped.

      “Is there something you want to say?” she asked innocently. Her hand lowered to my crotch and rubbed it up and down. “Maybe you want to tell me how wonderful that night was. How I rode you like a wild stallion while you gripped my breasts, then how you’d fucked me against a wall, oblivious to my servants preparing for a party all around us.”

      Anger threaded its way through my embarrassment. I didn’t dare glance at Avani for fear of what I might see in her eyes.

      Rishka frowned and looked down. “Why do you not grow hard for me?”

      “Leave this place, or I will kill you," a strong voice said.

      Rishka and I both stilled and turned toward Avani, shocked she could speak.

      “How did you—” Rishka asked, but she was silenced by at least a dozen brown roots exploding from the ground. She screamed as they twisted around her arms and legs and into her hair.

      My gaze darted to Avani in awe. She still appeared surrounded by a magical force like me, yet she somehow found a way to use earth's magic. With a quick, downward jerk of her head, the many roots slammed Rishka to the ground. The motion must’ve surprised Rishka because her grip on the soldiers and us slipped.

      I lunged to rip her heart out, but she disappeared before I could reach her. My head jerked up and searched the area, but the previous smoke and the unnatural darkness in the forest had disappeared with her.

      “Flint,” Avani breathed.

      The sound of her weak voice had me spinning back to her. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and her whole body fell limp. I barely caught her before she collapsed to the ground, unconscious.
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      I sat on the edge of a chair by Avani's bedside while she slept, but it wasn't a peaceful sleep. Her head continued to jerk periodically and her face scrunched in pain as if she were experiencing an endless nightmare. Her hand lay between mine, occasionally flexing against some unknown force. So small. So fragile. With my thumb, I stroked her pale skin across her knuckles to try to soothe her inner torment. I thought I'd die waiting for everyone to leave her room so I could finally touch her.

      After Avani had fallen unconscious, Drew and I tried to revive her, but nothing worked. Not even when I secretly tried to use my healing magic, a rare gift from Mother Earth. This terrified me because there's no reason my abilities shouldn't have worked. Avani clearly still clung to life as her heart continued to beat strong, so why couldn't I wake her?

      I leaned over and brushed my lips across her hand. "Wake up, beauty."

      I watched her eyes expectantly, but nothing happened except another painful grimace. I groaned and lowered my head once more.

      When we couldn't wake her, Drew insisted we return to the castle where the King's doctor could see her. I'd scooped her up before Drew suggested he or anyone else carry her, and then I mounted my horse and rode faster than I thought possible, even for my supernatural horse that was nearly as old as I was. Poor Drew hadn't been able to keep up, but I didn't care. I returned Avani to the castle and had her in front of the doctor in record time.

      It was a whirlwind of activity as everyone rushed to help the tormented Princess. I tried to stay by her side as much as possible, but as an outsider, I could tell I wasn't wanted. I also heard several whispers about what had happened on the battlefield, which meant it hadn't taken long for the soldiers to tell stories about what they'd witnessed. Many times, I heard the word "magic" whispered from voices full of fear and disdain.

      If it hadn't been for Rose, Avani's maid, I might've been kicked out of the castle for good, but Rose had reminded everyone, including Drew, that the King had ordered me to protect her.

      Avani's hand fisted within mine again. I glanced up at her, my heart surging with hope, but it must've been the nightmare again because she still slept.

      I squeezed her hand, rage warming the blood in my veins again at the thought of Rishka touching Avani. If Rishka had known Avani's true identity, she would've taken Avani straight to Sodon without a second thought. I couldn't let that happen. Sodon must never lay his hands on her, or it won't be just mine and my brothers' lives in jeopardy but the fate of all humanity.

      "Please, beauty, my precious Avani, please wake up. Let me comfort you." My words fell on deaf ears.

      For the hundredth time, I tried again to feed my magic into her, hoping a sliver of hers might latch onto it, but, like before, she was simply too drained. She'd expelled too much to fight off Rishka, but he still didn't know how she accomplished it as she was already weak from battling more than a dozen monsters.

      I sighed and released her hand to trail my fingers up her bare arm. I continued up her neck, my thumb feathering across the tender flesh. The sudden image of her straddling me while she slid her wet pussy across my cock made me grow hard.

      Avani's lips parted open, and she released a heavy breath followed by a moan, almost as if she'd had the same image of us. Seeing how it was her first stirring since falling unconscious, I continued thinking about that moment.

      I brushed my thumb across her parted lips and leaned in close to whisper, "You felt so good on top of me. I want to do it again."

      The lines between her furrowed brow relaxed for the first time since passing out.

      I continued to speak heated words. "Wake up for me, and I'll run my tongue across your nipples, between your legs--"

      I gasped at the thought. Lust burned through me but reached a new level when her tongue darted to lick her lips. She sighed, half moaning as if imagining me doing just that.

      Moving closer still, I said, "Wake up, Princess. I'm here and waiting to give you all the pleasure and love you deserve. It's been far too long. We need to be together. We need to heal each other, heal the world. You just need to wake up. Remember. Remember us."

      Her chest heaved a great breath, and her eyes flew open. I leaned back, a smile splitting my face at the sudden happiness racing through me. "Avani?"

      She blinked a few times, staring at me with a blank expression, then sprung upward into a sitting position. "The witch! My soldiers!"

      I took her by the arms, trying hard to ignore the heat at the contact of my fingers pressing against her bare arms. "They're okay. You saved them."

      Her shoulders dropped, and her head fell forward. "Thank the Gods."

      "How do you feel?"

      She rubbed at her head. "Like I've been fighting for days. How long have I been out?"

      "Fifteen hours, nine minutes, and forty-three seconds."

      She lifted her gaze to mine and smiled slightly.

      "I've been so worried. We all have. No one could help you, not even me, with all of my abilities."

      "Maybe you're not as powerful as you think." She grinned, but the teasing grin disappeared a second later. She touched her head again.

      "What's wrong?"

      "These images going through my mind, the blood, the darkness. It's so overwhelming."

      "Is it like a nightmare?" I wanted to hold her hand, but that sort of intimacy, the kind typically shared between fated mates, felt too soon. It might scare her away.

      She shook her head. "I don't think so. It feels like," she paused, thinking, "like someone has poisoned my mind with memories, but I know they aren't real."

      My heartbeat stuttered. "What do you see?"

      "Men. Women. Children." She swallowed hard. "Their bodies. So much blood. And there's this darkness... it's coating the earth, destroying everything in its path. It feels pain, delivers pain, and enjoys the agony. But that isn't even the worst of it." She averted her gaze from mine. "I'm there with it. Helping this monster hurt others."

      Tears stung her eyes. This time I didn't hesitate and took her hands in mine. I didn't want to tell her yet, but I feared she was having a premonition about what might happen in the future. I couldn't be sure whether it was her magic causing it or something she'd latched onto from Rishka's mind, but it was frightening.

      "Why is this happening, Flint?" she asked as she stared at our hands coupled together. She didn't seem to be at all bothered by the contact.

      "It's possible that Rishka planted them just before you bound her. Her final way of punishing you. Few get the upper hand over her." I paused. "How did you do it, anyway?"

      She squeezed my hand but didn't look at me. "I thought of you. Of us. There's something about our memories together that makes me feel stronger and more at peace." She slowly looked up at me. "Will you do it again? If only to take away these terrible images?"

      I grew hard at the suggestion, but maybe I didn't fully understand. "Do what again?" I asked slowly.

      She bit her lip, and her cheeks tinged the loveliest shade of pink. I could've taken her right then.

      "Touch me," she whispered.

      My cock jumped, and I tried hard to hide the growl rumbling in my chest. "Are you sure that's what you want after everything you've been through?"

      She nodded. "More than anything."

      I glanced behind me at the large tub in the corner of the room. "Rose filled it for you a few hours ago, hoping you'd wake. Would you like to take a bath? It might not be that warm, though."

      "A bath sounds lovely. With your help, of course."

      I nodded and helped her to stand. She wobbled a bit but gathered her strength and footing. Her long, sheer white gown had loosened and partially exposed one of her breasts, but she didn't seem to notice or care. I tried not to stare as I guided her toward the tub.

      "Did my men on the front lines get the supplies we brought them?" she asked.

      "I was told they did and also told our victory bolstered their spirits. I think you accomplished what you set out to do."

      She stopped in front of the tub and sighed a breath of relief. "Good."

      I stilled behind her, air catching in my chest. I wanted this so badly, to be with her, but I had to be careful, go slow. I couldn't go too far or risk losing ourselves to nirvana, a place we could become trapped deep inside our minds. She had to be purged by fire first.

      Avani untied the ribbon around her waist, then reached up and slid the gown from her shoulders. The material cascaded to the ground and gathered at her feet. My eyes slid over her naked back, across her narrow hips, and to her perfectly shaped ass.

      I moaned and placed my hands on each side of her hips. My fingers dug into her flesh, and I pulled her against me. She gasped as she undoubtedly felt the prominent bulge in my pants pressing against her back. I lowered my head and nuzzled her head to the side, exposing her slender neck to me. My lips pressed against the flesh and trailed kisses up and down it.

      "Yes, Flint," she breathed. "Like that. It helps so much."

      "Good." I touched my lips to her ear and whispered, "Only think of my fingers against your skin. The way they pleasure you. Let me erase that darkness from your mind."

      "Please."

      My hands slid up to her shoulders slowly, and my thumbs dug into the tension at the top. I worked the muscles in deep and large circles, kneading and massaging.

      "That feels so good," she moaned.

      "I'm just getting started, beauty."

      I continued rubbing her shoulders, then slowly worked my way out to her arms. She leaned against me and dropped her head back, giving me a clear view of her swollen breasts and hard nipples. Leaving her arms draped at her sides, my hands slid to her stomach, where I rubbed her flesh, my fingers gently finding the muscles between her narrow ribs. I worked my way upward, but slowly, to make sure all she thought about was my touch. Her heart beat so fast and loud that I could feel it thundering against my chest.

      "Are you thinking about anything else?" I breathed in her ear.

      "No," she murmured and squirmed her ass against me as if she liked my member pressing against it.

      One of my palms reached the bottom of her breasts while my other hand slid south and paused just before I reached the apex of her thighs. She hitched a breath in anticipation, but I held still and ordered, "Get in the tub."

      She gasped. "Right now?"

      "Don't worry, beauty. Before the sun rises, I will have pleasured every part of your body."
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      I could barely think and had to keep reminding myself to draw air into my lungs, especially when, after getting inside the tub, I watched Flint roll the sleeves of his white button-up shirt to his biceps. I had to swallow just to keep the saliva inside my mouth.

      When Flint said he would take his time, he'd meant it, much to my frustration. He made it so his touch was literally all I thought about for what felt like the most blissful and pleasurable hours I'd ever had.

      He touched every muscle, and the way he worked them, circling his thumbs with just the right amount of pressure, released every bit of tension within my body. I hadn't realized how much I'd been carrying until he gave them his special attention.

      But there was still one area of my body that had yet to feel his touch, and I swore I'd explode if I couldn't get him there. I tried to direct him when he ran a washcloth up my bare leg. I deliberately lifted my pelvis out of the water so he could see my throbbing pussy, but he pretended he didn't notice and continued back down my leg. I groaned in frustration but didn't give up.

      He leaned away and rested his elbows on the edge of the tub. Water dripped from his hands. "How do you feel?"

      "My muscles feel amazing. You truly have the touch, but..." I didn't mean for my voice to trail off, but I feared I might scream at him if I said one more word. The sexual tension between my legs made me feel like a bird desperate to fly, but threads tied to my legs held me back.

      His eyebrows arched up innocently. "Did I miss a spot?"

      I slapped the surface sideways, spraying him with water. I didn't feel like being teased right now. "Damn right, you did!"

      He laughed and wiped at his face with his forearm. "Where?"

      "You know where." I dropped my gaze to the water between my legs.

      "Show me." His voice and expression lowered simultaneously, warming my cheeks at how serious he grew, his lustful gaze burning into mine.

      "You want me to show you?"

      "You heard me. Do it. Show me the spot I missed."

      Swallowing the sudden fullness in my throat, I placed both feet on the bottom of the tub and lifted my pelvis just barely out of the water.

      He stared at it hungrily, his tongue skating over his lips. "Where exactly?"

      Shifting my weight onto one elbow, I used my other hand and touched there. The shock of my fingers touching that sensitive spot made me gasp.

      "Here," I barely breathed. "This area desperately needs your attention."

      His hand slid over mine and pressed down. The pressure made my middle finger slide into the slit. A wave of pleasure rippled across my skin, especially when he moved our hands up and down. My chest heaved, and my head dropped back.

      "You know," he said, "I'm not the only one who can give you this pleasure." He deepened his hand movements over mine, making it so my finger moved even further until it reached my soaking entrance. He applied more pressure, and I felt my middle finger enter me.

      As good as it felt, it was not what I wanted. I lifted my head and stared at him. "If I wanted this kind of pleasure, I would've kicked you out five minutes ago to take care of myself. I said I wanted you. Now give it to me."

      Flint didn't seem to be the type of man who liked to take orders, but from me? He practically came undone. He shoved my hand away, then dipped his left into the tub, where it cupped my ass to keep it from sinking back into the water. Then he used his right one to replace where mine had been moments before.

      Based on his initial reaction, I expected him to go fast, but he returned to his much slower movements, his fingers taking their time to explore my folds. The moan escaping from my throat surprised even me.

      "Is this what you wanted?" His finger swirled around that exposed bundle of nerves, making my whole body tremble.

      "So much, yes. Don't stop."

      Flint continued the dance across my pussy, his fingers gliding, twisting, swirling, all perfectly synced with my pleasure, but just before I reached my sweet release, he moved away to give my entrance attention. One finger dove inside me, then another. He pumped fast and hard, his heated gaze so focused on his actions that even if the house were burning around us, he wouldn't have stopped.

      "Oh, Flint..." I moaned as my hips thrust with his motions.

      He didn't seem to hear me. His fingers returned to my clit. "I want to eat your pussy, taste you on my tongue. It's been so long."

      By the glazed look in his eyes, he didn't seem to hear himself. It was as if he'd spoken his thoughts.

      I would've loved to feel his head between my legs, but I couldn't speak. My breathing had quickened, and pressure continued to build until it reached an epic high. The sounds escaping my throat grew louder, especially when two fingers slid back into my slick entrance while his thumb circled my clit.

      "Let it go," Flint ordered.

      Through frantic breaths, my gaze darted to his. The way he stared directly into my eyes with such passion, such devotion, is what ultimately sent me over the edge. My body quivered and shook as waves of pleasure washed over me in one of the longest orgasms I'd ever had. Flint's feverish gaze never let mine.

      When my trembling subsided, he slowly lowered me back to the tub, smiling slightly. "You look more relaxed."

      "I feel like a jellyfish." I curled onto my side, my face barely above the water's surface. "It's your turn to feel like a jellyfish. Take your clothes off so I can suck—"

      "You should rest." His smile disappeared, and he straightened. "I'll get you a towel."

      I sat up, startled by his sudden change in demeanor. "Did I do something wrong?"

      "Not at all." He turned his back to me, picked up the towel from off my dresser, and remained there for a long moment. "I can easily become consumed by you."

      "Is that a bad thing?" I whispered.

      He turned around and returned to me. While he let the towel unfold, he said, "It's dangerous."

      I rose from the water, fully naked in front of him. His mouth parted open as his eyes took in all of me. I loved how my body made him react. "Why is it dangerous? Because I'm the Princess? I'm not asking you to marry me or anything. We can just fool around. Please each other."

      Flint averted his gaze and pushed the towel toward me. The motion looked painful to him. "The timing isn't right."

      I accepted the towel and dried myself off. "Timing? That makes little sense. Besides, if the prophecy is true, I'll be working with you for some time while you teach me how to use earth's magic."

      "Prophecy?" He extended his hand to help me over the tub's edge.

      My eyebrows lifted. "You don't know of it?"

      He shook his head.

      With the towel wrapped around me, I lowered onto a chair in front of my vanity mirror and ran a brush through my wet hair. I met Flint's gaze in the mirror. "It was told on the day I was born. I'm surprised my father didn't tell you. Actually, he didn't tell me either. I just learned of it from Folina the other night. She's the one who made the prophecy."

      It was his turn to be surprised. He drew closer to me. "What did she say?"

      I tried to recall the words but couldn't remember them all. "Something about a child of ancient origins being born of royal blood and a night wolf. And how the child will possess the power of life and light and through the universe's four elements, she will bring balance to the realm." I paused. "Something like that."

      Flint lowered next to me, his eyes wide. "Did she tell you what that meant?"

      I shook my head and placed the brush back on the table. "I figure it means you need to train me, seeing how we have a connection. You and your brothers, that is, on how to use elemental magic. Then, together, we'll battle the threat to our world, which probably means Sodon."

      Flint stood and paced the room, his chest rising and falling in deep thought.

      "Did I get it right?" I asked.

      He stopped and opened his mouth but then closed it again and continued to pace.

      "What is it, Flint?"

      He returned to me and met my eyes in the mirror. "I will train you, and so will my brothers, when I can convince them to come here." His expression pained, as if he had more to say but didn't know how.

      I swiveled around in my seat. "What are you not saying?"

      "It's nothing." He forced a smile. "I look forward to training you but hope you can keep up. I get bored easily."

      I eyed him thoughtfully, wondering if I should force him to tell me what he wasn't saying, but the smile teasing the corners of his mouth softened my heart. I stood and sauntered over to him. "If you remember what happened last time, I was the one who ended up on top."

      "Only because I let you. Next time, I won't be so generous."

      "Next time," I breathed, "I plan on getting exactly what I want."

      My hand shot out and grabbed onto his bulging member.
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      As soon as Avani had dressed and returned to bed, I exited the room and found my usual chair outside her door. I stretched my legs and adjusted my hard, painful cock inside my pants. I'd wanted so desperately to fuck her, or at least let her suck my cock, but just watching my fingers pleasure her pussy nearly had me falling into a dangerous trance, one I might not recover from.

      It was too soon. I needed my brothers here, specifically Hurley and his power over fire. However, holding out with Avani until one of my brothers or I could convince him of Avani's true identity might take too long. As it was, Hurley refused to see Bayu and me. Calder might still talk to him, but he wasn't speaking to me either.

      I groaned. Our family was so messed up. I regretted not trying to mend relations sooner, but I didn't think Lilly would ever come back into our lives.

      From now on, I'd have to be more careful, despite how badly I wanted to touch Avani every second of every day. I simply had to stay focused on teaching her how to properly use and store earth's magic. This might prove difficult in a kingdom where magic was viewed as evil, especially with the King still gone.

      I thought about this the rest of the night and well into the morning while Avani still slept. I was glad she was sleeping in; she needed all the rest she could before her training. It would tax her in ways she'd never experienced before.

      The sound of angry voices echoed toward me, followed by several footsteps. I stood from the chair and stretched my arms up high. I was still mid-yawn when Drew and several soldiers rounded the corner to approach me. By their angry expressions, they had a bone to pick.

      Just before they reached me, Drew lifted his hand to stop them, then walked the rest of the way to me.

      I straightened tall and puffed my chest outward. "What's this about?"

      Drew lowered his voice. "I'm sorry about this, but a few of my men are concerned about some things they saw yesterday. I was hoping you could ease any fears they might have."

      I glanced past him at the five men, who all shifted their weight uncomfortably under my scrutinizing glare. I added a little power to my stare, hoping each and every one of them could feel my anger for being questioned like this. "Tell me. What fears do they have?"

      They all looked at each other, waiting for someone else to speak first. Finally, the one with red hair gathered some courage and blurted, "You used magic on the field!"

      "To save your lives," I added.

      "Which we're grateful for," Drew assured, "but how do we know you won't use magic against us?"

      "Have I done that yet?"

      "You used it against the Princess!" another blurted.

      I sighed. "How did you come to that conclusion?"

      "Because we saw her use magic like you," the red-headed man said. "You hexed her somehow, and that's what made her fall ill last night."

      "Is any of this true?" Drew asked. By his tone, I could tell he wanted it to be true. For if the Princess could wield magic, they probably feared she would lead the kingdom into disaster, as many others with magical gifts had done before.

      The door behind me flew open, and Avani stepped out, fully dressed and with an air of authority. "What is going on here?"

      Before any of the soldiers could answer, I said, "I think your people are afraid of me and fear I've hexed you with the ability to use magic."

      Avani pursed her lips, thinking hard. I regretted at that moment not having a conversation about us using magic in front of everyone. She would have to choose her words carefully.

      "First," she began, "Flint didn't spell me. Second, I don't know exactly what happened, but it isn't impossible with my lineage that I would have some kind of magical gifts."

      "But your father, the King, only has shifting abilities," Drew said. "You shouldn't be able to do the kind of magic we saw."

      Her gaze darted to mine, then to the others. "Listen, I don't understand it either, but I can assure you I'll be looking into it. Most importantly, know that my kingdom and all its people are my priority. I would let nothing harm them. If I can wield magic, I will do just that if I must, but I will never let it control me."

      Drew looked uncertain, as did the others.

      "I will train her," I said. "On how to control it and how to use only the light in magic."

      This caused the soldiers to bristle, and I feared there might be another argument, but Drew quickly turned around and said to them, "Your King has vouched for Flint of the Brass Mountains for years. We've also heard of his great deeds in many other kingdoms. Let's give him a chance to see if he can help our Princess. If she can indeed use magic, then I can think of no other person better to train her, but," he whirled around on me, "if we catch even a hint of deceit or malice within you, I'll kill you myself. Do you understand?"

      I didn't particularly appreciate the threat, but I admired his bravery in doing it. I also enjoyed how he'd sacrificed his life to protect Avani. "She is safe in my hands."

      "I don't like this," the red-headed soldier blurted.

      "You don't have to," Drew told him. "This is what's happening, so fall in line and make sure the others do too."

      The soldier huffed, then turned on his heel. The rest of them followed him back down the hallway, the sounds of their heavy footfalls expressing their anger at the situation.

      Drew sighed. "I better go make sure they follow orders instead of spreading rumors. If we're not careful, this could become a dangerous situation."

      Avani nodded her head. "Thank you, Drew. And we'll be discreet with my training."

      "I'd appreciate that." He glanced at me with what he probably thought was a warning glare, but I didn't need anyone to warn me. I'd seen firsthand what happened when people suspected people of dark magic. Witch hunts. And they always ended the same way. Blood and death. I'd do whatever I could to keep that from happening here, but if I got even a whiff of that here, I'd take Avani as far away as I could from this place whether she wanted me to or not. I wouldn't make the same mistakes I made with Avani that I had with Lilly.

      As Drew hurried after his men, Avani turned to me and smiled. "You owe me a favor now for getting you out of trouble."

      "I didn't ask you to do that and would've been just fine."

      "I doubt that very much. So how about you return the favor right now?" She closed the distance between us and looked at me with hooded eyes. I groaned inwardly and tried hard to fight the desire to scoop her up and take her back into the bedroom for the rest of the day.

      “Whatever favors you’re handing out, I’ll take one too,” a familiar voice said with a hint of playfulness.

      I stepped away from Avani and turned around to face Rose. “I don’t think you could handle it.”

      She arched an eyebrow and smiled seductively. “Oh, I can handle it.”

      Avani stepped between us and said to Rose, “How about you just focus on handling my laundry today?”

      “Not as fun but probably as dirty.” Rose laughed. “But I caught your hint. I just came to remind you about your meeting today with the Magistrate.”

      Avani pursed her lips. “Could you tell him that unless it’s urgent, I’m busy and will meet with him next week?”

      I nodded my approval, as I needed to train her as soon as possible.

      Rose glanced from me to Avani. “Of course, but may I ask what you’re busy with?”

      “I need to train,” she answered. “In the old ways, ways only Flint knows.”

      Rose bowed thoughtfully, a slight grin teasing the corners of her mouth. “Then I’ll let you get to it.”

      As soon as Rose disappeared around the corner, Avani spun to me, her mouth opening. Before she could say anything, I blurted, "We will work together today, but it’s important we stay focused and remain professional."

      She furrowed her brow. "Is that what you want?"

      That question. Of course, it wasn't what I wanted, but the more I touched her, the more I felt my control slipping. And if I slipped, I could easily take her with me, and we'd become trapped within our minds experiencing perfect nirvana. That sounded wonderful, except it's nearly impossible to bring someone out of that, which eventually leads to death. So, until I found Hurley, who could cleanse her with fire, I had to be careful with Avani.

      "Yes," I lied. "It's what I want."

      Her expression hardened, but I caught the brief look of sadness in her eyes before she added, "Fine. You may teach me to use and control whatever magic exists inside me, but keep your damn hands to yourself."

      She brushed by me, her chin up.

      I sighed and followed her. This might be one of the hardest things I've had to do, but it was the right decision. I only hoped I could convince my brothers soon that Avani really was our Lilly because if not, I feared I wouldn't be able to control myself, an action that could kill us both.
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      Holding a burning torch, Flint walked in front of me deep into the tunnel beneath the library, a tunnel I never knew existed until five minutes ago. The last week felt like I was getting one surprise after another, and I was beginning to feel like I knew nothing about my life.

      "How did you know about this place?" I asked, needing more clarification beyond, 'Let's train in the tunnels under the castle.'

      Over his shoulder, he said, "Before your family lived here over two centuries ago and before any castle ever existed, this place used to be a common gathering site for magical beings. At least once a year, they would meet and practice magic here while learning new techniques from others. They were impressive events where amazing things happened."

      I hadn't realized I'd slowed my steps at his words, but now that he was silent, I hurried to catch up to him, my footfalls kicking up dust along the stone floor. "What happened?"

      "Sodon happened. His darkness spread to others and eventually found its way here, where it poisoned many of them with thoughts of grandeur and inequality until war broke out. Those who had more abilities turned against those who didn't. They felt they should rule. And those with less powerful, magical skills turned against anyone they felt might try to control them."

      He turned a corner and continued walking. We must be at least a mile into the mountain already. It made me nervous, and fear it might collapse in on us. I walked so close to him that I practically tripped over his feet. If only this stupid tunnel weren't so narrow, I could walk alongside him.

      Flint continued talking. "Once the fighting began, no one came here anymore. Then, when using magic became a bad thing, they sealed this place off, and your ancestors built their home over it."

      "But we entered through the library," I said, remembering my surprise when Folina had moved aside an empty bookshelf, revealing an iron door.

      "Folina reopened it a couple of decades ago."

      "Reopened? Like for her own personal use, or have magical people been coming here to practice like they used to do?" The image of seeing an event like that sent chills skittering across my skin. I wanted to take part in something like that.

      "Only four of us showed up the first time, but in our last get-together, there were seven. Not much progress, but some."

      I took hold of his arm and stopped him. He turned around to face me, the light of the flames flickering across his face.

      "What do you mean 'us'? You've come here before?"

      "Every five years for the last twenty years. We didn't risk meeting more than that."

      "Under my father's nose?" I didn't hide the anger in my voice.

      "Your father permitted us. Unlike most, he believes magic can still be a force for good. Probably because he's seen it in you."

      I groaned and rubbed at my suddenly aching head. "I feel like my life has been a lie."

      He turned back around and continued to walk. "Not a lie at all. Information about it, however, was just withheld. For your protection, of course."

      I snorted. "Of course."

      We walked silently for almost a full minute before I asked, "Did you ever see me when you came?"

      He shook his head. "Probably for the best. I might not have left if I had."

      "What do you mean by that?"

      I waited for him to answer, but then he turned another corner and said, "We're here."

      I looked around him, noticing how the tunnel had opened up into a vast and tall cavern with sharp and long stalactites hanging from the ceiling, but what really impressed me was how they sparkled a deep blue and green color as if some unknown substance had grown upon them. Whatever it was, it gave off just enough light to see where I was walking.

      Moving deeper into the cavern, I realized the sheer size of the place. My mouth fell open. "This is incredible!"

      Flint placed the end of the torch into a crack in the cave wall and walked toward me. "Imagine this place packed with people using magic. They would turn this room into an arctic hut or a warm jungle whenever they wished it."

      "I bet it was amazing," I breathed in awe as I tried to picture what it must've been like.

      "This is where I'm going to train you. A place where we can practice magic in privacy."

      I walked deeper into the great cavern, thinking about his words. "Do you really think people would disapprove? Maybe if we talk to them first, explain what we know about magic? Surely, they would understand, especially after all the good my father has done and all the good I've tried to show them."

      "Do you believe any of that matters?" Flint removed his shirt and tossed it to the side.

      "I do." I tried hard not to stare at his muscular chest, all those mounds and rivets. Earlier, he had reminded me that it was best if we didn't do anything physical again, but when he looked like that? Pure torture.

      He motioned me forward while stretching his arms high and flexing. "Let's begin."

      I groaned inwardly at all his taut muscles, desperately wanting to feel them flex beneath my touch, feel his body wrap around mine. I cursed under my breath. If this was going to work, allowing him to train me looking the way he did, then I needed to put us on an even playing field.

      "Give me a second," I said, then turned around. I slid the sheathe off my back and carefully set my sword on the ground. I followed it up by unbuttoning my leather training shirt. It fell from my shoulders, leaving me in just a tight top that barely covered my breasts. I considered removing my pants but thought that might be over the top. I didn't want to appear too obvious.

      I turned around and stalked toward him with a sway of my hips. "I'm ready now."

      Warmth spread between my legs as I watched his gaze slide down to my breasts and bare stomach. He averted his gaze, but only for a split second before they returned to my eyes.

      I stopped in front of him. "Can we get started?"

      The muscles on the side of his jaw flexed. After swallowing hard, he nodded. "We'll start with your basic fighting skills to get warmed up. No magic. Instead, I want you to practice grounding yourself to the earth while we fight. At first, it will be difficult for you to do both, but do what you can."

      I lowered into a defensive position and raised my fists. "You do what you can. I've got this."

      He smiled and mirrored my movements. "That cocky attitude won't help you."

      I swung at him, a double jab that had him stumbling back. "We'll see about that."

      And so my official training began. We sparred back and forth, our feet dancing across the stone floor in specific, patterned steps I'd memorized since I was a child. Because of this, I focused on my breathing, Flint's movements, and the faint buzzing sensation growing on my feet. But hadn't I always felt that?

      I dodged a blow to my face and spun away from Flint as I tried to remember. I'd always thought it was because of the training, but what if that was earth's magic? Maybe it had always been there, just waiting for me to take it.

      While continuing to throw and dodge punches, I focused on my feet. Every time I stepped upon the earth, I felt a tiny burst of energy at the contact. I bet if it were visible, I'd be able to see actual sparks ignite between me and the earth. Was it that way with Flint too?

      As if I might see the electricity, I glanced down at his feet, but this distraction cost me dearly. Flint's fist caught me in the jaw, and I flew to the ground.

      He gasped and hurried to me. "I'm so sorry. I truly thought you'd duck. Why did you look away?"

      I groaned and rubbed at my jaw as he helped me to stand. Stars swirled in my vision, and I blinked a few times to clear them. "I was thinking about something else."

      "Don't do that." He lowered to where he could inspect my jaw. With a tender grip, he turned my face to the side. "That's going to leave a mark."

      "It shouldn't last long." I'd always been a fast healer. I rubbed at it again, wincing at the pain. "Let's continue. I'll be fine."

      "Are you sure?"

      I nodded and stepped back, my vision focusing again. "That's one point for you."

      He chuckled. "I didn't know we were keeping score."

      "The loser has to do whatever the winner says." I kicked my leg toward his ribs.

      He caught it and held it close to his side. With my legs separated, he couldn't help himself as he glanced down at my pussy, which was probably fairly visible with my tight leggings.

      With him distracted, I swung a powerful fist. It crashed into his jaw hard enough that he let go of my leg and nearly stumbled to the ground.

      "What distracted you?" I asked with a smirk.

      He gathered his feet beneath him and worked his jaw, his eyes twinkling mischievously. "Nothing I haven't seen before. Seen one, seen them all."

      The thought of him seeing or touching anyone there caused a surge of furious rage to race through my blood. I growled and rushed at him, my fists flying one after another. "It's one-to-one. I plan on winning and making you pay for that comment."

      He laughed as he blocked my many blows. "You don't like the thought of me touching others' pussies? Kissing them even?"

      Air puffed from my nostrils at the image, and I fought him even harder. This time, though, I drew upon that energy I felt pulsating at my feet. It drummed into me at my command, beating as fiercely as my pulse in heated anger. The rhythm filled my body, and I found myself suddenly able to move faster.

      Flint matched my pace. "Good. Keep it going."

      "Stop talking," I growled.

      "What?" he asked innocently as I spun away from his flying fist. "You don't like me talking about the other women I've been with? Or how many of them got on their knees for me, sucked my cock until I filled them with my cum?"

      "What the hell?" I cried and attacked him again, moving faster, punching harder. This prick had to go down. Two could play this game. I dove to the ground in a somersault and came up behind him. "You think you're the only one to experience pleasure with someone else? I can't tell you how many times I've had men's faces buried between my legs, their tongues so far inside me, I couldn't breathe with how good it felt."

      Flint spun around, his chest heaving, his face red with anger.

      "In fact," I continued, "Drew is one of the best. The things he can do with his tongue and fingers are truly remarkable!"

      He charged me, looking as if he might destroy the world. My anger mirrored his. Over and over, we attempted to get at each other, with both of us drawing upon earth's magic. It flowed through me, no longer as a beat but as a steady stream reaching every part of my body. I could feel it trying to control my movements, and for a split second, that contention between us caused friction that nearly had me getting punched again, but at the last moment, I surrendered to it and let magic do its thing.

      The earth shook beneath us and above. Stalactites fell to the ground and shattered into thousands of pieces.

      Flint stepped away from me and glanced upward nervously. "Shit, Avani. You're letting it control you."

      I could barely hear him over a rushing sound in my ears. I lunged for him, or I should say earth's magic, lunged for him, but before I could reach Flint, a blast of energy exploded from me and slammed into him. His body flew backward and crashed into the cave wall. He sputtered sharp breaths and slumped to the floor.

      The sheer violence of my actions startled me into silence. Magic still hammered through me, begging to be released, and it literally felt like it was straining to get through my skin.

      "Flint," I gasped. "I'm so sorry."

      He looked up at me with glazed-over eyes. "Fight it, Avani."

      My fingers curled into fists as I nodded and closed my eyes. I gulped for air over and over, then did the first thing that came to mind. I imagined water pouring into me from above, drenching the swells of magic. Its cool touch against me, its taste on my tongue, and how water made me feel light and free. Slowly, I felt earth's magic retreat.

      When I opened my eyes, Flint stood inches from me. "Good. Feel better?"

      My chest heaved to get more air inside my lungs, but I nodded. "What was that?"

      "Emotions are powerful feelings. They can affect how magic interacts with you."

      "But I felt it take me over." I scrubbed a hand down my face at how horrible yet powerful I'd felt in that moment.

      "That's why magic can be so dangerous. It can take over the user if they aren't careful and learn to mask their emotions. That loss of control is an incredible feeling."

      I looked up to meet his gaze, finally understanding. "That's why so many become addicted when they use magic."

      "Exactly, which is why so many others have become fearful of magic."

      I nodded my head slowly. "I get it now."

      A long moment passed before he said, "You controlled it well. May I ask how?"

      "Water. I imagined it snuffing out all that fevered energy, sort of like the way a sudden rain storm cools a hot summer day."

      He chuckled to himself as if he knew something I didn't.

      "What?" I asked.

      "It's nothing." He stepped back. "Let's continue, but at a much slower pace. We'll focus on your technique while only drawing in bits of earth's magic. And no more insults. I didn't realize you had such a temper."

      I pretended I didn't see the twinkle in his eyes. "I didn't think I had a temper either until I met you."

      "For what it's worth," he licked his lips, "your pussy is the only one I want to see, touch, kiss."

      My abdomen warmed at the image. "Flint..."

      He cleared his throat and stepped back again. "Let's begin."

      I growled in frustration but kept my mouth shut. Losing control had scared me. If Flint was the only one who could teach me to use earth's magic, I needed our time to focus on that, despite what my body wanted. Besides, Flint was still a mystery, and I didn't particularly appreciate him keeping secrets from me. He knew so much, and I felt strongly that knowledge involved me.

      One way or another, I'd get him to talk.
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      “Your progress inspires me!” I gasped as I ducked Avani’s backward kick. I would’ve said more, but she was moving so quickly that I had to keep my head on a swivel to make sure she didn’t attack me.

      For the last couple of weeks, we came to the tunnels daily, a place Avani fittingly called “The Secret Garden,” but it had only become that because of her unique ability that continued to grow daily.

      It had started the first day we trained here. Before we’d left, she’d touched the stone wall just over what looked like a shallow crack. Beneath her fingertips, a vine sprouted and kept growing, inching its way along the rocks. I’d watched her smiling, my heart swelling with pride.

      And like the growing vines that grew and grew over those cold stones, so did my devotion and love for her increase until my heart had completely thawed from centuries of pain and sorrow at having lost Lilly.

      Lilly. I barely thought of her anymore. She and Avani may share the same ancient elemental light, but they were different in so many ways. Lilly had been feisty with a short temper but passionate, too. About everything. She did nothing halfway. But even more so, she pushed me to become what I thought was the best version of myself. Maybe that was me just being cocky, but since knowing Avani? I felt like a child, insecure and lacking in every way, even when it came to magic. She just learned so quickly and was so incredibly smart.

      Lost in my thoughts, my focus slipped, and I tripped over a sudden, thick vine growing from the cracks in the stone floor. I stumbled backward but couldn't right my feet before I fell.

      Avani laughed out loud. “Getting tired, old man?”

      The sound teased my ears pleasurably, but I tried hard not to smile back. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. “It’s all these damn vines. We can barely fight in here anymore.”

      She glanced around. “I think they’re beautiful.”

      They were, but I wouldn’t admit that to her. There were hundreds of them now, many of them sprouting little blue and white flowers, despite there being no sun. Avani was their sun. That was the only light they needed.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I blinked and tried to mask my expression. That was the hardest part of working with her—reigning in my desire. Ignoring her question, I walked to the wooden table nearby and picked up a cloth to blot the sweat from my forehead. “Maybe you can get rid of some of them? The smell offends my senses.”

      “That’s the smell of smoke from these torches you lit. Any more, and I’m afraid you’ll burn all my beautiful plants.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her, along with a smirk. “Maybe that’s my plan.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Wouldn’t I?” At our friendly banter, the air became sexually charged, and I grew hard. Shit. This happened all too often. I hated it and loved it at the same time.

      Avani sauntered toward me, the sway of her sexy hips making my cock twitch. Before she could reach me, I turned around and gathered our belongings. “We should get back. It’s almost dinnertime.”

      I could feel the air at my back cool and could practically taste her disappointment. I hated letting her down all the time, but I didn’t want to disrupt our momentum. She’d learned so much in a short amount of time, and I feared that if we continued to be physical with each other, it would stop our progression. At least on my end because if I touched her again, I might not be able to stop.

      We walked through the dark tunnels back to the library in silence. I pretended to be distracted, while in reality, I couldn’t stop staring at her ass as she walked in front of me. I’d love to bend her over, take her from behind, or maybe I’d make her get on her knees while I... I groaned inwardly and tried again to think of something else, but it was only seconds before I was back to staring at her ass.

      Avani stopped at the secret door and pressed her ear to the small, open crack. “I think we’re good.”

      When I heard nothing beyond it, too, I said, “Go ahead.”

      She pushed open the door. So far, other than Folina, no one had uncovered our secret location.

      Just as the door closed behind us, Folina rounded the corner, her brows drawn together. I sensed her fears before she spoke.

      Avani must’ve, too, because she asked, “What is it?”

      “It’s Drew. He’s been looking for you. He says he has a letter to you from the King.”

      Avani sucked in a breath of relief. “That’s great news! Why the worried face then?”

      Folina glanced from me to Avani. “Drew said he’ll meet you both in the King’s room, but you are to stay away from the courtyard. There’s a commotion there that’s best if you avoid.”

      “Commotion?” Avani asked, her voice rising. “Has there been another attack?”

      “Nothing like that, but please obey him and go now.”

      Avani nodded and hurried forward with me on her tail. We exited the library, turning left instead of right, which would’ve taken us directly through the courtyard. It was the shortest path to the King’s quarters, but now we had to take a long way.

      I could hear Avani’s heartbeat hammering within her chest as we hurried along, but I quickly redirected my hearing toward the outer walls. Angry voices immediately accosted my ears. So many it was hard to decipher what was being said. I heard Avani’s name many times, which made my pulse match Avani's. Had our secret training sessions been discovered? I didn’t think so, but maybe I’d been so caught up with Avani I’d gotten careless. That had happened before with Lilly, and it had cost Lilly her life.

      At the thought of my past mistakes, my feet nearly tripped over the stairs we raced up. I couldn’t let the same happen with Avani. It would kill me this time.

      Avani reached the closed double doors of her father’s chambers. She didn’t bother knocking and shoved them open. I stayed close behind her.

      Drew stood near the window, but at her approach, he whirled around. My concern for Avani grew even more at Drew’s appearance. Black stubble covered his cheeks and chin and dark circles hung beneath his eyes. Coupled with his unruly hair, he looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks.

      “What’s wrong?” Avani demanded.

      “See for yourself.”

      Drew stepped out of the way and motioned toward the window. “Look from a distance. I don’t want anyone to see you.”

      “Why not?” she whispered, as if unknowingly speaking her thoughts. She walked to the window, then stopped at the side of it to peer out. I did the same, but on the other side.

      The courtyard was just below us. It was packed with villagers, their expressions mirroring the angry voices I’d heard earlier.

      “What is happening out there?” Avani asked. “Why are they so angry?”

      “Keep looking,” Drew answered, his voice tired.

      I scanned the crowd again, noting specifically the direction of everyone’s gazes. Most were looking toward a circle of men in the corner, and those men stared directly at one man, taller than the others, with an air of aristocracy. Barbos. His pointed nose and chin were slightly elevated than the others, and the way he held his body, still and erect, made me think of a viper.

      Avani frowned. “Barbos? What’s he doing down there?”

      “Your uncle,” Drew explained, “has been stirring the seeds of doubt and fear among your people about your ability to rule.”

      She gripped the windowsill. “Why would he do that?”

      Drew snorted. “Because he wants the crown, always has. And with your father away and you off, God knows where, Barbos has been free to spread his lies and gossip.”

      I glanced at Drew, noting the bitter tone in his voice. How many others have been as observant as him?

      Avani shook her head. “I don’t believe it. He wouldn’t do that.” She straightened and pursed her lips. “I’m going to talk to him.”

      “That’s not a good idea,” Drew and I said simultaneously. By the size of the crowd below us, we both knew a stern warning from Avani to her uncle would do nothing. He’d already gained too much support in our absence. I should’ve foreseen something like this happening. I cursed myself for being so foolish.

      Drew inched closer to her, his eyes pleading. “The people are scared, Princess, especially with the King gone. Barbos is promising to keep them safe. He’s giving them leadership, something they desperately need right now.”

      Avani's gaze returned to the window, and her expression fell. It was a long moment before she said, “You’re right. I’ve failed them, but I can make it right. I just need to talk to Barbos and help him understand.”

      I bristled at her words and resisted the urge to speak. Avani hadn’t failed her people at all. If only they knew how hard she’d been training and how far she’d come in learning to use magic. All for her people. But we couldn’t tell them any of that.

      Drew continued to speak. “He is not your friend, Princess, and will not listen to you. Only the King’s command can silence him, and even then, I fear the King would need to be present to have any real impact.”

      “Well, good, then. My father’s scheduled to return tomorrow and can end this once and for all.”

      “It’s not that simple, Princess.” Drew withdrew a rolled-up scroll tucked within his belt. “This arrived from the King today. He addressed it to both of us.”

      Avani’s throat bobbed up and down as she reached for it. I waited in silence as she read the words several times. With each read, her eyes darkened.

      “What is it?” I finally asked, unable to handle the suspense.

      “The King in Forensce claimed allegiance to Sodon, so my father’s traveling to Clandia to see Queen Lesbeth before they do the same. He won’t return for another three weeks.” She lowered the note. “What the hell is happening in our world? Why would anyone side with Sodon?”

      “They’re afraid,” I said. “I’ve seen it before. A King or Queen will do anything to save their people, including joining the enemy.”

      She stomped across the room, then spun around. “But don’t they know Sodon will be a terrible and cruel ruler once he’s in complete control?”

      “They’re hoping he won’t be to them.” Humans were often foolish like that, letting fears override their good judgments.

      Avani tossed the scroll onto her father’s desk and thought hard. “I need to make things right with our people.” She turned to Drew. “What do I do about Barbos?”

      “First, you must be present. There are too many rumors about you and Flint, especially after what many witnessed on the battlefield.”

      “So they’ve lost faith in me?”

      He shrugged a little. “Our hearts are weak. We need to see leaders lead. If we don’t, we seek for another.”

      Once again, I held back my tongue, knowing it was a waste of words. If humans hadn’t demonized magic, we wouldn’t be in this mess as Avani could train in public. Hell, she might’ve been able to teach some of her own people how to use magic.

      Avani’s expression hardened, and she closed the distance between her and Drew, so close the air pressurized with power. “They want a leader? Then I’ll give them one.”

      Before I could utter my disapproval, Drew said, “Let the crowd calm down first. The situation out there is too volatile.”

      “Then this will be an excellent test to see how well I can rule.” Avani turned on her heel and stormed from the room.

      I hurried after her but Drew placed his hand on my chest, stopping me. “Don’t go. You’ll only make it worse for her.”

      I took hold of his wrist, ready to twist and break it if I had to, but I paused a few seconds to think through his words. Avani and I had been spending a lot of time together, and with my reputation, that probably wasn’t the best decision I’d made.

      “Fine.” I released his arm and returned to the window, where I could at least monitor what happened.

      It wasn’t long before Avani appeared at the rear of the courtyard. Rose must’ve found her en route because she trailed behind Avani, wringing her hands and eyes darting nervously to the swarms of people.

      Avani said nothing as she pushed her way into the crowd, focusing on Barbos standing on the other side. The moment people noticed her, they parted and murmured quietly to themselves. But by the time she reached her uncle, the whole courtyard hummed conversations of angry and shocking words about her unexpected arrival. They were more upset than I expected. I placed my hands on the windowsill, ready to crash through the glass if needed.

      Barbos turned to face her, wearing a smile as stiff as his blue jacket. “This is a surprise, Princess. What brings you out of the castle walls?”

      “Hello, Uncle,” she said, ignoring his sarcastic words. “So nice of you to gather the people for me. It’s important that we get our message across. The people need to feel safe.”

      I leaned closer to the window to hear better. Avani spoke clearly and confidently, with not a hint of doubt or fear in her voice. Good girl.

      Barbos frowned, twisting the thin mustache above his equally thin lips. “Message?”

      She turned around to face the people. In a loud and commanding voice, one infused with the power of the earth, she said, “My dear people. Thank you for being so patient with me. I know I have been absent lately, but that’s by design. I left Barbos, my faithful uncle, to oversee business while Flint and I scouted the forest undetected each day. I didn’t dare risk any of my people’s lives to do it for me. Why? Because Sodon’s men, or should I say monsters, have rallied again.”

      She paused with a hint of emotion in her voice. A collective gasp from the crowd followed, broken up by a murmur of fearful voices.

      Avani glanced back at her uncle, feigning a grateful smile. “Barbos has been most helpful, and I appreciate his loyalty in my absence, but I feel my assessment of Sodon’s activities is sufficient for now, so I will let Barbos return to his regular duties. And Flint, also a loyal servant to our kingdom, will continue to be my spy in the forest lest Sodon’s creatures take our soldiers by surprise.”

      I groaned and shook my head. I was going to do no such thing. Drew glanced at me sideways, a smile threatening to break his lips.

      Avani’s words were effective. The crowd nodded their heads in approval, some even touching their hearts as if in awe of her sacrifice.

      “In addition,” she continued, “I will meet with anyone who has any specific requests or grievances this afternoon. And I will do my best to ensure your satisfaction.”

      This further appeased the people and even elicited a few cheers. “Bless you, Princess!”

      Avani nodded and smiled humbly, and when she turned her head just right, sunlight reflected off the faint tears welling in her eyes.

      I looked away from the window. The people of Loreen meant everything to her, and I appreciated what she was trying to do, but she couldn’t save them this way. Only connecting with Earth’s elementals and unlocking the powers within her could stop Sodon and his minions. Otherwise, all would be lost. Somehow, I had to convince her of this, but I feared it was too soon. Would she be open to the idea of being with four men? It had been easy in Lilly’s time as it was a fairly common practice for someone to take on more than one partner, but that’s not how life was now. The idea might appall her, which is why it was more important than ever for her to meet my brothers so she could feel the connection with them. I knew that once she did, she would embrace us and her new gifts.

      I only hoped my gamble of withholding this information wouldn’t seal all our fates prematurely.
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      I didn't exhale the breath in my lungs until the crowd died down, but when they did, the oxygen left with a great whooshing sound, and my shoulders dropped. I did it. I appeased them and even seemed to restore their trust in me, just like my father would've done. No matter how badly I might need Flint's training, I couldn't let myself get distracted again. Too many people could take advantage of that.

      Now to deal with the one who had.

      I whirled around on Barbos, the uncle whom I thought loved me. "Why?"

      "Why what, Princess?" He stared at me innocently, his gray eyes wide. Before I could answer, he added, "You must know I only want what's best for the people of Loreen. I love them like you, so when I began to hear how scared they were that magic had returned to our Kingdom, especially by way of an outsider and their very own Princess, I listened and tried to ease their fears. I wanted them to know that the crown cares."

      "Of course we care," I snapped. "Why didn't you inform me?"

      "How would I have done this? I haven't seen you for days. Where have you been, anyway?"

      I almost blurted 'training' but thought better of it as I didn't feel my uncle was an ally to me anymore. Instead, I answered, "I was doing exactly what I said I was doing."

      He leaned toward me, concern filling his eyes. "Please don't take this the wrong way, but I think you spend too much time with Flint. I worry he may try to take advantage of you."

      My fingers curled into my palms. It was none of his business what I did as my father had left me in charge. I tried to be calm as I said, "I appreciate your concern, but let me make this perfectly clear. I am in charge, and every decision I make is to benefit our people. I do not need you interfering. If you undermine me again, I will order you away from Loreen for a very long time. Do you understand?"

      "Avani, truly. I did not mean to--"

      "That will be all." I stared him down, my gaze burning into his. Go ahead, try me.

      Barbos eyed me thoughtfully. I would've given anything to know his thoughts. Had he deliberately tried to undermine me, or had he really tried to help?

      He glanced back at the men who constantly followed him around like dogs waiting for a scrap of meat to fill their starving bellies. One of them nodded, but another shook his head.

      Barbos turned back at me and forced a smile. "Let me know if you need anything, Princess."

      He walked away with his men scurrying after him, one of them already whispering in his ear. I'd have to keep an eye on them. I thought I knew my uncle, but maybe I didn't know him as well as I thought I did.

      I lifted my gaze to my father's window. Flint occupied the space staring down at me with an unreadable expression. Was he upset I'd lied? I hated that I had, but I hadn't had time to think through the situation. I couldn't very well tell them the truth. With tensions already high, the truth could've gotten me locked up and my uncle in charge until my father returned.

      Averting my gaze from Flint's, I walked away and headed toward the kitchen. If my lie hadn't upset him, then surely what happened next would. Our training sessions had to stop. At least for a while so I could focus on the welfare of my people.

      After speaking with the kitchen's cook about preparing several loaves of bread and also giving Rose specific instructions, I headed back to my chambers to prepare for the afternoon, where I'd hear anyone's grievances. It was always important that people felt like their ruler cared for them. My father had told me this many times. Rule with love and care, and your people will love you forever. Rule with fear and an iron fist, and they will turn on you the first chance they get.

      Tomorrow, I would take the loaves of bread and hand them out to the villagers. I would also do plenty of shopping. Not that I needed more belongings, but my money would help local merchants. Many of their businesses had suffered as they did not dare travel the roads to other Kingdoms.

      I rounded the corner to my chambers and found Flint waiting for me, his brows drawn together.

      "That was a great speech," he said. "Very diplomatic. Your father would be proud."

      I gave him a curt smile, then walked past him to open my door. He moved to follow me inside, but I blocked him. "I'm sorry, but you can't come in. I don't want any more rumors about us spreading."

      He huffed and shook his head. "I feared you might try something like this."

      "I'm not trying. I'm doing it." It pained me to add, "I mean it. Please keep your distance, at least for the next couple of weeks or until my father returns. Things are too tumultuous right now."

      His expression darkened. "I know you think you're making the right decision, but we must continue your training. Learning to control your magic along with your emotions is more important than anything else you could be doing."

      "My people come first," I said as firmly as possible. "I also don't want you standing outside my door anymore. You're too much of a temptation this close to me."

      He searched my eyes, probably looking for any weakness in my resolve. He wouldn't find it. I had to do this.

      "The King won't like it," he said.

      "The King isn't here. I'm in charge. So from now on, please complete your duties to the best of your ability from a distance." I closed the door before he could argue further, then leaned against it, my chest heaving. I didn't want distance between us. Every part of me craved him, and I swore I even felt stronger just being near him.

      It's only for a couple of weeks, I reminded myself. I could do this.

      Steeling myself, I leaned away from the door, inhaled a deep breath, then headed to my dressing room to change. Rose would probably join me shortly after she completed the task I'd given her.

      Before I reached my dressing room, I heard the distinct sound of Flint's boots walking away. Good. I really needed him to obey me.

      Shortly after I was dressed in my court attire, a flowing, modest blue dress that was simple yet elegant enough to set me apart as royalty, Rose returned. Her cheeks were flushed, and sweat dotted her forehead.

      "I did as you asked," she said. "Drew is set to be your bodyguard for as long as you need him. How did Flint take the news?"

      "He doesn't know yet, but he didn't like being called off."

      "He's still going to watch you, though."

      I sighed. "I know, but at least it will be from a distance, which is where I need him to be right now."

      I left my room with Rose by my side. I didn't see Flint anywhere but felt his warm gaze follow me until I entered the throne room and ordered the doors closed so I could visit with the people in private. Drew was already there, smiling big at my arrival. I nodded politely and swallowed hard, wishing it was Flint there instead.

      The day wore on as I listened to one after another express their concerns about the affairs in the Kingdom. Most everyone I met suffered financially because of the lack of travel to other villages. Somehow, I had to find a way to secure our routes. If I didn't soon, then we might begin to have food shortages, which would lead to riots.

      As the last villager of the day left the room and the door closed, I turned to Drew. "We must secure the trade routes or at least one of them." I paused, thinking. "The one to Kel, preferably, as it's the shortest."

      He nodded thoughtfully. "I agree, but how? We barely have enough soldiers to protect our Kingdom."

      The doors opened just then, and in walked the answer. I knew it the moment I saw him. "Flint."

      Rose hurried in behind him, bringing with her a glass of water for me. She always seemed to know just what I needed.

      "Is that a good idea?" Drew asked quietly, but Flint still heard.

      "Is what not a good idea?" Flint walked toward me, his heavy footfalls sharp-sounding against the marbled floors. "Blocking me from doing my King-assigned duties? Shutting me out of a room where I can't protect you?"

      "She made me," Drew protested.

      I accepted the water from Rose, who flashed me a sympathetic look. Could she also feel how my bones ached with tiredness?

      Flint's burning gaze never left mine. He clearly was still upset, but his anger was only about to grow.

      "As acting ruler," I began, trying hard to ignore how good it felt to be near him, "I have full authority to issue commands to whomever I want. And I have a new one for you."

      His lips pursed together, but before he could object, I added, "I need you to protect the trade route going to Kel. Without this, my people will continue to suffer."

      Flint's expression softened briefly but then returned to its hardened state. "And how exactly do you expect me to secure a road that goes through the entire Stone Forest and around Leashire Mountain?"

      I smiled at him, a plan forming in my mind. I wasn't sure it would work; I'd have to talk to Folina to be sure, but it might. "I have a plan, one we will discuss later tonight."

      "This must be some plan," he mumbled.

      "It is." I came to my feet and stretched my back. It had become stiff from sitting for so long. Maybe I could get Flint to give me a massage later while we discussed my idea. The thought of him touching my skin made my cheeks flush. I quickly averted my gaze. "I'm going to take a stroll through the village now."

      "I'll accompany you." Flint stepped aside to let me pass.

      “As will I,” Rose added quickly.

      “I’d like that, Rose, but as for you,” I said to Flint, “you may stay. Drew will be my escort." I walked down the steps of my throne to the floor. Drew followed close behind. I could practically feel him smirking at Flint.

      "Avani—" Flint warned.

      I turned to face him. "I'm sorry. Really I am, but we can't be seen together for a while, despite what my father said. It's causing too much strife. Please understand."

      My pleading voice must've softened him because he nodded once and stepped back. It took all my strength to walk away from him and the only place I truly felt like I belonged.

      As soon as we reached the open courtyard, Drew leaned toward me and whispered, "You did the right thing."

      “Oh, shut up, Drew,” Rose snapped as if she could read my mind. I locked eyes with her and smiled in appreciation.

      A flurry of movement above me caught my attention just then, and I looked up, squinting into the late afternoon sunlight.

      A considerable flock of black birds circled the skies in a strange pattern, looping high, then diving downward, only to switch directions suddenly to do the same thing over and over again. A cold chill crawled up my spine. "Have you ever seen that before?"

      Drew turned to the sky and frowned. "I haven't. Maybe they're excited by some of the farmers harvesting crops early."

      I tilted my head in thought. "Maybe."

      I continued onward, walking down the hill to the village, but the birds’ odd behavior had created an ominous pit in my gut. This was a warning that something terrible was about to happen. I was certain of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ FLINT ~

      

      

      

      I followed Avani from a distance while she and Rose admired material folded on a table outside a merchant's shop. She lifted its corners and held it up to the fading sunlight, smiling. The way the light captured the spark in her eyes warmed my heart. But that warmth was nothing to the blaze I felt whenever I saw and felt how much she cared for her people. She was the most selfless person I'd ever met, including even my past love. Where Avani would sacrifice everything for the people she loved, Lilly had been more possessive, almost to a fault. It had been incredible to be loved so fiercely, but it often came at a cost and harmed other people because Lilly would only think about her love for my brothers and me.

      However, Avani would no doubt give her own life for the greater good, even knowing that it would shatter my and my brother's hearts--should she ever meet them.

      I glanced into the sky and watched the blackbirds weave their way through the splashes of oranges and yellows as if trying to erase the sunset. I didn't like their movements. Something about it felt unnatural.

      As much as I hated Avani's order to secure the trade route going to Kel, it would give me a chance to uncover Sodon's plans. We may have won our last battle, but after Avani's interaction with Rishka, Sodon was bound to return. If I could somehow delay that, it would only further protect Avani and give me more time to convince Bayu to come to Loreen and see Avani.

      My gaze returned to Avani. She paid the grateful merchant for the material and continued to the next one, spending money at nearly every merchant she met, but the regal way she did it didn't come across as pity for their situation. She genuinely seemed excited by what she found and thanked the merchants profusely for having such great items. Her sincere sentiments lit up their faces and further endeared them to her. Whatever influence Barbos might've had over them had been completely erased in a single day.

      Avani turned in a different direction. I circled a building to watch her better, sticking to the shadows as much as possible. I didn't want my presence to upset her progress with the people.

      With the sun nearly dipping below the horizon, Avani turned back to the castle with both Rose and Drew close behind her. A rush of movement above me had me looking upward. The birds had changed direction sharply, and I frowned as I watched them cut a line through the sky, then dive downward. Straight for Avani.

      I burst from the darkness. "Avani!"

      She glanced up at me and furrowed her brow in confusion.

      "Get down!" I was almost to her, but the birds were faster. They dove between her and Drew and Rose, making her stumble away. Clearly, they were trying to separate Avani from the others.

      I got to her just as she was attacked again and spun her away from the birds’ sharp claws. Drew stepped in front of us and mindlessly swung his sword back and forth at the approaching birds while Rose shouted for soldiers. Drew managed to land a few of the blows, but the next wave diving from the sky split around him to come at Avani again. People around us screamed and ran for cover. I swung my fists, hitting what I could, but they kept coming.

      "Move back," I yelled.

      Avani attempted to run to the open door of a nearby shop, but a hoard of birds flanked us and swarmed around her. "Flint!"

      I fought my way to her through hundreds of flapping wings and snapping beaks that bit into my skin. The blackbirds smelled strangely of sulfur, and for a brief moment, I swore I heard a string of words, a distant chanting of someone dark and powerful.

      I reached Avani and crushed her to my chest with one arm while my other swatted and punched at the supernatural birds.

      "How do we get rid of them?" Drew yelled at me. Several other soldiers had rushed to help, but they weren't faring any better than us.

      My mind raced, and I inhaled again. By the strange smell polluting the air, this had to be the work of Rishka. If my brother Calder were here with his ability to control water or even Bayu and his powers over air, they'd be able to end this assault immediately, but it was just me and my earth magic.

      Avani pressed against my back with hers as she tried to battle angry flapping beasts with a dagger she must've had hidden on her person. I may not have my brother, but I did have her. Between us both, we should be able to break the spell.

      Over my shoulder, I said to Avani, "Say these words with me: Magic in the earth, power in the skies. Send a storm of rain and fire to end this evil demise."

      I repeated the phrase over and over. Avani's voice joined mine while the growing hoard of birds circled us with their wings beating against us furiously. I gave up fighting them and spun to shield her body. Pain reflected in her voice as we continued to chant. By the blood running down her cheek and forehead, she'd been pecked many times.

      At our words, the air began to pressurize around us with magic, making breathing difficult. Avani's body tensed, and I felt her fear and anger pouring into our combined magic. I squeezed her gently. "Take a breath and slow down. It's working."

      She continued to say the words, her voice growing louder even as thunder cracked in the distance. Because of all the swarming birds, I didn't dare look to the skies for what I felt coming. A cold breeze sliced through the air, slamming many blackbirds off course. More thunder sounded, shaking the ground, followed by a bolt of lightning that lit up the rapidly darkening sky. Seconds later, massive raindrops fell upon us in a torrential downpour.

      The birds tried to fight against it, but as our spell broke through Rishka's curse, they flew away, dodging lightning bolts as they went. Drew and the other soldiers hurried over, their backs to us in case anything else decided to attack the Princess.

      Avani's body trembled in my arms. I slid my hand between us and lifted her chin gently. "It's over. You can open your eyes."

      They fluttered open, and she gasped for breath. She blinked rain from her eyelashes and said, "What the hell was that?"

      I didn't get a chance to answer before Drew tugged her away from me. "We must get you back to the castle!"

      She stumbled after him, her gown and hair soaking wet. She glanced back at me helplessly, but the other soldiers stepped between us as they quickly ushered her back to the safety of the castle.

      I moved to follow but abruptly stopped when I met the fearful eyes of several villagers who stood in open doorways staring at me in horror. Rose was among them, and when our eyes met, she quickly jerked her head to the side, indicating that I should leave. She must’ve sensed the tension in the air as well.

      Damn. I stared up into the darkness, letting rain thoroughly drench me. Lightning shot across the sky, and I felt the heat of its power along my skin. The storm was a bit much, but we hadn't had time to produce it slowly or with restraint. It hadn't helped that Avani couldn't control her emotions, making the storm much more potent than it needed to be. How the villagers were now looking from me to the retreating Avani with fear, they knew magic was involved.

      It would be best if they believed it was all me. I lowered my head and said in a voice loud enough to be heard over the crashing thunder and torrential rain, "Spread the word to anyone who dares harm the Princess! I will use magic against them, a power you shouldn't fear unless you go against us!"

      I turned around and walked away, leaving a trail of rapidly growing thorn bushes in my wake to further convince them that it was me and me alone who wielded magic. I hoped it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, after the villagers and those in the castle had fallen asleep, I made my way through the quiet halls toward Avani's room, but when I rounded the corner, I came to a sudden stop. Avani's door was wide open while Drew slept in a chair near it, his head resting against the wall.

      I rushed inside the room so quickly that the gust of my wake startled Drew from his slumber. "Huh, wha-?"

      A quick scan of her room told me she wasn't inside. I returned to Drew. "Where is she?"

      He glanced beyond me, his eyes widening in realization. "Shit. I must've dozed off."

      I brushed past him. "Find her!"

      He hurried in the opposite direction while I bolted toward a tall window. It only took me a second to open the latch, then I leapt from it and landed hard, dozens of feet to the ground. Sniffing the air, I detected her faint scent. Knowing she had made it outside the castle made my pulse race wildly out of control. I sprinted after the sweet smell, craning my neck in search of her, but the village was eerily quiet. Behind me, in the distance, soldiers shouted and raised the alarm.

      My search led me to the outer wall but nowhere near the main gates. How the hell had she gotten over it? I sniffed again, detecting the faint smell of vanilla and honey. I was confident she'd been here.

      I glanced up at the stone wall that spanned nearly fifteen feet high. There's no way she could've climbed that, not without help anyway, and especially not if she was sleepwalking.

      Lowering my gaze, I examined the stones near the ground. Maybe there was a secret door. I shoved aside the branches of a tall bush and startled at my discovery. At the bottom was a hole to the other side, barely big enough to fit a large cat. But what worried me even more was Avani's white gown lying next to it.

      I snatched the material, my heart hammering against my ribcage. Avani was out in the woods, alone and probably naked. I'd figure out how she fit through that hole later.

      Crouching low, I summoned earth's power, then pressed upward from the ground to jump over the wall. I landed on the other side and scanned the area. Nothing but trees and darkness. I couldn't even detect her scent anymore.

      I cursed and began to strip. I didn't want to encounter Avani this way, but only my wolf would be able to track her at this point. I only hoped that I didn't scare her too much when I found her. Only a few people could still shift, her father being one of them, so maybe she wouldn't be too frightened to learn I had the same ability.

      In seconds, I removed my clothes and shifted. It had been months since I'd done so, a fact that pained me. I used to run free as a wolf all the time, but when magic began to be something feared, I had to be more careful. Wolf pelts from a shifter had become extremely valuable. Not so much in Loreen because of King Ferlyn, but it was this way in other kingdoms.

      I bounded into the forest in search of Avani. It was easy to track her as my wolf. Her scent practically bathed the forest floor, and it was growing stronger, which meant she was close.

      Another scent reached my nostrils, one that smelled of charcoal and fire. It made my wolf howl in anger and push my muscles to work harder and faster.

      Avani was in trouble, and if I didn't find her soon, I might lose her forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ AVANI ~

      

      

      

      I blinked. Then blinked again. Where the hell was I? And why did I feel strange?

      A heavy fog clouded my mind, and my body felt tight, almost as if rope bound me, yet I didn't feel anything around my wrists.

      My wrists.

      I glanced down, and instead of hands, I saw fire-red paws on a bed of leaves. My fox. I'd shifted. This realization cleared my mind quickly, and I snapped my head up. I was in the forest without knowing how I'd gotten here or why I'd shifted.

      Something moved just up ahead. A shadow black as night.

      I turned to move but discovered I couldn't. Something invisible held me in place. Yelping, I struggled against the force, thrashing back and forth, my little heart beating so fast I thought it might burst.

      The dark shadow shifted and grew more prominent. It moved toward me, still growing larger as it drew all the darkness to it and began to take shape.

      I continued to struggle, wanting desperately to get away from this creature that smelled of charcoal and fire, but its essence was even more sinister. It reeked of ancient power and suffocating dominance.

      The shadows formed the shape of a man. It stopped moving and watched me for a long moment, tilting its head just barely as if it were trying to focus on the sound of my racing heartbeat. I growled at it and snapped my teeth.

      The shadow's mouth opened. The motion created a stir of shadows that twisted and twirled into the gaping hole.

      "Shift back," it hissed.

      I struggled again, knowing that no way in hell did I want to be naked and human in front of this creature.

      "Do as I command."

      The invisible grip keeping me in place grew tighter. I yipped in pain, but the pressure grew so great that it silenced my cry. His hold on me continued to squeeze until I thought my lungs might collapse from the stress.

      To save my life, I shifted back, my naked body unfolding before him. I stared at the ground, and my hands covered myself as much as possible. I wished desperately that Flint were here. I should never have relieved him from his duties as he would have stopped me from coming out here.

      An ice-cold shiver worked its way up my spine. I don't know how, but I sensed the creature smiling at me.

      "That's much better," it purred. "You are perfection, just as she said you would be, but are you really she?"

      I sucked in a sharp breath. Did this thing know about me? Know about the prophecy?

      "What do you want?" I asked, hating that my voice trembled, hating that I felt myself quivering before this monster.

      "Only what's mine, but are you really mine?"

      "I am no one's, especially not yours."

      "We shall see." His shadowy form tumbled apart and glided toward me in a rolling, thick fog.

      My breathing hitched, and I tried to turn and run, but some unnatural force still bound me.

      Magic. Maybe I could use it to break free.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on the ground beneath my bare feet, but just before I could summon earth's power, the creature's incorporeal form touched my bare leg with a smoky finger-like tendril. A cold shock zapped through me at the contact, taking my breath away. The power! It raced through my veins and filled me with indescribable strength. The sensation overwhelmed me, and my chest heaved.

      "Do you like that?" the shadow breathed as its wispy, dark hands curled up my body.

      Its touch hypnotized me and brought such pleasure that I yearned to bathe in the creature's cool shadows, to feel as much as possible of the dark power humming against my flesh, singing a song that spoke of desire, passion, and lust.

      A wolf howled in the distance, stopping the progression of the shadow's movements. I growled in frustration but didn't recognize the sound vibrating from my throat. It was almost as if I was becoming someone else, someone I didn't know existed within me.

      "It is not yet time," the creature whispered. "But I will return."

      Its inky blackness began to retreat, sliding down my legs and leaving my body shivering uncontrollably.

      A massive wolf bolted into the forest, its fur white as snow. It snapped its jaw, saliva dripping from sharp canines, and growled at the retreating shadow. The dark creature laughed a deep and throaty sound but continued back into the trees until it had disappeared entirely among the darkness.

      The wolf spun on me then, and I feared this may be my end, for I was still frozen in place, trembling to the point my jaw ached. Tears stung my eyes. I had never felt this helpless before—my life at the mercy of now two deadly predators. One had shamed me and had nearly taken advantage of my nakedness, and the other was about to tear me to shreds.

      "Please," I begged the wolf through chattering teeth as if it could understand my words.

      Its massive head cocked to the side and stared at me with intelligent eyes. I was about to beg it to spare me again, but the most amazing thing happened. Its fur ruffled, shimmered briefly with all the colors of the rainbow, and in less than a second, Flint stood before me, nude and corded muscles tightening from the rage reflecting in his eyes.

      I sucked in a shaky breath, relief flooding me. Tears spilled onto my cheeks.

      Flint's expression softened, and he hurried to me. The moment he touched my body, the invisible hold disappeared. I collapsed into his arms and let him hold me as I cried into his chest.

      "I found you," he whispered after a great breath. "You're okay. You're okay." He continued to say those words as if they were more for him than for me.

      He stroked my bare skin, his hand sliding from the small of my back to the top of my neck over and over until I stopped crying. I had to clear my mind and focus on what had just happened. Plus, I was acutely aware of our naked bodies touching each other, especially his erection between us. And even though I didn't feel he wanted anything sexual at this moment, it still wasn't appropriate.

      I forced a step away from him. "I'm better. Thank you for finding me. I don't know what would've happened if—"

      Air caught in my chest, and I couldn't finish my sentence.

      He reached to pull me in again, but I avoided his touch. "I should get back."

      His Adam's apple bobbed up and down. "Of course. People are looking for you."

      My heart skipped a beat. "They can't find me like this."

      "They won't. Your clothing is this way."

      Despite my legs feeling like they might collapse with every step, I propelled one step after another. I glanced sideways at Flint, noting the bulging of his jaw muscles. He still hummed with anger but was trying not to show it for my benefit.

      "What was that thing back there, and how does it have such power over me?" I asked.

      It took him a long moment to answer, which made me think he was choosing his words carefully, a fact I didn't like. I wanted to know the truth, no matter how horrible. It was the only way I could adequately protect myself and my people.

      "That was Sodon," he finally said.

      "Sodon?" I nearly tripped. "So that's what you meant earlier when you said he doesn't hold a true bodily form."

      "He used to, but someone extraordinary took it from him long ago." He inhaled a sudden breath full of emotion, and pain etched his face.

      I had many questions but remained silent even as we began walking again. Whatever had happened in the past, Flint had suffered for it. A past love, perhaps? Did I dare ask this early in our friendship?

      Eventually, he continued talking. "Sodon wants to return to his former glory, and he thinks you can ultimately help him and give him more power than ever."

      "Why would I help him?"

      "Because you're drawn to him." He swallowed again. "You are light. He is darkness."

      A chill's icy, cold fingers worked their way up my spine. "I don't understand."

      Flint stopped at two piles of clothes. He picked up my gown and handed it to me.

      "Tell me more," I insisted. "I want the truth."

      He stared at me for what felt like a very long time, then began to dress as did I. "You are an ancient being, Avani. Like my brothers and like me. There weren't just four elements created; there were five. You were to be Aether, the fifth element, but war broke out amongst the Gods before they could finish you. For lack of a better word, your essence was split in two: light and dark energy. That light exists inside of you."

      "And the dark energy became Sodon," I breathed as I tried to make sense of his words. I always knew I was different somehow, but that different?

      Flint nodded. "If Sodon unites with you, then not only will you lose your free will to him, but my brothers and I will also be at his command. You will be the two most powerful beings in the universe."

      I didn't know how to respond. It seemed impossible to be an ancient being like Flint, yet I couldn't deny the overwhelming feeling of power I'd experienced when Sodon's darkness had touched me. I had desired more of it, craved it even.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I stared at the hem of my gown, feeling only shame now. "If what you say is true, why can't I control Sodon instead of the other way around? I could use that new power for good to protect my people and the world from his tyranny."

      He shook his head and continued walking toward the castle. "It won't work that way. His darkness has had eons to develop. You only came into your power."

      I followed next to him and thought about his words, the prophecy, and everything Folina had said. "But what about you and your brothers? If you all train me, if we fight him together, then maybe I could be strong enough."

      He sighed a heavy breath. "It won't matter."

      "But how do you know?" I didn't hide the growing frustration in my voice.

      "I just know."

      Soldiers' worried shouts grew close. I spoke quickly. "There is so much you're not telling me. I feel it."

      He stared straight ahead, his expression sad. "The truth may hurt you."

      "Let me be the judge of that."

      "Soon, I promise," he vowed. "When we have a moment alone, and after I've secured a path to Kel."

      My eyebrows lifted. "I thought you hated that order."

      "It has benefits I didn't think of until just now."

      "And they are?"

      "Princess!" Drew's voice called.

      Through the shadows of the forest, soldiers began to emerge.

      "I'm here," I called and picked up my pace.

      In seconds, soldiers surrounded me and escorted me back to my room. I hoped Flint would follow so we could finish our conversation, but he insisted on staying outside the city walls should Sodon return.

      I didn't let Flint tell anyone about Sodon for fear it would cause civil unrest. The mood in the kingdom was already tense. As far as anyone knew, I'd gone sleepwalking into the forest, and Flint had found me safe and sound.

      I may have pretended I was okay to everyone else, but my insides trembled with fear at the memory of being so close to Sodon, especially after what Flint had told me. Sodon clearly held some sort of power over me, one that was strong enough to lull me from my sleep. I hated that as it made me feel weak and vulnerable. Because of this, I didn't sleep for the rest of the night.

      But what I did do was practice magic like Flint had taught me. Over and over until sweat dripped from my brow and my legs shook from the effort. I would not be controlled by Sodon or any other man for that matter.

      I wanted to be the one doing the controlling.
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        ~ FLINT ~

      

      

      

      I ran all night along the bumpy trail to Kel, placing magical guards along the way. If I didn't have earth's magic to increase my speed, this task would've taken two full days, but I completed the job before sunrise. However, I had also pushed myself to the point of exhaustion. Completely worth it because I needed to create a safe route to Kel, especially after Avani's close encounter with Sodon.

      An image of her standing naked before Sodon sent another violent wave of fear crashing through my body. Sodon had come too close to her, and I feared what might've happened had I arrived even a minute later.

      Because of this, I knew I had to speed up my plans. I could no longer wait for Bayu to come to Avani. I had to take her to him.

      At this point, it was the only way, especially with Avani asking questions. I truly believed she wouldn't be able to accept the reality of our situation unless she met Bayu. She had to feel the connection, that fevered attraction, with Bayu, as well. Then, and only then, would she be able to accept her true fate. Too soon, and she may be too revolted at the thought of being emotionally and physically connected to four brothers, especially when at least two had serious personality issues to work through.

      I glanced up, squinted into the glaring sunlight, and lowered my gaze. The magic I'd placed on each side of the road would hold for at least one week, but if I could get my brother to return with me and add his air magic to it, then the power would last for at least a month and even more if we continued to reinforce it.

      In the distance, the sound of a horse trotting reached my ears. One sniff in the air, and I knew it was Drew.

      I turned just as he rounded a bend in the road. His matted hair was drenched in sweat, and it looked like he hadn't showered for days. I bet he couldn't wait for Saul to return and take his place as captain of the guards.

      Drew stopped the horse in front of me and dismounted. "I thought I'd find you out here."

      "Just following the Princess's orders to secure the route to Kel."

      "Would you like help? I can send some men your way."

      "Men who know magic?" I didn't hold back the bite in my voice. I was too tired, cranky, and angry.

      He frowned, then shook his head. "I guess not."

      "Exactly. Too many fear and ignore what was once a powerful force for good on earth. It's left them weak."

      Drew opened his mouth to speak, but he must've thought through his words because he closed his lips and then rubbed at the back of his neck. His eyes lifted to the road behind me. "Are you sure you got it all? It's nearly forty miles to Kel."

      "I'm fast. How's Avani?"

      Frowning, he scratched his neck harder as if puzzled by my abilities. "What did you do to the road? I expected to see barriers or something."

      My jaw flexed in annoyance. I hated explaining magic as it couldn't be understood by someone who had never felt it or who had rarely, if ever, seen it. "To put it as simply as I can for you, I placed invisible wards all along the road on both sides. Not only will it warn travelers if anyone other than a human approaches within five hundred feet of it, but they will also shock any trespassers unconscious."

      His eyebrows lifted, impressed. "Truly?"

      "I don't lie. Now how is Avani?"

      Drew finally looked at me, his expression growing even more serious. "She claims she's fine, but she didn't sleep all night. That's not like her. If I didn't know any better, I'd say something happened to her in the forest last night, and I think you know what it was."

      I searched his eyes, considering telling him the truth, despite Avani ordering me to keep it a secret. I couldn't watch her all of the time, so it might be nice to have another person who understood the threat against her.

      "Tell me, Flint," he pressed.

      "When I found her in the woods, Sodon had her trapped."

      Drew paled and sucked in a sharp breath. "Sodon? What the hell was he doing this far south?"

      "He wants Avani... for some reason," I was quick to add, "but we must not let him get her."

      "Of course not, but that doesn't make sense. Yes, she's a Princess, but if it's a royal marriage he seeks, many others are much closer to him. Why come all this way?"

      "Avani is special, more than anyone you've ever met."

      My words silenced him for a long moment, then he said, "It's her magic, isn't it? I've always felt she had her father's power inside her, but I didn't know how much. Is she a shifter as well?"

      "It's so much more than just being a shifter."

      His brow furrowed. "So the magic she's been using has nothing to do with you?"

      I shook my head. "But you must keep this a secret, as well as Sodon's appearance last night. Your people are not ready to hear either."

      "I would never put Avani's life in danger, but tell me, what do we do now?"

      I glanced behind him back toward Loreen. "You can help me convince her to go to Kel as soon as possible."

      "Why should she go there?"

      I met his gaze. "King Oren still has not pledged his support to Loreen, correct?"

      "That is true. Our King has had little luck convincing that old buffoon that it's in his best interest to side with Loreen against Sodon and his monsters. King Oren believes he is beyond Sodon's reach as Sodon would have to go through Loreen to get to Kel, a task he doesn't think Sodon capable of."

      "A foolish thought, for sure. I think Princess Avani will be just the person to change his mind."

      Drew narrowed his eyes. "Because of the King's son, Prince Bayard? He's already made attempts, but she will have nothing to do with him, and not even you can convince her otherwise."

      I curled my fingers into my palms at the very thought of Avani with that whining imbecile. "I don't want that either, but if she can make Kel's King think she is considering it, he may offer his support, something we desperately need."

      He nodded his head thoughtfully. "Perhaps. I will run it by her."

      "And I will be there to back you up. This must happen before Sodon gets any closer to the Princess."

      Drew motioned his head toward his horse. "Would you like a ride back to Loreen?"

      I snorted at the thought of riding in the same saddle as him. "I'd rather walk."

      Drew laughed as if he knew my thoughts and mounted his horse. "You're missing out. Ladies say the best things about me when I'm between their legs."

      "Any drunken woman would."

      He laughed again, then kicked up a plume of dust as he raced back to Loreen.

      Instead of following his dusty path, I cut through the woods and used my abilities to beat him back to the castle. With him on my side, we could surely convince Avani to go to Kel. An alliance between the two Kingdoms would be incredibly beneficial, but it wasn't my true purpose.

      Bayu must meet Avani. I was certain that the moment he laid eyes on her, he would be instantly smitten. And in return, Avani would also be drawn to him, like she had me. Then, and only then, could she be told the truth.
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      "You want me to what?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing. As much as we could've used Kel's support against Sodon, my father needed to forge that alliance. The last time I visited Kel, Prince Bayard had insisted we marry, even going as far as trying to get us caught in a compromising position that could've forced our engagement. Thankfully, I'd managed to thwart his overbearing advances and get out of the room just in time.

      I paced my bedroom, my hands opening and closing. Not even the cold breeze blowing in from the open balcony doors could cool my temper. The thought of being near that man again made me sick.

      "No one is saying you have to marry him," Drew insisted. "Just let them think there is a chance. We need Kel's army. Sodon was grown too bold, and I fear Loreen's army will fall without Kel's support should Sodon's monsters attack us again."

      I stopped moving and exhaled a tired breath. His words held weight. I shifted my gaze to Flint, whose arms were folded to his chest in a tight posture near my open door. "You're strangely quiet. What do you think?"

      "You need to go to Kel."

      I searched his eyes, feeling like he was holding something back. "And you believe I should do as Drew suggests? Lead on Prince hands-a-lot?"

      In three steps, Flint was across the room and standing in front of me, his expression darkening. "If he lays a finger on you, I'll rip his arms from his body. That is a promise, Princess, but Drew is right. Loreen needs support right now."

      The ripple of power exuding from him sent a cold chill racing across my flesh. I truly believed he would hurt the Prince if he tried anything, which put me at ease.

      "Fine. I'll go, but I want to leave as soon as possible." I groaned inwardly at the thought of making such a trip. I was so tired already from getting no sleep.

      Drew bowed his head. "I'll make preparations immediately."

      Flint moved to follow him, but I stopped him. "Wait, Flint. I have a question for you."

      He stopped moving, and only when Drew closed the door behind him did he turn around to face me. "What is it?"

      "Your brother, Bayu. You visited him recently, correct?"

      A brief flash of surprise crossed his countenance as if he assumed I'd forget the mention of his brother. "I did."

      "Is he anywhere near Kel? I'd like to meet him while I'm there. Can you arrange it?"

      "I will do my best, but I warn you. He can be quite charming and a bit of a trickster."

      I sucked in a breath as a rush of emotion washed over me at the thought of meeting Bayu. Was that excitement I was feeling? But how was that possible? I'd never met the man.

      "He sounds like fun, but I'm not meeting him for that. I want him to train me."

      This had him smirking as if he remembered something from his past. "I think you'll enjoy that."

      I cocked my head, noting the twinkle in his eye and the intensity beneath that playful expression. Always that intensity, the fire. I walked toward him, wanting to feel that heat lick at my flesh. "I'm sure I will but not as much as I enjoy your training."

      I stopped moving only when my chest nearly touched his. The air pressurized around us, and tension built between my legs. It had been too long since I'd felt his touch, and I thought I deserved this after everything that had happened recently. Flint had been so careful keeping our training professional, but I knew what he wanted every time our eyes met. The heat and desire were unmistakable. So far, I'd ignored it because I also realized the importance of not getting too close, but we'd been careful long enough.

      He stared at me, his blue eyes practically glowing with lust within the darkened shadows of my bedroom. Moments ago, I'd been so exhausted, but now I felt more alive than I'd felt in a long time, despite the late hour.

      "Avani," he breathed, but it felt like more of a warning.

      I ignored it as I felt my restraint slipping. I wanted to forget everything else and just be here in this moment with him. Let the world disappear around us. "I've missed you. It's been so hard being near you and wishing for your touch on my body again."

      Flint's hands gripped my waist, and his fingers dug into my skin. By the frustration in his grasp, I couldn't tell if he wanted to jerk me to him or push me away.

      "Let your restraint go, Flint," I breathed. "I need this. Want this."

      His chest heaved. "It's dangerous."

      "There's always going to be danger." I placed my hands on his forearms and slid them up his bare arms, over his massive biceps, and then across to his flexed pecs. His body quivered under my touch.

      "Not this kind, Avani," he said, his voice practically a growl. "You have no idea. The magic between us is too powerful. We could lose each other."

      My tongue slipped past my lips and licked them. I heard his words, but my body would not be denied anymore. I wanted him. My hands lowered to the front of his thick, leathered pants, and I hooked my fingers into them.

      I jerked his pelvis to me, and when I felt his thick member press against me, my chest heaved in anticipation. "I don't know what that means, but I assure you. I won't lose you." I took both of my thumbs still outside his pants and rubbed them up and down his hardened length, making him gasp. "I will hang on tightly until you beg me to let go."

      "I will never ask that." His lips crashed into mine, igniting a new kind of fire within me. Delicious heat raced across my flesh, burned into my veins. His tongue pried open my lips and danced inside my mouth while his hands lowered to my ass. In one swift motion, he lifted me. My legs wrapped around his waist, and at the same time, my pelvis ground into his hardened length. I released my mouth from his and gasped for air.

      "You like that?" he breathed as he trailed kisses up and down my neck.

      I moaned. "So much."

      He chuckled, his lips vibrating against the crook of my mouth from the sound. "I better take you outside if you plan on making more sounds like that."

      Flint carried me to the open balcony door and into the night air. Its cold caress cooled my fevered skin as he placed me on the wide edge of the railing. A rush of adrenaline shot through my body, and I tightened my grip against him, afraid I might fall to the ground at least thirty feet below. I dropped my legs to the veranda's stone floor to ensure I didn't tumble backward.

      He pulled away and looked down at me. "You have nothing to fear. I will never let any harm come to you. Do you believe me?"

      I searched his eyes, finding only truth to his words. I was safe with Flint and always would be. I nodded slightly.

      "Thank you for trusting me. Now let me reward you."

      His gaze lowered to my heaving chest. Faster than I could blink, he tore open the front of my gown. My naked breasts tumbled free, my nipples hardening further from the chilly nip in the air. His left hand slid up my back, tilting me back over the ledge while his head lowered to my chest. He drew my nipple into his warm mouth and teased it with his tongue.

      Another groan, louder this time, escaped my lungs. But my pleasure didn't stop there. While still supporting me with his left hand, his right slid under my dress. He dragged his palm up my leg and paused to massage my flexed muscles along my thigh while his mouth continued to skate across my chest with long, drawn-out kisses and deep sucks. He tilted me back further over the edge until I was suspended over empty air, Flint leaning over me.

      For a split second, I worried about who else might be awake this time of night, specifically soldiers. But instead of fear, the thought of a few of them spying, watching Flint ravish me, made me even more aroused.

      With his hand still on my thigh, I gave up control and lifted my legs to wrap around his torso again. My hands did the same and pulled him tighter to me. He adjusted his palm on my back to counteract my sudden movements.

      "Good girl," he mumbled around my nipple.

      His hand on my leg glided higher until it reached the apex of my thighs. It paused for a moment while he kissed up my neck, only for his mouth to find mine. He kissed me deeply, and I pushed my tongue past his lips. He drew it in and sucked hard while his fingers grazed my swollen folds in gentle strokes across my sensitive flesh.

      My body trembled in ecstasy. "Oh, Flint. Your touch... it feels so good."

      He caressed me again, dragging a finger slightly deeper into my slit until it reached my entrance. His finger paused and circled the hole. "You're so wet for me."

      His words tickled my lips, made my tongue latch onto his. I lifted my pelvis, hoping his finger would go inside, but he only chuckled breathlessly and dragged it back up my pussy. Over and over, he teased me, widening my slit each time but never lingering long enough against my clit or to enter me. My frustration grew, and I groaned into the night.

      He lifted off me. "You don't like to be teased?"

      "Teased?" I gasped as I tried to grind myself into his palm, but he withdrew the pressure. "More like tortured."

      He brushed his nose up my neck, inhaling as he went. In my ear, he whispered, "I love giving you pleasure."

      I was about to complain that his teasing had nearly gone beyond pleasure when his finger fully slid into me, then another. I gasped and arched my exposed chest as he stared down at me with a satisfied smile.

      "Is this what you want, Beauty?" he purred.

      His fingers slid in and out of me, first slowly, then with more vigor. He paused but only long enough to dance across my clit in rapid circles, then he was back to invading my tight entrance.

      I voiced my extreme satisfaction, not caring who heard, for the more he pumped his fingers and the more he rubbed and played with me, I felt my consciousness going somewhere else, somewhere bigger than us, larger than the earth itself. The mind-blowing sensation made me want to keep climbing, keep reaching for... for what exactly? I didn't know, but for a brief moment, while feeling overwhelming bliss, I forgot who and where I was.

      "Avani," a deep voice commanded.

      I mumbled something unintelligible. Part of me recognized my name, but I didn't want to leave this place of warm darkness where my body felt absolute bliss.

      "Open your eyes, Avani."

      I knew that voice. Flint. The giver of all my pleasure.

      "If you don't obey me, I will leave and never come back."

      This did the trick. I didn't want Flint to leave, especially now. My body felt on fire, flames licking every nerve ending, especially between my legs. I needed a release.

      It took great effort, but I forced my eyes open. My blurry vision focused on Flint, who stared at me inches away with a mixture of concern and lust. His finger's motion had slowed their thrusts, but they continued to move in and out of me. "If you close your eyes again, I will be forced to stop. Do you understand?"

      I nodded weakly, not quite understanding but not caring to either. Not right now. "I promise, but please don't stop."

      "Then stay with me, okay?"

      I nodded again and lifted my pelvis upward to feel his fingers deeper inside of me. He gave me what I wanted and plunged further, his fingers hooking until they hit the spot inside me that nearly sent me over the edge. I fought the urge to close my eyes but focused on Flint's lust-filled eyes instead.

      My nails scraped across his back, and my moans permeated the night. I maintained eye contact even as his thumb found and circled my swollen bud, increasing the pressure inside me.

      Flint spoke words in a beautiful language I'd never heard before, but I knew what he wanted by his tone and the fire in his eyes. He wanted me to come.

      As the tension between my thighs reached an epic high, I tossed my head back and gazed across at the upside down landscape, my hair dangling below me. He worked my clit faster and faster until my body began to quiver. Small tremors rippled along my nerves, and then I exploded with pleasure, releasing wave after wave of pure bliss that left my muscles fluttering with warm aftershocks.

      Flint gathered me into his arms and held me tightly. I snuggled into him, my head against his chest. The beat of his heart thundered against his massive chest while mine settled into a steady, satisfying rhythm.

      But I wasn't finished.

      I withdrew from him and slid off the edge, glancing down. "You ruined my gown."

      He lifted his hand and smoothed part of the torn fabric over my breast, deliberately brushing his thumb over my pebbled nipple. "I'll buy you a new one. Let's get you to bed. You'll need rest after what I did to you."

      A smile teased the corners of my mouth because I wasn't even close to going to bed. "I'm not going anywhere, and neither are you."

      "I'm not?"

      I lowered my gaze to the bulge in his pants and licked my lips. "It's your turn."

      A growl vibrated deep within his throat, followed by his gravelly voice saying, "You don't know the danger--"

      "I don't care." I hooked my fingers into his pants and began to untie them. Staring up into his eyes, I said, "You've been so good to me these last few months. I want to give you something back."

      His hands gripped me by the arms so tightly that I flinched. "You owe me nothing, do you understand? It is me who owes you the world, me who must redeem myself for—"

      Air caught in his chest, and he swallowed hard.

      His sudden emotions caught me off guard. "What do you mean?"

      Flint averted his gaze and relaxed his hold on my arms. "It's nothing. Let's go back inside."

      I shook my head. He may have gotten distracted with thoughts of the past or whatever he'd been thinking of moments ago, but I had a mission I intended on completing. "You're not going anywhere. Not until I'm thoroughly done with you."

      "You don't understand, Avani. I can't just—"

      "I want what I want, Flint. And right now, I'm craving one thing."

      I glanced at him to see if he was still frustrated, but any trace of it had been replaced by primal lust again. A rush of confidence swelled within me at how easily I affected him, making me feel powerful, desired even.

      "What do you crave?" he murmured, his eyes focused on my tongue sliding across my lips.

      "I'll show you." Maintaining eye contact, I lowered to my knees while my hands rubbed down his sides. I paused and dropped my gaze to his bulging cock that strained against its tight confines, even though I'd already loosened the band around his waist. My hands drove inward, and with both thumbs, I stroked the massive length of it, moaning at the thought of having it inside my mouth.

      He growled and tangled one hand into the hair on the back of my head. Curling his fingers into a fist, he grasped my hair tightly and forced me to look at him. "Is this what you want?"

      He lowered his pants with his free hand and exposed himself inches from my face. I practically started drooling at its massive length. "Yes. So much, yes."

      Flint took hold of his thick erection, and although he had large hands, several inches of him still protruded toward me. He groaned in agony as my tongue flickered across the tip's velvety skin, cautiously, gingerly. His body shivered at the contact. So I did it again, this time swirling my tongue around the head while I watched his reaction.

      His head dropped back, and he sighed into the night. "I've longed for this for so—"

      My mouth engulfed his cock, making him swallow his words. I took in as much of him as I could until I felt it touch the back of my throat, then I slid backward, my tongue and lips pressing into his flesh. The breathless sound that escaped his lungs urged me on. I loved that I could give him this much pleasure.

      His fisted hand, still entwined into my hair, assisted me in bobbing up and down against him. I pulled down the rest of his pants to give me better access. My palm slid around his waist and gripped his ass tightly while my other one glided between his legs to stroke his balls.

      "Avani," he gasped at the contact and thrust faster.

      I matched his tempo even as his own hand worked his base while I sucked on every inch of him I could. His thigh and butt muscles flexed as his orgasm approached. I couldn't wait to taste his release.

      "I'm getting lost," he said, his words barely audible. "I can't... mustn't...."

      He moved to take a step back, but I held him in place and focused on the earth well below us. Through the stones of our castle, I followed a faint line of energy straight to the ground and then called upon earth's magic. A surge of power shot straight to me and into my veins. At my silent command, thick roots broke free from the soil and cut through the air toward us. The sound caught Flint's attention. He moved to turn around, but the roots captured him and twisted around each of his arms to hold him firmly in place. He struggled against them, his arms flexing, but to no avail.

      "Hold still," I ordered, then continued giving him the best oral pleasure I could. I'd only done this a couple of times before, and they had been awkward, but for some reason, with Flint, everything felt natural, like I'd done this many times before.

      Flint's body flexed again, and his moans grew louder. I worked faster, my lips moving up and down his long shaft. My hands joined in, sliding in sync with my mouth. He began to speak in his ancient language through gasping breaths, words I'd only heard a few times. From the corner of my eyes, flowers and thorns sprouted along the roots, not my magic but his.

      All at once, a strange sensation, almost as if someone was pouring bubbly, warm water down my back, raced across my flesh. It was so sudden that I almost stopped, but then I felt Flint's body begin to tremble, so I rapidly picked up my speed even as the sensation spread not only across my skin but deep inside me, reaching my mind and heart. It blanketed my thoughts and transported me to another place that filled me with peace and pure bliss.

      Just as he erupted, I felt him pull, more like fall, away from me. This wasn't what I desired, so I fought against the pull to stay in this strange celestial place. I wanted to be back with Flint to see the satisfaction on his face more than I wanted to stay in this peculiar yet inviting nothingness.

      I swam against its strong current, only to feel myself sinking deeper and deeper. The air turned frigid and darkened to heavy blackness. With my pulse beating erratically, I began to panic because I knew if I sunk any further, I'd never return.
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      My heart racing, I called upon the magic within me, but I had to force it through smothering darkness to get it to reach my mind. The moment it did, however, a surge of energy shot through me, and I sat up gasping for breath. Brisk, night air rushed into my lung. I must've passed out.

      My vision cleared and settled upon Flint, who laid motionless, his eyeballs moving back and forth beneath closed eyelids.

      I scrambled over to him, my chest tightening. "Flint?"

      Nothing.

      Gripping his arms, I shook him and called his name again. "Wake up!"

      He didn't respond, not even flinch. Fear gripped me, and a sharp pain tore through my heart. He had to be okay.

      "Come on, Flint, open your eyes." I patted his cheek, then slapped harder. When that didn't work, I made a fist and scrubbed my knuckles as hard as I could against his sternum, a move I once saw Saul do to a soldier who had passed out during training. This time Flint winced.

      "That's it." I drilled harder to the point where my hand hurt. "Open your eyes. I need you, Flint."

      His eyelids fluttered open, and he grunted. I laughed through sudden tears welling in my eyes but quickly wiped at them before he could see. My feelings for him obviously ran much deeper than just a desire for his body, but I didn't want him to know that because a union between us could never be. Plus, I didn't think he felt the same way about me. How could he? He was an ancient being who had seen the world and probably experienced all kinds of love. The last thing he'd want is to be with a woman who had barely been beyond the walls of her own kingdom.

      But for right now, at this moment, I was with him, and that was all that mattered.

      I smoothed his hair back and stared down at him. "Flint?"

      He blinked and stared at me for a long moment before saying in a raspy voice, "What happened?"

      "I don't know. One moment I was," I struggled to know how to word it as I was suddenly embarrassed, "with you, and then a funny feeling came over me. It felt like I was being transported somewhere else. That's when I blacked out, and apparently, you did too."

      Flint groaned as he sat up and rubbed the back of his neck. Then his face paled, and his mouth fell open. I followed his line of sight to the vines that had previously been wrapped around his arms. They had withered and turned black and smelled of rotten undergrowth.

      My heart raced again. "What did this?"

      Flint scrambled to his feet and took me with him. He kicked at the vines until they had fallen from the balcony.

      "Flint?"

      He spun to me, his expression a mixture of worry and anger. "We must never do that again. It's too dangerous."

      "I don't understand. How can pleasing each other cause harm?"

      He expelled a frustrated breath and scrubbed a hand down his face. "There's strong, potent magic between us that hasn't been purified yet, nor can it until...." He swallowed whatever words he meant to say next.

      "Tell me," I pressed, trying hard to control my growing frustration.

      "It's difficult to explain right now, but I promise I will soon. The timing has to be right for you to understand."

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he said, "Please trust me. I want to tell you, desperately, but you're not ready."

      Averting my gaze away from his, I thought about pressing the issue. I was the Princess of Loreen, after all. Shouldn't I be aware of every threat against me?

      He took hold of my hands. "Please don't be angry."

      I glanced back at him and searched his eyes. Raw devotion and, dare I say, love reflected back at me. My heart instantly softened, and I smiled. "I'll let it go... for now."

      "Thank you."

      "But know this," I said and placed my hand on his chest. "One day, we will fuck, and when we do, it will blow your mind."

      I turned on my heel and left him alone in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      "Are we almost ready?" I asked Rose as I slid one last pin into my hair. By night's end, I'd reach Kel and see the bastard Prince Bayard, where I hoped to convince him and his father to join our fight against Sodon. I dreaded going, but I knew what it would mean to my father and couldn't wait to share what I hoped would be my success.

      Rose stepped away from the window. "The carriage just pulled up in front."

      "And Flint?"

      "He's with it as well as Drew."

      "Good." I came to my feet and inhaled a deep breath. I could do this. I had to. For my father. For the people of Loreen.

      I left the room with Rose and two footmen who carried our luggage. I didn't plan on staying more than a night, but I prepared for a week just in case.

      Stepping outside into the warm morning light, I turned to the sound of approaching horses. Barbos led the dozen or so soldiers. He stopped just before me, close enough that I had to move back.

      "We will be joining you, Princess, to ensure your safety," he said while he fought to control the beast between his legs. He had never been good with horses.

      "Not necessary, Uncle. I have my men to watch over me."

      Flint caught our interaction and galloped his horse toward us.

      "I insist," my uncle pressed, oblivious to Flint approaching. "With my brother gone, I feel responsible for you."

      "Did you not get my message last night?" I asked him, trying hard to mask the annoyance in my voice toward the servant who was supposed to deliver the note to Barbos.

      He shook his head. "I didn't. What did you need?"

      "I wanted to leave you in charge during my short absence in Kel." His eyebrows lifted in surprise, so I continued, "I figured it would be a good test to prove your allegiance, especially after what happened recently."

      "You misunderstood me, Princess. I was only trying to help."

      "Then prove it and stay behind to do as I ask."

      He pursed his lips. "I wish I could, truly I do, but I have business with King Oren unrelated to our current situation that can't wait. I figured I might as well travel with you to make sure you get there safely."

      Flint reached us and eyed Barbos suspiciously.

      "What business?" I demanded, my heart skipping a beat. Something didn't feel right.

      "It's not for your ears, Princess, and I mean that with the utmost respect. Just know that it's for the safety of Loreen." He bowed his head to show his place, making me question my previous doubts. As an Ambassador, I was well aware that he knew private information about other kingdoms that most others didn't. It's how we negotiated treaties and formed alliances.

      Flint and I locked eyes, but I couldn't tell by his serious expression what he was thinking. He turned to Barbos. "Stay out of our way in Kel, or I'll personally see you back to Loreen, and you won't like how I get you there."

      Flint then jerked his horse to the side. The animal bucked a little and swung its massive hips around so quickly it startled Barbos's horse and nearly flung Barbos to the ground.

      Barbos fought for control over the reins. He glared at Flint while whispering to me, "Careful with that elemental. No matter what he says, he can't be trusted."

      I wanted to ask him more, but Barbos was already galloping away. I may not have known Flint for long, but I couldn't ever see him betraying me.

      Rose stuck her head out the carriage window. "Are you getting in?"

      I inhaled deeply, shook off any doubts about Flint or Barbos, and stepped into the carriage. Everything would be all right. Soon, we'd be at Kel, convincing them to join us in our fight against Sodon.

      Edmund, our driver outside the carriage, issued a command to the horses, and we jerked forward. I leaned back and rested my head, eyes closed, while I envisioned our success in Kel over and over. This had to work.

      The ride to Kel was bumpy and hot. I'd already removed my light jacket and long stockings, but I assured Rose I'd put them back on before we reached our destination.

      With my dress hiked up to my bare thighs, I parted the curtain and peeked out the carriage's window for the hundredth time. Even though Flint had secured the path, I couldn't help feeling a bit nervous. It was rare for anyone to travel this road anymore.

      Drew's men still trotted their horses nearby, their heads on a swivel in search of danger. They looked as nervous as I felt. I leaned out further but couldn't see Flint. However, I did spot Barbos and his men taking up the rear of our group.

      "How much further, you think?" Rose asked behind me.

      "At least a few hours. We still haven't passed the Glass Sea." I dropped back into the carriage and groaned at the dampness of the material between the seat and my back. Maybe, if Folina was right about me, I could one day learn to control air and use magic to create a cold wind on sweltering days like this.

      A shout rang in the distance, immediately setting me on edge. I gripped the side of the carriage.

      "Relax," Rose said while she furiously worked knitting needles in and out of thick thread. "It's just soldiers messing around."

      But then another soldier yelled, closer this time. Galloping horses followed and ran past our carriage.

      "Something's wrong." I moved to peek my head out the window, but Rose stopped me with a whack from one of her long needles.

      "If something is wrong, you don't want to reveal your position. It could be anyone in this carriage. Besides, Flint spelled this path with magic, correct?"

      "He did but--" What if his magic failed? What if something had happened to him?

      Heart pounding, I parted the curtain a fraction of an inch and looked outside. Only a few soldiers mounted on their horses remained near us.

      "What's going on?" I asked the closest one, a boy who looked barely eighteen with light eyes and chubby cheeks, but his expression held a stern look of someone who took his position seriously. I narrowed my eyes, realizing I knew this boy. "Tommy?"

      He glanced sideways at me. "People call me Thomas now, Princess."

      I stared in shock at the boy who belonged to one of our cooks. The last time I saw him, he'd been much shorter, plumper, and had had a face full of pimples. He had been a bright and playful child who followed me around as if his only job in the world was to annoy me. "You look so different, Tommy, er, Thomas!"

      He lifted his chin a little, his focus still on the road up ahead. "I became a man, Princess."

      Rose parted the curtain wider and eyed Thomas up and down approvingly. "Yeah, you did but every inch of you?"

      A sly smile stretched his lips, and he glanced at her coyly. "I assure you, every inch of me has grown greatly."

      "Let me be the judge of that," she said seductively.

      I cleared my throat. "Thomas, could you please tell us what is happening?"

      He straightened taller in his saddle. "It appears there's a disturbance at the front of the line, but it's around the bend, so I can't see what it is."

      "Then can you ride to the bend to find out? I'd like to know what's going on."

      When he looked hesitant, I added, "It's an order."

      He nodded once, then kicked his horse's sides, spurring it into action. Dust billowed into the air.

      I closed my eyes to avoid getting dirt in them, then opened them when I could no longer hear hooves clambering. Lush green landscape lay on both sides of the road, even more so from when I traveled it a couple of years ago before it became too dangerous. With fewer people journeying this way, the land was free to grow without restraint.

      "Do you see my future lover?" Rose asked me.

      I leaned out as far as I could until I spotted Thomas a fair distance away, trying to control his horse, who appeared frightened by something. Thomas, however, was smiling.

      "I do, but he doesn't look too upset by what he sees," I answered, yet his horse appeared to disagree.

      I was about to connect myself to the earth to see if I could sense anything through magic, but Thomas snapped the reins and galloped back to us, smirking.

      Reassured that everything was okay, I opened the carriage door and stepped onto the dirt road.

      From his seat in front of the carriage, Edmund said, "It might not be safe, Princess! Please get back inside."

      Rose exited after me. "Don't tell her what to do."

      I opened my mouth to apologize for her rude behavior but closed it when I noticed something odd behind us. My uncle and his men were no longer there. Only a handful of soldiers, several on foot and a few on horseback, remained.

      "Edmund, where did Barbos go?" I asked.

      He glanced behind us, frowning. "They were a ways back moments ago. Maybe they cut through the forest to join Drew up ahead?"

      I furrowed my brow. "Perhaps."

      Thomas brought the horse to a stop before me, his smirk even bigger. "A couple of Sodon's creatures were shocked by Flint's magic, and before they could recover, we killed them."

      My heart skipped a beat. "How do you know there aren't more of them?"

      "Because the men are celebrating. They wouldn't do that if they suspected more danger."

      "What about Flint?"

      He shrugged. "I didn't see him, but I'm sure he'd return to you instantly if there were a problem."

      I didn't doubt this, yet I couldn't shake a growing uneasiness settling in my gut.

      "If they're celebrating," Rose began as she walked away from us, "there's bound to be drinks. I'm going to get one."

      "I'll escort you, milady," Thomas responded. "Would you like to ride with me? You can sit right here between my thighs."

      While the two continued to flirt mercilessly, I quickly closed my eyes and grounded myself to the earth. It didn't seem right that we'd encountered Sodon's beastly soldiers, two no less.

      The moment my consciousness connected, I knew my suspicions were correct. The ground felt sick and diseased with dark energy, yet familiar like I'd encountered it before. The sensation made my insides tremble.

      I opened my eyes, my chest heaving. "We need to go. Now!"
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      Rose mounted Thomas's horse with such excitement that she didn't hear the sudden fear in my voice because she said, "Yes, let's go. I must get drunk if I am to endure the last leg of our journey."

      "What's wrong?" Edmund asked me. He had no such distractions.

      I rubbed at the prickly sensation spreading across my arms. "A great evil is coming, and it means to—"

      A roar sounded in the forest close enough that it made Thomas's horse rise on its hind legs. Rose and Thomas tumbled to the ground. Before they could come to their feet, I retrieved my sword from inside the carriage and swung it around to face whatever beast awaited us in the forest. Another thunderous growl echoed to our left and then to our right. There wasn't just one monster but several. I inhaled a hitched breath.

      "What the hell is that?" Rose cried as she scrambled over to me, oblivious to the sound of her dress tearing as she stepped upon it.

      The forest became alive then, almost as if it were a monster of its own. Trees shook. Bushes trembled. And a blast of wind escaped the darkness with such force that my hair whipped backward, and my eyes teared.

      The remaining soldiers gathered around me.

      "We're safe, right Avani?" Rose asked me, forgetting all about using proper royal name etiquette in front of others. "Flint's magic will protect us?"

      I bit my lip and backed away from the line where trees met dirt road. I could give her no assurances because I felt that Flint would already have returned to me at the first sign of danger. Where is he?

      Sensing my apprehension, Rose hiked up her dress and retrieved the dagger she always kept attached to her thigh.

      "Get inside the carriage, Rose," I ordered, not wanting her to have any part of this fight. The thought of something happening to her made my heart race even faster.

      "And knit a pretty scarf while you all fight for our lives? I don't think so."

      "Both of you get in the carriage and get the hell out of here," Thomas growled as he scanned the forest that continued to shake from whatever beasts approached.

      "I won't leave you," I snarled right back.

      In an instant, I reconnected myself to the earth and drew its magic into me. Just in time, too, because a hound nearly the size of an elephant appeared running inside the dark forest toward us, gnashing foot-long teeth already dripping with blood. The sight of it shot a bolt of red hot anger straight through my veins because, by how fresh it was, it was very likely I knew whomever that blood belonged to.

      "What do we do?" a soldier closest to the trees asked me over his shoulder.

      "Wait and see if Flint's magic stops it!" I answered.

      The hound continued forward, his clawed paws tearing up chunks of dirt and grass. Closer. Closer. Too close. Flint's magic wouldn't protect us, which meant something must've happened to him.

      With a flip of my wrist, a mangled, thick root obeyed my magical command and exploded from the earth. It swatted the hound so violently that it flew backward into the forest, severing several trees in its path. Soldiers gasped around me, but I didn't have time to pretend it wasn't me who had conjured the magic, for two more creatures were bounding toward us, emerging from the darkness as if they'd just escaped hell. They appeared hound-like, but their skin was leathered with spikes protruding the length of their spines. I managed to knock another one away from us, but the second monster was faster and reached the first two soldiers before I could do anything. The two men attempted to fight it, but their swords were merely chew toys for the creature. It broke them in half, then turned its head at an unnatural angle to clamp down upon the nearest soldier's torso. The man cried out, but his screams were silenced when the beast shook him back and forth as if he were a captured rabbit. Blood sprayed the air and hit the side of my face. Rose screamed as more beasts came.

      Ignoring the fear threatening to choke me, I focused my anger and ordered more of earth's magic into me. It came so quickly, my breathing hitched, but the feeling was incredible!

      With a thought, three more roots shot from the ground, and with both hands, I directed them into the monsters rushing toward us. Their bodies crashed into trees, broke limbs, yanked up bushes and soil. But when some of them began to recover, I changed tactics and used the sharp ends of the roots to impale the monsters. Their injured cries filled the air, but the tortured sounds never lasted long, for their bodies strangely crumbled to dust and ash while the bodies of a few younger-looking creatures melted before our eyes into a pile of fat and gristle.

      "Please, Rose," I begged again. "Leave in the carriage this instant!"

      When she didn't answer, I risked a glance in her direction. She was staring at me, pale and wide-eyed. "You're using magic."

      "Are you serious right now?" I didn't hide the annoyance in my voice. "We are about to be torn apart by demons from hell!"

      Another hound bolted in our direction. I jerked my hand to the side. An enormous, long root followed my movements and impaled the hound through its gut. It howled but continued forward, its long claws digging deep into the earth. I raised my hand, lifting the hound high into the air. I then swung my arm downward. The root slammed to the ground, instantly killing the beast.

      Several cries echoed in the distance. The sound didn't come from fearful men but angered ones—men who were ready for battle.

      I glanced down the road. Drew and dozens of soldiers were rounding the bend toward us, followed by a cloud of dust kicked up by their horses. Their numbers looked smaller than I remembered. A growing lump in my throat made it impossible to swallow. I searched them for Flint but didn't see him.

      The sight of my approaching men must've frightened the monsters in the forest because we were given a slight reprieve from their attacks. I didn't waste a second. I spun around and shoved Rose back into the carriage despite her protests. To Edmund, I ordered, "Get her back safely! Go now!"

      He nodded once, then snapped the reins against the horse's backs. In a move only someone experienced could pull off, he yanked the carriage around to travel back the way we came. A little tension left my tight muscles at the sight of them going.

      "Princess!" a familiar voice said.

      I spun around to find Drew standing before me, panting heavily, his face covered in dirt and sweat. The rest of his men formed a protective wall around us with their horses.

      "Are you hurt?" Drew asked.

      "I'm fine, but where's Flint? His magic didn't hold. Is he okay?"

      His jaw flexed, and his brows furrowed. "After killing the first two beasts, Flint rode into the forest to ensure there weren't others. We haven't seen him since."

      I cursed and rubbed at the skin over my heart. This wasn't like him.

      "They're coming back!" a soldier cried.

      "Get on my horse," Drew ordered me. "You'll ride with me back to Loreen."

      I did as he asked and mounted his horse while he found another. From this high vantage point, I'd be able to use my magic more effectively.

      I glanced one last time at the carriage carrying Rose as it was almost out of my view. I sighed a breath of relief. She was safe, but just as I turned back, I caught movement exiting the forest near the carriage. Two monsters, the ones who looked like hounds but with spikes on their backs, attacked the moving carriage. The first clamped down upon Edmund with a single bite and then flung Edmund to the side. Edmund's body soared through the air, followed by an arch of blood. I knew before he hit the ground that he was dead.

      The second beast slammed into the carriage; splintered wood exploded outward. The monster emerged, carrying Rose in its mouth. My pulse raced as I watched in horror, fearing any moment the beast would bite down and pierce Rose with its sharp teeth like the other had Edmund.

      "No!" I screamed.

      The beast turned and stared directly at me, and I swore it winked. In a single bound, it jumped from the ruined carriage and disappeared into the forest with Rose still in its mouth, screaming and fighting to be released.

      I took hold of the reins to race after, but Drew was suddenly blocking my way. "You can't go after her. It's you they want!"

      "Then it's me they shall have." All of me. I jerked the straps in my hand to the side and ordered the horse forward. I wouldn't lose Rose, my best and closest friend.

      The horse lurched forward, its hooves beating into the hard earth. Drew called after me, but I kept going, my thoughts only on my best friend. As soon as I saw an opening, I directed the horse into the forest and continued my pursuit. I could still hear Rose's screams echoing through the trees. Their terrified sounds ignited a white-hot rage inside me. It burned through my blood and became an energy that made my skin hum with what felt like electricity. Magic. And lots of it. I wasn't even sure it was coming from the earth at this point because it felt like so much more.

      A rumbling sound from behind caught my attention. After ducking under an approaching branch, I glanced over my shoulder. Beasts and monsters chased after me, some I'd never seen before. By their many numbers, they must've stopped attacking my men to pursue me. Good. At least my people would be safe.

      Rose's screams grew faint, so I snapped the reins to urge the horse faster. At least the terrain wasn't challenging to navigate beneath the heavy shade of the treetops where little light was allowed through, preventing any undergrowth.

      Focusing my hearing only on Rose's voice, I turned to the left and grabbed the horse harder between my thighs as it made a mad descent down a narrow ravine. As soon as we reached the bottom, we raced even faster through the gully in a windy pattern. The deeper I moved into the forest, the rockier the terrain became. Drew's horse couldn't endure this pace for much longer.

      The beasts behind me continued to chase after me, but when none of them drew closer, I realized I wasn't being pursued as much as I was being herded to a location of their choosing. Shit. No matter. I had to save Rose.

      Using the energy burning through my body, I whipped my arm to the side, directing magic through the air. The force raced outward and slammed into the side of a small hill I'd just passed. Shards of wood, stone, and dirt exploded outward, then the ground began to shake and tremble, followed by a deafening roar as if the mountain was being torn apart.

      I held tightly to the horse to keep it from bolting in fear, then glanced behind me to see several boulders crash into the beasts following me. But that wasn't all I saw. The vegetation in my wake had wilted and turned black from using such powerful magic. A feeling of pride swelled within my chest, and a wicked smile parted my lips at having invoked such power. It felt good to kill those monsters. If I were to die trying to save Rose, I'd take at least take out as many of those bastards as I could.

      The sounds of the rock slide slowly faded as I rounded a bend, only to discover a changed landscape. The valley had opened up, trees thinned, and the ground became highly uneven with rocks and boulders. I slowed the horse to prevent him from breaking a leg. That's when I realized I could no longer hear Rose.
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      Wiping sweat from my brow, I sucked in a long breath hoping to slow my racing pulse. I needed to focus again. Regroup. Where could the hound have taken Rose? I searched the ground for tracks, anything that might give away their direction, but there was too much rock and too little vegetation.

      Frowning in frustration, I turned to magic. Maybe it could help me track them somehow, but that's when I noticed I no longer felt its previous energy teasing my skin. I must've used too much when I created that landslide. I growled and kicked at a rock. The more time that passed, the more chances I'd lose Rose for good.

      Pulling back on the reins, I stopped the horse and dismounted. The ride had been so long and hard, my legs buckled, and I dropped to the ground on my knees. I knew it was dangerous to pause with all those monsters still out there, but I needed to feel the earth to try and regain some magic.

      I lowered onto all fours and dug my fingers into the dirt. I could feel earth's energy humming through it, singing a song that spoke of life and death. I connected to it and gasped as its power flowed back into me. Immediately, I sensed many monsters still in the valley. I could also feel the deaths of the ones I had killed so strongly I could practically taste their blood, a sensation that brought primal joy but was also laced with dark magic. I didn't like that feeling, so I quickly released it and focused on the beasts who still lived. For some reason, they had stopped their pursuit. Some paced, but others had stopped moving altogether and remained still as if waiting for a command. I didn't like this either.

      Continuing my mental connection with earth's magic, I reached further, my focus on Rose. I saw her in my mind, remembered the times we'd spent together as children, the many laughs and tears we shared.

      Found her.

      I jerked my head to the left toward an area with more trees. She was close and, more importantly, alive. Coming to my feet, I took hold of the reins and walked the horse toward a heavily wooded area, contrasting sharply with the openness and rocky terrain beneath me.

      Alert and focused, I pretended my throat wasn't tight, and my heart wasn't beating out of control. Remember my training with Flint. The thought of him temporarily made me gasp and double over at the sudden pain wracking my body. He had to be okay. I inhaled a breath and straightened, reminding myself to be calm. Stay focused.

      After several minutes, I reached the trees and hesitantly stepped into its darkness with the horse following behind. It was at least ten degrees cooler and a welcome relief against the sweltering heat. Magic still coursed through me but not as strong as before. I hoped I hadn't expelled too much too soon.

      I continued following my connection to Rose, which grew stronger with every step, yet I still didn't see or hear anything, even with my sensitive hearing. There was no scurrying of animals or chirping of birds. Nothing. And this worried me.

      The horse halted abruptly and reared its head back, nearly taking off my arm.

      "Whoa! What's the matter?" I asked and pulled on the straps, but the animal wouldn't budge. I turned back around and peered into the forest, detecting nothing to cause the horse's sudden nervousness.

      "Let's go, buddy. I need you with me." I pulled again, but it was useless. "Fine. You can stay here but don't leave me."

      I loosely tied the straps around a tree, removed a dagger sheathed into the saddle, and with a great breath, continued forward. I'd only gone a few steps when I instantly knew why the horse would go no further. An icy cold sensation slid across my skin, but the contact was so much more than just coldness. It held dark energy that twisted around me, probed, and poked as if trying to understand who or what I was. I hated the invisible tendril's dark touch and how it sickened my stomach, but I couldn't stop. For Rose's sake. And possibly for Flint's. Maybe he'd been taken too.

      Before the horse disappeared from my view, I glanced back at it wistfully. I didn't want to continue this journey alone. It neighed back at me and lifted its head as if to say, "Go on." I swallowed the lump in my throat and continued forward, my grip tightening on the blade's handle.

      A sound reached my ears. Voices much deeper into the forest.

      I lightened my footfalls and attempted to move more stealthily through the trees but found it too challenging with all the fallen leaves. My enemy would hear me coming before I'd even have a chance to be effective.

      I didn't like the idea of shifting because of what that might mean later—no clothes, which could put me in an awkward situation, but right now, those were the least of my worries.

      Without another thought, I quickly undressed and then shifted into my fox. I took a short moment to stretch and enjoy being in this skin that felt like a second home to me, then clamped down upon the blade's handle with my small mouth. Earth's magic still flowed through me, but I could already tell it would be complicated to use in this form. I hurried toward the sound of voices.

      It wasn't long before the trees opened up, revealing an old house made of gray stone. By the size of it, it must've been a lovely residence at one point in time, but the forest had long since taken it over. Vines had grown up its full three stories, stretched into broken windows, and crawled through the open entry. There were so many that it looked like the forest was slowly devouring the stone house.

      With the afternoon sun far behind me, it was easy to keep to the shadows as I padded my way toward the home. I kept my head on a swivel, and my senses focused on any signs of Sodon's beasts. I didn't see any, but I could feel their energy nearby. I had to be careful because they could easily tear me apart in my fox form if they caught me.

      Voices grew louder, but I couldn't make out distinct words. One of them was a woman's, and I swore the tone of it was familiar. Circling the house, I searched for the best entrance to go unnoticed. I found it at the rear of the house, where a tree had fallen on metal cellar doors and had broken one of the back hinges, leaving a gap just wide enough for me to squeeze through along with the blade firmly clasped within my jaws.

      The cellar was dark inside, but my night vision quickly adjusted to the darkness. The floor was mostly dirt, but occasionally, patches of oddly placed concrete gave my paws brief relief from the wet earth that smelled of iron and mold.

      Confident the basement was empty, I lightly treaded up old wooden steps toward faint, flickering light. Halfway up, I could finally hear what the people were saying.

      "Tell me again how you did it," the familiar woman's voice said.

      "I used sage just like you showed me. It will work." This from a gruff voice that was so deep, the bass tone sent a violent shiver up my spine.

      I continued upward while the man explained some magical spell he had performed. Every step I made filled me with trepidation for what I might discover, for I could smell the scent of Rose's faint perfume, but I hated that I couldn't hear her. And I hated that I didn't know where Flint was. The only explanation for his absence was he must be hurt somehow and unable to reach me.

      Reaching the top, I sniffed the air again. Rose was close. But there was another scent in the air. Bitter and pungent, I instantly thought of dark magic. My heartbeat tripped over itself, leaving a lingering pain, for I recognized the woman now. Rishka, Sodon's witch.

      I resisted the urge to turn around and escape this place that could very likely become my grave. You've beaten her before, I reminded myself. With a great inhale of breath, I padded into the faintly lit, narrow hallway and moved toward flickering candlelight. Behind me were four open doorways that pushed a cool breeze into the hall. I might've searched them first before proceeding, but I didn't sense any life in that direction.

      "What is that?" Rishka demanded, making my heart stop. I looked up, afraid I might see her standing just before me, but she wasn't there.

      "What's what?" the man's voice asked.

      "That smell." Footsteps moved toward the hall. "It smells like," Rishka paused, "magic and not mine. Check the house now. She could be here."

      I slowly backed up, my heart beating again, thundering, actually.

      "Impossible. The girl couldn't have found us this soon."

      "You don't know what she can do," Rishka snapped. "Just go check!"

      A violent tremble ruffled my fur. Were they talking about me? They had to be. I glanced down at my tiny paws, realizing I couldn't fight her like this.

      At the sound of heavy footsteps moving toward me, I turned and sprinted down the hallway and into the first open doorway. It was empty except for a wooden and warped door lying across the floor. I wouldn't be able to hide here unless... I eyed the swarm of vines pouring in from the broken window. I bolted for them, praying to the Gods there would be enough to conceal me. I could jump out the window if I had to, but that would put me at risk of being spotted by one of the other monsters lurking in the woods.

      As the footfalls drew closer, I darted behind a curtain of vines and made myself as small as possible into a tight ball, making sure my tail, the darkest part of me, curled around my body and concealed the knife. I also turned my head to the side to ensure my eyes wouldn't reflect should he see me through the vines.

      The man stepped into the room just then. At least, I think it was a man, but I couldn't be sure from the corner of my eye. He was massive, his head nearly reaching the ceiling, but his arms were longer than a human's. He held very still, probably searching the room, but I resisted the urge to look at him.

      The man, or whatever he was, pivoted to leave. I exhaled the breath I'd been holding, but then he stopped again and placed his hand upon the wall, his back to me. I glanced at him then but instantly regretted it. The skin on his arms wasn't human but more leather-like with raised bumps that looked almost like knotted scar tissue. He wore a torn shirt with a sheathed weapon upon his crooked back, and his long dark hair stretched in stringy ribbons down his shoulders. Hair covered exposed parts of his back, unlike the leather-like skin on his arms. His backside was so terrifying I feared what his face must look like.

      The man-beast snapped his head in my direction. I quickly looked away and closed my eyes tightly, hoping he hadn't seen me. Another long pause had me holding my breath again. Only when I heard his footsteps approach me did I open my eyes again, my gaze facing away from him.

      He stopped not more than a foot away. I forced air past my lips in a desperate attempt to slow my heart rate. I had no idea how good of hearing this creature might have.

      The man-beast leaned forward, and I resisted the urge to run away. He placed his hands on the windowsill above me and exhaled a ragged breath. I slowly looked upward at his bearded chin and all that stringy hair. He was staring outside, his head moving back and forth. Eventually, he straightened and left the room for good.

      I remained where I was until I could be sure he'd left the hall.

      "Nothing here," he called to Rishka.

      "Check the basement," she called back.

      The man-beast groaned but obeyed the command.

      This was my chance. With a single thought, I transformed back into my human form, but at the same time, I used earth's magic to force the vines from the window to wrap around me. Their cool touch raced and swirled across my body, covering me around the waist and between my legs, which wasn't the most comfortable feeling. I flinched as the last of them circled in several layers around my chest. This was definitely not an outfit I'd be wearing again anytime soon.

      Before I left the room, I tucked the blade into a tight pocket of vines at my hip, then I summoned as much earth magic as possible into me. It was a little more challenging because I wasn't standing directly on the ground, which required more focus. Once filled, the power gave me much-needed courage and strength.

      With magic running through my body, I inhaled deeply and briefly closed my eyes. I could do this. I had to do this.

      I left the room, mindful of where I stepped. I wanted to go unnoticed for as long as possible. I crept down the hall, pausing to listen at the top of the stairs for the man-beast. I could hear him moving around the cellar, tossing items aside.

      "Something's not right!" Rishka called to him.

      "The place is empty," he yelled back to her in that resonant tone that made my skin crawl.

      I quietly moved along the side of the hall, my pulse beating surprisingly steadily. I reached the end and quickly glanced into the living room, but what I saw made my head spin. It couldn't be. I had to have seen it wrong! Risking another glance, a longer one this time, I tried to make sense of what I had discovered.

      Rishka was pacing in what was probably an impressive living room in the past but had long since deteriorated. Several candles in the corners lit the worn and aged room. If just one toppled over, this entire house would quickly burn. The beams in the tall ceiling and the wooden floorboards had been warped over time, making the floor uneven. A gaping hole in the ceiling near the back corner let in streams of moonlight. That silvery glow landed directly on Rose, who lay in a crumpled heap, unconscious. I could tell she wasn't dead because her body would oddly spasm every few seconds. But that's when I noticed the blood. There was a puddle of it surrounding her head.

      I brought a hand to my mouth to silence a scream threatening to escape my lungs. Rose may not be dead, but death was only a matter of time by how she looked.

      Rishka stopped moving and stared at something in the shadows on the back wall where candlelight didn't reach.

      "We could've been great," she whispered.

      I let my eyes adjust to the darkness. That's when I saw him. Flint.
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      Flint's wrists had been bound and pulled tight with a rope connected to opposite walls. Another cord circled his neck and hung from the ceiling while his legs fell limply into the air, hovering several inches above the wooden floors. Even though he was shrouded in darkness, I could see the ugly purple color of his face from lack of air. I also spotted a deep gash that began at his shoulder and ended at his hip. He still wore pants, but they had been slashed by what looked like something with little claws or maybe a small knife. Blood ran in tiny rivers down his body, creating a lake of crimson that only continued to grow. I didn't know how he'd come to find himself in this position, but I knew he couldn't endure much more.

      Footsteps sounding on the basement steps had me dashing around the corner and into a kitchen. I hid behind a counter with a missing sink, disappearing just as Rishka turned around.

      "The house is empty," the man-beast said, standing in the same spot I'd been at seconds ago. "He doesn't look so good. Are you sure he'll last long enough for the girl to get here?"

      He must be talking about Flint. I swallowed the growing fullness in my throat. So this whole thing, taking Rose and Flint, was a trap for me, not that I was surprised. They had to make sure I'd come, but for what purpose? Why not just take me?

      "He'll last," Rishka assured him. "Especially if the girl is really who I think she is."

      Her words made me think of the prophecy again, a prophecy she shouldn't know about... but I couldn't think about that right now. Stay focused.

      "Your chums should be here soon." The man-beast practically spat the word chums.

      Who the hell could he be talking about now? I better act quickly because I'd have a hard enough time fighting these two, let alone more.

      I straightened and rubbed my fingers together on each hand. My fingertips warmed as magic flowed through me.

      "How can you not feel that?" Rishka demanded.

      Before he could answer, I rounded the corner and said, "I bet he can feel this."

      I snapped my hands forward, then jerked back hard. Vines from the open window he stood next to shot forward and coiled around his arms, chest, and neck so quickly air expelled from his lungs. He made a wheezing sound and clawed at the vines, but with a flick of my wrist, the greenery jerked him out the window, a space not meant for his massive body. He took parts of metal and wood trim with him, leaving a gaping hole in the side of the house.

      I barely heard his body hit the ground when a blast of invisible energy slammed into me. I crashed into a wall, which buckled and crumbled at the impact. Pain shot through me, and I gasped for air.

      Rishka walked toward me. "I don't know how you got here so early, but I'm impressed. Maybe I'm right."

      "Right about what?" I had to keep her talking if I was to have any chance at saving Rose and Flint.

      "Right about your true identity." She knelt next to me and brushed the tips of her fingers across my cheek. "I sensed it the first time we met. The ancient power. I could practically taste it." She paused and shoved her finger into my mouth. "Can you taste mine?"

      I bit down hard, but she moaned in pleasure instead of yelping. "Just how I like it."

      Without warning, she fisted a chunk of my hair and straightened, pulling the long strands painfully. "You know who else liked mixing pain and pleasure?"

      I grimaced at the fire-like sensation shooting across my scalp and struggled against her as she dragged me across the floor. She tossed me just below Flint's feet, where I landed in his blood. Its coppery scent filled my nostrils. Seeing his wounds this close sent a searing pain to my heart more than any physical pain could cause me.

      "The man hanging above you," she continued, "loved it when I tortured him just before he fucked me senseless." She moaned again as if remembering another time. "I yearned for his rough touch, the way he bent me over and took me as if it were the end of the world."

      Rishka closed the distance between us, then reached up and rested her hand on Flint's crotch. "I've never had such a good fuck before. I will miss him, depending on whom you choose, of course."

      I glanced up at Flint's bare and bloody feet, my vision still blurry. "Choose?"

      She chuckled a little. "Honestly, I don't know how much choice you have at this point. Your little girlfriend kisses Death as we speak."

      I sucked in a breath, my eyes darting to Rose.

      Rishka lowered her hand away from Flint. "Her heart is failing."

      Rage exploded through me, making the ground rumble beneath us, but it wouldn't be enough. I needed more power.

      Her gaze dropped to the floor, and she smiled. "Earth's magic. You're summoning it, but it doesn't necessarily mean you are her."

      "I am no one but me." I scrambled to my knees and pushed my hands forward. A thick tree root drilled upward straight through the floorboards beneath her. Rishka barely managed to dodge it, but I didn't give her the chance to recover. I mentally maneuvered the ever-growing root through the air after her, all while sharpening its tip into a spear.

      "I will kill you," I breathed and came to my feet.

      She laughed as she raced around the room to escape my root's sharp point. Growling, I ordered the weapon to jab forward over and over, but Rishka gracefully stepped to the side as if she were dancing and not trying to avoid death.

      Just then, the man-beast jumped back into the gaping hole where the window once stood. His neck was red and swollen from where my vines had seized his throat. Growling, he said, "I'm going to rip your head—"

      With a single thought, I fired the root toward him. It skewered his heart so accurately the organ exploded out of his back, dripping with blood like I was about to barbecue it over an open fire. His eyes widened, and he fell over dead.

      Rishka snorted. "Now that was impressive. Sodon will be sorry he missed it."

      I circled the room while commanding the bloody, thick root back to me. The motion caused the punctured heart to slide off its tip, and it splatted on the boards, making my stomach churn. I pretended the wet sound didn't affect me and said, "I'll be happy to let Sodon experience my fury first hand."

      She laughed out loud again. "You'd never get close enough unless he wanted you to."

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Rose's body twitching again. I had to end this now. "You talk far too much for my liking."

      I jerked both hands upward, ordering the dirt from the cellar below us to my aid. It slammed into the floorboards and broke them beneath Rishka's feet. She screamed and disappeared into the hole.

      Not wasting a second, I bolted toward Rose and dropped to my knees to inspect the wound in her head. It was deep, too deep, and ran nearly half the length of her head. My chest felt suddenly heavy. I didn't think even Loreen's best doctor could fix this, as there was simply too much blood.

      And yet, I couldn't let her die.

      I wasn't sure what I was doing until I'd actually begun, but one moment my hands had been in my lap, and the next, they were hovering just above Rose's head. I had to save her. Whatever it took.

      Thinking healing thoughts, my palms warmed with heated energy, a move that felt more like an instinct. "Heal, Rose, please heal."

      I wished it so badly a bright, soft light grew between my hands and her head. I gasped and blinked the tears from my eyes. They ran down my cheeks even as the wound on Rose's head began to close.

      But what I was witnessing wasn't just a visual experience. I could feel her getting better, feel the tissue inside her brain mend itself and return to its previous state. It felt almost orgasmic with the way the power slid over my skin, as gentle as a lover's touch that warmed my insides and made my lower stomach tighten pleasurably.

      "It's remarkable how quickly you can take a life only to save another," Rishka said behind me as she rose on an invisible carpet from the hole.

      I stood, my hands up and ready to use magic, but a wave of severe fatigue washed over me. Whatever I'd done to Rose had significantly drained me, not only of magic but physical strength too. I swayed slightly but quickly righted myself so the witch wouldn't know about my current weakness.

      Rishka stepped onto solid flooring again and continued, "Only a truly psychotic person can enjoy taking life as much as saving it."

      "I didn't enjoy taking it," I said but noted the hesitancy in my voice. I subtly moved toward Flint and glanced briefly at Rose. The wound on her head had almost entirely healed, and her body no longer twitched. I hoped whatever I'd done had been enough.

      "But of course you do," Rishka countered. "I heard your heartbeat skip at witnessing that monster's heart dripping blood outside his body. In fact, I'd even wager that had you been alone, you might've taken a bite of it just to see what victory tastes like."

      My face warmed with shame because part of her was right. I may not have wanted to eat the heart, but I did like seeing it hanging lifeless from the sharpened tip of my root. Speaking of my earthly weapon, it still hovered in the air nearby as if waiting for another command.

      Rishka tsked me. "Don't think for a second that you can use that thing on me again."

      Before I could react, she sliced her hand through the air. An invisible blade cut through the lower part of the root, and it flopped to the ground as if a severed worm, squirming and writhing. I tried to regrow it but didn't have the strength.

      "I'm afraid it's that time now," she said as she moved closer to me.

      "What time is that?" I inched even closer to Flint. I knew if I could just touch him, my powers would be restored.

      "Time to secure you before our guests get here."

      Before I could utter a word, an invisible force circled around me so tightly air exploded from my lungs. I tried to suck more oxygen back into them, but the pressure continued to constrict my chest. My body lifted further and further away from the ground and away from the one person who could help me.

      "Flint," I whispered, wishing desperately he could hear me.

      Somehow I needed to find a way to counter her magic, but I couldn't breathe, let alone cast a spell, especially when I couldn't touch Flint or ground myself to the earth.

      I stopped moving when I reached the ceiling, and the band around my chest loosened just enough for me to get a little oxygen.

      Rishka smiled at me. "Don't breathe in too deeply, or my magic will only tighten."

      I took her word for it and only sipped on small gulps, an action that left me in a near state of panic. I tried to also move my arms, hoping I could at least get at the dagger hidden within the vines at my waist, but I couldn’t even wiggle my fingers.

      She glanced toward the window. "I'll return soon. I need to make sure our guests are greeted properly."

      Rishka mumbled a few words in my direction and made what looked like random hand gestures, then left the room. I hoped her going would diminish some of her magic, but whatever she'd just said must've strengthened her hold on me. I returned to slowing my breathing and doing my best to remain calm but, more importantly, think.

      Guests were arriving, but who? More of Sodon's monsters? Or maybe Sodon himself?

      I looked toward Flint, my heart breaking all over again at his bruised and broken body. Inhaling just enough air to speak, I whispered, "Flint. I'm here. Please wake up."

      He didn't stir. Somehow I knew if I could touch him, magic would be restored to me. Maybe that was because every time his fingers had grazed my skin, they'd left a tingle of power in their wake. There was something between us, something ancient and powerful. I wanted, no needed, more time with Flint to explore just what that was.

      "Flint, please. I need you." Tears stung my eyes again. What had Rishka done to him to make him so incapacitated? By the looks of all his wounds, it had been horrific. Anger rushed through me and made me want to take a deep breath. The witch's invisible hold instantly tightened. I forced myself to relax, unable to allow any more tightening for fear I'd lose the ability to breathe altogether.

      I lowered my gaze to Rose, who looked more restful, but what did that matter if I couldn't get her out of here? I knew Rishka or any of the other monsters wouldn't care enough to let her live. Tears fell from my eyes. "I'm so sorry."

      A long, huffed breath escaped Flint's lungs startling me. "Flint?"

      He didn't move, nor did his eyes open. It must've been an involuntary action, but a second later, a tiny breeze caressed my skin. Flint. I moaned at the contact. I didn't understand how the air from his lungs could reach me this far across the room, but I didn't care, for it had given me an idea. Had this been deliberate on Flint's part? Could he somehow hear everything that was happening but couldn't wake up?

      "I think I know what you want me to do," I whispered. "I'll try."

      In the distance, the sound of hooves thundering into the earth had me looking toward the great hole in the wall. The dark silhouette of Rishka stood near the front of the house. Four riders approached her and dismounted their horses. I strained my hearing.

      "It's about time," she hissed. "The girl arrived well before you."

      A breathless, familiar man's voice panted, "How is that possible? We haven't stopped."

      Rishka whirled around and ordered them to follow her. "Her early arrival didn't matter, though. I have contained her and the others."

      The sound of footsteps came toward the front door. I noticed three of the riders stay behind with the horses.

      "You're right about her magic," Rishka said as she walked into the room. "She is very powerful. Sodon will have fun with her."

      My stomach turned over. So that is what is to become of me. Sodon's plaything. It was rumored he would often do that with those who still wielded magic until they were left a shell of a person. Some thought this was because Sodon stole their magical abilities.

      "She is strong but have you confirmed that she is the one Sodon seeks?" The man walked into the room and out of the shadows. Orange candlelight flickered across his narrow face, thin lips, and gray eyes that eventually found mine. A cruel smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      “Hello, Avani,” Barbos said.
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      I was too stunned to say anything back to my uncle.

      Rishka crossed the room to me and looked up. "I'm not entirely sure she is the one yet. She wielded earth magic very well and healed her friend, but that's not enough. She could just be a powerful wielder of magic."

      Barbos removed his riding gloves and stuffed them into his back pocket. "I assure you, it's her."

      "How can you be so certain?"

      He walked over to her, and they stared up at me as if they were spiders eyeing their captured prey. "Because of the prophecy at her birth. The King thinks no one knows of it, but I was there, hidden within the walls when Folina had prophesied it."

      Hidden within the walls? What the hell was he talking about?

      Rishka lowered her gaze to his. "How is my old friend?"

      "Crazy as ever." He chuckled. "The King keeps Folina busy in the library far beneath the castle, so she doesn't bother anyone."

      "A fitting place for her," she agreed.

      I couldn't remain silent anymore; the betrayal was too deep. "Why, Uncle?"

      He paused a long moment, then answered. "Because it should be me ruling. I know how best to protect Loreen, not my foolish brother. He thinks he can win this war against Sodon, but I've been to far away Kingdoms that he and his beasts have destroyed. There's no winning. There's only joining. It's the only way to save our people."

      My mouth turned so dry that I barely had enough saliva to say, "You can't be serious?"

      "I'm very serious. You would make the same choice if you saw what I've seen." Fear flashed in his eyes. 

      I regretted not asking more about his travels at that moment. Maybe it would help me understand why he would make such a move against the very family he claimed to love. "If what you say is true, then why kill me? You can still rule whether I live or die." 

      He shook his head sadly. "You misunderstand me, Princess. I'm not going to kill you. I'm ensuring you live through all this by giving you to Sodon to be his bride."

      My face paled. I couldn't believe my own uncle could do such a thing.

      Rishka snorted. "Sodon's high price for her helped too."

      I glanced at Barbos, feeling my heart breaking. 

      Barbos ignored me and shifted his gaze to Flint. "What about this one? I want him gone for good."

      "That may very well be his fate," Rishka answered, "but it's not for you to decide. Let's see if the Princess cooperates so at least one of the people she loves can live."

      Cooperate? Like hell. 

      Hearing enough, I lifted my gaze to the gaping hole and focused on breathing in and out slowly while also focusing on my vision.

      Rishka and Barbos began speaking below me. Plans on how to get rid of Flint or Rose's bodies and how to explain my disappearance so my father wouldn't be suspicious. Several times I wanted to interject my disgust, but I remained focused, breathing in and out as much air as my tight lungs would allow. Soon, my vision became like a tunnel that amplified everything I saw. My gaze settled on a blade of grass coated in the moon's silvery light. A faint breeze gently rocked it back and forth. That's what I wanted. Wind.

      Even though I had yet to meet Bayu, the ancient man who possessed the ability to control air and be trained by him, I felt I might be able to still channel that power within me. Just thinking his name seemed to make something inside me come alive.

      Back and forth, the blade of grass moved almost as if the air were breathing it in and out. I wanted that same breath, wanted to magnify it.

      I whispered his name. "Bayu."

      The sound of his name moving past my lips lit a fire inside me, one that felt similar to when Flint touched me but different. Almost colder and softer.

      "What did she say?" Rishka asked, but my focus was so great that I barely heard the words.

      My breathing now matched the back-and-forth movement of the grass outside the home. I could feel myself becoming one with it, feel it whispering to me, speaking of ancient power, connections and love. Some of the words scared me, but I couldn't break my concentration. Flint and Rose's life depended upon it.

      My vision began to expand again to take in my surroundings, but it was different somehow. Colors more vibrant, sounds more crisp. And the air? It shimmered with specks of gold and silver and swirled around spiral-like patterns, and when it brushed past my skin, it continued to whisper but in an ancient language. Yet, somehow, I was able to understand it.

      Air, one of earth's five elements, had given itself to me to wield it. And wield it, I would. A smile teased the corners of my mouth. Time to make them pay.

      "Why is she smiling now?" Rishka asked, still staring up at me.

      Barbos retrieved his riding gloves and slid his hands into the black leather. "As soon as a decision is made, I'll have my men dispose of the body."

      Rishka looked away from me and all around the room, almost as if she could see the glimmering specks of gold, but I knew she couldn't. "Something's happening."

      Barbos glanced around. "What?"

      "I don't know, but I can feel it." She walked to the ruined window. The wind had picked up and blew into the house, stirring the air around her. Her long, black hair and black gown twisted and snapped around her body.

      My smile grew. So did the wind.

      Within seconds, the breeze grew so furiously that it brought in bits of dirt and sand.

      "Is it an approaching storm?" Barbos asked. He walked to the window and peered into the sky. His men stood in the distance, trying hard to control their nervous horses.

      "Not a storm." Rishka's voice had deepened. She turned around and eyed me. "But the girl."

      "How is that possible? She hasn't met Flint's brother yet."

      "I don't know, and I don't care." She stomped toward me. "Time to go to sleep, Princess. And when you wake up, you'll be in the loving embrace of your soon-to-be lifelong companion, Sodon. May he destroy everything about you."

      Flint expelled another great breath. So he was listening.

      Before Rishka put me to sleep, I sucked in a deep breath, trying hard to ignore the tightening around my chest. The action made the wind more fierce than anything I'd ever felt before. It rushed in like a massive cyclone seizing anything it touched, including Barbos and Rishka. They spun through the air, tumbling end over end. It was enough to disrupt whatever hold the witch had over me, and I collapsed to the ground, gasping for air.

      The cyclone continued to grow, taking out walls and cabinets. I ducked as a floorboard flew past my head. One of them crashed into Flint.

      I winced, realizing that I didn't know how to control this power, not even close. "Sorry!"

      Barbos screamed as his body whipped past me and slammed into a soaring wooden beam. If I didn't do something quickly, the whole house would rip into shreds, taking me with it.

      Doing my best to regain my focus, I blew air past my puckered lips and mentally ordered the air to settle. It took a few seconds for the centripetal motion to slow. Items dropped from the air and fell into the cellar where massive holes had opened up or onto loose floorboards. Barbos landed inside the basement with a heavy thud. Several boards landed on top of him. 

      Rishka, however, gracefully maneuvered herself to a more solid section of the floor. "I will kill you for this!"

      She rushed toward me in a giant leap and used magic to carry herself across the gaping hole and over to me. I scrambled backward, trying to draw air back into me, but it just wouldn't come. I didn't have enough time to focus on it. But earth. I was connected now—

      Rishka slammed into me. We barely missed Rose's unconscious body as we slid across the floor and into the wall. Rishka wiggled faster than me and managed to get on top, where she straddled my waist.

      "Sometimes it's more fun to get my hands dirty," she said, then punched me in the face splitting my lip.

      I looked up at her and smiled while I tasted blood. I may not know how to use magic effectively yet, but I did know how to fight with my fists. I'd been training since I was a little girl. "I couldn't agree more."

      Her balled hand flew toward me again, but I knocked it to the side and bucked my hips upward, making her fall to my side. I scrambled on top of her and slammed my tight fists into her face several times before she used magic to toss me away. So much for fighting fair.

      I hit the ground hard and slid to the edge of the wide, jagged hole that dropped into the basement. I flipped on my belly and moved to jump back to my feet. At the last second, I caught sight of my uncle lying unconscious beneath a pile of broken floorboards. Good. I'd deal with him later.

      I spun around and nearly lost my balance when Rishka swung a leg toward my face. I barely managed to duck and move to the side of her before she kicked at me again. I blocked this one, then dropped to the ground and swung my foot at hers. I hit both her legs, effectively knocking her on her ass. I lifted my foot to stomp on her head, but she rolled out of the way with me relentlessly pursuing her.

      I caught up to her and kicked her again so hard that her body flipped over in Flint's direction. She attempted to come to her knees, but I leapt into the air with a closed fist and landed an explosive punch across her nose. Blood from an instantly broken nose arched through the air. Fevered energy surged through me, and I wanted to see more of that crimson color.

      I hit her repeatedly, over and over, letting my hatred of her and everything she had done to Rose and Flint rage into my blood and bones. With it came a strange new kind of power that made me feel invincible. I saw this new energy as smoky black tendrils that streamed through the air just behind my fist. It encouraged me to hurt her more as if it wanted to get in on the action.

      Grabbing Rishka by the hair, I lifted her face and drilled her again. I expected her to fall back to the floor, but she stayed upright. This made me think of the dagger at my hip. Stabbing her would feel really good and would ensure she goes down.

      She laughed, but the action also made her cough. Blood spurted from her mouth. "You like it, don't you?"

      I hesitated from throwing my next blow. "What are you talking about?"

      "The dark magic coursing through your bloodstream. Keep gobbling it up, Princess. And who knows? Maybe if you get enough of it, we might even become friends."

      Her words startled me. Is that what I was feeling? I tried to swallow, but the lump in my throat was too big. I glanced up at Flint, wishing he were awake to help me control this darkness inside me, for I did want more of it. Every part of me wanted to continue beating Rishka, take my time with her while I drained her blood and broke every bone in her body.

      Earth magic. It would fix this dark feeling, but I didn't feel strong enough to access it. Flint. If only I could touch him, but Rishka stood between us.

      I moved to shove her to the side, an action that should've been easy with her on her knees and face swollen, bloody, and bruised, but her hand latched onto me so quickly I didn't have time to react. She jerked my arm downward with such force that my entire body slammed into the ground. Pain ignited every part of me.

      "My turn, you pampered little bitch." Her fist crashed into my face, and I heard my jaw break just before a line of searing pain raced across my face and down my neck. I lifted my arms to block her next blow, but I couldn't quite see her as my eyes were full of tears. I blinked to clear them, just in time to see her foot smash into my head. Stars exploded in my already blurry vision. I moaned and rolled into a ball with my hands covering me as she kicked me repeatedly. A finger broke, then another. My hands could only block so much.

      "Time for me to do what I do best," Rishka said, then laughed.
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      Rishka raised my body into the air. I struggled against the invisible grip, kicking and fighting, but I only hit the air. Calm down! I ordered myself, but too much pain echoed throughout my body, preventing me from clearing my mind.

      In a horizontal position, face-up and several feet from the floor, I slowly began to spin. Rishka watched me pass by several times before she said, "I think Barbos was right. You are the one. But should I really give you to Sodon?"

      I remained silent, staring daggers at her at every rotation while trying not to show the pain my body felt.

      "If I give you to him," she continued, "I may lose my prestigious position by his side, but if I don't and he finds out I've killed you, then he'll surely kill me." She paused. "So, life or power? It truly is a puzzle."

      "With a face like that," I said, "you should choose death." I shouldn't encourage her to kill me, but I hoped by antagonizing her, she might release me from this hold, and I'd have a chance at getting to Flint.

      Her eyebrows lifted, and she pointed at her face. "Oh, this? This is nothing." She waved her hand across her face. In an instant, it healed and returned to normal. "Do you really believe you could hurt me without me allowing it?"

      Sudden fear turned my insides cold. "You let me do that to you?"

      "I had to see if your body could tolerate dark magic," she explained. "For many, the darkness is too great and can render the user unconscious. But not only did your body tolerate it, but it also craved more."

      "That's not true," I said, hoping to infuse strength into my words, but they came out too soft, too weak. I closed my eyes and again tried to focus on the wind hoping to draw it to me one last time, but nothing came.

      "It won't answer your call," Rishka said as if she'd read my mind. "The elementals don't respond to dark magic, a power still clinging stubbornly to your subconsciousness."

      Hating that she was right, I glanced at Flint as my body continued to rotate. Somehow I had to get to him, but how? The elements wouldn't come to my aid, but what about dark magic? I could embrace it again and use it to get to Flint. But then, why not just use it to fight her too? The memory of my hand smashing her face had me drawing in an excited, hitched breath.

      I looked toward Flint and remembered his words. "Dark magic can't be wielded. It wields you." I cursed inwardly, knowing I should avoid that option.

      Maybe I could try something different altogether. Inhaling slowly to calm the spinning in my head, I said, "If any more harm comes to me, it won't be Sodon you need to worry about. My father, the King, will hunt you to the ends of the earth until he has your head on a spike."

      She scoffed. "Really? That's what you threaten me with? A mortal King is no match for me."

      "He is more than mortal."

      Rishka shook her head, smiling. "I've encountered his wolf a few times before and was not impressed. Besides, it won't be long before your father's also eliminated, so I will not waste any more words on him."

      Panic surged through me, making me lose my focus. "What do you mean eliminated?"

      She walked to the splintered floor and stared into the gaping hole below me.

      "Answer me, witch!"

      With a twist of her hand, my body flipped in the air onto my stomach. The rapid motion after spinning for so long nearly made me vomit.

      "He has already put our plan into motion," Rishka explained.

      "He?" Below me, the broken floorboards began to lift and then fall. My uncle must be coming to. "If you're referring to Barbos, he would never kill his brother. He loves him too much." Even though the words sounded hollow, there was truth to them. Barbos had always admired and looked up to his brother. They had fun together and had spent countless nights hunting and fishing for years. Barbos may be envious of him, but I couldn't imagine how that jealousy could turn into such hatred that Barbos wanted him dead. Imprisonment? Possibly, but not death.

      "Love is a weakness and can be easily manipulated, especially when one also has a love for power and riches."

      I jumped when the pile of debris flew off my uncle, revealing a side of him I'd never seen before. The largest gray coyote I'd ever seen stared up at me with cold and cruel eyes. He growled and snapped his jaw at me. Barbos could shift?

      "Surprise, Princess," Rishka drawled. "Your daddy isn't the only one with magic running through his blood." She lowered her gaze to the coyote. "Go. I'll take care of the girl as agreed upon. Enough time has been wasted."

      Barbos made a sort of barking sound and then bounded into the darkness.

      "No!" I cried after him. "Please, uncle! Spare him!"

      Only Rishka's laughter responded. "You're losing everything, and I love it."

      I sucked in a hitched breath, expecting sorrow to overwhelm me at her words, but I couldn't, wouldn't accept that reality. Thrashing as hard as I could, I fought against the strange magic holding me in place.

      "You can't win," Rishka said. "Don't you see that?"

      Feigning exhaustion, I let my head lob forward with my hair falling to the sides of my face into empty air. After several deep and exaggerated breaths, I asked, "Will you let me say goodbye to him?"

      She thought about my request as she looked up at him. A slow smile crept up her face. "That could be a delicious kind of torture for him as he can hear everything we are saying but is helpless to do anything about it. Go ahead, Princess, say your goodbyes," she paused. "I've decided to give you to Sodon, after all. Killing you isn't worth my life. Not yet, anyway."

      Rishka lifted her hand and mentally guided my body toward Flint. "My dear, Flint. Before I finish with you, I want you to imagine how Sodon will touch your fated mate, how he will invade her mind, and how he will make her hate you and your brothers. She will be the death of them, and you know this."

      My mouth fell open. Fated mate? Why would she say something like that? Not only that, but I could never hate Flint, nor could I hate or harm his brothers, whom I've never met. Not like any of that mattered, for I had no intention of ever going to Sodon.

      Rishka stopped my momentum and straightened my body upright, so I was eye to eye with Flint but still hovering in the air. I reached my hand to touch him but was an inch out of reach no matter how hard I stretched.

      "Flint?" I wish his eyes would open. He was so close!

      Rishka tilted her head, watching me with mild amusement. "It's torture, isn't it? Being close to the man you love but unable to ease his suffering."

      Time to end that suffering. I had one shot and wouldn't waste it.

      With Rishka staring at Flint with a strange expression one might confuse with longing, I subtly moved my hand to where I had slid the small dagger. My fingers dug into the vines and curled around the handle. As soon as I had a solid grip, I said, "You're not the only one who can deliver torture."

      She frowned and looked over at me just as I tossed the knife as hard as I could in her direction. My desire to harm her was so strong that I felt the last trickle of magic inside me release with the momentum. It helped the knife move faster than Rishka could react. The sharp end impaled her left eye so deeply that she stumbled back, her mouth falling open in surprise. A second later, a scream tore from her lungs, a sound I relished.

      Her magical hold over me collapsed, and I fell to the ground, barely managing to stay upright. Get to Flint. My thoughts were on nothing else as I scrambled forward. From the corner of my eye, I could see Rishka trying hard to pull the blade from her bleeding eye socket.

      I reached Flint and wrapped my arms around his dangling legs. "Wake up, Flint. Please wake up."

      While I said the words, my contact with him gave me access to instant earth magic. I could feel it flowing into me, healing my wounds and restoring strength to my muscles. At the same time, I could feel something leave me and pour into Flint. The exchange grew stronger, warmed my body, and ignited clarity within my mind until I knew how to break the spell that held Flint in place. With that knowledge came a warning, as if saying the spelled words were dangerous, but I cared little for that subtle forewarning.

      Before I could speak it, the men who had previously been waiting outside for Barbos came running toward the opening at the side of the house. Barbos's large coyote remained by the horses, pacing back and forth while watching what went on inside. I was glad he hadn't left yet as I wanted my revenge.

      With power restored to me and my hand still clutching Flint's leg, his blood warming my palm, I lifted my hand and closed my fist. Outside, a large chunk of earth lifted where the coyote stood, knocking the legs out from under the animal with brutal force. I pulled my fist toward me. The mound of earth obeyed my silent command and rolled toward the men nearing the entrance at a pace they couldn't outrun. It hit them just as they entered the house and rolled right over the top of them, burying them six feet deep.

      I turned to Flint and clutched him tightly, all while Rishka screamed, pulling and tugging on the knife. Blood ran down her face and onto her dress.

      I spoke the words that had appeared in my mind moments ago:

      "From the depths of the earth, from the power of the great skies, from the depths of the sea and the inferno fires of hell, I give you the power over that which holds you captive. Take the light from me. It is yours to command."

      Just as I said the last word, a surge of energy shot from my body with such force my head fell back, mouth and eyes wide open. Pain raged through my body, searing every nerve, pummeling every muscle, and scraping every bone. I could no longer move or speak, not even scream my torment.

      A great rumbling sounded then, and the floor trembled. It wasn't my power, however, that caused it. It must be Rishka's magic who continued to struggle against the knife, her fury increasing.

      All of a sudden, I literally felt my heart seize and come to a painful stop,  yet my consciousness remained frozen in a torturous state. I thought maybe time had stopped altogether, and I'd be trapped in this strange, painful condition forever with my love dangling above me, but then I saw Rishka move toward me, a bloodied knife held high above her head.

      In my fixed position, all I could do was brace for the impact. The blade came sharp and quick, driving deeply into my left shoulder. Whatever trance I had been in broke, and I collapsed to the floor that still rumbled with the strength of an earthquake. Bits of dust and debris fell from the already fragile ceiling.

      Standing over me, Rishka raised the knife again, her one good eye wild with rage. All that remained of the other one was an empty, bloody eye socket.

      I lifted a weakened hand to attempt to block the blow, but I knew it wouldn't be enough to stop her. I'd given all I had left to Flint, an action I didn't regret. I only hoped that when he came to, he would see Rose back to safety.

      My last thoughts were of my mother and my broken promise to survive. I’m sorry.

      Rishka plunged the knife downward, but just before impact, a massive, dark figure appeared next to me and caught her hand.
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      I gripped Rishka's hand so tightly that her bone broke under my pressure. She screamed and dropped the bloodied knife, and it clambered against the wooden floor near Avani's pale face. Her broken, bloodied, and bruised body sent a heated wave of pure rage through me. I tossed Rishka violently through the air. She crashed through the side of the house, taking with her warped boards, and then her body bounced across the ground. Chunks of dirt and grass lifted several feet high behind her.

      Dropping to my knees, I smoothed Avani's sweat-drenched hair away from her face, my heart thundering with anger and great sadness. She had given me too much, and I feared what it might do to her. "I am so sorry. This is all my fault."

      "No, I—"but she was too weak to finish her sentence. Her eyelids began to close.

      "Stay with me, Avani," I ordered as I tore material off my already ripped pants. I quickly wrapped it around her shoulder and armpit to stop the bleeding. "I'll make this right. I promise you."

      "Flint!" Rishka screamed from outside. "Fight me!"

      Avani's eyelids opened a little, and she sucked in a great breath. "Go. I'll be fine. Just tired."

      I shook my head vehemently. "No. I'm staying with—"

      "End this, Flint, and then get Rose back home." She smiled and opened her eyes more as if some of her strength had returned. "I'm feeling a little better. Fetch me after Rose is safe."

      I narrowed my eyes, unable to tell if she was speaking the truth.

      Rishka yelled again. "Flint!"

      A blast of wind followed my name. The force slammed into the house and shook the roof and walls, threatening to crumble in on top of us.

      Avani squeezed my hand. "Go before she kills us all."

      I growled and straightened, hating that I had to leave her, but loving that I could have my revenge against Rishka. Earlier, when I was traveling the road with Loreen's soldiers and we'd killed one of Sodon's beasts, I sensed something was wrong and had moved to return to Avani. Before I could get far, however, Rishka's voice appeared out of nowhere and whispered words only for my ears:  "Sodon's going to devour your precious Princess, just like he did Lilly."

      Hearing those words awakened a flood of emotions inside me to the point where all I felt was rage. Recklessly, I'd charged into the forest after Rishka, knowing she must be close. Of course, she was ready for me, and I'd easily fallen into her trap. Now my carelessness had nearly killed Avani and her best friend.

      "I'll return soon," I said to Avani, then bolted outside after Rishka to tear her apart. I heard every foul word she'd said to Avani, listened to every blow Rishka gave her. It was torture knowing Avani was being harmed, and I couldn't do a damn thing about it. Well, I could do it now and make sure every second counted.

      I leapt from the gaping hole at the side of the house and landed so hard on the ground that a ripple of power rumbled away from me. It lifted dirt and grass in its wake. "You should've stayed away, Rishka."

      Lifting her dress slightly, she backed up and grinned at me with her one good eye. Moonlight consumed every part of her except deep within the depths of her empty eye socket. Blood continued to run down her cheek, but she seemed oblivious.

      "You know I couldn't," she said. "You're too much fun."

      "You mean you must always do Sodon's biddings," I clarified.

      She tsked me. "I wasn't following Sodon's orders when I let you fuck me."

      "That was a long time ago."

      "Admit it, Flint. You still think of my hands upon your flesh, my mouth around your—"

      With a thought, I ordered the ground beneath her to rip open. She yelped and almost tumbled inside but managed to leap to solid ground. I continued to create instant sinkholes wherever she stepped as I thoroughly planned on burying her alive.

      "Stop this, Flint," she snarled at me. "I only want to talk."

      But I wouldn't stop, not when Avani was lying back in that ruined house, hurt and bleeding.

      In a desperate attempt to disrupt my power, Rishka whispered a string of words in the old language. A wall of fire appeared in front of me so close I stumbled backward. Rishka landed on solid ground on the other side of the flames and stared at me.

      Without having my brother Hurley here to control the magical inferno or Calder to extinguish it with his water, it would be difficult and time-consuming for me to work my earth magic through it or around it, and Rishka knew this.

      "It didn't have to be this way," she said with a hint of regret.

      "But it did." I glanced back toward the house, hoping to see Avani standing in the opening feeling better, but no one was there.

      "You know how this will end, Flint. You'll be left broken-hearted, and I'll show up to relieve your pain."

      "Not this time, Rishka. Avani's different. There's strength in her I've never seen before."

      I mentally connected to the earth and burrowed my consciousness into the dirt. Maybe if I drove my powers deep enough, I could find a way under her wall of magic where she wouldn't feel me trying to get past.

      "You are so naive," she said, frowning. "I don't think your brothers, especially Calder, will be so dumb, especially after I talk to him."

      I flinched at the sound of his name. She'd struck a nerve, and by the wicked grin splitting her face, she knew it. Calder had long ago given up on our true purpose and, last I heard from Bayu, claimed he didn't believe in love either, which meant Calder would do what was best for Calder, no matter the consequences.

      "Leave my brothers out of this," I growled.

      My consciousness had driven at least fifty yards below me before I felt a break in Rishka's magic. I pushed down a bit further, tunneled under it, and headed upward again. It was a difficult task I'd learned to do within the last decade, but it also gave me a splitting headache to control such focused energy.

      "I can't do that, and neither will Sodon. He will have Avani one way or another. If you really want to protect your brothers, then you should hand Avani over to Sodon."

      "Never. She is mine and my brothers and will be for all time."

      "Do your brothers know this?" When I didn't answer, she chuckled. "That's what I thought. There's no way you'll have enough time to convince them to unite with her. Sodon will get to her first, and she will be his for... well, until she's nothing."

      The thought of Avani being with Sodon made me physically ill to the point that I almost lost my grip on the magic nearing the ground beneath Rishka's feet. I wouldn't let that happen and would soon convince my brothers. Calder would be challenging, but Hurley would be the most difficult to convince. However, I knew if they could just meet her, they would know the truth.

      "There is only one fate for Avani," I said, my voice growing louder. "And that is to join with the universe's four elements and bring balance to the earth, which means driving Sodon and you back into the dark pit you crawled out of."

      I rammed my two closed fists together. The earth exploded open beneath her feet as if a giant monster had come to eat her alive. She screamed and fell inside the beast's mouth. The moment her head disappeared from my view, I slammed my fists again, and the earth crashed together, leaving only a plume of dust that billowed nearly fifty feet in the air.

      Without waiting for the dust to settle, I returned to Avani but didn't see her in the same spot. My heart skipped a beat, and I frantically looked around. Then I saw her. She'd somehow managed to crawl over to Rose and grip her hand. With the volume of blood pooled beneath Rose, she must've been injured at some point, but I couldn't see any wounds on her now. Her heartbeat also sounded calm and regular, which meant Avani must've healed her.

      I hurried over and dropped to my knees. I placed a gentle hand on Avani's back. "Avani?"

      She didn't answer. I turned her over and smoothed back her hair. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth parted slightly open with a thin trail of blood running over her lip.

      "Shit! Avani!" I sat her up, but her head lobbed backward.

      Rose stirred next to us.

      "Wake up!" I shook her gently, but there was no response. I then tried to use earth's magic to revive her, but something blocked me, something dark and powerful.

      "What's going on?" Rose mumbled as she rubbed her eyes. When her vision must've cleared, she bolted upright and drew in a sharp breath at the sight of Avani in my arms. "What happened? And why do I feel I got sucked up by a tornado?"

      I gripped Avani tightly and looked around. "We need to leave this place. It's not safe."

      "But where are we?"

      "Taken deep into the woods by Sodon's witch after they attacked us on the road." I came to my feet, gathering Avani into my arms and to my chest. If Drew and his men were alive and still back on the road, they should have a doctor.

      Rose rubbed her head. "It's coming back to me. Avani sent me away in the carriage, then—" She gasped and looked down at her dress, which had several torn holes. By their pattern, something large and beastly had bit into it. "I was taken away in the mouth of some monster! But where are my wounds?"

      "Avani healed you. Get up. We need to go."

      "She healed me?" She blinked in awe and stared at Avani in wonderment.

      "Now! Avani needs help."

      Rose's expression cracked, and worry filled her countenance. She jumped to her feet but had to place a hand on my arm to keep from falling back down. "Woah, my head hurts."

      I groaned and pursed my lips. How could I get them back over such rough terrain? Walking would take too long. There was another option, but it would be risky.

      I looked down at Rose. "Do you think if I shift into my wolf, you could hold Avani while also holding onto me?"

      Her mouth fell open. "You want me to ride you?"

      "Ride my wolf. Can you or can't you?" I released a ripple of power, startling her into silence.

      She swallowed hard. "I'm pretty dizzy but could try."

      "Good." I headed outside, cradling Avani to my chest, and walked out the side of the house that was nonexistent at this point. I kept squeezing her arm in my hand, hoping she might still wake up. Rose followed behind me but kept stumbling and gasping for breath. There's no way she could hold onto me in addition to Avani.

      "This isn't going to work." I turned around in time to see Rose collapse back to the ground.

      "I'm so sorry," she breathed. "I'm just so weak."

      "It's not your fault."

      "Is there anything you can do with your," she paused as if she were uncomfortable saying the next word, "magic?"

      "Like what?" I tried not to show my annoyance at her ignorance.

      She shakily returned to her feet. "I don't know. Maybe call some horses to us or something?"

      I opened my mouth to tell her it didn't work that way, but a solution came to me just then, one I'd nearly forgotten about it as it had been centuries since I'd used it.

      "Horses, no but something even better." I gently placed Avani on the ground, my heart aching at the sight of her. She still bled from her shoulder, but at least my makeshift tourniquet had helped slow the flow. "Will you sit by Avani, please?"

      Rose did as I asked, looking uncertain as she took Avani's hand. "This better not hurt us, or I'll kick your ass."

      I snorted at the thought and held my right hand in front of me. The symbols on my double, black onyx ring worn on my middle finger had been smoothed down over time, but I could still make out the elemental symbols for earth, air, water, and fire. With my other hand, I attempted to turn the inner ring that used to spin freely to the air symbol, but it remained stubbornly on earth. Too much time had passed since I'd used it last, and I'd once sworn I'd never use it again, but I was desperate. I could swallow my pride if it meant saving Avani.

      "What are you trying to do?" Rose asked.

      "Turn this ring," I grunted as I attempted it again.

      "You need a lubricant. Oil or something and maybe some heat." She glanced down at Avani. "And hurry up. She's looking paler by the second."

      I ground my teeth together, trying to fight the panic threatening to overwhelm me every time I looked at Avani's worsening condition. Lowering to the ground, I dug my hand into the dirt and connected my magic to it. The moment I felt it snap in place, I imagined magma, just a tiny ribbon of it, from deep within the earth's core flowing toward me. I'd never reached for something so far away before, and the process felt like an icepick drilling into my brain.

      Grimacing through the acute pain, I kept picturing the string of hot lava pushing its way through water, hard rock, ancient roots, and layers and layers of different kinds of earth. A moment later, the earth trembled beneath me, then a hole no bigger than my hand opened up. Steam burst from it, hissing and spitting hot water. Lava came next, bubbling and shooting upward no higher than a foot.

      Rose shook her head, her eyes wide. "That's not what I had in mind when I said you needed a lubricant."

      I ignored her and placed my middle finger into the spouting stream. I growled in pain as the heat from the orange, and red liquid burned the flesh around my finger. I counted to three, then yanked it free. It took just a second for my skin to heal itself, then I turned the hot metal with my other hand, snarling again at the searing pain threatening to reopen my skin. This time, however, the ring-spun freely.

      I swallowed and quickly turned it to the air symbol. I held it to the sky and spoke ancient words I hadn't vocalized in centuries. They felt good on my tongue, like discovering a long-lost friend. A blast of energy left me ruffling our hair and clothing and spreading outward so quickly that even the trees surrounding our vast meadow shook.

      "What did you just say?" Rose asked as she nervously scooted closer to Avani.

      I stared into the night sky, fisting my hands at my sides. "Get ready. You're about to have a once-in-a-lifetime experience."
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      Rose swallowed hard enough that I heard it.

      For a long moment, nothing happened, and I wondered if Bayu might ignore my call, but then a strange and eerie silence blanked the forest. A familiar chill worked its way up my spine because I knew what was about to happen.

      "What's happening?" Rose breathed. She glanced around, her body visibly trembling.

      "He's coming." I turned toward the North as a blast of icy wind breathed past us.

      "Who?"

      "My brother."

      More wind came and began to swirl around us in a wide circle. Dirt, grass, and broken branches lifted within the cold whirlwind, creating a dark tornado, and lightning cracked inside that darkness.

      Growing annoyed and impatient, I groaned. "Enough with the theatrics, Bayu! I need your help."

      The tornado thundered a sound that shook the ground beneath our feet.

      "I said enough!" I yelled back.

      The storm of debris stopped abruptly and crashed around us. Rose yelped and covered herself over Avani's body to protect her. Before I could take my next breath, ribbons of darkness swirling in and out of each other rushed toward us. It looked like it might blast right through me, but I held my ground. He couldn't intimidate me, not like when we were younger.

      Just before slamming into me, the ribbons stopped and spun until they took the form of a familiar-looking man with a stupid smirk that never seemed to leave his face.

      "Hello, Flint," Bayu said. "You must've gotten yourself into serious trouble if you had to use the elemental ring. What did you do this time? Use up all your magic saving villagers who would rather you didn't exist?"

      "Good to see you too, Bayu."

      His green eyes glowed suddenly, and his brows drew together. He sniffed the air. "My magic was used here recently. By who?"

      "By the woman I told you about, remember? We need your help."

      "We?"

      I stepped to the side, revealing Avani and Rose. Rose's mouth fell open like she wanted to say something but the words stuck to her tongue.

      Bayu's playful expression returned, and he chuckled. "I understand now. You've forgotten how to satisfy two women at the same time. You were right to use the elemental ring to call me. Had you attempted this alone, you would've left these poor, beautiful women confused and completely frustrated with your incompetence."

      Having enough of his jokes, I said, "Shut up, Bayu. The woman unconscious is Avani. She nearly died fighting Rishka to save me, and now I can't wake her up. I need you to transport us back to Loreen's army, hopefully still camped on the road between Loreen and Kel."

      Bayu's gaze lowered to Avani. His body stilled, and his expression turned serious. "They are. I saw them on the way over. Many of their men roam the forests nearby."

      He said the words without looking at me, then knelt on the other side of Avani to eye her up and down. "So you think she is the one."

      "I know she is," I answered.

      "One what?" Rose asked.

      Bayu reached out and lightly traced his fingers up Avani's arm. She moaned, making me think she might be coming to, but then she fell quiet again.

      "Hands off," Rose snapped at Bayu. "This is Princess Avani of Loreen."

      Bayu slowly withdrew his hand, his expression puzzled. He straightened. "You may be right, but I need more time with her."

      "We were headed to Kull, where I hoped you'd meet her, but Sodon's beasts and Rishka attacked us."

      "Why did you not protect the road?" he asked me, his gaze still focused on Avani, which told me he felt something like I had when I'd first encountered her.

      "I did, but Rishka got to me. She beat me with a Kukpitna, and it broke my magic."

      This got his attention, and he turned to me. "The witch has that magical blade?" He looked me up and down. "How are you still standing? And where are your wounds?"

      "Avani healed me."

      Bayu returned his focus to Avani and whispered, "She did that?"

      "She healed me too," Rose said. "I'd probably be dead if it weren't for her."

      "Then this Princess must be something special, but I shall need to find out for myself." He glanced up to the skies. "Let's get you three back to your people."

      I picked up Avani and held her close. Her body felt warmer, warmer than it should be. To Rose, I ordered, "Hang onto my arm, and no matter what, do not let go."

      She quickly obeyed. "What's going to happen?"

      Bayu leaned close and whispered in Rose's ear, "I'm going to turn you into an angel so you can fly."

      She sighed like she had grown faint. "Oh my sweet heavens. You are sin on a stick."

      Bayu grinned and stepped back. "One day, you'll have to taste that sin on my huge stick. Actually, it's more of a massive rod."

      "Just get us out of here," I growled at him.

      He winked at me. "As you wish."

      In an instant, Bayu burst into a gust of wind and rose into the sky. That focused, turbulent breeze began to expand until it had entirely engulfed us. It was so strong that it made it difficult to breathe.

      Rose buried her head into the crook of my arm, but when we began to lift from the ground, she screamed and scampered up my back, nails digging into my bare flesh until her fingers hooked tightly around my neck. I snarled and resisted the urge to throw her from me but let her be for Avani's sake.

      "This is crazy!" Rose cried.

      "Just don't look down," I answered, but my voice was strained and high-pitched because her hands cut off my windpipe.

      Once we cleared the tree line, Bayu moved us rapidly across the tops of the trees, faster than probably my wolf could run. I glanced down at Avani lying peacefully in my arms. If it weren't for the blood warming her back, the wounds on her body, and her pale skin, she might just be sleeping in recovery, but I knew that wasn't the case. Even now, as I tried to push earth's magic into her, dark energy expelled it back. This worried me. Why so much darkness inside her? Maybe Bayu would know. If he was the same brother I remembered, he still had friends on both sides of the fence.

      "I see them!" Rose said excitedly, her mouth near my ear.

      I looked up. In the distance, a trail of lighted torches lit up the path to Kel. To Bayu, I said, "Lower us just before the road. I want to speak with you about Avani before she returns to her people."

      A moment later, Bayu guided us through a narrow opening through the trees' tops and gently placed us on the ground. Had I not been carrying Avani in my arms and Rose upon my back, I felt confident he would've dropped me.

      To Rose, I said, "Return to the soldiers and tell them I'm just behind you with Avani."

      She slid off my back and stumbled slightly as she circled in front of me. "You saved our lives, so I'll let Avani out of my sight just this once, but if I don't see you in five minutes, I swear I'll fillet you alive."

      "I promise I will return. I just need a few minutes with my brother alone."

      She nodded and turned to leave, but I added one more request. "Please don't say anything about my brother. His identity must remain secret even from Avani."

      She bit her lip apprehensively but finally said, "Fine but no more favors."

      Rose walked away as quickly as her body would allow in the direction of the dancing lanterns and torches through the forest.

      Following a gust of wind, Bayu appeared at my side, his gaze returning to Avani still lying in my arms. "What's wrong with her exactly?"

      I resisted the urge to point out how he already seemed to care for her, a woman he'd never met or fucked. Clearly, that meant something.

      "I was hoping you could tell me. What do you sense?"

      He took hold of Avani's hand, his lips parting at the contact. By his expression, I knew what he was feeling. The rush of emotions, the awakening of long forgotten memories, the surge of pleasure that was no doubt echoing throughout his body...

      Bayu swallowed and closed his eyes. The second he tried to push his magic into her, the air hummed with electricity that buzzed across my bare skin.

      His eyes flew open. "Dark magic blocks me."

      I nodded in agreement. "That's what I felt too, but why is it there? Could Rishka have done something?"

      "I'm not sure, but it's stopping me from healing her." He looked up at me. "Maybe if we try together, we can expel it."

      "Let's do it."

      Bayu touched my shoulder with his left palm while continuing to hold Avani's hand. We both closed our eyes. The moment my earth magic touched his, an electrical current surged through me with such force I sucked in a sharp breath. The power felt incredible! It was like riding on a comet through space, knowing that heated energy and speed were yours to control.

      As one, we pushed both air and earth magic into her consciousness. Darkness immediately moved to block us, but it was no match for our combined powers. I pressed harder, as did Bayu, to expel the dark magic from her, but instead of leaving, it only retreated and continued to withdraw from us deeper and deeper inside her, a move that worried me. I didn't want this darkness to remain, for I had no idea what that might mean for Avani.

      I made a desperate attempt to chase after it, but Bayu pulled me back. His voice appeared in my mind: "You can't go that deep. It could harm her."

      Gathering my wits, I returned to our original goal of healing her. I could deal with the dark magic later. With both of us using our elemental magic, Avani's body recovered quickly. I could literally feel her get better and become stronger within my arms.

      When she began to stir within my arms, I opened my eyes. "It's enough."

      Bayu, whose eyes were already open and on Avani, looked up at me. "What now?"

      "I will make sure she remains on the road to you, but it's under the guise of trying to convince King Oren to join armies with Loreen."

      Bayu shook his head. "That may be a problem."

      "Why's that?"

      "King Oren died last night, making Prince Bayard the new King, but many people are unhappy with this. It's a bit unstable in Kel right now and maybe not safe."

      My body tensed at the news, but it didn't alter my goals. "We can't change our plans at this point. We must continue to Kel because Bayu," I hitched a breath, "it's her, I swear it. She's come back to us, which means we can rid the world of Sodon once and for all and finally be happy. All of us."

      "You always were an optimist, brother. I'll get to know her, then decide for myself."

      "Speaking of the road to Kel, my magic broke when Rishka attacked me. Could you re-secure the road to Kel for Avani and her army in case they encounter more of Sodon's monsters?"

      "Easy enough." Bayu trailed his fingers down Avani's cheek and then her neck. Unmistakable lust made his eyes glow bright.

      Avani moaned, and her eyelids fluttered.

      "Go," I hissed at Bayu. "I don't want her to know you just yet."

      Bayu leaned over and whispered, "I'll see you soon, Princess."
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      Bayu exploded upward into a flurry of wind. The cold, sudden gust of wind made Avani gasp for breath. I quickly placed her on the ground cradling her head in the nook of my arm. "Take your time. You're safe."

      At the sound of my voice, her frantic gaze found mine. She blinked. "Flint?"

      I nodded and smiled, my heart soaring to see how much better she already appeared. Color had returned to her face, and her hand gripped mine tightly. I owed Bayu as he could've ignored my call.

      Avani reached up with her free hand and palmed my face, her eyes tearing. "You're okay."

      "I am, thanks to you."

      "And Rose?"

      "She's safe too. Drew and the rest of your army are just up that rise."

      She turned her head and squinted into the darkness. "How did we get here?"

      I hesitated. I didn't want to lie, but I didn't want Avani to know the truth about Bayu just yet. She might get preconceived notions, and I worried how it might affect their connection. 

      "Magic." Not a lie. To keep her from asking more questions, I asked, "How do you feel?"

      She pursed her lips in concentration, drew her knees up, and then relaxed them again. "A little achy but so much better than I did before." She sat up, wincing through the remains of pain. Her eyes widened a little, and she reached for her shoulder. "Rishka stabbed me…."

      I nodded and felt familiar anger rise within me once more. "I took care of her."

      "She's dead?"

      I opened my mouth to answer yes but closed it again. Rishka should be dead, but I hadn't inspected the area before we left, and she had escaped death's grip many times before. "She should be. I'll go back to be sure once I know you're safe."

      Avani glanced at the flickering flames in the distance. "I should return. Drew is probably beside himself."

      I came to my feet, taking Avani with me, my hands gripping hers tightly. She swayed a little and had to rest her head on my chest. 

      "I feel like I'm forgetting something," she said, "something significant that Rishka said."

      "It will come to you. Do you think you can walk? I'm happy to carry you if not."

      She looked up at me and smiled. "As much as I love being in your arms, I should walk. My army will need to see strength right now." Her eyes filled with worry. "How many did we lose?"

      "I'm not sure." Regret plagued me once more. "I'm sorry, Avani. I should never have left your men, left you—"

      She silenced me with a finger. "You did what you thought was best, and that's all any of us can do."

      Avani turned and began to walk back with her arm linked through mine. She drew her brows together, and whenever moonlight found its way through the treetops, I could see her growing frustration. 

      "What's wrong?" I asked.

      "I'm trying to remember exactly what happened. I keep getting this nagging feeling that I'm forgetting something important."

      "It will come to you. Just give it time."

      "That's the thing. I feel like there isn't enough time. My chest," she patted her heart, "is panicked. Something's wrong."

      "There they are!" a voice called in the distance.

      Within seconds, more than two dozen men escorted us back to the road. Rose hurried to Avani's side the moment she saw us again. Before anyone could speak, Avani assured them she was okay. They probably would've asked her many questions, but, as acting captain, that was Drew's job.

      When we reached the road, I counted the soldiers best I could with all the flurry of movement around Avani. By how Avani's gaze darted to each person, she was doing the same. If I had to guess, Loreen had lost maybe a dozen men, which was a miracle considering how many of Sodon's beasts I'd discovered in the forest. But then again, their purpose hadn't been to destroy Loreen's army. They'd only wanted Avani.

      The sound of horse hooves thundering against hard earth interrupted me. Rounding the bend, two horses rapidly approached. Soldiers parted quickly, realizing they'd probably be trampled if they didn't move. 

      Drew leapt from his horse before fully stopping it and ran toward Avani. He took her by both arms and looked her up and down. 

      "Are you okay? Are you hurt?" He was so breathless he could barely say the words.

      She laughed a little. "I'm fine. I promise, but what about you and your men? How did we fare?"

      The sharp lines on his face relaxed. He dropped his head in noticeable relief and inhaled several deep breaths as if to calm his racing heart. After a long moment, he looked up at her. "I'm better now that you're here. We've been worried sick. I couldn't imagine what I'd tell the King if something had happened to you. It would destroy him."

      Avani's gaze lowered to the ground. "My father…"

      Drew shifted his attention to me. "I'm not sure what happened to you, but I'm glad to see that you're alive too, as strange as that may sound. I assume you had everything to do with saving our Princess?"

      Before I could answer, Avani's head snapped up, her countenance pained with sudden panic and worry. "My father!"

      "What is it?" Drew asked.

      "Barbos. He was there." She spun to face me and searched my eyes as if trying to recapture a memory. I did remember the sound of Barbos's voice just then, but I'd been so caught up trying to free myself to help Avani that I'd missed much of their conversation. 

      Drew frowned. "The King's brother? What was he doing there? And where was there?"

      Avani quickly recounted what happened after she tracked the creature who took Rose captive. She chose her words carefully, skipping over many events involving magic—a wise decision considering the fragile state of the men around us. 

      "That snake!" Drew said about Barbos when Avani had finished. "I'll kill him myself."

      Avani met my gaze. "We need to stop him before he harms my father."

      "I'll get my best men on it," Drew assured her.

      "No. I want Flint to go." She sucked in a sudden hitched breath as if the words had been painful for her to say. "He can get to the King faster than anyone here."

      The thought of parting with Avani drove a dagger into my heart, but she was right. I could reach him faster than anyone else. Plus, I didn't want anything to happen to Eric as I considered him one of my few human friends. This alone, however, wouldn't have been enough for me to leave her side. Only the fact that I knew Bayu was out there somewhere securing the road to Kel made me feel like Avani would be safe if I left her side. I'd also seen the look in Bayu's eyes when he'd touched Avani. He'd felt something, and I knew he'd keep a close eye on her until he could figure out why he'd felt the way he did around her.

      "I'll go," I assured her. "No one will hurt the King. I promise you."

      Her eyes teared, and she smiled. "I believe you."

      "You better not fail," Drew warned me. 

      I returned a snarl for his lack of faith in me.

      Rose, who still held Avani's arm as if she might disappear, asked, "So I assume after everything that happened today, we will be returning to Loreen tonight?"

      Drew and I exchanged glances. Before Drew could agree with Rose, I blurted, "No. Continue to Kel. It's closer than Loreen."

      Surprising me, Drew agreed. "Yes, this will be safer as I already dispatched two riders hours ago to let Kel know we are coming. I've told them to also request some, if not all, of their men to come and escort us should we be attacked again."

      I raised my eyebrows. "That was smart of you."

      He snorted. "I didn't get this position because of my good looks."

      "Clearly," I drawled.

      Drew shot me a stern look, then stepped away. "Prepare the horses!" He looked back at Avani. "Do you feel well enough to ride with me?"

      She nodded, then asked, "What about our dead?"

      Drew's Adam's apple bobbed up and down. "They are being gathered and will return to Loreen with a small group of men. We will honor them when we return."

      Avani quickly wiped at her eye. "Thank you."

      Drew bowed his head, then left to finish giving orders.

      Rose looked from me to Avani. She must've felt a growing tension between Avani and me because she said, "I'll go find a strong lad to ride with to Kell, preferably one with a fine ass."

      I hated that I had to part ways with Avani, and by how she was staring at me, her chest heaving, chin near-quivering, she felt the same.

      Rose left us alone, but we weren't really alone. We were still surrounded by the chaos of the moment. Everyone was anxious to get to Kel, where their safety was guaranteed, but I'd give anything to have a private moment alone with her.  

      Avani inched toward me. Not enough to draw attention, but enough that I felt the heat from her body radiating toward me. She looked up at me, tears glistening in her eyes, one the emerald color of a jade tree, the other blue like the smooth surface of the glass sea. "I'm so glad you're alright. I don't know what I would've done if something had happened to you."

      Her sudden emotions caught me off guard. "You care that much?"

      "I don't know how to describe my feelings, but you've become a part of me. It's as if you've grown into my heart so deeply, the roots can never be cut out lest I lose my life."

      I stared at her in awe, my heartbeat racing. I had no idea she felt this strongly about me. It was one thing for me to have those feelings, but a whole other to hear her speak about the bond between us. I must get her alone!

      The second a horse walked past, temporarily blocking everyone's view of us, I wrapped my arm around her waist and bolted into the forest where darkness concealed us. Finally, I had her where I wanted her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~ FLINT ~

      

      

      

      Avani gasped and swayed slightly from my sudden move into the forest.

      "I'm sorry, but I needed a private—"

      She lifted on her tiptoes and crashed her lips into mine. I groaned and picked her up, my hands on her ass. Her legs wrapped around my midsection, igniting a primal fire deep within me. I kissed her hard, my tongue battling hers as if we may never see each other again. Her hips ground into me as if she were desperate for a release. Pressure built in my own member, and I returned the favor, wishing I could eviscerate the clothing between us.

      But it wasn't just unbridled lust that I felt in this passionate moment. My nerve endings and every muscle within my body hummed with the power and strength of the first storms that helped shape these lands. The frantic breaths we shared and Avani's fingers gliding up the back of my neck lit a trail of fire that spoke of the sun and moon and all those who had been there to witness the creation of Earth's Elementals. The Light. The Darkness. Earth, Air, Water, and Fire. I'd forgotten how spectacular that event had been, how I'd felt when I'd seen her, Light, for the first time, then how devastated I was when we were separated, but then the joy at finding her again only to have my heart ripped to shreds all over again.

      A vicious, terrible cycle. But not this time, I vowed.

      Somehow, my brothers and I would find a way to make Avani ours eternally, a bond with no weaknesses, a bond that could never be severed, not even in death. There had to be something in this grand universe, a power we hadn't discovered yet. Why else would the Gods create us if we were only meant to lose each other over and over again? It didn't make sense.

      "Princess Avani!" Drew's voice called from the road.

      We'd run out of time.

      Avani moaned into my mouth, then pulled away to bury her face into my shoulder. "I will miss you terribly."

      I hugged her tightly before I reluctantly lowered her to the ground. I searched her eyes, the pain in them mirroring my own, then palmed her cheek. "Once I find your father and ensure he is safe, I will return to you, I swear it. But until then, go to Kel. Great things await you there, and you will grow even stronger."

      She cracked a small smile. "From fighting off Prince Bayard's advances?"

      "If he touches you, he will pay with his life," I growled, anger replacing my previous lust.

      "But you won't be there to protect me."

      "You won't need me, trust me." I knew full well how possessive Bayu could be once he found something he loved.

      Drew called her name again.

      Her expression fell. "I have to go."

      I nodded and tried not to show the pain I felt squeezing my heart.

      "This is not the end," I assured her.

      "See you soon, my love." She forced a smile, then hurried back to the road.

      I lamented inwardly at the term of endearment, wishing I could take her away from all of this so I could spend the rest of time worshipping her and her body. The pleasure I could give her, but that would be selfish, and lives would be lost.

      Turning to walk parallel to the road before I cut through the woods back to it, I heard Drew's panicked voice say to Avani, "Where were you? You can't take off like that after everything that's happened."

      "Sorry, but I had to relieve myself before we traveled again and didn't want to do it in front of all these men."

      "At least tell someone!" He continued to lecture her even as I reached the road dozens of feet behind them. I didn't want anyone to suspect we had been alone together, not this soon anyway. The consequences could be disastrous.

      Drew must've seen me coming because he called out from the top of his horse, "Flint! I've prepared your horse back there with two of my fastest riders. Leave immediately and send word once you have secured the King's safety."

      I saluted him with an extended middle finger, but he didn't notice because he was too busy helping Avani onto his horse. She glanced back at me, worry bleeding from her eyes. Our eyes briefly locked before Drew motioned his horse forward to follow after other soldiers already heading toward Kel.

      I watched Avani for as long as I could until they disappeared around a bend. The pain in my heart spread to the rest of my body. My only comfort, if you could call it that, was knowing Bayu would watch over her. It wouldn't surprise me if he weren't already spying from the dark skies above.

      Bayu would ensure her safety, train her, give her pleasure, and make sure she was happy—all the things I couldn't give her until I saw her again. There was no jealousy towards him. How could there be when you loved someone so much that you only wanted them to have the best care possible? And for Avani, that could only happen through my brothers and me. It was the only way between Elementals.

      With a heavy heart, I walked back to my horse, Titanium, who stood patiently next to the other two soldiers. Rishka gratefully had not harmed Titanium, probably because she didn't know the animal's true value.

      "We are ready when you are," the man on my right said.

      I patted Titanium's neck, whispered a few instructional words about finding King Eric, and then mounted the saddle. To the two men, I said, "Since you won't be able to keep up, wait for me in a tavern called Two Pence just outside of Clandia."

      "I assure you," the same soldier said, "we can keep—"

      I nudged Titanium's sides. He bolted forward with the strength and speed of a lightning bolt. Darkness engulfed us with a blast of cold air that chilled my skin. I hung on tightly, trusting Titanium to get me to my destination with little interference from me.

      Six months ago, I could never have imagined how my life would change. How I would find my soul mate again, the woman I thought I'd lost forever. And yet, she was here, had been in my arms moments ago, my lips against hers, her body warming mine. Soon, my brothers would know her as I knew her, and then after Hurley's purifying fire, we will unite as one in every way possible.

      I used to think that was enough but not anymore. Avani could still be taken from us, and I feared that if that happened again, none of us would have the strength to keep fighting. Our hearts were too broken, too scared.

      This time something had to change. This time I would find a way to make our bond unbreakable. Avani was ours, and I was done letting fate have her.

      

      
        
        —THE END—

      

      

      

      But the story’s not over! Not even close. Preorder your copy of Air’s Caress, book 2 in the Her Elemental Series today! You won’t want to miss Avani’s sizzling and exciting journey!

    

  


  
    
      Did you enjoy this novel and want more? Sign up for my newsletter at https://www.ivyjack.net/newsletter, and sign up for release notifications for future releases or special deals.

      Also, please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon! They not only impact other readers’ purchasing decisions, but also help determine the success of my novels. Plus your opinion matters to me as well. I want to give you the best reading experience possible!

      Or join me on Facebook to chat about all things Rouen.
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