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        Dear Readers,

        Welcome to our worlds of the Skeleton Key.

        Beyond this page, you will find a dozen stories, a dozen worlds, and a dozen ways to lose, and find, yourself at once.

        Each author has lovingly crafted their story around a single object:

        The Skeleton Key.

        Where will the Skeleton Key take you?

        Find out.

        

        Dream.

        Imagine.

        And read on…

        

        Much Love,

        The Authors
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      The world of Cardinal Terrun has two types of beings who live side by side. The eun are a gifted, intuitive race of people, who can control the element of the world around them. The humans of Cardinal Terrun are divided into two categories: the gaians, who are as gifted as the eun, and the prometheans, who have no special abilities.

      Animusi - an old name, rarely used, merely a classification. It is the gaian elemental who is granted to Cardinal Terrun by the Eunia Crystal.

      Cardinals - The leaders of each element, named by direction. They are people who have risen through the ranks of the government, and have usually started out as locally elected officials.

      There are four pairs of each direction, and both eun and gaian for a total of thirty-two. Their formal full titles are dictated by their Corolona/Kyklos.

      Examples:

      Eun title: Fire Cardinal of West would be granted the title Cardinal pyr’Zephyrus

      Gaian title: Fire Cardinal of West would be granted the title Cardinal inca’Occidens

      The spouses of these cardinals are likewise accorded much power, whether eun, gaian or promethean, and their titles, [using fire as example]

      for (married to) eun are syz’Pyrosi/a

      for (married to) gaian are con’Incaedusi/a

      They are all guided by the Néuvma/Néuvmim and Eunica—the bonded coadunate pair of eun and gaian. They will live as long as necessary, never aging (due to the crystal) until the new Néuvma and Eunica have appeared and bonded. (About six hundred years, but has been as short at two hundred and fifty and as long as eight hundred.)

      Aside from the cardinals, there are Lord/Lady Keepers, High Coroloni/a, (or High Kykloi/a) and Master/Mistress. Everyone else is addressed using Gaia + (element).

      coadunate - a pair bonding. A gaian who has power is always bonded to an eun. They are found usually by age five. The schools (diatribus/dimotoleío) are set up to help both eun and gaian find their coadunate. These coadunates aren’t always between two people who get along, it is purely by whose powers mesh the best.

      Corolonas - (sing., corona) the circles in which the gaians are categorized, determined by the element they control. There are four common corolonas: Back

      1. Terrus - Earth

      2. Ventus - Air

      3. Incaedus - Fire

      4. Lymphus - Water

      Diatribus - (dee-AH-trib-uhs) - school for the gaians. See also dimotoleío. The classes are let to blend by their kyklos/corona, and eventually when the human powers manifest between ten and sixteen, they are naturally drawn to another of their corona and coadunate (a pair bonding).

      Dimotoleío - (dee-moto-LEA-oh) - school for the eun. The classes are let to blend by their kyklos/corona, and eventually when the human powers manifest between ten and sixteen, they are naturally drawn to another of their corona and coadunate (a pair bonding).

      Eun - also once called The Elementals, until the first gaians emerged from humans. ALL EUN are gifted. Perhaps not powerfully, but always nonetheless. They are also not nearly as populous as the other race. Eun who control the same types of elements are called piromois (pa-ro-mo-ees). They are set in kýklos with the same types of elements. Very, very rarely do they mate outside of their kyklos.

      Eunica - The ruler of Cardinal Terrun

      Eunin - The spouse (husband) of the Eunica

      Eunia Crystal - the odd, beautiful crystal guarded by the Twenty-One, it is the portal for the Eunica, the ruler of Cardinal Terrun. Held in the Eunia Temple, where a sicutus sits on guard all the time, it does not often grant Cardinal Terrun a new leader. It is also the other side of the Skeleton Key.

      Gai - sort of like mister/miss, but with no marital connotations, just the honorific.

      Gaians - the division of human that connects to the elements. While two gaians are more likely to have a gaian child, nothing is guaranteed. The abilities are random. Similar types of human elementals are called corolonas and work somewhat like castes.

      High Coroloni/a - (gaian) The highest elected title below cardinals.

      High Kykloi/a - (eun) The highest elected title below cardinals.

      Humans - while biologically similar to each other, humans didn’t appear to have connections with the elements until the Eunia Crystal came to Cardinal Terrun. Then, for some unknown reason, the humans divided into two categories: prometheans and gaians.

      Kýklos - the circles in which the eun are categorized, determined by the element they control. There are four common kýklos :

      1. Gios (hard ‘g’) - Earth

      2. Aeros - Air

      3. Pyrkos - Fire

      4. Neros – Water

      Lord/Lady Keepers - The highest title awarded below the cardinals, always from the High Coroloni/a.

      Master/Mistress - a title showing a level of elected or educated advancement.

      Néuvma/Néuvmim - The title of the Coadunate of the Eunica and Eunin.

      Prometheans - the division of humanity that doesn’t have a gifted connection with the elements, also called Children of Prometheus. NOT a lesser class in humanity; simply differ ent. They make up the majority of population in Cardinal Terrun.

      Sibling-mate - someone who has the trust and faith of the rulers and can have the power to speak for her in her absence. There is nothing sexual in this; it is a bond of friends who are lifelong trusted allies, and only the Néuvma, Eunica, their spouses, and the cardinals have them.

      Sicutus - (pl., sicutii) gaians who show power, but not enough to be set in a corona. They are judged to be weakly connected to the element they show some talent in. They are still trained and sent to the schools, but they are not able to truly fit in with the gaians or prometheans.

      Shorneberg - the capital of Cardinal Terrun

      
      Skeleton Key - the crystal key that opens a door to Cardinal Terrun for the holder

      Twenty-One, The - the twenty-one sicutii who guard the Eunia Crystal in the Eunia Temple. They are there for eight hours a week only, and their only job is to make sure that the crystal and the temple are safe and secure.

      Districts of Shorneberg in Cardinal Terrun

      Agricultural University

      Temple Palace

      Mercata Quaestus

      Terrun River

      Showplace Dormitus

      Other Countries

      Gloria Rei - the people of Gloria are TERRIFIED to the bone of the gaians. They routinely round them up and slaughter them.

      Aptalvorgi - primitive culture, no threat, but sort of dishonest per Cardinal Terrun standards. Often play both sides of the conflict between the other states.
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      There was a strange comfort in keeping company with the dead.

      Devon had always preferred a solitary existence. She muddled through those two years to graduate with her liberal arts associate for the simple reason that she hated leaving things unfinished. After the horrible experience that was college, it only reinforced her desire to get away from humanity as much as possible.

      That’s how she came to find herself in the house of one Matthew G. Fortier, deceased.

      Mr. Fortier was nearly a hoarder at the end of his life. His clearly once-immaculate double-wide trailer was piled with newspapers, grocery bags, empty Pepsi boxes and cans, and the cardboard remains of Amazon boxes. For a change, there were no animals currently using the cardboard for toilets.

      The two adorable cats he had been taking care of—probably the sole reason the house wasn’t a hoarder’s paradise—were in the care of her best friend, Philomena. Devon had found them cowering from the thunderstorm. They had been politely using the toilet, and while it had been less than pleasant, not having to deal with cat shit everywhere had been worth the trade.

      Philomena had rushed over when Devon told her the little things were there. While Devon was anti-social, Philomena preferred the company of animals. She had made it through her associate’s degree and was currently enrolled as a vet student. It made Devon smile at how determined her friend was.

      Mr. Fortier had been a graduate of Mary Washington University, according to the diploma on the wall. There was no evidence of him using the degree in—she squinted at the paper—political science. He certainly hadn’t held a public office. The papers scattered about didn’t demonstrate an academic leaning. If anything, the guy was a professional eBay buyer.

      Oh, and Amazon.

      The trailer was in poor condition. It seemed no structural upkeep had been done since it was placed on its cinderblocks on lot 4-53 in the Breezy Pines Trailer Park. Friendly Community, Friendlier People. Devon was here to do her job.

      She picked up the pieces of paper that looked like bills. To her disappointment, that’s all they were. Just bills, all paid, offers for credit cards, warehouse memberships, and car loans. There were some ancient looking coupon inserts, as well as a few newspapers, none with a date sooner than four years before.

      It seemed like Mr. Matthew G. Fortier had no friends, no family, nothing to leave behind. No one to remember him.

      These were the houses that scared her the most.

      Anti-social was one thing. There were people out there who got it—like Phil. They were happy to come over once a week, sit in front of the television and binge watch Deep Space Nine or Gilmore Girls. There was comfortable familiarity in the routine. Devon also chatted with her co-workers. She went to kids’ parties and weddings and picnics. She just needed to go home and recharge afterward. And she was sure she was date-able. She wasn’t sure it was something she was ready to get back into, but Timothy had liked her well enough to stick around for over a year until he just felt that it was time for him to move to Phoenix, and she wasn’t interested in living there at all. It wasn’t a battle they couldn’t settle, so it ended.

      There were people who knew her. There were people who would miss her and check on her and call when she got old. She had plans for a family someday. Not this day, but someday.

      Mr. Matthew G. Fortier didn’t seem to have that at all. He’d been dead a week when the neighbor came over to complain that his grass was too high. So very dead that the EMT was able to pronounce at the scene. That didn’t happen often; EMTs were there to keep people alive until the big guns could get to them.

      That poor EMT who had come up on the scene was a mess even when Devon had shown up hours later. Who knew how many times he’d tossed his cookies in the bush?

      After that day, though, no one had come forward to claim the body. No one had made a claim to the estate. There were no records of marriage, of children, of fosters or anything—beyond the two cats. He was an utter hermit. And they couldn’t even sell the trailer to cover his pauper’s funeral. It was scheduled to be pulled down in a week.

      And that left her, Officer Devon Roebick, and her partner, Officer David Maggarity, to sift and sort the leftovers for the coroner’s office to pronounce due diligence on the death of one Matthew G. Fortier.

      “This place is a desert.” David picked a few pieces of paper off the counter. “Even though the guy was kind of a slob, there’s just nothing about who he was or who we need to try and contact.”

      “Ever worry about that?” Devon had never asked David, she realized, as the words left her.

      “Oh, I did for a while.” He nodded, dropping the mail piece by piece into the trash bag. “But I was about two years older than you, and I made a change to eliminate that. I stopped telling people what I really did and said that I worked in the coroner’s office. Which isn’t a lie.”

      “So your wife doesn’t know?”

      “No, she knows. She was completely fascinated the day I confessed that to her.”

      Devon laughed. “Confessed it to her. Like you were some kind of superhero.”

      “Well, aren’t we?” David slid another handful of useless mail into the trash.

      “I seem to have forgotten my cape.” Devon shook her head with a small smirk.

      Another pile of mail into the trash one piece at a time. “Look, Devon, if you’re worried about finding someone or being alone, the best thing you can do is not tell people at the get-go what you do. Forensic Dumpster Diver isn’t a hot topic. I love what we do, and it’s fascinating to me. And to you. But other people don’t get what we do, and it’s not much of a dinner conversation. Use my line: I work in the coroner’s office. It’s not a lie.”

      “So you start off with deception?”

      “It’s not a lie. It’s just not the whole truth. I can’t tell you how many times I had women stand up and leave in the middle of dinner when I told them what I did that day.” He snorted and headed to another pile. “Do you remember Kimberly Rozenberg?”

      “Yes, of course.” Devon gagged a little. “That’s our gold standard of gross.”

      “I went on a date that night, the woman before I met my wife. I made the mistake of talking about work for the last time. She leaned over and threw up on the floor of the restaurant.”

      “Oh, that’s smooth, David.” Devon laughed and pulled the kitchen cabinet open just as her phone alarm went off. “That’s it for the day. Think we can finish it tomorrow?”

      “We’re mostly done now,” David said. “I’m sure we can get the rest done. If I didn’t have dinner plans, I would just stay and finish.”

      Devon nodded. “Totally agree. But let’s get this done pronto tomorrow. I hate nothing more than having to shower at the office.”

      “You and me both. Even though it’s only five of us who ever use that thing.”

      “It’s next to the morgue.” Devon twisted her lip. “That alone would make anyone not want to shower there.”

      David started to argue but then nodded. “You’re right. We might work with the remains of a life, but at least we don’t work with remains.”

      “Nice one,” Devon said.

      It took her and David about twenty minutes to haul the trash to the dumpster and close up the house. It seemed futile to do it, but at the same time, Matthew G. Fortier was a part of the human race and deserved at least that much.

      Until the bucket-loaders and backhoes moved in next week to take it down.

      As soon as Devon got into her car, her cell was already ringing. Grabbing it from the seat next to her, she saw it was Philomena’s number on the front. “Hey, Mina!”

      “You are not going to believe this.”

      It was never a good sign when her friend started a conversation with that phrase. “What have you done now?”

      “I got tickets.”

      Devon waited for her to go on, but she wasn’t, and knew this was her friend’s set-up. “Okay. I’ll bite. What tickets?”

      “For Foo Fighters.”

      Devon gasped. “Tonight?”

      “How fast can you wash off the dust from that place?”

      “If I hang up and drive, I can be there in an hour. What time is the show?”

      “They go on at nine-fifteen.”

      Devon hung up and turned the engine over. She knew that Philomena was laughing at the dead end of the connection.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “God, that was amazing!” Philomena slammed her hand on the rickety table and made the whole thing shake.

      Devon laughed, still riding high from the concert. She was going to be half deaf and dehydrated after all the drinks, but she didn’t care. While she liked Foo Fighters, Philomena adored them, and her enthusiasm was infectious.

      It was one of the best nights she’d had in a long time. So good, she didn’t even care about the press of people around her long enough to get her out of the arena. It started to get bad outside the area, but thankfully Philomena’s car was close and being inside of it made her feel a little more protected. Devon took a few deep breaths and was able to push away the panic and not take the Xanax.

      Which was good, because Philomena drove them to their favorite pub, and Devon was looking forward to a beer.

      “Thank you so much for coming with me, Dev. God, that is going to last me my whole life.”

      “I’d go again,” Devon said. “Absolutely. That was a blast. Plus, beer.”

      “Beer.” Philomena grabbed her stein and held it up. Devon clinked glasses with her and took a drink. “So, any prospects?”

      “That’s rude.” Devon laughed, grabbing a peanut and popping it into her mouth.

      “No, it’s not, it’s best friend talk. So kiss my ass and tell me if you’ve got any hot bed prospects.”

      “Not even remotely. And you know that! You know that every male on this planet runs away when I try to explain what I do. David told me to cut out being so honest and make something up.”

      “He may have a point. When was the last time you had a second date?”

      “Frank.”

      Philomena nearly spit out her sip of beer. “Well, there you go.”

      “Frank was not that bad. He was not. He was just a little too into video games.”

      Her eyebrow rose slowly. “You give him too much credit.”

      Devon sighed. “I know. I’m trying to make myself feel better about all this. Frank wasn’t a bad guy. He just liked gaming too much. Way too much. But you know that’s not why I broke it off with him.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      Devon shook her head. “Not even close. He wanted me to let him into the morgue.”

      “Oh, ew.”

      “I was truly afraid of why he wanted in there. Body parts? Snapchat pictures? YouTube that thing? No. That’s all disrespectful. And I just called it right there. They are people’s family and friends, they don’t need some gamer who hasn’t discovered deodorant or gotten over Axe body spray sneaking around.”

      “Well said!” Philomena held up her beer again in toast. Devon met her halfway.

      As Devon took a sip, a very, very good-looking man slid onto the stool next to Philomena and planted a kiss on her cheek. Devon froze mid-drink and stared him over the rim of her glass, not saying a thing.

      “How was the concert, babe?”

      “It was ah-may-zing!” She turned and planted a kiss on his lips.

      “What the hell is this?” Devon put the beer down slowly.

      Philomena gave her a sly smile. “Devon, this is Brady. Brady, this is the infamous Devon.”

      “Infamous?”

      “It’s all good,” Brady said. “All of it.”

      “Mina?” Devon felt beyond betrayed.

      “I set this up this way. I didn’t want to ambush you at home.” Philomena grabbed her hand. “Trust me. I wanted you to meet him on neutral ground. No ambushes. I swear.”

      It still stung that her best friend hadn’t told her she was dating someone. And because she was the suckiest at keeping her emotions off her face, Philomena knew instantly she had screwed up. But Devon didn’t want her to and tried not to let it show, which she also knew made her screw up her face in ugly ways.

      She gave up and excused herself to the bathroom.

      Devon barely had the towel wetted and on her eyes before the door slammed open and Philomena pushed in. “Dev, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I know how hard social situations are for you.”

      She whipped the towel off her eyes and stared at her. “You could have just told me. Just said something! Not have him show up and kiss you! I’m socially anxious, not stupid!”

      “I never said that.”

      “You don’t have to, Mina.” She hurled the towel in her hand into the trash. “You don’t have to. I get it. It’s been fun. I loved the concern, thanks.”

      Devon yanked the door open and headed straight through the bar, grabbed her purse and made a beeline for the door. It slammed behind her, but creaked open a moment later.

      “Come on, Dev! Don’t do this!”

      Freezing in her tracks, she could feel her blood pressure rising.

      Philomena ran up next to her. “Come on, Devon. Please. I’m sorry.”

      “All you had to do was tell me. Stop trying to spare me from real life. You know, in fact, just forget it. Just don’t worry about me.”

      Devon started walking down the street at a clip, and she could hear her best friend calling after her. The blood rushed through her ears too quickly and too loudly to hear what she was yelling aside from her name. Anger, fury, betrayal, disbelief all ran through her brain and veins. She couldn’t believe that Philomena was at the ‘babe’ stage of a relationship and hadn’t even bothered to tell her there was someone in her life.

      Grateful for the public transit system in Denver, she hopped on the light rail to ride it back to where she had left the car. She was numb. Utterly numb. Predictably, her phone rang, and the message alert kept going off. Devon ignored it, but it was killing her not to answer. Mina had been her best friend for five years, ever since the orientation at college. She had never ever done anything like this. This had been a flat omission of something important, and Devon couldn’t help but feel that this was just the beginning of being pushed out of her life.

      Her cold car didn’t have a chance to warm up at all between the station and her home. The apartment wasn’t much better in trying to warm her up. The small place was too big now, and after pulling off her shoes and clothes, she crawled into bed, makeup and all.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      There was a strange comfort in keeping no company with the living.

      Rand hated being around people. They were a constant reminder of what he was not. He was neither powerful enough to be drawn into a corona, nor giftless enough to have been rejected by the diatribus.

      It was hell being sicutus. Stuck between two worlds, both of which would welcome him if he were truly, fully one of them.

      But Rand wasn’t. He never would be. So, instead, he’d chosen a solitary life with those like him: the Twenty-One. Twenty-one sicutii, male and female, who guarded the temple and the Eunia Crystal.

      It was, to be sure, a great honor to be a Temple Guardian. There was time for study and martial arts and leisure. For the practice of his art-which-was-not, and the constant frustration of weak spells and failed attempts to master even the most basic skills of his element. There was time to talk and eat. There was alone time and gathering time. Games and meditation. An idyllic life, really.

      Save he was not of either the gaian or promethean realms. He was an honored outcast. A welcomed guest eagerly awaited and happily dismissed.

      His duty came once a week for eight hours. It was his only duty—the only obligation to his station. Once a week, he marched to the Crystal Room, alone, focused, and solemn to relieve Palaina from her duty and take up his own. For eight hours, his only duty was to watch the crystal, unwaveringly. His whole being focuses on the odd blue and gold iridescent crystal that sat in its resting place in the center of the room.

      So it had been for five thousand years.

      So it must continue to be evermore.

      Didn’t mean it was exciting.

      Sometimes, the amount of free time he had when not on duty was overwhelming. He had nearly been bored to tears for a year before Jilreth told him that they didn’t have to stay on the compound. They were obligated to watch the crystal for their appointed eight hours. In return, they were given food, clothing, shelter, and complete autonomy.

      Which meant they were allowed to leave. And the day he discovered that was the day he started to get some of his life back.

      He would never ever be a cardinal or even a master, but he was not a fool. He had a head on his shoulders and could give back to those who had taught him by teaching those who were still learning.

      Rand chose to teach at the diatribus that had taught him when he was not on duty, or otherwise amusing himself. He enjoyed the school children around him and had fun teaching science and some more obscure literature. While the promethean schools were far more structured, the gaian schools were more loose, allowing their students to study as they wished, as long as they met the standards. Rand was one of the best science teachers—and his favorite was biology.

      “So, let’s go through the classifications again.” He walked to the desk of the student staring out the window at the distant temple and whacked the ruler on the desk. “Ga Leperdes, you may begin.”

      Vacilon inca’Leperdes jumped at the crack of the ruler and whipped his head around. “Sir, I don’t see the point of an incaedus having to learn the animal kingdom classifications.”

      Rand leaned down to stare at Leperdes in his chair. “You are gaian?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then you need no other reason. You are unique enough among humans that someday the prometheans you share your world with will call you gai’Incaedus, and that demands that you respect them and answer all questions to the best of your ability be it in your corolona knowledge strength or not. Knowledge gained is never time wasted.”

      The last little bit seemed to finally get into Leperdes’ head, but he still decided to be a jerk. “You’re just a sicutus. Why would you need to know these things?”

      If he had been an incaedus, Rand would have lit a fire under the kid’s ass. “Because I am sicutus, I need to know these things. I cannot serve my corolona as I would like to, or as I should, and therefore, it is even more important for me to learn and keep learning and make sure that a snotty little gaian brat like you also learns.”

      “Sicutu Dargan is of the Twenty-One,” came a new voice from the door of the classroom. “He has more dedication to the ways of gaians than ninety percent of you in here.” The wind blew angrily through the room, letting Rand know exactly who was behind him. Serebulum had been the headmaster at the school since his mother had been young, and no one messed with Lady Serebulum. “You will all choose a level of the animal classification and hand the sicutus an essay tomorrow at first bell. No more questioning his methods.”

      The students all stood and left the room in the hodge-podge way teenagers did, and Serebulum stood waiting by the door. Eventually, a few minutes later, the room was empty.

      “We’ll get a letter from Ga Halperth inca’Leperdes.” Her tone was mild.

      “Of course we will.” Rand tossed his hands in the air. “And it will be the same pointless argument that his son gave us. “

      “You should lay off him. He’s never going to move up the ranks. He’ll be a gaian, but nothing more.”

      Rand shook his head. “I’m not so concerned about him, but his children someday. Ga inca’Leperdes is very influential, and we have to be aware that he will demand a high coadunate and wife for his son.”

      Serebulum laughed. “He cannot demand a coadunate.”

      “You of all people know that.” Rand patted her shoulder. “I push Vacilon because I know his children will be strong. He won’t be allowed to marry a promethean. His father is too proud of his family line to allow it. And I want him smart. He’s nobody’s fool, but he will be if doesn’t keep up.”

      Serebulum nodded. “Gods and stars, Grandin. How I wish you weren’t sicutus.”

      “No more than I, my lady.”

      She hung her head. “I’m sorry, Rand. That was rude. I didn’t mean to insinuate anything.”

      “There’s no harm done, my lady. It’s nothing I don’t think a thousand times a day.”

      She turned, considering him. “We are so lucky to have you at the diatribus. You are a brilliant man, and we are grateful for you here.” She sighed. “I have always felt your destiny was bigger than a sicutus. That there is something else you were meant to do.”

      “I am contented, Lady Serebulum.”

      There was a sly smile in her eyes. “Do you intend to take a spouse, Sicutus Dargan?”

      Rand laughed. “Perhaps someday, if I find a woman who can forgive me being a sicutus.”

      “A sad legacy. That our most honored protectors live isolated from those they protect.”

      “I am content, my lady. As I said. I have no need of further companionship from those who would look down on me, or look up to me as though on a pedestal. I read. I teach. I watch. I protect.”

      Serebulum nodded. “Sight has never failed me until now, Grandin Dargan Gai’Ventus.”

      “Your sight has never failed, my lady. I am where and who I need to be.”
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* * *

      The elder Leperdes didn’t bother with a letter.

      Rand stood at attention next to the headmistress’s desk, head high, hands folded serenely. He hoped. His blood boiled at the sight of this arrogant jackass giving him a look to kill. It was not his fault his son had been poorly raised and poorly trained. He didn’t like that this man outranked him simply because he was born with more natural talent in his element than Rand.

      “Vacilon tells me he’s being pushed harder than he ought to be.”

      Serebulum folded her hands on the desk. “Ga Leperdes, we expect all of our students to push themselves. They are to be leaders in their community, and it’s expected those leaders will have a solid head on their shoulders. Vacilon is a highly intelligent young man who makes this diatribus proud. He has, however, slacked on his school work, and Sicutus Dargan merely called him on it. It was, after all, a biology class your son signed up for.”

      The elder Leperdes turned to his son. “An elective. You signed up for an elective and have the nerve to complain about learning it.” There was something insincere about his admonishment.

      “Dad, I didn’t know it was going to be about—”

      “About what? Science? It was a science elective.” He cleared his throat. “Lady Serebulum. My apologies. It seems I did not get the full story. It was my impression the sicutus was taking out his impotence on my child.” Leperdes’ tone twisted, turning malicious and cruel.

      “What?” The tone of deadly anger and disbelief leaked through her words, and Rand suddenly didn’t want to be in the same room with the furious headmistress. “What was that you said?”

      “I had feared the sicutus was just taking out his inabilities on my son, but I see that was not the case.”

      Serebulum stood slowly and while not tall, suddenly filled the room with her presence. “Ga Halperth Billand inca’Leperdes. In this school, we value all gaian as equals. What Sicutus Grandin chooses to discipline has nothing to do with his abilities or his standing in this diatribus. Your son was impertinent, and I heard it. What I cannot believe I am hearing is that you, a respected member of your corolonas, a leader of the corona, is marking worthless the words of a teacher.” She held up her hand when it was clear Leperdes was about to interrupt her. “I do not care what your opinion of sicutii is. This man, who stands to my right, is a Temple Guardian, who comes to Diatribus Lodron to teach science to those who are born blessed as gaian. It is not his duty. It is his pleasure. I cannot and will not abide by elitist attitudes toward those of my staff who are not—in your eyes—on par with you.”

      Leperdes stared at Rand for a long, quiet moment. Rand wondered what was going through the man’s head. Did he know what the Temple Guardians did? Did he know their training? Did he understand there would be no Cardinal Terrun without the Eunia Crystal and its guardians?

      Did he know that with a simple move, Rand could kill him instantly in front of his son?

      “I had not realized he was a Temple Guardian.”

      Serebulum’s gaze slid to Rand, and then back to Leperdes. “It seems I will have to make a decision now that will not please you, Ga Leperdes. While you understand the position of Sicutus Dargan, it seems you still do not value his place in our society. For if he were not of the Guardians, you would find him the same level of offensive as you would find any other sicutus. And in light of that, in light of the lesson I now know that your son is getting at home, we are going to have to terminate his education here at the Diatribus Lodron.”

      “No! No!” Vacilon stepped away from his father. “No! I’ll never get into another diatribus at my age! I’ll have to go to a promethean school to finish. You can’t do that! I’m not welcomed there! I won’t be able to learn to control my element! I won’t find a coadunate!”

      Leperdes stared at his son, who had dared to step away from him. Vacilon’s eyes were wide and desperate, and Rand could almost see the light go on in his student’s head. He spun back to the headmistress and Rand himself.

      “Please, please, I realize what I’ve done. I was lazy. I thought I could coast on my father’s name. I know I’m not a strong gaian, but I have to learn to control fire. I can’t be let to roam. I know I’m late finding my coadunate, and it’s because I’m not progressing as I ought. Please. Don’t send me away for my father’s attitude. I know the value of sicutii in our society. Please.”

      “Stop.” Rand’s voice was firm as the boy’s hysterical pleas were chewing through him. “Stop.” He turned to Serebulum. “Headmistress. I did not intend to cause such dissent. I merely wanted to enforce that Ga Vacilon needed to learn and expand his mind. I would object to him being dismissed for reasons of his father’s prejudice.”

      Serebulum stared at the boy. Rand was hypnotized by her intense gaze that accompanied the usual warping of air and color as she used her gift of sight around Vacilon, to see his future and determine if he was honest and worth backing down from her near-decision of expulsion. The weft of air wrapped around and danced over him—then suddenly jerked violently, shocked, the ripples racing back to Serebulum. But finally, they settled and relaxed, returning the light and color to before.

      Giving Rand a quick glance, she inclined her head. “Very well. The boy can stay.” She held up a finger before anyone could move or say a word. “Because you are nearly seventeen years old, Vacilon, I am going to suggest you board here, to intensify your training and increase the chance for you to find a coadunate sooner. Is that agreeable, Ga Leperdes?”

      The man’s element seemed to flame around him violently but then calmed in the next instant. Rand didn’t like this. There was something going on he needed to know. Still, Leperdes nodded. “It is agreeable. Vacilon, you will have a coadunate by the end of the second term, or I will send you to a promethean school. Am I understood?”

      Serebulum silenced Rand with sharp look and let Vacilon answer.

      “You are, sir. Thank you. I am sorry for all the trouble I have caused.”

      “Very well, come along. We will pack your things tonight and move you in over the coming rest days.”

      “We will be happy to have him here,” Serebulum said.

      Vacilon bowed to both of them and followed his father out of the room. The door closed with a quiet snick and the silence hung for a moment before Rand turned to the headmistress. “What in the name of burning Tartarus is going on here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You used your Sight on him. You Saw for him.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I watched you do it. I’ve seen you do it before.”

      Serebulum stared at him. “You can’t see me do it. It’s not something visible.”

      Rand raised an eyebrow and described exactly what he saw. “And that wasn’t all. Leperdes flared when you suggested the boarding.”

      “Flared?”

      “His element flared around him for just an instant. He couldn’t contain it for just a split second.”

      The headmistress sat and stared at him. “Grandin. Have you always been able to see the elements and gifts?”

      “Yes, of course.” He considered her. “Can’t everyone see it?”

      Slowly, Serebulum shook her head. “No, Grandin. No one can see a gaian using their elements.”
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      There were a total of fifty-seven messages on Devon’s phone when she woke up.

      Texts, voice mail, SnapChat, Instagram, Messenger. Whatever format Philomena could use. Devon sighed and was getting ready just to wipe the screen clean when one last text came through.

      I’m sorry. I love you. Sometimes I just don’t know how to introduce you to things in my life. I guess call me if you don’t hate me forever.

      Devon looked at the makeup smears on her pillowcase and didn’t even want to look in the mirror at her hair. She did when she wandered into the bathroom a minute later and had to stifle a scream. It was worse than she expected.

      The hot water felt incredible as it sluiced through her hair, rinsing out the knots, the hair spray, the mousse, and the tension. She just enjoyed the sound of the running water for a few minutes before she began washing.

      She’d overreacted the night before. Philomena had found someone who would put up with her quirks and extreme love of animals, and instead of being happy for her, she made the issue about her. About her wants and feelings and issues. Which was not fair, at all. Her best friend, and Devon couldn’t even be happy for her.

      Xanax should have been applied last night.

      The concert had overwhelmed her, probably more than she was willing to admit. But she would have been fine if Prince Charming—Brady—hadn’t been an ambush.

      Toweling off, Devon trotted back to the bedroom to grab the phone. She opened the message, and taking a moment to think, answered.

      I’m sorry, Mina. I’m a sucky friend. I’m happy for you. Can we do lunch and chat then?

      Devon didn’t even have a chance to put the phone down before it pinged.

      Yes. Lunch, please. You’re not a sucky friend. Let’s chat at lunch.

      Devon was going to have to talk to her doctor about changing or upping the meds. It felt like she was getting worse, not better, with social interaction.

      David was waiting at the door of the trailer for her, tapping his foot. “About time, Dev. I was getting worried.”

      “No, you weren’t.” Devon smirked. “You just want to get done.”

      “Yes, I do. “

      She squinted at her partner. “What’s going on? You’re happy and shit.”

      “And shit?” David laughed, then nodded. “I am happy and shit. The wife surprised me with a doctor’s appointment this afternoon. Apparently we’re going to see the baby’s heartbeat.”

      “Baby!” She watched as David lit up when she said the word. “That damn fool woman of yours is going to make you a daddy?”

      “She sure is.” His delight sparked blue through the air. “I can’t believe it. We weren’t trying, but we weren’t avoiding either. Just didn’t expect it.”

      Pushing the door open, the sadness and loneliness of the building struck Devon. There was nothing there, nothing to save or recover. There was no joy in the building. Matthew G. Fortier was no more, and soon enough his whole existence would be gone.

      The thought was far more sad than she had expected.

      “Think we can get done by noon?” David pushed a box out of the way, already looking for stuff.

      “I think we have to. I don’t want to come back here again. Ever.”

      “Creeped out?”

      “Depressed.”

      He nodded. “It does get to me sometimes. Take the trunk?”

      Devon nodded and walked to the trunk resting in the center of the room that functioned as the living room. They had cleaned the papers away the first day, and now Devon flicked the lock open to pop the lid up. It rode up on well-oiled hinges, which was strange considering the mess the room was.

      Inside there were a few blankets, clean and dust free. Another layer of blankets, with a hint of must. There was a layer below encased in vacuum bags. Devon pulled them all out and laid them to the side. Those were all going to charity. They were good, clean blankets and there were always people who could use them.

      On the other side of the trunk were towels, also neatly folded and stacked, zipped in giant plastic bags. Lifting them out one at a time, she placed them with the blankets to go to charity.

      After the last towel was out, she could see there was a false bottom on the trunk and knocked on it. “Oh, ho, Mister Fortier has a hiding space.” There was no obvious way to open it from the inside, so running her fingers along the lid and the lip, she searched for a lever or button, and finally found it under the hinge in the back. Sliding it from left to right, she saw the back edge of the bottom lift just enough for her to grab and pull up.

      It was almost disappointing that there was only a small, old scarf box inside. It was from the sixties and said “Bloomingdale’s” on it. Half hoping it was a gorgeous lady’s silk scarf, Devon lifted it out while working the box open. She laid the lid to the side and peered in.

      There was a simple white number eleven envelope, yellowed but otherwise pristine, sitting there—with her initials in black magic marker.

      “That’s freaky,” David said.

      Devon jumped, having absolutely no idea that he’d moved over to where she sat. “Christ, David!”

      He cracked up, laughing. “Sorry! Sorry. I thought you heard me.”

      “Jerk.” Devon picked up the envelope and could feel the weight of something in her hand. “It’s heavy.”

      “Well, it’s addressed to you. Take it. Check it out later, and let’s get this place done. I’m done being here—I want out and not have to come back again.”

      “When are the junk guys coming?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Good. You’ll help me take this trunk? Because it’s cool and it’s got a false bottom. I can use it in my house.”

      He nodded. “That I can do. And the blankets and stuff?”

      “Charity.”

      “Excellent.”

      She looked at the envelope in her hand. “Do you think it’s weird he had no one?”

      “Some people just don’t want anything to do with anyone.”

      “I don’t want to be this guy.” She ran her fingers over the yellow envelope.

      “I don’t think you will be. You’ve got Mina, and you’ve got me, and we’re not going to let that happen.” He walked back over to where he had been sorting. “Not to mention, you’re aware of this being a problem. It’s when you aren’t aware that it is a problem.”
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* * *

      Philomena was up and out of the seat before Devon was even in the door. She only got halfway to the table before her best friend caught her up in a hug. Devon returned it with every ounce of enthusiasm. This was her person; this was her best friend—the woman she always wanted to be able to bother for anything. The woman she wanted to bother her for anything.

      “I’m sorry, Mina,” Devon gasped, suddenly sobbing uncontrollably. “I’m so sorry. I screwed up so bad.”

      “Stop, stop, don’t.” Philomena sniffled hard, obviously trying not to cry herself. “It’s okay. We’ve got this.”

      “We do.” Devon stepped back and smeared the tears off her cheeks. “Come on. I’m hungry.”

      Sitting down at the table in the diner, Mina grabbed her hand with her own. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to spring him on you like that. I just never know how to bring things like that up. I just don’t know you’ll react to what.”

      “I can’t deal in person, Mina. I do better if you tell me ahead of time.”

      “We’ve never talked about your anxiety,” Philomena said. “So, tell me about it.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that.” She nodded once the waiter walked after taking their orders. “Talk to me.”

      Devon ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “It’s always been a problem, as long as I can remember. My parents made sure to keep me away from crowds because I would freak out. But I was about twelve years old when being around people started to hurt. Medicine helps, but last night I’ve been around too many people. Brady was unexpected and broke my last little hold on my sanity.”

      Philomena waved her off. “We’ll talk about Brady and stuff in a minute. What do you mean, it hurts?”

      Devon moved to playing with the straw wrapper. “They hurt. When there are too many people feeling too many things around me, it feels like needles on my skin. When it gets loud, as in a crowd, it feels like hot knives, stabbing in and out of my skin. Last night I think I didn’t immediately react because it was all positive feelings. But walking down the street can hurt.”

      “You feel other people’s feelings?”

      “Kind of.”

      “You’re an empath?”

      “I also see them sometimes.”

      “See them?” Philomena was incredulous.

      Nodding, Devon looked up. “Yes, see them. And sometime they attack me in public. Well. I don’t know if attack is the right word, but that’s what it feels like. It’s different from the other attack with the hot knives. I must sound insane to you at this point.”

      Philomena quirked her lip. “I already knew you were insane. So don’t worry about that. I had no idea you were an empath.”

      “A what?” Devon lifted an eyebrow.

      “An empath. Someone who feels the emotions of other as nearly their own. They have a low tolerance for bullshit because the feeling of being lied to actually hurts.”

      Devon was taken back. “Yes.”

      “You don’t like to be around people because you are attacked by everything they are feeling.” She leaned forward in the booth and rested her chin on her hand. “That also explains why the anti-anxiety meds don’t work so well for you, and why Xanax does. What else does the doctor give you?”

      “Something called Mirtazipine when I really can’t sleep.”

      Philomena pulled out her phone and typed in something, then scrolled a bit. “Here it is. Mirtazipine. It’s a hypnotic sedative. That’s why it works for you. It’s not anti-anxiety. It’s supposed to make you sleepy.” She flipped the phone onto the table face down. “That makes so much sense. So much.”

      “I’m glad it does to one of us.”

      “You’re not really suffering from social anxiety. You’re suffering from an undiagnosed case of empathy. It’s not easy to deal with because there’s nothing that can be done to stop the invasion of the emotion.” Philomena leaned back in the chair again. “No wonder you hide away. God, I wish I’d known this sooner! We could have been doing something about this all along.”

      “I can control it?”

      “No, but now that I know, we can avoid the biggest triggers. And we can start eliminating people out of your life who are just giant triggers and keep those who are sympathetic to your empathetic situation.” Philomena giggled at her own joke.

      Devon rolled her eyes, laughing. “So this empath thing is real?”

      “Well, it’s not like it’s part of the DSM-V, and you’re not officially diagnosed with it.” Philomena flipped the phone back over and started typing. “But there are a lot of people out there who say it’s hard to be around other people because of their emotions and the deceitfulness they project most of the time. It makes them physically uncomfortable. Which sounds like you.” She spun the phone around and pushed it toward her.

      
      

      Being an empath is being affected by other people’s energies, and an innate ability to intuitively feel and perceive others. Their life is unconsciously influenced by others’ desires, wishes, thoughts, and moods. Being an empath is much more than being highly sensitive and it’s not just limited to emotions. Empaths can feel physical sensitivities as well as just knowing the motivations and intentions of other people. This is not a trait that can be learned. An empath is open to processing other people’s feelings and energy, which means taking on the emotions of others. Many empaths experience things like chronic fatigue, environmental sensitivities, or unexplained aches and pains daily. Empaths collect all of the accumulated karma, emotions, and energy from others.

      Empaths are often reclusive and apparently unresponsive at the best of times. They may even appear ignorant. Some are very good at “blocking out” others and that’s not always a bad thing, for the empath struggling to learn to control the barrage of emotions from others, as well as their own feelings.

      
      

      Devon sat back, pushing the phone back. “Email me that link. I need to read the whole damn thing. Do you think I can learn to control this so I don’t have to close myself off to the world?”

      “There are a lot of empaths who do,” Philomena said. “You know I don’t buy into stuff like this easily, but it’s the best thing I can think of that makes sense with you. You’re always overwhelmed in public, and you can stare into space, smiling, for hours.” She smiled and tapped the table top. “Let’s do the research, girl. Let’s see if there’s some only-part-charlatan out there who can teach you to control this. Imagine how much fun we’ll have if you can manage to block out the jerks and liars!”

      “Imagine how much fun anyone would have if they can do that!” Devon laughed and it felt good too. She hadn’t wanted to get upset, and if Philomena was right, there were going to be ways she could now go out and have fun and be a little spontaneous. What a relief—to not have to rely on medicine that barely worked.

      Leaning forward, it was her turn to put her chin on her hands. “So. Brady. Tell me. Where? When? How long?”

      Philomena giggled like a school girl. “He started working as a vet tech at one of the local hospitals and started showing up to adoption events to help. We clicked, almost instantly. We’ve only been seeing each other for about four weeks, but I cannot be happier. I know that a lot of it is the new relationship glow and we have to let that settle, but he feels like the other half of me.” She waited until the waiter had put their appetizers on the table and walked away. “He got me those Foo Fighter tickets and told me to take you.”

      Devon covered her eyes with her hand. “Oh, now I really feel like an asshole.”

      “Don’t! Oh, please don’t! No one knew how this was going to play out.” She unrolled her fork and knife from the napkin. “If you want to, Brady wants to have you over for dinner.”

      “Over for dinner...why does that sound like you two are shacking up already?”

      “Well, we’ve been splitting time between our apartments. We’re just waiting until we calm down from the initial joy of this before we start talking about a place to live together.”

      The statement surprised Devon. “You’re serious.”

      Philomena tapped on the table, clearly trying to figure out how to phrase something. “I really don’t know how to put this in words. But he really feels like the other half of me, and we are both calm enough and rational enough that we know we have to let this settle for a few months before any more steps are taken. It’s crazy enough as it is.”

      “And you’re sure he’s not hornswaggling you?”

      Philomena laughed. “Come to dinner tonight, empath. You tell me.”

      It was impossible not to laugh at that. By the end of the meal, Devon was grateful they had gotten into the argument; she was reminded how much she loved Philomena—loved being around her, doing stuff together, supporting her, having her support. It was a wonderful feeling, that for the first time in her life, she was building a friendship that would last.

      Of course, she was going to have to work on being organized. She had to dump her whole purse on the table to find her card to pay for lunch. Organization at work was a breeze. Everywhere else was not.

      “What’s that?” Philomena pulled the yellowed envelope out of the pile and slid it across the table. “I’m nosey! This looks old! What is it?”

      “Can you believe I found that in a secret compartment in a trunk? It has my initials on it!”

      Philomena shoved it back. “Ooh, God. A dead man’s trunk?”

      “You know, make fun of me all you want for being anti-social. But you’re awfully anti-dead.”

      “Name one person who is pro-dead?” Pushing the envelope a little more toward Devon, she made a face. “It’s also super-creepy that it has your initials on it. What’s the chance of that?”

      “Pretty high, considering there are almost seven billion people on the planet.” Devon swiped the envelope back and dropped in her still messy purse. “Fine. Don’t enjoy my hobbies and unique treasure.”

      “Dead people, Dev. Leftovers from dead people.”

      “You can’t tell me you’re not curious. There could be a letter in there outlining a marvelous destiny for me.”

      “There could also be Jimmy ‘the Finger’ Catalano’s finger in there.”

      She pulled the envelope back out. “One way to find out.”

      “Oh, God, what if there really is a finger in there?”

      “Fingers don’t weigh nearly a pound.”

      “You don’t know that!”

      Devon burst out laughing. “I have ten of them, I’m kind of familiar with how much they weigh!”

      Philomena laughed with her a moment later. “That was kind of a dumb thing to say. Okay, fine. Open it. Let’s see what digits they did put in there.”

      The envelope was close to crumbling, so Devon slipped a careful finger under the flap and easily broke the glue seal. She lifted it open and peered inside. It was too hard to see what was in there, even in the daylight of the diner, so Devon tilted it up and the object slipped free of the paper.

      “Oh, ew, creepy!”

      But Devon didn’t think so at all. There on the table was a crystal key. Four inches long, with two teeth at the end, it was capped with a skull. Looking more closely, the length of the key was fashioned like bones, and the whole thing was perfectly smooth. “It’s a skeleton key.”

      “Literally,” Philomena said, twisting her lip.

      “It’s gorgeous.” Devon scooped it up into her hand. “Good God, it’s heavy. I know some glass is heavy, but this thing must be fifty percent lead!” Holding it up to the light, it caught the rays and danced a rainbow on the wall behind them, sparkling and flashing. Devon and Philomena turned and watched the light trip and twirl, bringing a smile to their faces. It was a very pretty dance.

      Until the face appeared.

      Devon dropped the key with a small, startled yelp, whipping her head around to look over at Philomena. Philomena was just as startled as she was.

      “Now, that was creepy, and you have to admit it.”

      Devon nodded wordless and scooped the key back into the envelope, folding it closed.

      Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure she wanted the trunk either.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      Rand had never been in the presence of someone higher than a Lady. The cardinals who ruled were no one to be triffeled with. They were the strongest and most powerful of all the gaians and eun. There were Four Cardinals for each of the directions: North, South, East, and West. Each direction had a primary and secondi, one eun and spouse, one gaian and spouse.

      And that’s where Rand found himself the next day, at the palace of the North Fire Cardinal. Cardinal pyr’Boreas Bethela was one of the most influential of the cardinal council, her husband being the brother-mate of the Eunica. She was also one of the most respected of the cardinals for her power, her grace, and her fairness.

      Overwhelmed was probably a bit of an overstatement of how he felt at that moment. He was a sicutus—a man with no corolona, no circle of peers. He had little talent in his assigned element of air. It was only on a hot day he could stir a faint breeze enough to be noticed. He had no parents, killed in a boat off the coast when he was but a child. He had no family, few friends, and lacked material possessions. He took community transportation and rode a bicycle elsewhere.

      When the impressive conduit car appeared at the front gates of the temple, most of the Twenty-One stared, confused. None of them had such majestic transportation if they even had any at all. And if they did, it still had wheels. It was part of eschewing the rest of the world. They didn’t have enough for worldly goods like fancy repulsor cars.

      But the Cardinal Guard, a tall, impressive gios eun, walked to the gate of the temple and rang the traditional bell tones requesting entrance to the temple. Guardian Illura walked to the gate and permitted him entrance.

      There was an old legend that said no one ever wanted to find out who was more physically able: the Temple Guardians or the Cardinal Guards. And judging by the stature on the gios, Rand was perfectly content to let that sleeping dog lie. He might be fast and deadly, but that guard had height and weight on his side.

      The rest of the guardians, himself included, shuffled quickly through the halls to the reception area and stood in one of the twenty archways recessed around the room just for the occasion of a formal visit. Twenty, because one was always guarding the Eunia Crystal.

      The Cardinal Guard marched to Illura and touched fist to shoulder with a brief, efficient bow. “My Lady Guardian. The Cardinal Pyr’Boreas Bethela requests an audience with the Sicutus Guardian Grandin ven’Dargan. Will you grant the audience?”

      Illura’s eyebrows rose, and the shock she felt at the request rolled through Rand. “It is not mine to grant.” She turned and held her hand out to him.

      Rand squared his shoulder and left the archway to join the guardian and the guard. “I am Grandin ven’Dargan.”

      “Will you grant the Cardinal Bethela an audience?”

      “I am not commanded?”

      “The Crystal Guardians are never commanded. Any favors are always a request at the leisure of the guardian. Will you speak with the Lady Cardinal?”

      “I will.” Rand returned his short, efficient bow. “Now?”

      “At your earlier convenience.”

      “Then now.”

      The guard turned smartly, and the curiosity of the Twenty-One assaulted his senses. It was nearly a physical pain until he walked out the front door to the conduit car. He knew they were all staring at him from their windows, but he wasn’t sure what was going on himself, so he just climbed through the door the guard had opened for him.

      The cardinal’s palace was stunning. There was none of the austerity of the temple. Gold and silver and polished marble covered every surface. There were thick velvet drapes and woven silk rugs. There was the smell of cedar wood and lilac.

      He was glad he had put on boots that barely whispered over the floor. If he had put on dress boots, they would have clicked and clacked through the immense halls snaking through the palace.

      The audience hall was no less impressive than the room that held the crystal. The Crystal Room was the one lavish spot in an otherwise austere temple—but here the audience chamber was just one of many outwardly wealthy rooms.

      At the end of the hall were the two audience chairs. The one on the right was large, with the symbol of the North Wind and Fire entwined on the top, giving the illusion of a crown.

      There was so much symbolism in their culture. On occasion, Rand marveled that anyone remembered what it meant or where it came from. Or that once it had all come from the worship of pantheons of gods.

      The guard stopped halfway across the room and halted Rand as well. “Wait here. Do not approach the pyr’Cardinal or her spouse unless you are directed to. While you are a welcome guest here, your honor, it is customary to pay deference to the cardinal.”

      Your honor? He was a little surprised by the title but nodded. The Twenty-One led sheltered lives, and he was glad for the social cues. Rand stood tall and opted to clasp his hands behind his back. It was a bit of a concession to the cardinal. The normal waiting stance the Guardians assumed was a subtle attack-ready position.

      He stood waiting for only a moment before the door on the left opened, and the cardinal herself walked in. And Rand was instantly taken by her. Raven hair, dark eyes, and white, flawless skin with an ethereal air as she moved across the floor to the chairs waiting.

      He’d forgotten that Bethela was eun, not human.

      “Sicutus Grandin,” she called to him, “come forward. Let’s dispense with the formalities.” She pulled on a tassel that hung near the chair, and before Rand could take a few steps, a door on the right opened, and a servant brought in a chair and placed it on the dais, at an angle to hers. The servant disappeared through the door, and they were alone.

      “I am honored by the trust you show me, your grace.” Rand lowered himself into the chair.

      “I am grateful you have agreed to visit, your honor.” She leaned forward. “But I’ll bet you don’t actually want to be called ‘your honor’.”

      He smiled. “We are in synchronism, ma’am.”

      “That’s much better.” Bethela leaned back in the chair. “I must thank you for coming without much notice.”

      Rand grinned at her. “It’s not much of a secret that the Crystal Guardians don’t have a heavy schedule save for our duties in the temple.”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised what people believe about the crystal and its guardians.” She steepled her fingers. “You are mysterious and dangerous. You have the knowledge of a thousand minds.”

      “Because we have nothing to do when we aren’t guarding the crystal!” Rand was amused.

      “Well, you and I know that. But let’s let the prometheans have their legends.” Bethela cocked her head and considered him a moment. “You really are recluse, aren’t you? How many eun have you met?”

      “Very few, ma’am. When one doesn’t show the signs of being actually talented with their element, they tend to get left behind to peel potatoes.”

      Her laugh was a gentle wave of sound. “But I like you, Grandin. I like you a lot. Let’s get to business then. Do you know why I summoned you here?”

      “I’m assuming it’s not something so shallow as showing off your conduit car.”

      Bethela smiled. “Indeed, it is not. But, did you enjoy it?”

      “My bed is less luxurious.”

      Chuckling, she crossed her ankles. “Last night, Lady Headmistress Serebulum and I had a long conversation about you.”

      There was no hiding the surprise on his face. “I didn’t think I was that interesting, ma’am.”

      “You were assigned to your corolona, yes?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Serebulum felt I would benefit in ventus the most. But I am sicutus. I do not harbor enough power in me in any corolona to be a true member or find a coadunate. She felt I was too intelligent a person to be just a sicutus who served in the temples or the streets. It was Serebulum who guided me toward the temple and the Twenty-One.”

      The gorgeous woman nodded. “And you know she is a Seer as well as a Lady of Terrun.”

      “Yes. It’s the whole reason Vacilon is still a student at the diatribus. She Saw for him, and she apparently saw something significant. Which I was grateful for. Vacilon is a good kid who has just enough power to find a coadunate. He will be a good, if middling, elemental user.”

      “She told me you have some curious abilities. That you could see her element—”

      Rand held up a hand. “Ma’am, let me speed up this conversation. What Serebulum told you about me last night was something I never considered out of the ordinary. I have always seen elements and emotions around me. Between people, around people. Colors and waves and patterns. I had no idea it wasn’t what all gaians see. May I ask if it is something that eun see?”

      Slowly, Bethela shook her head. “No, Grandin. It is not something we see. It is not something most elementals can see. There are more questions before I can give you any more information. May I?”

      Rand motioned for her to continue, his curiosity piqued.

      “Thank you. Your ability in ventus—”

      “Is pathetic at best.” Rand smiled. “I can barely stir a curtain.”

      She nodded. “And the other elements? Incaedus? Terrus? Lymphus?”

      “I have shown very little talent in any of them.”

      “Individually?”

      The question confused him. “What other way is there, ma’am? I cannot start a fire, I cannot stir the dust, I can’t raise a wave.”

      She leaned forward. “Have you ever tried to use all of them at once to accomplish a task?”

      “That’s not possible. It’s not the way the elements work.”

      The woman sat back again. “It’s the way we teach people it works out of necessity. Let me ask you, what is the full name of those who lead Cardinal Terrun?”

      “Eunica Ceridwen Llywellen gai’Riden,” Rand said. “And she is married to Eunin Viloras Riden gai’Llywellen. They rule as a pair, with their coadunates as secondi, creating the Eunicanim, and the Cardinal Winds as their council.”

      “Where is the mention of their power in those names?”

      Rand opened his mouth to answer and realized he had no answer. He frowned, trying to dig into the reason for the names of their leaders to not have the common names of nearly all the gaian, promethean, and eun on the planet. “I have no answer. I’ve never come across that in the books and my studies.”

      “The answer is simple. I’ve already given it to you.”

      Rand wanted to jump up and run away. “That’s not possible.”

      “But it is,” Bethela said. “The Eunica and Eunin can both use all of the elements at once.”

      “That would make them animusi. That’s a legend.”

      She shook her head slowly. “There is no legend in their powers. The animusi are the rarest of all the elements. The element of spirit. There is only one gaian animusi born when the current Eunica and Eunin are ready to step down from the crown. You know that my spouse is the Eunica’s brother-mate?”

      “I do.”

      “Then you’ll know that I know them better than most people, and both Ceridwen and Viloras, and their secondi are waiting for a second Eunicanim.”

      It was almost too much for him to process. What Bethela was talking about were things of legend, things that didn’t happen in the lifetime of a typical citizen of Cardinal Terrun. He was not an animusi; there was no way he was anything more than just a sicutus who was smart and not blessed with the strongest of powers.

      “You’ll forgive me if I doubt you, ma’am.”

      She held up a finger. “Let’s begin here. You must stop calling me ma’am. My name is Bethela. Please use it. Now, I wish to take you on as an animusi student. I taught Ceridwen upon her arrival, and I want to pass on the knowledge.”

      Rand blanched. “Excuse me. Did you say you taught the Eunica?”

      Bethela nodded. “I did. Grandin, the eun live long lives.”

      “I am aware of the magic that imparts long life. But you taught the Eunica.”

      “Three hundred and fifty-eight years ago. I was already a hundred years old.” She took his hand. “I will see another Eunicanim rise to share the throne. I must, at the very least, pass on my knowledge.”

      “I am not fit to be a student for you, Bethela. I am a simple sicutus.”

      “The last thing you are, Grandin, is simple. Serebulum has Seen for you as well. And your future is so convoluted to her she can’t untangle it. Perhaps, instead of just becoming my student on blind faith, I will give you an exercise to prove to yourself you are not merely a sicutus.”

      Rand shook his head. “I appreciate that you think me some grand elemental, Bethela. But I am the orphaned, barely talented son of Else Hundaal gai’Dargan and Niall Hundaal inca’Dargan. There is nothing more to me than that. And there are days when I wish I had skipped school when the Diviners had come through. I wouldn’t have been seen, and I would be a happy, married father in the promethean society. Not this talentless drifter I am today.”

      The cardinal’s eyes were fixed on him. He could feel her scrutiny as though a thing alive, gliding around him, picking at him, pulling against me.

      “Stop, please,” Rand said, standing up. “Stop. That hurts. Your grace, I am happy where I am with a sense of purpose and a chance to help those in the diatribus. I don’t need to train more—I’m a deadly machine as it is. I just wish to live my life in the temple. That’s enough honor and responsibility for me.”

      “I am sorry. And I cannot compel you, your honor.” She seemed genuinely contrite. “Do me one favor, Grandin, just one.”

      Taking a deep breath, he knew she had ceased her scrutiny. He was grateful. “What is that?”

      “When is your next temple obligation?”

      “Tonight. I am a Night Guardian. “

      There was something Bethela hadn’t expected. Night Guardians, those who watched the crystal when the sun went down, were far more deadly than the rest of the guard. Though, only the seven of them knew how exactly that was true. She gathered her thoughts after that revelation. “And you observe the mediation?”

      “It is a requirement of the Twenty-One.”

      Bethela stood, her gown rustling as she did. “And your meditation includes the elemental.” It was not a question, so Rand just nodded. “Then instead of struggling to find just ventus this time, try to find all four. Don’t just try to find the thread of Air. Find all four threads and weave them together. If you do not contact me, we’ll have our answer. Is that reasonable?”

      Rand had the feeling she would not be dissuaded from believing he was anything but a sicutus until he agreed—whether he followed through or not. Which was easy enough, and certainly easily ignored. He nodded his assent. “Fair and reasonable.”

      “Thank you, Grandin. Thank you for entertaining an old lady.”

      “I am honored to have been given an audience.”

      He bowed as the doors at the far end opened and two of the guards walked in. Rand turned and followed them back through the palace. The car was waiting and so were all of the Twenty-One not on duty when the car dropped him off. They watched and waited for him, but finally Illura stepped forward.

      “It has been five hundred years since a Temple Guardian was summoned for a meeting with a cardinal, and to be summoned to one who is so close to the Eunica...”

      Rand looked around. “Would you ever believe me if I told you it was for tea and cookies?”

      “Not in five hundred more years.”

      He sighed. “Then, let us leave it where it lies as a deeply personal matter and should it change, I will tell you what transpired in the audience chamber.” He tossed a look at each of his fellow guards. “You’re all gossiping gerties. Don’t make stuff up about why I was there. It was a personal matter I’m not at liberty to discuss.”

      “You really want us to believe tea and cookies.” The most disagreeable of the Twenty-One, Lornen, was not interested in being deterred from a momentous occasion. He was a brute, and Rand did what he could to stay away.

      “Believe what you want. I have my duty tonight. I will be preparing as I should.”

      Biumi walked over to him. “Have a care. Lornen will spread rumors.”

      “It’s really not something I can talk about.”

      “I believe you, but it’s best to give Lornen something to chew on so he doesn’t try to discredit you.”

      Rand felt a flash of anger and pride at the same time, and swallowed the bitter bile before he yelled it across the room. “I’ll be in my chamber. Preparing. As I should.”

      Biumi nodded. “If you want to talk, you know I am trustworthy.”

      “I know you are.” Rand put a hand on her shoulder. “And I will tell you when I am ready.”

      The pretty, lithe woman nodded once and stepped away. Rand knew her better than anyone else in the temple. She had more than once sought out his bed, and he had also sought out hers. There was no way their relationship could work, though neither of them could articulate why.

      Rand left the main entrance and headed to his room. The anger he felt toward Lornen and his insinuations replaced the pleasant thought of Biumi in his bed. There were so many people afraid of that hulking mass of gaian humanity, and he led them all on to believe he was that strong.

      But he wasn’t. Not at all. He had appealed to the Night Guardians to be moved to the night position at the same time Rand had. With his size, his training, and his seniority, he thought that he had been a sure thing. But the Night Guardians rejected him, saying he was too impulsive, jealous, and angry to bolster their ranks. And then, to make matters worse, they accepted him. And every once in a while, Rand thought about his training and what that would have given Lornen—and how terrible it would be to have such a short fused guardian with that kind of training.

      He pushed the whole thing out of his mind. Very few had their training, and it would stay that way. He had his duty to prepare for.

      Rand locked his door and ran through the slow, deliberate forms of his training before his shower. There were specific rituals and ablutions every Temple Guardian had to go through before duty. They were designed to clear and calm the mind, to prepare a guardian for their eight-hour shift of mediation, consideration, and protection of the crystal. They were meant to have no other thoughts on their mind, but the crystal and its protection. Rand took all of it seriously; he understood the forms before the shower, before the elemental practice, before mediation was built on years of understanding gaian psychology. How to calm a busy mind, or a distracted one.

      What Rand did not expect, when it came time to practice his magic—the strange connection to the elements that a part of the humans of Cardinal Terrun had—that Bethela’s words would haunt him. They taunted him in an endless loop to just try using all four elements at the same time.

      It reached the point where he could not even begin to concentrate on the threads of air around him. He slumped in his kneeling position and dropped his head to the floor in frustration.

      “Damn it.”

      He’d been trained to find the threads of air because air was the most willing of the elements. He could find them easily, but they never wanted to listen to him. They danced around him and twined around each other but never paid him any mind. The Diviner, who had found him in his classroom at age seven, said it was a sin they hadn’t found him sooner because the energy was everywhere around him. The Diviner was a lying son of a bitch.

      Rand sat back up and adjusted his position. The cardinal was insistent; he would give it a try. Bringing up his magic, he found the strands of air that danced around him. He watched it a moment, still hoping it would listen to him. No luck. He shifted his focus just a little and brought his magic up again—the only way he could describe it was as if he turned his magic a quarter turn—and this time decided to reach for water elements.

      Nothing.

      Rand scalded himself. After twenty-eight years, did he really just expect it to come to him like that? He brought his power up again and tried for fire.

      The thread of red flame leapt up and grabbed the thread of pale blue air.

      He dropped backward out of his kneeling position, shocked and startled. There’s no way... Standing, Rand walked forward and circled the air and flame that danced from floor to ceiling in his room. It twisted and twirled, and after a moment, Rand was brave enough to reach out a hand to try and hold it.

      It moved toward him.

      Terrus, ventus, incaedus, lymphus. Always in that order. Earth, air, fire, water. Twisting his magic another quarter turn, he tried for water. The dark blue of a thread of water leapt to join the other two, spinning into it and settling into their dance.

      No. Damn. Way.

      Rand framed the threads with his hands, and they bent again toward him.

      Gods and stars, they’re listening to me.

      He stared, actually afraid to turn his magic the last little bit. What in hell was this going to mean for him? If Earth obeyed, the world he knew and was comfortable with was going to shift and collapse around him. Would he even be allowed to stay in the temple if he wasn’t a sicutus? Where would he fit in? It wasn’t normal to be able to control more than one element. It was why quadrads formed. It was why there were four cardinals for each direction.

      Rand took a deep breath. He was one of the Twenty-One. He was one of the Night Guardians. Something like this should not even faze him.

      He took the last quarter turn and reached—and the bright green of earth leapt up, seeking out and joining the other three effortlessly. After just a second of twirling around each other, all four spun together into a single strand of pure white light. It stayed perfectly still, and Rand just stared at it.

      Raising his hand, the strand wiggling, then wrapped itself around his arm from the tips of his fingers up to his shoulder. It was comforting and warm and gentle and waiting.

      For him to command it.

      He studied it there, flipping his hand over and tracing the path it took with his eyes. Around and around and still waiting. There was a book on the dresser nearby. He decided it was the best place to start. Pointing at it, he used the magic wrapped there on his arm to pull it over to him.

      The book slipped off the top of the dresser and across the small distance into his waiting hand.

      As soon as it was in his hand, he dropped and jumped back.

      “Oh, gods.” It was all true.

      He was an animusi.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    
    
      Devon yawned and stretched, grateful she didn’t have to go to work. As much as she was intrigued by her job, sometimes she needed the weekend more than she wanted to admit. Being around dead people did take its toll.

      Dinner had been amazing—Brady could cook, and she was fairly sure she was still full from the meal. When she got home, she hopped on the computer and spent four hours surfing the Internet looking for information on empaths. Some of it was hokey and otherworldly, but some of it was practical. She found a blog written by someone who was just like her and was able to take control of her life. There were steps and directions and a whole two-year journey of learning to come out of her shell.

      It was gold. It had been exactly what she needed.

      Devon felt content for the first time in a very long time. She smiled up at the ceiling and decided to read a bit of the book she had on her nightstand.

      Eventually, somewhere around nine in the morning, Devon crawled out of bed and headed for her coffee pot. There were a few frozen muffins she defrosted while waiting for the coffee to brew. Philomena had wanted to buy her a Keurig, but she still preferred he drip coffee. The muffins weren’t perfect in the microwave, but they were ready about the same time as the coffee.

      Devon reached into the purse she had left on the chair the night before, intending to grab her vitamins, but her hand brushed against the brittle old paper of the envelope. Drawing it out slowly, Devon laid the envelope on the table and tipped it so the glass key slipped out.

      It sparkled in the morning sun of the kitchen, throwing dancing sunbeams everywhere. There was something so intrinsically happy about the light scattering across the wall and ceiling. It made her smile, and for the heck of it, she picked it up and held it in the light.

      Once again the light broke into the colors of the rainbow and filled the room. She twisted it, making the spectrum twinkle. It was as though everything was conspiring to make her happy this morning. It had been a very long time since she had smiled and felt content.

      The light through the key took on a life of its own and—the man was there.

      This face was different from the last one. This one was not frightening; it was kind, intelligent, and clearly distressed. Devon watched him for a moment and realized he was staring at her but not seeing her. There was something haunting him, and his handsome features were lined with a frown. In the next instant, his eyes unglazed and locked on hers, and they were mesmerizing. Shocking green, they lit with a smile then surprise.

      As she watched, the man stood from his seat—nothing more than a barstool—and walked closer to her. Or that’s how it appeared. The closer he got, the more handsome he appeared.

      The phone rang and startled Devon, so much so the key clattered out of her hand and onto the table. She put a hand to her chest to try to stop the palpitations while she pulled out the phone. She didn’t recognize the number on the face and let it go to voice mail.

      Devon looked at the key on the table, and unsurprisingly, it was glowing. What did shock her was that she felt like it should be glowing. It was a soft white light easily mistaken for the sun, but she knew it wasn’t. She picked it up again and laid it on her palm.

      It nudged her.

      Devon laid the key back on the table and stared at it.

      Her hand itched, dying to pick it up again.

      “What the hell is this?”

      The sun glinted against the wall through the key, and there was a faint hint of the handsome man on the wall again. The glass pulsed once more, and Devon gave up. She picked up the key and held it in her palm. It nudged her again, in the direction of her bedroom.

      “Image of a hot guy in the bedroom, coming right up.”

      Carefully, after grabbing her coffee, Devon walked to the bedroom and just as she passed the door, the heavy piece of glass pressed on her palm and made her stop there. It was a strange place to stop, but she did, and the key wanted her to back up just a little bit. She took two steps back, and—she was pretty sure she was going insane at this point—it told her to close the door.

      “In for a penny, in for a pound.”

      She pulled the door closed, and this time, she was shocked when the lock on the door was glowing faintly. The pulse of the light in the door matched the pulse of the light in the key.

      “I’m supposed to put the key in the lock, aren’t I?” The key nudged her palm again, and she took that as a yes. She turned the odd piece of glass in her hand so she could present it to the lock. “I don’t know how you’re going to fit into the lock here, but I’ll play along.”

      Devon pressed the key against the keyhole, and it slipped right in.

      With a twist, Devon felt the tumblers turn, and her whole world exploded around her in a burst of blue and aqua crystalline light.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It had been the first night of his seven years of duty that he couldn’t fully concentrate on the crystal. He was too overwhelmed by the revelation earlier in the night. His training had been a mess, his meditation barely even worth the time or effort.

      Rand tried to fall into his usual alert-relaxed pose on the watching station, but it just wouldn’t happen.

      He was an animusi.

      He couldn’t push the idea out of his head. He needed to do his duty, and not dwell on that. But how could one not dwell on the whole situation? Animusi were the corolona of legend. They had no peers; they couldn’t be trained by a regular diatribus.

      One of the portends the animusi harbored was that of the world’s upheaval, a massive change…and he didn’t want to be the head of that mess. The last time there were two animusi, the current Eunicanim had come to power, which was a massive change after the Eunicanim before that had ruled for six hundred and eighty years.

      He didn’t want to portend anything. He’d dealt with enough in his life that the very idea of causing upheaval threatened to make him up-heave his dinner.

      Not that he’d eaten much. He couldn’t stop thinking about how easy the elemental magic was to him after combining all four.

      He’d also, quietly, made the call he’d promised on the comset. The pyr’Cardinal was not surprised that he was calling, but how quickly he’d realized his ability.

      “But, ma’am, what do I do?”

      “For now, stay where you are. Do what have been doing. Don’t let anyone know what you have discovered. Your life is going to change, Grandin. But not just yet. You are safest in the temple.”

      “Will you teach me?”

      “Of course.” Bethela nodded. “I would not have suggested you seek those powers unless I was willing to teach you.” They made plans for him to join her at a different location, so they didn’t advertise his abilities or their meetings.

      For just the briefest moments, he wondered if all the sicutus were animus and no one had realized it.

      The crystal rang.

      Rand jerked his head up. The crystal wasn’t ever supposed to make noise. But the bell tone came through clear and pleasant. He studied the priceless object, frightened and curious.

      In the blue-aqua crystal was the face of a woman, staring back at him. Cloudy and distorted by the crystal, she was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. She had dark red hair, a rarity, and big brown eyes lit with curiosity and shock.

      He stood from the watcher’s station and walked toward the crystal and the woman’s face. She was gorgeous, and he had a sudden, burning urge to reach out and run his hand down her cheek, knowing it would be soft and warm.

      There was a look of shock on her face just an instant before she disappeared. The crystal didn’t return to the same state he had always seen it. It was glowing and throwing light on the wall and ceiling of the temple, and now—with the frightening newfound power—was vibrating through the aether. He found he wasn’t really afraid of what was going on so much as curious.

      A moment more and a low, pleasant hum started to fill the chamber. The hum was briefly accompanied by a flash of the visage of the woman, now skeptical and curious. Rand backed away a few steps, about to turn to head back to the watcher’s station, hoping to find out what the hell was going on—but the crystal sang to him this time, the tones and melody holding him there, asking him to stay and wait. There was destiny approaching.

      Am I losing my mind? The crystal hadn’t spoken, but the message was clear.

      Wait.

      Destiny.

      Rand waited. The crystal was still humming pleasantly, but as he watched, the crystal pulsed a few times slowly with no pattern. Then, it started to really glow. It grew bright and brighter, the aqua light throwing more color fragments around the room, whirling madly across the walls, ceiling, floor. The rainbow that had been there before was gone, and the colors were now the pure green and white of the Eunia Crystal.

      The light was suddenly blinding and expanded to hundred times bigger than the crystal itself. The sounds in the room went from a hum to scream that grew to engulf the room, and then, in the center of the near-blinding light, there was a portal, a door opening, showing a place that looked so oddly familiar and strangely different from his own rooms.

      From the center of this portal came a figure, falling forward, compelled through the opening, clearly the source of the scream. Rand could see this figure pulled through the crystal portal was not ready or willing to be yanked through—and was going to fall flat on their face if he didn’t do something.

      He leapt forward just as their foot hit the cold floor and caught them around the waist, steadying them while they—she—still shrieked.

      “Please stop,” he said in her ear. “Please. I will not harm you.”

      A huge gasp rattled her chest, and a moment later she started to breathe. Panicked, but he would take it over the screaming and gasp that had preceded it. She jumped back out of his grasp and dropped the cup she held in her hand, the dark liquid exploding all over the floor, but the cup remaining mostly in one piece.

      “What the fuck just happened!” Her voice was shrill and demanding, but her whole sense was one of fear and confusion.

      “I do not know,” he answered.

      “Where am I? What the hell is going on?”

      Rand held up his hands to try and convince her he was not going to hurt her. “You are at the Eunia Temple, in the capital city of Shorneberg in Cardinal Terrun.”

      She stared at him. “The what?”

      Rand shook his head. “I am sorry. I don’t know how else to explain this place.” He gestured around, realizing the crystal returned to its familiar resting state. “I am a Night Guardian of the Eunia Temple, the Sicutus Grandin ven’Dargan.”

      “Dude, that made less sense than the first thing. Am I dreaming? Did someone shoot me with a knockout dart and this is all a hallucination?” Even her confusion and anger couldn’t hide the beautiful sound of her voice.

      He opted to go even more simple. “My name is Grandin.”

      She stared him as if realizing he was not a hallucination. “You…you were the man in the light.”

      His eyebrows rose. “You saw me?”

      “You busted through the rainbow and…” She cocked her head. “You’re even more handsome in person.”

      Rand smiled. “I feel the same about you, gi. Much more beautiful than what the crystal showed me.” He stepped back and lowered his hands. “Do you have a name?”

      “Devon. I’m Devon Roebick.”

      Rand tried the name. “Very pretty.”

      “So where am I again?”

      “This is the city of Shorneberg. It is the capital of our province and country, Cardinal Terrun.”

      “And you’re who?”

      “A guard here at the temple. I am a sicutus.”

      “A sick tush?”

      Rand laughed. “No, no. A sic-u-tus. A person who harbors the ability to touch the elements, but not command them.” He was going to let the lie bother him, but realized she was still too hysterical to correct himself. “Come, please, sit down. You are a welcome guest here. What just happened was a thing of legend here in the temple.”

      “What just happened was a complete mind fuck, and not supposed to happen because I touched a key to a lock.”

      Unfurling her fingers, she revealed a key in her hand. Rand could not stop the gasp. “The Skull Key.”

      “Well, skeleton key, but yeah. Same idea.” Closing her hand around the key, the woman—Devon—started to look around the room. “So am I dreaming? Hallucinating?”

      “I am not aware that I am a hallucination, gi.” Rand walked to the desk and grabbed the pitcher of water, pouring and offering her a glass. “I am intrigued by what you are wearing and what you dropped on the floor.”

      Her head whipped back to the floor where she had first stepped through. “Oh, no. My coffee. My mug!” She knelt down and picked up the…mug? And what looked like the handle. “Oh, damn it. This was a gift. Ouch!” With that last exclaimation, she dropped the mug again. A thin line of blood welled up on her finger, and in the next instant, Rand saw tears well in her eyes as she looked up at him.

      “This isn’t a dream?”

      “No, gi. I am real. This place is real. What just happened to you is real.”

      She glanced at the crystal. “How do I go home?”

      “I…” Rand stared at her and wished he could give her a good answer. “I don’t know, gi. I didn’t even believe the crystal could open a portal. I didn’t…” He swallowed. “I didn’t even believe the crystal was anything more than a symbol for the power of the gaians and eun.”

      She blinked and the tears fell. Her pretty lip quivered as she stared at the blood on her finger. “I don’t want this. Send me home. Please. Send me home.”

      Her panic was horrible to him, but he held out the glass of water. “There is someone we can ask. We cannot ask right now, but in the morning, I will call the pyr’Cardinal and ask her what we can do. Is that agreeable?”

      Devon took the glass and sipped the water. “Yes, that’s fine. I don’t really have a choice, do I? Am I supposed to believe in this magic?”

      “I suppose if we can get you home, you can pretend this was all a dream, gi.”

      “Well, since we both speak English, it really ought to be a dream.”

      “Ing-liss?”

      “Oh. English. Language.”

      “But we’re not speaking English. We’re speaking Terrun.”

      “I guess that works. Since this is a dream.”

      “A dream indeed.”

      But looking at this woman, Rand didn’t want this to be a dream. He wanted to get to know this woman who now leaned against the watcher station desk. She was perfection, and her innate sense, the aura she released was kind, intelligent, funny, able.

      She cocked her head and looked back at the door that locked him away from the rest of the temple for the eight hours of his duty, and a shadow of confusion crossed her face. “What is that noise?”

      “Noise?” Walking up to the doors, he listened. There were unusual noises coming from the other side. Unusual enough for the sounds to raise his hackles. Shouts and banging came closer and closer, and Rand didn’t like it. He ran back to the desk where Devon was still waiting and tapped on the screen there, bringing up some of the camera mocap it was storing. What it showed him was not something he wanted to see.

      Tapping on the screen, he changed cameras, and a nightmare appeared on the screen.

      The front entrance of the temple was on fire, and there were bodies littered around the space. There were four of his fellow guardians defending the entrance to the rest of the temple, but as he switched to another view, he saw their actions were only to keep more people from entering. The halls were littered with bodies and weapons, and some of the other guardians were running as well.

      He had to get the crystal out of there.

      No.

      He spun and looked at the woman standing there.

      She was his destiny. She was from the Eunia Crystal.

      She was the Eunica, the legend itself.

      They had to get the crystal out.

      “Forgive me for this, Devon. We have to go. We’re under attack, and we must get the Eunia out of here.”

      “What?”

      He gestured to the screen as he moved to some panels on the wall across from the watcher’s station. “Under attack. This is not supposed to happen here. But it is what we are trained for. I’m sorry.” The panels popped open when pressing the right areas of the wall in the correct sequence. “The Eunia Crystal must not fall into the hands of anyone who would attack this temple.”

      “Uh, Grandin. I just want to go home.”

      He paused as he pulled the panels wide. “I’m sorry, Devon. I don’t know how to do that. Let’s get out of here in one piece, and we’ll get to the person I know who can answer that and help us.”

      She looked at him. “Is there a way out?”

      Nodding, he punched in the code to open the other wall to the secret passage that would lead them out and away from crystal chamber. It slowly opened on silent hinges, and Devon stared at it. “Well. In for a penny, in for a pound. Got any weapons?”

      “Weapons?” Rand was honestly shocked.

      “Yeah, things to fight with? Shoot at people?”

      “I didn’t think…” He ducked into the wall where he stood and grabbed a few of the secrets the Night Guardians kept. His hands full of objects, he trotted over to the table and laid down what he’d taken out. Two swords, two staffs, two long knives, two bows, two quivers of arrows…and the biggest, most well-kept secret of the Night Guardians.

      Two laser weapons. Guns. Completely and utterly illegal and outlawed by any citizen except the army’s soldiers.

      Utterly shocking him, Devon hefted the gun first and weighed it in her hand. She nodded and looked at him. “Holster?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Holster. Something to carry this in?”

      “Oh, the belt, yes.” Rand trotted over and pulled two of them out, but when he handed one to her, she frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “An actual belt. I was hoping for a shoulder holster.” She paused and glanced down, then laughed. “Well, never mind. I’m wearing Hello Kitty pajamas and a ducky robe. Let’s just go with it.” She fastened it around her waist. Rand smiled and strapped on his own gun. He quickly helped her get the rest of the weapons arranged and secured.

      “So you are a warrior?” It was an odd question, but Rand wanted to know.

      “No, not really. I’m a police officer, of sorts. I’m a protector.”

      “That is a good thing to be.” He looked her up and down. “Well. How does it feel?”

      “Doesn’t impede movement. I’m good. Let’s go. That noise is getting louder.”

      Trotting around the watcher’s station, the screen there showed the hallway outside the chamber door. The fire was moving more quickly now and there were a few shadows beyond the flames, trying to get in. Rand smiled when he realized what had happened.

      “Come on. They’ve bought us time.” Rand walked to the crystal, plucking it off the dais. “It will be too obvious if I have this should they come anywhere near us. Do you have a place to hide it?”

      Devon consider it. “Is it super sacred? Holy?”

      “It’s revered, not holy.”

      Thinking a moment more, she held out her hand. “Fine. Don’t be offended.”

      He dropped it in her palm, and she shoved it into her cleavage. He gasped, but she raised an eyebrow. “I told you don’t be offended. They won’t find it there if they don’t strip me, and there’s no danger of it falling out of a pocket. Let’s go. This thing isn’t comfortable.”

      Rand nodded, impressed how quickly this gorgeous woman warrior adapted. Scared and unsure just moments before, she was now ready to fight.

      He liked this woman.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      Dream? Insanity? Drug induced hallucination? All

      three maybe…

      Devon could hope.

      Instead, she was moving across a temple room with a giant crystal shoved between her boobs, a weird looking gun strapped to her side, and a sword on her back. Oh, the bow in her hand and the scimitar knife looking thing strapped to her forearm. That was fun.

      Hello Kitty was packing tonight. And Devon was grateful for her weapons training and the fact that her boss made her keep up her gun with three days a week at the range. She wasn’t too sure about the knife, but her academy days had given her some experience with a billy club, and she could use that for the bow staff.

      She watched the hot guy—Grandin—close the secret panels where the weapons had been. He crashed off the power on the computer at the desk and ran for where she was waiting at the entrance to the secret entrance. Exit.

      He motioned her down the dark hall and started ahead.

      “Hey, wait,” she called. “The door is open.”

      “There’s no way to close it from in here.”

      “That’s dumb.” Devon grabbed the edge and hauled as close to the threshold as she could. “If you close it, it’ll confuse them.”

      The dim light revealed the look of comprehension and agreement. “But there’s no way…”

      Grandin realized something at that moment. He clicked on a flashlight and illuminated the passage. “I’m going to try something. I have never done this before. If this doesn’t work, we’re going to have to run.”

      Devon nodded, wordlessly. He handed her the flashlight and rubbed a nervous hand on his pants. Holding it out, palm up a moment later, Devon felt a strange electricity on her skin just a heartbeat before a pale blue thread leapt into existence just ahead of his arm. She gasped as a second, bright orange-yellow one joined it, and they were quickly joined with a dark blue and then a green thread. They swirled and joined into a white thread that wrapped willingly, happily around Grandin’s arm.

      The thread snapped out as Grandin tossed his hand at the door. It grabbed the door and slammed it shut, and bounced back to where it rested calmly around his arm.

      Her swallow was audible in the sudden silence. “How the hell did you do that? What is that thing?”

      “What is what thing?”

      “The thing around your arm, that just closed the door for you. It looks like a glowing snake.”

      His astonishment nearly bowled her over. “You can see this?” Grandin held up his arm where the white thread sat calmly waiting, coiled up.

      “It’s glowing, of course I see it.” In the next second, Devon realized that while it was glowing, it wasn’t casting any light on anything. Even where it rested on his arms, the skin was still full of shadows from the flashlight and the flashlight alone. Her panic, which hadn’t retreated very far, started to rise again and threaten what calm she had garnered.

      Grandin touched her forearm gently. “There is so much I have to explain, but we simply don’t have time right now. Devon, I need you to trust me. Please. Once we and the crystal are safe, I will tell you everything I know and everything you need to know. But we have got to get away from here.”

      Oddly enough, she did trust him. Once she nodded, he took the flashlight and started to lead her down the passageway in silence, the white thing still coiled on his arm.

      She was scared out of her wits, but she knew that panic wouldn’t help anyone. The door had simply opened and yanked her through what her brain had decided was a glass and crystal tunnel. It was frightening as hell, and she tried desperately to catch her footing on a floor that wasn’t there. The fall had probably been less than ten feet, but it felt like an hour.

      And while Grandin had scared her by catching her, she was grateful he had. Devon would have face planted. The marble floor in there had looked less than ideal for a face plant. He had been very kind and gentle and careful. He acted carefully so her panic would subside.

      That he was absolutely smokin’ hot didn’t hurt the situation.

      Devon didn’t know what to make of any of this. She wanted to believe she tripped and hit her head and was lying on the bedroom floor out completely cold. This was just her overactive imagination taking the weird key and making something of it. But at the same time, the coffee cup cut had hurt, and she knew injuries in dreams weren’t supposed to hurt. If she followed that to its illogical conclusion, that meant when she fell through the door, she had actually gone somewhere and apparently fell right into the middle of a war.

      Fabulous.

      But if she was in the middle of a war, how did she know she was on the right side? Couldn’t Grandin be a part of the oppressors? And why did she have a giant crystal shoved between her boobs in her bra?

      Devon took a deep breath. She knew she had to stay calm. She had gone through the police academy like every other police officer in Denver. Just because she wasn’t on the street didn’t mean she was soft or stupid. She’d just have to take her time and let this play out and make her decisions later.

      Meanwhile, it was time to survive—either this weird reality or this nightmare.

      Grandin walked confidently ahead of her, but she had the feeling that was training. It was apparent he’d had some martial arts training by the way he was moving and holding the weapons. He also wasn’t comfortable with the gun, but confident nonetheless. She figured that the guns weren’t common.

      “Tell me about this war.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “Is it a secret?”

      “No.” He tossed a look over his shoulder. “It’s just started.”

      “What?”

      “Quite literally. I had no idea there was dissent. I am, as most of the Temple Guardians, out of the loop of current events.”

      She stopped dead. “What?”

      He trotted back to her. “No, don’t stop moving, I don’t know how much time I bought with us disappearing down this passage.”

      “How do you not know what’s going on in your world?”

      He grabbed her elbow and pulled her along. He was strong—far stronger than she had expected. “Please, keep moving. You have to realize that as a sicutus, I have no place in either society—not gaian nor promethean.”

      Devon gave up resisting him and followed willingly. “Those words mean nothing to me. You can’t stick your head in the sand and pretend you don’t know what’s going on.”

      He slowed his walk and brought them to a T in the passage. “I don’t want to explain our society on the run, but you have to trust me that while I’m honored among humans, I don’t fit in.” He held up his hand. “Stop. Listen.”

      Devon slowed her breathing so she could hear over herself. There was the sound of running feet, screams, pops from the right. The left didn’t have a sound, and Grandin pointed that direction. “We should go left.”

      “No.” Devon grabbed his arm to stop him. “We should go right. Left might lead us away safely, but we can lose ourselves in the panicking crowd.”

      Grandin tilted his head. “That’s brilliant. We could hope to make it to the palace that way. I’m sure we can take some of the public conduit services too.”

      “If you’re not part of society, do you have the money for that?” Devon kind of cringed on that suggestion. Was she basing this on a dystopia or Star Trek? “I mean, does it cost to ride a train around here?”

      “I have taken it without money.”

      “Because it’s free, or because you’re some kind of monk?”

      “You are quite the infuriating woman, aren’t you?”

      Devon huffed. “Look. I don’t know jack shit about what’s going on here. I don’t. I’m just trying to make sense and think this through. Are you the kind of monk that won’t stand out if we take you out there, or are you one of those who everyone can identify on sight?”

      “My robes of station are recognizable, but most people don’t know my face.”

      “There. Thank you. Will they give you wide berth if they see you?”

      He blinked, then nodded. “Yes. It’s a mark of respect.”

      “Let’s get lost in the crowd. We can either take the transportation to the palace or we can walk.”

      He stared at her for a long moment. “You are a warrior, aren’t you?”

      “I’m a police officer who pieces together people’s lives after they’ve died. Also, I am interested in living, getting this crystal out of my bra, and getting back to my bedroom and continuing my coffee.”

      He smirked, and it made him even more handsome. “You are vivacious.”

      Devon lifted an eyebrow. “And I plan on staying that way.”

      He gestured to the right, and Devon started running with him. He was fast, and she wished she were wearing regular clothes instead of a robe and pajamas. But they reached the end of the passageway quickly, coming up against a door. It was a rough wood door, and Grandin pressed his ear against it. From the look on his face, he couldn’t hear a thing and was disappointed by it.

      Devon stepped up next to him and whispered, “Use the whippy thing.”

      “The what?”

      She tapped his arm. “The thread whip thing. If you got it to close the door, can’t it tell if there are people on the other side?”

      Grandin gasped and nodded. “You’re right. I’m not used to this…” He closed his eyes for a moment, and the thread slithered off his arm and down, under the door. “Wow. This is amazing. I don’t feel anyone inside.” He looked at her in the shadows of the flashlight. “We went the other direction from the one I know. I’m not sure where this room opens to. But I’ll keep checking as we go along.”

      It sounded like the best plan, and Devon nodded. The thread of white coiled back, and they could both hear the door unlock. At least that was a familiar sound. Slowly and carefully, Grandin pushed the door into the room, revealing a space that was dark save for the lights of the city and the fire that filtered in through windows. He pushed it closed behind them while Devon walked over to the window.

      The scene was horrific. There were people streaming through the streets, away from the fire. The fire was raging, the flames shooting eighty, a hundred feet into the air, consuming the whole of the building. She felt Grandin move next to her and look out the window.

      “Gods and stars,” he breathed. “Oh, please, let the sicutii have gotten out…”

      “What was the point of this?”

      “I don’t know. I teach children and protect that crystal. I don’t play in politics, or plans.”

      “Was…was your family in there?”

      “My blood family is dead, years ago. These were my soul-family. We live together. We protect together.”

      Swallowing hard, Devon was awed by the flames and truly hoped no one Grandin cared about was lost in the fire. “Are there firefighters? Will someone come and put it out?”

      “The neros and lymphus should be there by now…they will gather the water and douse the flame. Perhaps some of the pyros and incaedus will help.”

      “Was that a yes or a no?” Devon wasn’t sure.

      “Yes.” There was a little amusement in his voice.

      Devon stepped back from the window and looked around the room. It looked like it was a bedroom or wardrobe room of some sort. She pulled open the closet and found a rack of clothes. She couldn’t decide if they were girls’ or guys’ clothes, and she didn’t care. She had to get out of the Hello Kitty getup.

      “Tell me about this place,” she called, pulling out a few pieces of clothes. “Where am I? Who are you?”

      Grandin stayed in the window, but he looked down at his hand, and she watched as the thread disappeared—and she felt it go. The sensation sent a chill up her spine. She ducked behind the screen and peeled off the robe.

      “I don’t know where you come from, so I don’t know how to explain any of this.”

      “Who are you? Start there.”

      “I am Sicutus Grandin ven’Dargan, a Night Guardian of the Eunia Crystal, which you currently have tucked in your bosom. A sicutus is someone who is neither gaian—”

      “Start there. What is a gaian?”

      “A gaian is a human who can speak to the elements, earth, air, fire, and water. Those who cannot are called prometheans.”

      Devon paused. “Gaia? As in the earth goddess? And Prometheus, the god who gave humans fire?”

      His shock registered as an earthquake in her mind. “Yes. How did you know if you came through the crystal?”

      “Those are our legends and mythology. Gaia is one of the primordial gods; she birthed the Titans and Ouranos. That’s the Greek pantheon.”

      “It’s our legend. The eun are born of that tradition.”

      She poked her head after pulling on a new shirt. “What is a youn?”

      “Eun are another race of beings who share the world with us. They have a pure and untainted connection with the elements that run through the very fabric of existence. They are all born with the abilities. The gaian humans are the only ones who can see the elements and control them. I am gaian, but was labeled a sicutus because I was never able to control the elements in any form.”

      Devon slipped on the pants and stepped out from behind the screen. “That sounds like you’re not sure you’re a sicutus anymore.”

      He was staring at his arm. “That thread you saw? You’re not supposed to be able to see it, and I’m not supposed to be able to call it to me.” Grandin looked up at her. “But I didn’t call just one element. I called all four. That’s never supposed to happen.” He took several steps toward her. “And you. You are not supposed to appear out of the crystal and look so beautiful. You’re not supposed to be here. This, you, are a legend—a story told to children in bedtime stories and around campfires.”

      “Grandin—”

      His strides took him right up to her. “I have never wanted to be more than a sicutus. I have been rejected by my society, yet at the same time they honor me. And now, if I can control all the elements, I am animusi, and one of the most hunted and wanted and desired gaians in all of Cardinal Terrun. And you have the crystal that controls our destiny, after emerging from it minutes before. That makes you one of the most hunted women in all of Cardinal Terrun.”

      Devon looked at him, drawing herself up. “Am I supposed to be intimidated by you? You forget I have just as many weapons strapped to me as you do.”

      He smirked again. “We have to make it to the Cardinal Wind Palace, together, with the crystal. They will be able to get us to the Eunicanim and help us solve this.” His tone dropped. “My life is destroyed. No matter whether they burned up my home or not—I am no longer a sicutus and everything has to change.”

      The window beyond him glowed with the fire in the palace. “The Cardinal Wind Palace, you say?”

      “Yes.”

      Grabbing the backpack off the floor and folding her pajamas and robe into it, Devon nodded. “Let’s do this. How far away is this place from here?”

      “An hour by conduit car.”

      “Means nothing.”

      “Forty-three leagues.”

      Devon was surprised. That measurement she knew, and a quick calculation made her sigh. “That’ll take a week.”

      “If the revolt hasn’t spread, we should be able to grab that public conduit for a good distance of it.”

      She nodded. “Okay. And those robes are going to get us on there, right?”

      Once again, Grandin laughed. “And so will yours. You’ve chosen the robes of an incaedus wielder, and that will give you a pass as well.” He straightened her collar. “Be careful with the weapons. You seem confident with the laser gun. Know they are outlawed to all except our military. No one would be crazy enough to pick one up from a fallen soldier either. Hide it. Use the other weapons.”

      “Grandin, you should know…I don’t do well in crowds of people. All of their emotions tend to overwhelm me, and I have panic attacks and it’s not pretty. If all of those people are freaking out, it’s going to be hard for me to keep my walls up and not be influenced by them.”

      He cocked his head. “I think if you stick with me, I can shield you from the most of the onslaught.”

      Tugging on her sleeve to hide the scimitar knife, she glanced up and met his gorgeous green eyes. “Grandin?”

      “Rand. Please. Call me Rand.”

      “Rand. Did you take a vow of celibacy?”

      The laugh was delightful as it rang out through the room. “No, no. Only those who serve at holy temples consider those.”

      “Good.” Devon grabbed his collar and pulled him to her. “Because I’ve really wanted to kiss you since I stepped through that crystal.”
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      This gorgeous warrior woman wanted to kiss him.

      Who was he to argue?

      She pulled him in, and Rand was happy to close the rest of the distance and dropped a kiss on her lips. His instincts were to keep the kiss chaste, but she was not so inclined. Her warm, sweet lips convinced him quickly to taste more of her. And it seemed a long time they stood, her hand woven in his hair, and his arm tight around her waist, kissing the fear away.

      “It’s not wrong that I wanted to kiss you, is it?” Her words were soft.

      “No, Devon. It’s not. I felt the same.”

      “Good.”

      He stared down into her big brown eyes and had to still himself. They had a journey ahead of them, and now was a bad time to give into lust. “Let’s get going. I want to hope the Crystal Guardians are all safe, and we must be on our way.”

      She agreed, and calling the elements back to him, moved them to the door.

      “I can see how you do that,” she whispered.

      “Call the elements?”

      “Yes. I shouldn’t, though, should I?”

      He pulled the door open after the thread told him there was no one on the other side. “I think actually, you should.”

      The hallway was dark, and he moved them to the stairs. The temple was on the same hill, and the passageway had let them out on the third floor of a building on that hill. He wound them down and out to the front door. There was no small amount of chaos on the street there, and he was fairly sure it would be easy to slip into the crowd.

      Devon took his hand, and he liked the sense of completeness it gave him.

      “Why do you think I should be able to see that magic?” She was curious and intelligent.

      “Let’s get to our first stop, and I will tell you the stories I was told as a child about the Eunia Crystal. Then you will understand.”

      She nodded, brave and scared at the same time. He felt as though he should have no worry about her ability to protect him, and no fear that she would fight for him as well.

      Watching the crowd speed by, he ducked them into the speeding throngs and let them be pulled along.

      The conduit route he wanted was about a mile up the road, and he could see the news bulletin was still running at the station. The people around them were panicked, but by the murmurings around them, more interested in getting away from the now enormous fire that the temple had become.

      The bulletin screen was running an emergency banner at the bottom, and there were red selections for the story buttons. Walking straight up to it, Rand considered the labels and touched the option for “Temple Destruction.”

      The face of one of the well-known journalists came up and began her explanation.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Cardinal Terrun, it is with great sadness and distress that I report to you our beloved and honored Eunia Temple is under attack from what we believe is a faction of separatists. They have broken in the gates and have set fire to the temple itself in a declared attempt to kill all within and destroy the Eunia Crystal. We are unsure why they are attempting this now.

      “The Temple Guardians have called for the help of the eun neros and gaian lymphus to help extinguish the blaze. It is their dearest hope that the crystal has not been damaged, and that the four missing guardians are alive and well.

      “We know next to nothing about this movement, and their violence goes against our very foundations. Our team of reporters and researchers are tracking down information, and we will have a report as soon as the information is discovered.

      “Meanwhile, if you are in the area of Shorneberg near the temple, please evacuate as quickly and as calmly as possible. We have no guarantees that this fire will stay contained to the temple.”

      “So hang on here,” Devon said quietly. “You fight with swords, you dress like the dark ages vomited you up, and yet you have these fancy screens and floating cars?”

      Rand glanced at her. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. What is a dark age?”

      Waving her hand in dismissal, she answered, “Never mind. Let’s get out of here. They are going to be looking for us soon.”

      “For me. They don’t know you exist yet.” Rand took her hand again and moved down the stairs to the station below. He began to check the timetables and screens for the next conduit as the next car slid into the station and came to a halt, doors lifting to let people out.

      “It’s crowded.” Rand shook his head. “We should wait.”

      Devon had other ideas. She pulled him to a car with just enough room for the two of them to squeeze in. She leaned up and whispered, “I might be no good with crowds, but I’m even more no good with being found before we know what’s going on. Look, I know you don’t know anything about this group, but it’s my experience that as long as we keep the prize out of their hands, we have a chance of understanding what’s going on.” She looked at him. “I keep people’s inheritances from them with my questioning. Until I’m satisfied, they don’t get to see the prize. Think about that. If we keep the...prize hidden, they’ll keep looking and reveal their goals.”

      Cocking his head, he smiled. “What did you say you do?”

      “I’m an investigative police officer for the coroner’s unit. I hang out with the dead people and get their living relatives to tell me the truth.”

      He put a finger to her lips. “Say nothing more.” Speaking of the dead around the prometheans could be trouble. There was a prominent sect of worshippers who believed speaking of the dead invoked them, and while he didn’t believe in such rubbish, there were many who would publically chastise those who did, believer or not. More so, those who handled the dead of Cardinal Terrun tended to be shunned by the public. With all their advanced thinking there were those who just clung to such wrong beliefs. He also realized Devon looked insulted. “I will explain later.”

      “Everything is later,” she bit out. “What stop are we heading to?”

      He looked up at the map and saw the light was on in the Temple District. He traced the line and found it didn’t directly intersect with the Palace District, but they could get off in the Farmer’s Wares District and walk the last few miles. “Farmer’s Wares.”

      “That’s a long ride,” she murmured.

      “I know, but far better than trying to walk, don’t you think?”

      The passengers slowly thinned out as the refugees from the Temple District left the car a few at a time to go to houses where they were welcome and safe. Eventually, there was enough room for them to sit safely next to each other and watch the comings and goings. The ride was long—nearly two hours, but he had never pretended this was the fastest way to go. The info screen flashed details here and there, mostly everything they had already learned. The windows flashed and brightened as the conduit train rose out of the sharp, uneven hills of the huge Temple District to ride into the low rolling landscape that was the Farming District.

      Rand had never really considering how large Shorneberg was. They had a dozen or more districts, all a virtual city unto themselves. The Temple District, the Farmer’s District, the Palace District, the University District—all just a part of the huge city that was the heart of Cardinal Terrun. As they cruised out of the Temple and University Districts, the sun was just starting to rise.

      “Shit,” Devon mumbled. “I’ve been up for hours, and it’s just the start of your—day.”

      “I’ve been up for hours too. I’m usually heading to bed right about now.”

      Devon stared out the window. “It is beautiful, though.”

      Rand nodded. “We have eight more stops before we reach the market, probably half an hour.”

      “And where do we go from there?”

      “The Palace District is about three leagues away. We should be able to reach it by midafternoon.”

      The info screen on the wall chimed and came to life. The same journalist from earlier appeared and she looked grave. “Ladies and gentlemen of Cardinal Terrun. It is with deep sorrow I come to you this morning with terrible news. Two of the four Temple Guardians have been found slaughtered at their posts in the temple. Temple Guardians Illura ter’Burlint and Hudestin ven’Petreck have both been identified.”

      “Illura...” The news of her death and its implications were too much to process. “Gods and stars. If she’s dead, that leaves Lornen.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Devon shook her head and pointed to the screen as the journalist continued.

      “The last two missing guardians have been identified as Lornen pyr’Quarter and Grandin ven’Dargen. It is hoped they have both escaped the temple before it started to collapse. The fire has been brought under control enough for the Crystal Chamber to have been reached, but in more distressing news, it appears that the Eunia Crystal has gone missing.”

      The people on the car let out a collective gasp and started murmuring among themselves. The flood of sudden worry and fear threatened him, and he saw Devon shrink back and hide behind him. He called the elements to him again, and this time used them to create a diffuse bubble around them, using it as a shield to keep her from the onslaught while he watched the info screen.

      “It is not clear what’s happened to the crystal—whether it was hidden or taken, and who would have done this, but it is missing, along with two of the guardians. If anyone has seen either of these men, please alert the authorities immediately, so we may find the very heart of our society and return it to its place for safekeeping.”

      Now the murmuring turned to him, and he felt the eyes of the conduit train turn to him, sitting there.

      In temple robes.

      “Shit.” Devon leaned around him. “Oh shit. Rand, they recognize your robes. We can’t stay on this train.”

      “We’re still too far from the Farmer’s Marketplace.”

      She grabbed his chin and turned him gently to look at her. “Listen to me. These people will turn you in. The news lady’s voice said it all. Until the crystal is returned or you can prove you didn’t steal it, you’re under suspicion. And they will turn you in to keep what they know.”

      Glancing around at the few faces he could see from their seats, she was absolutely correct. They were looking at his robe and assessing the colors and cut of what he was wearing, very much ready to report him to the central security agency.

      “Would it be a good move if we went to security ourselves?”

      “Who do you trust with the crystal?”

      He swore. He didn’t want them to have the crystal; he would only be comfortable with it in the hands of the Eunicanim. “I suspect you have an idea?”

      “That goes beyond ‘get off the train’?”

      “We should stay on.”

      “No, we can’t. Rand, if they find a picture of you and flash it on these screens, we’re done for. Have you ever been interrogated by a security force?”

      “I’m not much of a scofflaw.”

      Devon put her hand on his arm. “You won’t be able to hold out. Most people can’t. The Academy has a training program for detectives that teaches interrogation techniques. And the police have limits on what they can do. I can’t imagine what the government forces are like. You won’t get out of the jail. We have to get off at the next stop and come up with a better disguise for you to wear.”

      He glanced back at the passengers who had gone back to chatting with each other. They were going to get caught if they didn’t do something. “Fine. Which stop is this?”

      “Palldin Damvan?” Devon slaughtered the words.

      “Pauthin Damuan.” Rand laughed. “We’ll have to catch you up on how to pronounce things.”

      “Does it seem strange to you that we speak the same language, and I can read your alphabet?”

      “Yes, it does.” He nodded. “But I’m not going to dwell on that right now. The stop is coming up in a few minutes, and we’ll get off. Worse for worse, I know someone who lives nearby, about a league away from the stop.”

      “Good enough.” She sat back in the chair. “When we get there, just stand and walk off like everyone else has. Don’t run, don’t skip, don’t seem too happy or sad. Just walk off.”

      She was right; they had to stay calm. He took a few deep breaths and steadied himself. He might know the land and the city and the society, but she clearly knew how to handle a situation like this. They were going to have to work together, even though Devon had no real idea what was going on.

      Or what her destiny was.
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* * *

      The trees and fields tumbled by the windows of the train. Devon could feel Rand shielding her from the emotions of the people on the train. It was so odd. They were there, but they weren’t affecting her. She didn’t understand.

      She didn’t understand a lot of what was going on. Not letting herself dwell on that, Devon took stock of what they had between them: the backpack with her clothes, the clothes she was wearing, and the clothes Rand was wearing. That was it. Leaning out and around the very handsome man next to her, she assessed what the women and men were wearing.

      Devon smiled. She knew exactly what they had to do. The train started to slow, and she stood from her seat along with a few other people who were going to get off the same stop. She pulled Rand to his feet, and as soon as the doors opened, she dragged him out onto the platform. A few of the people were looking them up and down, and Devon had a very bad feeling about the one pair of men who were just inside the train, watching them.

      Spinning Rand around, she pulled his hands to her waist and giggled. She leaned up and whispered, “Kiss me.”

      It didn’t take much convincing. He dropped his lips to hers, and she was swept away again by the gentle sweetness of him. He was warm and soft and without any prompting he deepened the kiss, taking possession of her and driving the heat of her blood up. Even after the door chimed its closing tones and the train started to pull away, he didn’t seem interested in breaking away.

      “And there’s no woman in your life?” It was a long time after the train was gone he finally released her and she was able to breathe again.

      “None that I would claim as mine.”

      Devon didn’t like that answer. She stepped back and wanted to lose her shit on him, but—where was she that the rules of what she knew as her world applied here. After all, he still wasn’t saying that he was involved with anyone. And she did like his kisses. “Okay, all right. Let’s figure this out. Come on.” She took his hand and led him down the stairs, discovering an alcove there to duck into after checking most of the travelers had gone. “Take off your robe.”

      “Um, what?” The look on his face was hilarious.

      “Take off your robe. We’re switching clothes.”

      A wave of relief washed through her from him, and she laughed. “Did you think I was just going to make you strip?”

      “You’re not from around here. I don’t know what your customs are. Maybe having a man strip is a mating ritual, or maybe a precursor to making a snack of them.”

      Devon laughed. “Here I was worried about you playing the field with me, and you’re thinking I’m a cannibal.”

      His fingers stopped on the buttons he was working on. “Playing the field?”

      “It’s an expression, meaning you’re cheating on someone with me.”

      “Cheating. No. I have no one to cheat with. I have had women in my bed, but I am not in a relationship.”

      Devon held up a hand. “I know. I get it. And I’m not in the habit of eating the very man who can help figure out what’s going on.” She nodded at his robe. “Now. Get it off.”

      Rand started back on the buttons and smirked. “You know, if we were in a different time and place, I might take that as a different kind of command.”

      “You are definitely not a monk.” Devon couldn’t hide the laughter in her voice. She removed all the weapons she had strapped to her in various places and pulled the pants off. The shirt was long enough to maintain her dignity. Before Rand could even ask her a question, she held the pants out. “They’re shapeless enough to fit you. Slip them on, then hand me your robe. I’m going to wear that, with a few adjustments.”

      Rand stared at her after he took the pants and looked a little hesitant. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m a trained observer. I see things. The women on the train were wearing something like your robe, without the epaulettes and trim. So I have to take those off. I’ll stuff them in the backpack with the other stuff we can’t wear. We sure as heck can’t leave them here or throw them out. You look worried you won’t get to keep them.”

      He nodded. “I am. They are my life.”

      “And that has to hide. Pants, please. So I can get to the robe.”

      The pants slipped on without a problem, and he slid off the robe. Devon took the robe he offered and couldn’t help but stare at the muscled bared chest the robe had been hiding. She finally ripped her eyes away, reminding herself they didn’t know how much time they had until someone—good or bad or who knew which side—caught up with them.

      The scimitar knife was exactly what she needed and went to work, making the hem shorter by cutting off the trim at the bottom and then taking it up another six inches. She did the same to the sleeves and the collar. Buttoning up the robe, she sliced up the sides to where it would rest just about midway up the thigh. Devon sheathed the knife and slipped the robe over her head. There was plenty of room, and she used the trick every middle school girl who ever had gym class. She slipped the arms out of the shirt and into the robe, pulling it out overhead through the collar and holding it out for Rand to take.

      “That was impressive.” He took the shirt from Devon.

      “Every guy thinks so.” While Rand was distracted putting the shirt on, Devon took a moment to readjust the crystal in her bra. It was uncomfortable, but resettling it helped. It was a large crystal and for the first time she was grateful for her generous bust. No one would know it was there unless they were reaching in. And she’d punch them first if they tried to do that.

      “The only problem is your shoes.” Rand pointed to her slippers. “That’s not something someone would wear out and about.”

      “How would I get a pair of those?”

      “It’s been years since I’ve done anything but just put in order. If I remember from when I was a kid, we did have to pay for things like shoes and clothes.” He stared at her. “I have put myself under a rock. I don’t know what the rest of the world is like, and for someone who is supposed to be a leader and an example that’s inexcusable.”

      “Glad you realize that.” Devon huffed out a breath. “We might have to resort to aggressive borrowing.”

      “Aggressive borrowing?”

      “Stealing.”

      Rand laughed. “You have a way with words. I think we can probably head to a charity shop and get something. I know that those are out here. I assisted in a few of those over the years, while I was in school. I know I had to buy a few things in them too.”

      “Okay, good. We still don’t have any collective money between the two of us, but let’s—”

      Devon froze and slapped her hand over Rand’s mouth. She put a finger to her lips and walked them back from the edge of the alcove.

      The sounds of boots could be heard above, running across the platform. There were shouts and directions, all accompanied by more thunderous footsteps. She tried to still her heartbeat so that even that wouldn’t give them away.

      “You said they were here.”

      “They were. They must have run down the platform.”

      Rand whispered in her ear, “They reported us.” Devon nodded, tapping her finger on her lips, pulling them even closer to the wall, as far back in the shadows as they could go.

      “First!”

      There was some running. “Yes, sir?”

      “Get the men to fan out. Search the area. If ven’Dargan is here, we have to find him. We need to know that he has the crystal and not pyr’Quarter.” There was a pause. “And for the sake of Olympus, remember that we don’t know for sure that he’s not in league with the Separatists. Take him by force if you have to.”

      “What about the report of the woman he was with?”

      “Inconsequential. If you can get her alive, fine. If not, no matter.”

      Rand physically jerked against her. She stared at him hard, willing him to calm down without opening her mouth. He wanted to react, but that was the last thing they needed at that moment. She shook her head; they weren’t going to kill her.

      The boots marched down the stairs they had used, and there was no way they were far enough back in the barely existent shadows of dawn to hide from someone determined to find them. She swallowed and figured it would be better not to resist on her part if it seemed they were going to kill her. Devon got ready to put her hands in the air and quietly surrender—

      —when suddenly whatever strange magic Rand had flared to life around them, binding them, making the space dark and closed. He grabbed her hand, and the same magic blazed through her soul, her body, her mind and joined his in a rush, redoubling the already power spell he had woven.

      Devon could barely breathe. She looked around to see nothing. His magic made them dark, made them part of the shadow.

      Their magic.

      The booted security officers stomped around outside of their dark bubble, shouting and chatting, and then clomping on a moment or two later to search another area. Rand held her close, tucking them both back as far as he could, waiting until the sounds of the soldiers retreated from their hiding spot.

      Slowly, he unwound the magic, releasing them both from the spell, and releasing her magic back to her.

      Devon stared at Rand. She was out of breath and out of words.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “Your magic. Our magic. There is a lot that you need to know, and I will explain. But as you can see, we may not be in the correct place and time for that.”

      Nodding, she realized she didn’t want to step away from him. He was comfortable—familiar if that was possible. But eventually, Devon did step back. She steadied herself and reassessed the situation. Peering out of the alcove, she surveyed the area, and there was no immediate sign of the soldiers. Feeling a little disoriented, she was glad for Rand’s hand on her arm. She turned and looked at him. “We can’t get back on the train. Not right now.” 
      “I know. I have a friend out here. He disappeared from the Universities when I was nineteen, and he hides from the rest of the world.” Rand gestured straight ahead. “I know where he lives.”

      “Is he willing to put up with fugitives?”

      “He is my best friend if a sicutus has such a thing in this world.”

      Devon nodded. “If you’re sure he won’t turn us out.”
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      The truth was, Rand couldn’t be sure if they would be turned out. The end of his friendship with Olosos was tenuous at best. There had been a fight, an actual knock-down-drag-out, and he didn’t know how his friend—ex-friend?—would take seeing him.

      But the security team hadn’t cared if Devon had lived or died.

      Imagine how they would feel if they had killed half of the Eunicanim.

      Imagine how he’d feel if they’d killed the beautiful young woman he was with. The very thought nearly stripped his breath from his lungs. He’d known her five hours? Not even, and the thought of losing her nearly stopped his heart. He had to keep her safe; he had to get her to the palace.

      He might also want to explain what exactly she was, and what that meant to the people of Cardinal Terrun.

      Rand led her down the road, toward Olosos’s house, and hoped he wouldn’t turn them out. Devon needed shoes, and he needed to figure out how to get them to the palace. And how to explain why they had to go to the Eunicanim Palace without showing the crystal.

      At the pace they were moving, they would be at Olosos’s house by noon.

      “Rand, I could really use a drink. I’m exhausted from running and walking.” Devon tossed a look over at him. “I haven’t had much more than a sip since my coffee busted on the floor.”

      He was not inclined to disagree. “I could use a nap and drink myself.”

      “Don’t even bring up sleep.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll make sure that I don’t yawn.”

      Just as he thought, the very word worked its psychological magic on her and Devon let out a huge yawn that was laced with curses. “You sadistic bastard.”

      “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

      She ignored him. “How about a drink? Do we have a hope?”

      The air around them was still heavy with early morning summer dew. Rand considered a moment and then decided to try his new magic again—but just as he was about to summon it, he stopped with a glance at Devon. “The air has plenty of water. Would you like to help me try to wring some out for us to drink?”

      “Me?” Her astonishment was genuine.

      “It was your magic that helped me build the wall that the soldiers couldn’t see through. Would you like to learn?”

      “You can teach me?”

      “I’m a teacher.” Rand paused. “When I’m not running around heavily armed trying to avoid the security forces.”

      “You’re a teacher?”

      “Is that really so unbelievable?”

      She blew out a breath and mumbled, “Hot for teacher.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, shit, I said that out loud. Sorry. Yes, please. I would like to learn.”

      Not sure what to make of her last statement, Rand took her hand and flipped it over as they walked. Cupping his under hers, he could easily feel the magic flowing through her this time. In the alcove, it had slammed through her, awakening all at once in a dangerous rush. He was glad he’d been there to direct it; she would have probably crumbled in pain and shock. Of course, the other half of that was he was probably the reason it burst forth. He had pulled in a lot of power to create the illusion, but it was all made easier when hers joined with his.

      Easily.

      Almost too easily.

      This time, it did nearly the same thing. And this time, she did freak.

      “Oh, God! What the hell!” She yanked her hand away. “Rand, how is that happening?”

      “You are a gaian. You have a natural connection to the planet and the magic that rests there.”

      “I’m not even sure I really believe in magic.”

      He considered her a moment and took her hand back. “Magic, here in Cardinal Terrun, in all of Grasilos, is a fact of life. No one questions its existence. There are some who are jealous of the gaian—the humans who have connections to the elements—but most are not. Being a gaian seems romantic, but I assure you, it is not. There are many things that are nothing to be jealous of. Being separated from your family young, not knowing them. Years of constant study. Lessons. Martial arts training. Elemental training.” He caught her gaze. “And then imagine after being pulled away from your family, spending your life studying how to use your element, losing them to an accident and not knowing how to feel about it, you are told at nineteen that your grasp of the element you were forced into because it was the only one you could see, isn’t enough to ever be set in a coadunate pair. You knew for years you could barely stir a breeze, but to have all hopes for that critical relationship dashed in one simple phrase...”

      “You were nineteen?”

      Rand nodded, his mind wandering away to the day that Serebulum had called him to the office. “You are a sicutus, Grandin. Those words crushed my already crushed soul. My only and last hope was to be able to get into a temple guardianship.” He smirked. “There. That was where I finally found my strength. The physical body. The weapons. I was accepted the instant there was an opening. Four years ago.”

      Devon’s scrutiny was intense. “But you’re using magic now.” She gestured with her other hand to the rather generous amount of water that had pooled there.

      He stared at the puddled water as it grew larger in her hand. “I know. And I have to admit while I’m not as disturbed by this as you are, I am nonetheless a little queasy about the whole thing. It’s a relief and a terrifying revelation.” He stole a glance at her. “Want to try?”

      “Try?”

      “Using the elements.”

      “I don’t know shit about this…”

      “Relax. I’ll teach you. It’s better to know what you can do.”

      “You really think I can.”

      “That was half you at the alcove.”

      Devon blew out her breath. “Fine.”

      He moved his hand away from hers and let the thread go. “Watch what I do. You’ll be able to feel the power from me, and I want you to find that inside you.”

      Rand let the power bubble up, and he was able to pull a strand of air into his command. He let is spin there. “You can see it?”

      Devon nodded.

      “What do you see?”

      “Pale blue, a long thread. Fifteen, maybe twenty feet high. It’s spinning.”

      “And you saw what I did?”

      “You let the power come up and spun it into your control. But it seemed like it wanted it.”

      “Good. Gentle is always the way to go. The threads are happy to work with you, as long as you are kind. Forcing them makes them hard to work with. Command, do not compel.”

      Blinking a few times, Devon nodded. They were still walking, and as they did, she held her hand out. She twirled her wrist as if trying to spin some yarn, and a moment later, the pale blue thread of water spun up out of the ground, growing just as tall as his in the blink of an eye.

      “Oh!” She put her hand to her mouth. “Oh! It worked!”

      “That it did,” Rand said. “Now let’s get the other elements up. You can try fire or earth next.”

      “How?”

      Rand took her hand and turned it a quarter turn. “That’s the only way I can explain it. Turn your powers, like there is a different kind of catch on it for fire or earth.”

      She pursed her lips, leaving her hand in the position that Rand had turned it. This time he could feel her powers swirling around her, grabbing and grasping at the elements for only a moment before she managed to grab the fire thread. She chirped happily and let the second thread join the first in a whirling dance. Rand leaned over to her. “Keep going, Devon. Water and earth. Two more.”

      She had it, though, and he watched as the other two threads leapt into existence one right after the other and started swirling around to join the first two. They burst together and formed the white single strand.

      “Jesus...” Devon’s voice was a whisper. “And it listens to me?”

      “Command, do not compel.”

      She nodded and a moment later, the white strand danced closer. Devon held her hands out, and the blue of water separated itself from the white. Slowly her now cupped hand filled with water, and her face exploded into a giant grin. She looked over at him. “Looks like I do believe in magic.”
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* * *

      The house was one story, and it sat nearly a mile down the road, with nothing on either side except tall grass and corn. Devon was exhausted, and all she wanted was a chance to take a nap. The water trick had kept her hydrated, and they had been munching on fruit and nuts they picked from the edges of the field.

      Rand had encouraged her to keep trying things with the elements. She had spent nearly an hour just making the thread dance and swirl and follow them. He had been dead-on about not forcing it to do anything—she’d tried and had been rewarded with the biggest flash of a headache that had nearly brought her to her knees. It made her a very quick learner.

      It was midafternoon by the time they reached the house. Rand stopped at the path to the door, and Devon was struck by how much it looked like…a house. Like any house she’d ever seen. She’d even qualify it as a rancher, with a front porch and gorgeous double door.

      “What is that feeling?” There was something swirling around the house, a feeling. A tingling sensation, not evil. Just there.

      “Olosos is an eun.”

      She waited. “And…that’s what?”

      “An eun is the other race of people we share Grasilos with. They are an important part of Cardinal Terrun. They have a perfect connection with the elements.”

      “Another race?”

      “Do you not share your land with anyone else?”

      “Humans are the only ones on Earth.”

      “Earth…”

      “My home. My planet?” It was confusing. She didn’t know where she was in relation to Earth. “My dimension. Whatever. Where I’m from. We still don’t have another race of intelligent beings.”

      “Humans are the only ones. That’s…interesting.” Rand nodded. “Well. We share with the eun. They look exactly like humans. It’s only their prefect connection that sets them apart. There has never been an eun born who could not touch the elements. Humans are tenuous and can be born without any connection. Olosos ner’Matronos is an eun from when I was in school. We were best friends. He was never able to find his coadunate, so he chose to disappear to be alone.”

      “Coadunate?” Devon wrinkled her nose.

      “It’s the ultimate validation of your power. A coadunate is an eun who is from the equivalent kýklos. So a gaian lymphus should pair with an eun neros. Olosos never found that. It happens from time to time. He didn’t want anything to do with people after that, so he raises chickens now.”

      Devon smiled. “You don’t approve?”

      “I had the same issue, as a human. I found a way to stay with the people of Cardinal Terrun. It was our falling out. I felt like he should try to stay with the rest of civilization, but he was worn out and tired. He ran to farming.” He glanced out at the fields of food and grain around the house. “It is a noble pursuit. Just not something an eun would be suited to. Naturally.”

      “You are no one to criticize my choices, Grandin ven’Dargan.”

      The door had opened to reveal a very handsome man, standing there with hands on his hips and a dour look on his face. Devon was amazed at how alien he felt and how familiar he looked. She stared, rudely no doubt, but she was utterly taken by this man. Eun. Whatever. He was magnetic.

      Olosos stared back at her, and it took all he had to tear his eyes away from her. “What in the name of all of Hades have you brought here, Rand? Who is this woman?”

      “This is Devon Roebick.”

      “Promethean?” Olosos cocked his head.

      “Does she feel like a promethean?”

      Olosos held up his hand and moved it closer to her, tracing the shape of her arm without touching her. It was creepy and yet so insanely familiar and comfortable. There was something drawing her to him. And in the next moment, he swore and pulled his hand away and snapped off some words in another language. He snarled at Rand and marched back into the house—but didn’t close the door.

      “Rand?”

      He slowly dropped his gaze to her again. “Shit. I didn’t even think…” He took her elbow and pulled her into the house, closing the door behind them. “Devon, please, whatever you do, don’t touch Olosos. I know that is a very strange request, but you’ve trusted me this far. Let us figure out what’s going on before you shake his hand or touch him in any way.”

      Olosos leaned around the corner. “Who the hell is she?”

      Devon stared at him. “I’m Devon Roebick. He already told you that.”

      His finger shot out. “You do not use traditional titles and suffixes. Who are you?”

      Rand stepped a little ahead of her, almost as if he were protecting her. “She is Eunica.”

      The word—which meant nothing to Devon—hung there in the room, heavy and silencing. Rand had clearly not wanted to say it. Olosos hadn’t wanted to hear it. She turned her gaze between them and waited. And waited. And finally broke the silence when her eyes were on Rand. “We aren’t welcome here, are we? We should head back to the station so we can get on with trying to get to the palace.”

      The eun standing there watching them growled. It was a low, threatening, unwelcome sound, but didn’t really raise her hackles. With two strides he was suddenly eye to eye with Rand. “You haven’t told her anything.”

      “The temple was being brought down around our ears. I didn’t have a choice. We had to run. I wanted to get her to the palace and let them explain.”

      “She knows nothing.” His anger pricked at her, and Devon didn’t like it.

      “Yeah, I’m feeling a little out of the loop here. What the hell is going on?”

      The liquid blue eyes studied her, blinked a few times, and then Olosos turned away. “I will feed you. Then we will talk, and you will learn far better than you want to about what is going on.”

      Devon watched him walk away. She turned to Rand. “I want to be mad at you, but I stepped through a crystal less than a day ago. I clearly need a lot more information than you’ve been able to give me.”

      Reluctantly, Rand nodded. “You are absolutely correct. But we were first running for our lives, and now we are running for our freedom. We haven’t had time to talk. I also think your time so far has been better spent learning and see how the power of the elements works. They can protect you—and I swear Olosos and I will explain what is going on after we eat.”

      “You will explain!” Olosos’ voice carried out of the other room. “And you will get your ass in here and help me make the dinner, or you can chew on the grain in the fields like the jackass you are!”

      Rand shook his head. “I don’t know why he wants me to help. I burn water.”

      “Then get in here and burn the water!”

      Devon couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped her as they moved into a kitchen.

      Olosos, as it turned out, was a more than adequate cook. Devon was a little reluctant to try the vegetarian meal he had put together for them, but once she caught the smell of it wafting through the house, she was intrigued. She wasn’t sorry she tried the meal. It was fully of rich, vaguely Indian spices, as well as being supplemented by what was an exact analog of tofu.

      While the company wasn’t the most comfortable, they managed to get through without too much bickering and arguments. By the time they finished, the sun was getting ready to slip behind the horizon, and Devon didn’t know much time awake and aware she had left in her.

      Just as she was about to tell the two men she needed to sleep, Olosos stood and motioned to the back door. “It is a beautiful night approaching. Let’s take advantage of that. Rand, the matches for the fire pit are next to the—”

      Rand held his hand out, interrupting him with the small flame Devon watched him weave from the white thread. The fire stopped Olosos dead in his tracks, and his anger went up a notch. He yelled something at the top of his lungs and smashed a dish on the floor. After staring at the small flame flickering above Rand’s palm, he yanked the back door open. “Out. Out to the yard. You come in here with the Eunica. You show me something you were never able to do. And you want me to react rationally about this? Get out. Go start the fire pit. Take the woman with you.”

      “Now I’m a woman?” Devon didn’t like the tone of his voice.

      He narrowed his lips. “You are far more of a woman than I can put into words. But when your little boyfriend here pisses me off, you are relegated back a step.”

      Devon stood and walked over to him. “So because Rand screwed up in your eyes, I get insulted.”

      Rand leapt to his feet and pulled Devon back a few steps. “Let’s go out and build a fire. Olosos will join us in a few minutes.”

      “He insulted me, Rand. There’s no way that—”

      “Enjoy your last few insults,” Olosos interrupted her. “It will all disappear soon, so enjoy. You’ll be happy for someone to object to your words.”

      “What the shit does that mean? I should enjoy your insults?” Devon could feel her blood boiling.

      Rand very loudly cleared his throat. “Please. Devon. Let’s head out. I’ll explain. We don’t have another place to hide, and if he turns us out, the military will catch up with us.”

      “Oh, so I get to be thankful that I’ve been insulted. That’s great. I want out of this damn nightmare! Out!” Devon was furious. She was just supposed to stand there and take this crap—and that’s not who she was. She might not have been the best with people, but she was damned if she was going to let this prickly bastard stand there and insult her right to her face.

      Rand grabbed her elbow, and it was the absolute wrong thing to do. She yanked away too hard and tumbled into Olosos.

      And once again, the world exploded around her—this time in myriad colors—and sucked her down. She was too tired to resist.

      Devon passed out.
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      Once again, he was sucked into something he didn’t want.

      Olosos caught Devon as she passed out, the colors and elements swirling around the both of them binding them and pulling them inexorably together.

      Gods be damned, he hated fate. He had thought hiding deep in the farming community would keep it all away. He thought that at thirty years old he had escaped her fickle ways. He had thought he’d escaped whatever awful ideas she had for him.

      And here came Rand, the last man in Cardinal Terrun he trusted, literally thrusting his destiny into his chest.

      “I hate you, Grandin. I really do.”

      Scooping up the young woman, he carried her back to one of the extra bedrooms. He could barely stand to put her down and walk away, but he managed to pull back and walk out to the living room after closing the door.

      “I should have never let you in the door. I should have turned you out and let the military deal with you.”

      Rand looked both contrite and excited at the same time, but mostly contrite. “Did you...”

      “Bind?” Olosos spit the word out. “Yes. You told her not to touch me and then basically threw her at me.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      Olosos sat on his couch and stared at Rand until he sat down on the chair there. “Who is she?”

      “She is Devon Roebick. She came through the Eunia Crystal just as the temple came under attack. We fled through the tunnels and have been running since. We tried to get all the way to the palace, but the news started broadcasting that both Lornen and I were still missing. We got off at the next stop and walked here.”

      “So, she is the Eunica.”

      “I haven’t explained that to her yet. I also had no idea that you...”

      “What? That I was her coadunate? I knew the instant I saw her standing on my threshold. The very fate I was hoping to avoid. I had so hoped I would not find the coadunate. I don’t need this in my life.” Olosos snorted. “Now, it is my life.”

      “Olosos, I had no idea. It hasn’t even been a day since she walked out of the crystal door.” He looked toward the bedroom. “She’s brilliant. She’s the one who’s gotten us this far. She has picked up on the elements like she’s been training all along.”

      “Wait.” Olosos held up a hand. “You’re training her to use all four elements? I thought you couldn’t even get one—” He froze. “Gods and stars, Grandin. You’re animusi.” All the legends and stories were staring him in the face. “Your magic works with hers?”

      Rand nodded, whatever excitement he felt sliding off his face. “I spoke with the pyr’Cardinal the day before all of this started. She challenged me to try it, and once the idea was planted, I couldn’t not try it. Worse, it worked.”

      Olosos closed his eyes to absorb the news. He didn’t want to be a part of this, but now that the confused, intelligent young woman in his spare bedroom had arrived and had accidently set up the bind, there was not a thing he could do to stop this. “Once, a long time ago, the gods granted me a vision. It’s the reason I trust you and I don’t trust them. They told me I would be part of the next Eunicanim. You were the only gaian I had ever felt a pull toward, and you were nothing more than a sicutus. A plain, average sicutus. There was no one else. There was no opposing force that pulled you in either. I held out hope as long as I could, even begging to stay for more cycle at the academy, hoping and hoping. And then I left. I was done. And I always wanted just to be done. I wanted to live out my little mortal life alone, unaffected.”

      Olosos glanced at Rand. “Do you understand what’s really going on here?”

      “I have been awake for close to forty hours. All I know is, I escaped the burning temple with a woman I have entirely too many feelings for and am wanted by the military for something I didn’t even do.”

      Olosos didn’t like the sound of that at all. “You’re not a separatist?”

      Rand glared at him. “You think I would ever be a separatist? My only purpose in life has been to guard that crystal.”

      Now, his heart plunged into his stomach. “You had to run. The temple was on fire. Lornen has the crystal, doesn’t he?”

      Leaning back, Rand studied him. “If I’m not a separatist, what other possible reason could the military have to come after me?”

      “Lornen is the separatist, but they don’t know that.”

      “The crystal is missing, Olosos. It’s why they are after me.”

      “Your only duty and you ran like a chicken?”

      The air crackled around him, and there was a hard slap that landed on his cheek. Olosos couldn’t contain his shock as Rand stood and towered over him. “I am a Night Guardian of the temple. If you didn’t notice, my charge is loaded with weapons. I am loaded with weapons. Do you have so little faith in me that you don’t believe I could protect the very thing I’ve sworn my life to?”

      “Then where the hell is the Eunia?”

      “With the Eunica.”

      The answer rendered him speechless. “What?”

      “Devon has the crystal.”

      Olosos tossed himself to his feet. “You have the crystal and the key in the same place?”

      “Key?”

      “The Skeleton Key. The very key that brings her to our realm when she finds it. If she holds the key and the crystal at the same time, she’ll be sent back to her realm, and we’ll be screwed—because the crystal will go with her.”

      Rand shoved past him and pushed into the bedroom where Devon was resting. Olosos followed him and stood back while he tried to wake the woman.

      “Devon. Devon, can you hear me?”

      There was a grunt and her whole body shuffled around on the bed.

      “Devon, please. Where is the key?”

      “...key?”

      She was going to be out of it for a while. She was exhuasted, and he had planned to let her sleep. Olosos stepped to the edge of the bed. “The key. The skeleton key. The one that looks like bones.”

      “...Back...”

      “Back what?”

      “Backpack. In a pocket.”

      Olosos nodded and motioned Rand back out of the room. Rand didn’t want to leave. Neither did he, but he finally grabbed the man and jerked him out of the room. “You don’t have exclusive claim to her, Eunin. Come on. Let’s get that key.”

      Rand stared at the now shut door and finally reacted to what he’d been called a full minute earlier and ran over to Olosos, who was digging through the backpack. “What did you just say?”

      “You damn well heard me. You’re smitten by her, and you match with her. You’re animusi, and so is she. She stepped through the crystal. You know what this all means.” He pulled out a strange, soft, brightly colored robe and reached into the pocket. His hand closed around the cool, magic-ladened key, and he withdrew it with a victorious sigh. “Devon cannot hold this. Not while she has the crystal. Is that in here too?” Olosos started digging.

      “No, it’s not in there.” Rand cleared his throat.

      His stare slid slowly to the other man standing there. “Grandin. Where is the crystal?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Where. Is. The Eunia. Crystal?”

      “It’s um...” He glanced over at the door. “It’s in her bosom.”

      “What?”

      He shrugged. “It was her idea. She took it and shoved it…down there.”

      Olosos stood and faced him. “Are you telling me the Eunica is walking around with the Eunia Crystal shoved betwixt her breasts?”

      “Well, yes.”

      He couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped him. “She shoved the most revered object on all of Cardinal Terrun in her bra.” Shaking his head, he couldn’t help continuing the chuckle. “Well, no one would think to search there. Smart, really.”

      “Thank you.” They spun and found Devon standing there in the doorway. She walked out of the bedroom. “Stuffing things in your bra is a common way women hide things we don’t want found. So what is this about me not touching the crystal and the key at the same time? What is an Eunin?”

      Olosos nodded. “Are you sure you can keep awake? It’s a tale. We can talk over breakfast.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      He gestured to the back door. “Let’s talk around the fire.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ten thousand years ago, our very first Eunica appeared through the crystal. Kissare was a beautiful and wise woman from the realm you know, Earth. She was a medicine woman of her people, revered. But the crystals she found, when touched to one another pulled her through to our world. In the old times when she first arrived, our worlds were on similar paths, and her assimilation to our way of life was simple. She possessed great medicine—magic—and used it to help people. She shared her medicine with our leaders, taught humans to use the elements.

      “That was when we discovered there were two different species in our world. The eun, who are part of the elements, so that even a child of a human-eun marriage will have magic and humans who may or may not be able to control the elements. Because the eun are always part of the elements, and can be bound up in them, it was decided our people should be led by a pair of espoused humans. The Eunica and Eunin. They would have an eun counterpart, Néuvma, and Néuvmim. Collectively those four are called the Eunicanim.”

      Olosos picked up his drink and gestured to Rand, indicating he should take over the story.

      Reluctant to continue, Rand needed a moment to collect himself. “The Eunicanim live for many more years. It’s believed the crystal gives them this long life. It’s only about once every four hundred and fifty0 years we are graced with a new Eunicanim. The crystal that brought Kissare here has stayed here ever since. The other crystal, smaller, with a smaller measure of power, was carved into a key and would be taken back to Earth by the sibling-mate of the Eunica, and left for the next Eunica to find.”

      She looked between them. “So, me finding that key was not just random coincidence?”

      Olosos shook his head. “No. It’s not clear how the key finds the new Eunica, but it will only work for the woman who is meant to be in our world. So we don’t have random strangers popping in and out as they please.”

      “So this crystal…”

      “The Eunia Crystal is the gateway. We guard it all the time. Day and night.”

      Rand nodded. “It’s what I was doing. There are…were twenty-one of us. Each of us trained to protect the crystal.” He tossed off a casual shrug. “We all know the intrinsic worth of the crystal is not monetary value, but what it delivers to us. Letting it just hang out in a vault or a display case didn’t seem right. Since there is no way of knowing when the next Eunica will arrive, we’ve developed an observation schedule.

      “And there are…were seven of us who guarded the crystal overnight. We were differently trained. No one in Cardinal Terrun has a gun unless you are in the military. And when you leave you lose your weapons. We have guns, as you saw. We are trained in all manner of combat, hand to hand martial arts, assassination, knives, bows, staves. Whatever a person might need to survive and repel a small attack on the crystal.”

      Olosos gestured at Rand, taking all of him in. “He, well, all of them were just supposed to be a guardianship. Just somewhere to give the sicutus a good place to be. There are more than the temple can use, so it’s an honor. But it’s become a cult. There are sicutus who name themselves guardians who have never even seen the inside of the temple, never mind the crystal. They swear they were also chosen to guard the guardians. But that Sicutus cult is untrained, undisciplined.”

      “And now,” Olosos said, “dangerous.”

      Rand looked at him across the glow of the fire. “Do you think Lornen was with them?”

      “Lornen was pissed when you got into the Night Guardians, and he didn’t.” Olosos sipped the drink. “My thinking is he was already playing with the separatists before that even happened. He was always argumentative.”

      Devon looked confused. “What good does the crystal do to the separatists? What are they separating from?”

      Shaking his head, Rand answered, “I didn’t even know the separatists were something to worry about until about twenty-four hours ago. I didn’t know we had something like that.”

      “Your head is in the sand,” Olosos said. “That’s the problem with being gaian or eun. You don’t know what the everyday people of this world deal with. The promethean uprising has been whispered about for years. Hundreds of them. There are always people who have been willing to break the world for their desires. The new iteration of this is coming to fruition. Once again, they are attacking the crystal, because they want to control the Eunica.”

      Devon waved her hand at them. “I thought the name of the crystal was Eunia.”

      “It is. And from it comes our highest leader, the first of the Eunicanim, the Eunica.”

      Rand looked at her. “You.”

      She stared at him. “What?”

      “You. You are the Eunica. You came through the crystal and you are the one who will build and succeed our current Eunicanim.” Rand put his drink down. “I didn’t have a chance to explain this to you. Normally the Eunica is housed in the temple while she learns of her powers and duty. It’s only after about a year that the temple announces there is a new Eunica. It’s not a surprise to anyone who knows, but the people don’t know. It’s always best to prepare the Eunica for her part. And in that year usually the Eunin and the Néuvma and Néuvmim are found and they are all put in training together.”

      “You’ve already started to put your Eunicanim together.” Olosos stood, only to kneel in front of Devon. “Hold up your hand.”

      “What?” She stared at Olosos, confused and frightened.

      “Please, Devon. Hold up your hand.”

      She did, but reluctantly. Olosos held his up to mirror hers: palm to palm, not touching. Fingers spread and aligned with each other. Olosos stared into her eyes. “Do you feel that?”

      There was no way to deny what he was pointing out. There was a pull, a hard, electrical pull, between their hands. Devon imagined that if they brought them closer, there would be a bright, white spark dancing between them. His eyes softened. “This shouldn’t have happened yet. I didn’t want it. You probably don’t either. But when you fell into me, the elements linked us. We are stuck together forever by the very forces of nature.”

      Devon wanted to puke and run. But where would she run? What was going on? Panicking was not going to help. “Explain this Eunicanim.”

      “It is the head of the ruling body of Cardinal Terrun. The Eunicanim are the very top, with the Eunica being the absolute highest. The Eunin is next, and the Néuvma and Néuvmim just under him, equally. They are complimented by the cardinal states. There are Four Cardinal Directions—”

      “North, South, East, West.” Devon nodded.

      “And each of those has two seats, one gaian and one eun—but more than that, each of those has a spouse position. So even if you are a promethean you can still be a part of the cardinal states.”

      “Each direction has potentially sixteen positions? That’s a huge ruling body.”

      “It represents the diverse and expansive world of Cardinal Terrun.” Rand moved closer to her on the seat.

      Their hands were merely inches apart, and Devon stared at them. “And you think I’m this Eunica?”

      “There is no guessing. You came through the crystal, did you not?”

      “I took the weird key, opened the door with it, and fell into your world. Rand caught me.” Devon moved her hand closer to Olosos’. “And then I fell again and you caught me. I feel a pull. A hard, unbreakable pull toward you, Olosos. I can’t back it off. It feels like I should be with you. But I don’t want that feeling.”

      “You are also pulled toward Rand, yes?”

      She nodded shortly.

      “This is why there were problems when the gaians first find their coadunates. They are unable to distinguish the feeling of necessary from the feeling of need.” He pressed his hand to hers and the shock of electricity shot through her. “That is the feeling of necessary. Of connection. Of completion. Our abilities and power are perfect compliments and now if we ever need to make our magic stronger we can.”

      Olosos grabbed Rand’s hand and placed it against her other palm. A warm, soothing feeling flowed through her, calming her and relaxing her utterly frayed nerves. “This is need. You need him to calm you. You need him to help you, support you. He is not necessary, but he is needed for your completion. This feeling, tingling in your hands right now, is what will become love. What you felt with me is companionship. Complementary.”

      Devon let the warmth of Rand’s skin mingle with hers. It was comfortable, and very different from the feel of Olosos’ hand. They were both important but different, and she could rest comfortably in Rand’s, where Olosos’ was more alert and more demanding. “How is this happening? I’m a woman with a social aversion that nearly cripples her. I prefer spending my time with the dead. I’m a police officer who doesn’t have to interact with the public. I’m not a leader. I’m not anything. I grew up in the foster system. I’m no one.”

      “Here,” Rand murmured, “you are something.”

      “Here,” Olosos added, “you are royalty. You are powerful.” He adjusted himself on the ground. “I don’t want this either, Devon. I don’t want to be a ruler. But fate has her own ideas that don’t leave room for us. We can make time within those confines, but we cannot escape this.” He snorted. “I’ve been trying my whole life.”

      “And what is Rand in all this?” She held his eyes with hers. “If he is needed, what is he?”

      “He’s the Eunin, your counterpart and balance.”

      “Olosos…I don’t know about that part.” Rand cast his gaze down.

      “Are you animusi? Are you not the Night Guardian?”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      Olosos shook his head slowly. “You know as well as anyone else in Cardinal Terrun that animusi are the rarest of all.”

      “I’m sicutus.”

      “What is that? What does that mean?” Devon looked between Rand and Olosos. “What is a sicutus?”

      “It’s someone who can feel an element but not control it.” Olosos gave Rand a hard look. “But Rand here isn’t. Because no one ever thought to try and get him to use all four at the same time.”

      “But that’s what he showed me...it’s what I can see him using.”

      Olosos snapped his head around to her. “See?”

      She nodded with a glance at Rand. “Yes.”

      Rand’s puzzled expression said a lot before he even spoke. “Of course she can see them. Can’t everyone?”

      Olosos shook his head slowly. “No. Eun, sometimes, but gaian? Never.”

      “Do you mean to tell me the other gaians manipulate elements without seeing them?” Clearly, this was news to Rand.

      “It’s assumed you can’t see them.” The man sitting at her feet looked overwhelmed. “You truly are the Eunicanim.”

      Rand barked a short laugh. “You know that I am no one, Olosos. How can I be important when I have been invisible my whole life?”

      “That is the reason you have been invisible...fate was waiting for her time.”

      “Her timing stinks.” Devon could feel her resolve cracking. “Let’s put aside all this Eunica stuff for a moment. How do I get home? How do I let people know I’m okay, alive?”

      She could see Olosos swallow. “I don’t know. There’s only one person who can tell you that, and it’s the Eunica. Ceridwen is in the palace.”

      Devon signed. “We have to get to the palace. That’s where we were heading before they started looking for us.”

      “Looks like we found you.”
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      Devon hadn’t heard the click of the boots over the fire. For just the briefest instant, she thought there was a chance Olosos had given them away, but in the next instant, through whatever weird connection they had, she knew that wasn’t true. He was just as shocked as she was.

      Slowly, carefully, she put her hands in the air.

      And was shockingly aware of all the weapons she was wearing.

      Olosos held her eyes as he stood, their strange connection swirling between them. He was ready to fight and run so they couldn’t be held back from getting to the palace.

      Devon didn’t know which faction this was. The ones in support of the Eunica or the ones after the crystal. She wasn’t sure the ones who were with the palace would take them there anyway. She needed to get there, and if they had to run and hide the entire trip there, she’d do it.

      Rand had the same look on his face. He was ready to fight.

      Her call.

      All of her academy training kicked in the next instant. Flight or fight, or find out more. “Who are you?”

      Several large men stepped out of the shadows around the fire, all wearing what Devon could only call hodgepodge uniforms. A lanky man stepped even more forward and stared at her. “We are the Promethean Guard.” He pulled out a gun, pointing it at Rand. “And you have something we want. Hand over the crystal and we won’t kill you.”

      “If you kill me, you’ll never find the crystal.” Rand’s reply was deadpan.

      “We can find the crystal without you.” The lanky man took a few steps toward Olosos. “This eun will tell us where it is.”

      “I don’t know where it is either.”

      “We have surveillance of these two on the train here. So since we are not in possession of the crystal, it must be here or on the road here. We will wait until the sun rises and if you don’t hand it over to us by then, we will execute you and search for the crystal in the daylight.”

      “We don’t have the crystal.” Rand was just waiting for her. “We didn’t hide it somewhere. We just don’t have it.”

      “A Temple Night Guardian flees the palace without the Eunia Crystal.”

      “I wasn’t on duty. It was Illura.”

      “That is bullshit.”

      Devon took the opening. The captain or lieutenant or whatever started to lose the cool and didn’t consider her a threat. So she grabbed the billy-club-style stick she had on her thigh, swung it up to protect her arm and nailed the guy under his jaw at the base of this throat. He grunted, tumbling back into another soldier standing there. Devon swung the club around as she dropped to a knee and drove the club into the side of his kneecap. She heard the scream as it spun out of place.

      When Devon turned to help the others, she found Rand had tossed the short sword to Olosos. Olosos had made short work of the two soldiers, his power in the elements spinning as he held two more at bay while dealing with a third. Rand was a blur of motion, a long blade and billy club in hand. While he spun and wove himself between the soldiers, he never used more than the flat of the sword on the men he attacked. He always hit with the blunt objects to disable. And he was very, very good at disabling.

      She made the mistake of watching Rand a moment too long—one of the soldiers came up from behind and wrapped his arms around her, pinning her. Thankfully, she’d been too well trained to let that stop her, and Devon stepped back, kicking her one leg into his ankle. The soldier lost his balance but not his grip and went down backward. Devon used the momentum to sit down on him hard, loosening his grip and allow her to tumble over and land on her knees.

      She was done with this shit. She pulled out the gun and flipped off what was clearly the safety. She landed two shots at the feet of one of Rand’s attackers and another three at the feet of the ones attacking Olosos. The gun was a laser weapon, and she was shocked after she got the shots off. There was no kick, and it was dead accurate. There was no need for compensation. But Devon stayed composed and aimed the gun at the others who were coming up on them out of the dark.

      She motioned to Rand and Olosos to move closer to her. “Don’t try it. I’m a dead accurate shot from a hundred yards—”

      “Strides—” Olosos mumbled at her.

      “Strides away. I will not hesitate to take you or any one of your compatriots out to protect myself and my friends.”

      “You have the crystal, and we will not stop hunting you until it is turned over to us. We will control the Eunica and put this world right for the Prometheans who suffer under this regime.”

      Olosos put a hand on her shoulder, and Rand mumbled in her ear, “There’s a conduit car in the garage. We have to get away from here fast. All three of us need to call up the wind and make sure they can’t follow us.”

      Devon nodded and swallowed hard. Less than half a day with this crazy magic and she was going to have to use it as a weapon. She trained the gun on the men who were trying to move forward slowly as if she didn’t see them moving. Under her breath, she whispered, “On three. One...two...three!”

      She pulled the trigger to distract the soldiers again, and this time, she felt both the eun on her right and the human on her left pull in the elements around them. She lent them both her powers and could feel them joining all three threads together and starting to create chaos. The wind started to swirl and kick up the dust around them. Olosos directed a breath of air into the fire and made it burst high and hot. Rand pulled more and more dirt off the ground in front of them. Devon pulled the air away from the soldiers, so it became nearly impossible to draw a breath.

      Olosos grabbed her arm and started to run. She picked up on the fact they were supposed to be running and joined him and Rand as they rounded the corner of the house.

      The doors to the garage were opening, revealing a small car—conduit car?—and Olosos popped the doors up. Instead of opening the way she was used to, they slid up to rest above the roof of the vehicle. She and Rand slipped into the passenger side, or at least the side she thought was the passenger side.

      Olosos jumped in, and the door started to slide back down as the car rose off the ground. “Hang on. Strap in. We’re not going to be on the ground very long.”

      “You bought a flyer?” Rand asked, pulling a lap belt around Devon.

      “Of course I did. I’m not stupid. But they don’t know that. They will try to search the conduit paths for the wrong kind of car.”

      The car pulled into the maelstrom outside the garage they were all holding an insane swirling of dirt and air without speaking a word of it to each other. Devon took hold of her thread of elements again and pulled back on the air one, finally giving the soldiers the chance to breathe without trouble. Most of them were unconscious as the conduit car cruised by them, increasing speed. There were only a few soldiers who weren’t completely out, but they didn’t seem interested in chasing them.

      Olosos expertly maneuvered the car down the road, and she watched as they sped faster away from the house.

      “Are you mad?” Devon stared back at the house where the dust was starting to settle.

      “I want to be.” He hit a few buttons in the car. “But I think I always knew fate was a stinking bitch and just about the time I got settled, she was going to come back and get me. I’m not upset with you, Devon. You’ve been thrown into this as well, and if I’m going to be angry with anyone, it’s going to be Rand.” He tossed a look over at Rand. “But even you aren’t going to keep me angry.”

      There was a flash of lights behind them through the dust in the air. Olosos pushed the car forward with a little more speed.

      Rand put his arm around her in the cramped vehicle. “So, Olosos. How long have you known you were Néuvmim?”

      He didn’t answer right away, instead adjusting something else in the car as they still raced along the road. “I don’t know when I realized it. Probably sometime mid-last year, I just noticed I was using all of the elements instead of just the one.”

      The car was so strange Devon couldn’t tell if they turned the corner or drifted through it. Olosos adjusted something and kept them going. It was quiet in the car, and Devon tried to stay in control of herself. But the enormity of what had happened suddenly rushed through her, and she burst into shaking sobs, gasping for air.
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* * *

      Her whole body shook and trembled as everything that had happened in the past day caught up with her. He couldn’t blame her—he didn’t know what her world was like, but just the idea of falling through the crystal door probably would have terrified anyone.

      She had been so steady all this time as he dragged her out of the temple, through the street, to some stranger’s house. She had learned she’d had powers and a huge responsibility. She was in a place she wasn’t familiar with, trusting people she didn’t know. How could she know that they, the rulers and leaders of Cardinal Terrun were the real, rightful, righteous leaders of the land?

      Rand pulled her close. “Breathe, Devon. Breathe. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay, it’s not okay! I want to go home. I want to go back to my house and my seclusion. I want to go hang out with my friend and just be normal! Home! I want to go home!”

      Rand stroked her hair softly and carefully. “I’m sorry, Devon. I don’t know how to fix this. I don’t know if you can go home.”

      She turned and looked up at him. “I don’t want to be here. I want this to be a nightmare I can wake up from.”

      “It’s not.” Rand sighed. He tipped her chin up to him. “But, Devon. We will help you and protect you.” His breath was soft across her face as he let out, “I realize that’s what Olosos and I were born to do. Help and protect you, as much as both of us have railed against this.”

      She blinked, her big eyes soft with tears. “Thank you. That’s something at least. Please promise me you will never lie to me about anything. When I ask a question, be as honest as possible.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of being anything else.”

      Olosos reached over and patted her hand. “I’m here, too. We’re a coadunate. That means you and I are a package deal now. And I will help you any way I can, too.” He looked in the mirror and glanced over at Rand. “I think we can consider about ascending now. We have to stop so I can change the engine output, which is why I was trying to get distance between them and us.”

      “You can take us straight to the palace?” Devon’s voice was hopeful.

      “We will do our best. The palace is highly guarded and we can’t really just drop in on them. Not fond of that.”

      Rand swallowed and cleared his throat. “I…um…I may have a way in. I was summoned to the pyr’Cardinal’s office early yesterday. She and I spoke, and she was the one who convinced me to try using all of the elements instead of just the one.”

      Olosos looked over at him as he slowed the conduit car down. “You spoke to the pyr’Cardinal. Yesterday?”

      Rand nodded. “Yes.”

      “The one espoused to the Eunica’s blood mate?”

      Again, he nodded. “Yes.”

      Devon’s face looked between the two of them. “Wait. That doesn’t make sense. How can she be married to someone else’s mate?”

      Olosos answered, “A blood mate is not a spouse. A blood mate is someone you choose to be your... friend? But its implications are far reaching. It’s a chosen relative, and you are bound to them as though you share blood. You can’t break the bond. So you have to choose wisely. Most people don’t ever choose one. If you are choosing one young it can be denied. The Eunica usually chooses one, and it’s usually someone they refer to a best friend.”

      “I think you’re starting to get the feeling the Eunica doesn’t have an easy job—and you’re right. But she has her Eunin—spouse—her coadunate, their spouse. Her Eunin’s coadunate, all of the cardinals, a blood mate...” Rand quirked his lip at her. “It’s not an easy job. But she has a drangold of help.”

      “Drangold?” Devon shook her head. “I’m going to assume that’s the same as a metric shit ton.”

      “If that means a lot, then yes.” Olosos laughed. “So, Rand. You were saying about the pyr’Cardinal?”

      “I can probably call and request to talk to her. Or if we can land near the palace, I might be able to talk our way in.”

      The car pulled to the side of the road, and Olosos turned a few knobs and buttons as the engine quieted down. A moment later it powered back on, and he nodded. “I have enough fuel to get us to the palace, no problem.” He peered at Devon. “Ever flown before?”

      “A few times,” she said. “Why?”

      “Because there’s only one way to throw them off. This car looks like a regular conduit, but it’s got a whole other side to it. Rand, you two buckled in?”

      There was a tug at her waist where the belt was. “Ready.”

      Devon watched Olosos hit a few buttons and the car rocketed away from the ground, forcing a yelp out of her. She had not expected to go straight up—she’d imagined more of a gradual acceleration like a plane. This was them being forcefully ejected out of gravity, shooting a half mile up or more.

      “Thought you said you’ve flown?” Rand teased.

      “No one mentioned anything about straight up!”

      The car moved forward, far more steady than she thought it could be. It felt very much like she was still on the ground, but the ground was nowhere to be seen. It took Olosos a minute to set up the navigation, and Devon was shocked to see what looked like a GPS light up. “Satellite navigation.”

      “Yes,” Rand said. “We have a very good space force. We aren’t able to reach other worlds yet, but our satellites are amazing.” He was about to continue when his hand froze. “Los, you haven’t turned on the info screen all night, have you?”

      “No, we were too busy trying to convince my coadunate she’s not crazy.”

      “What’s that then?”

      Devon followed his finger to where he was pointing. The entire sky ahead of them was bright, flickering orange, with billows of smoke rising into the dark. Devon was horrified, and the shock from Rand and Olosos filled the small cabin of the car.

      “Oh, God.” Devon covered her mouth in shock. “Is that the Temple District?”

      Rand leaned forward and touched a blank screen there. It activated immediately and had several selections. Devon could almost read and understand what was on it, but Rand tapped through several more screens before she could try to decipher it. He finally settled on something and sat back, and she recognized the set from earlier in the day on the train. This time, there was a man on the screen, and the picture was cut in half, showing the reporter and the burning city.

      “Holy shit.” Devon couldn’t believe what the screen was showing.

      “...the temple fire is continuing to rage out of control. There seems to be no amount of water that helps to extinguish the flames. All residents have been evacuated, and the security forces are asking for calm while they continue to attempt to extinguish this. The area is off-limits and the security forces have been in conference with the cardinals on a course of action. With fears that the fire will soon start to spread even farther, there is a need for calm. No resident will be left in the path of this massive firestorm.”

      Olosos and Rand exchanged looks and then glanced at Devon. She looked at each of them. “What the hell is going on?”

      “This is much more serious than I thought,” Rand said. “I didn’t think they were anything more than a little threat we could just outrun.”

      “We need to get to the palace,” Olosos said. The car started to move, curving around and heading away from the burning in the distance.

      “Why are they burning the temple?” Devon couldn’t understand what was going on.

      “Whoever these people are, they are trying to flush out the crystal, or the last guardians, or something. I didn’t think there was this serious of a threat out there.” Olosos adjusted their course. “I always knew there were people who opposed the government, but they’re way more powerful than I thought.”

      “Los.” Rand addressed his friend and pointed out the front window again. Peering through the window, it was suddenly clear there were fires ahead of them as well as behind. “That’s the direction of the palace. You don’t think they have the palace, do you?”

      “This would be a major uprising and why would no one have heard of it?”

      The car dipped to the right to use the trees as cover, or to throw off the radar. Devon was pretty sure they would have radar if they had flying cars.

      “Why would no one…” Rand let the words trail off. “You haven’t just been hiding, have you?”

      “No eun can truly give up the lure of the elements, and you know that.”

      “You sneaky son of a bitch. You’re working out here, aren’t you? You’re not just hiding and making corn.”

      “I was hiding.” The wistful tone was hard to miss. “And I was growing corn. But I was helping the Cardinal Terrun, yes. It was innocuous enough, just to keep an eye on the residents to make sure they were not unhappy or feeling revolutionary. They just wanted enough time to diffuse a bad situation. So I kept an eye on the whole town. All the people. And my corn.”

      “And you heard nothing about a separatist group?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Well, someone is burning that temple,” Devon said. “Look. Guys. Let’s get to the palace. If that’s where the Eunica is, she’s going to be looking for any help she can. I get the feeling we can get a lot of answers from her. So. Let’s head there.”
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      The palace was a nightmare.

      The buildings around it, lower and safely away from the main entrance, were all in a state of shambles. Some were on fire; some were crumbled to the ground. The Palace Guards lined the fences, threatening anyone who came close. There were a few flashes of lasers and a few glimpses of bodies. But the gate held.

      “Los, don’t get too low.”

      Devon leaned over and looked out the window. “There’s enough smoke. Can we use it to hide the car from their eyes’ vision?”

      Rand’s heart nearly burst with pride when she suggested it. “Brilliant. Do you think you can do it?”

      Doubt crept over her face. He didn’t want that—she was already stronger than he could hope for. And he wanted to kiss her again. “I don’t know. I really don’t.”

      “Try it,” Olosos said. He got it, and Rand was happy he did. “If you can’t get it, one of us will take over.”

      “We only have to hover up here until we figure out what’s going on and see if we can get in contact with the palace.”

      She looked out the window again. “Switch places with me, Rand. I’ll probably do better if I can see what I’m doing.”

      He unbuckled both of them. Devon climbed up, and Rand slid over one seat. He slipped his hand into hers when she leaned as close to the windows as she leaned against the window. She squeezed it reassuringly, and he felt her start swirling her powers around.

      But before Rand or Olosos could attempt to raise the palace on the communications grid, the panel crackled to life.

      “This is Palace Security. Identify!”

      Rand exchanged glances with Olosos. They were still at the point they could disappear into the mountains that bordered the Palace District, and it was tempting. Olosos’s face was blank; he was leaving the entire decision up to Rand. And Devon.

      “We have thirty seconds. What do you want to do, Devon?”

      She turned and looked at him. “I want to go and find the Eunica and figure out how to go home.”

      He reached forward and pressed the respond button. “This is Sicutus Guardian Grandin ven’Dargan from the Eunia Temple. We request—”

      A new voice cut in. “Grandin, you’re alive.”

      He took a deep breath. “Biumi.”

      “Oh, thank the gods and stars. Guards, get that car down here. Your pilot—”

      “Can land on a dime,” Olosos answered.

      “We’ll flash red landing lights three times. We’re currently not leaving them lit as a precaution,” the guard said.

      “Understood.” He released the button and before he could give her direction, the smoke that Devon had been holding under the car dissipated so they could see the ground. The lights were off to the right, around the back of the huge building, about halfway up.

      Olosos smiled. “Well. We’re getting the royal treatment. Don’t usually get that high up in the building.”

      His landing was as smooth as his piloting and the car lit on the landing pad as though it was barely a speed bump on the road. The car powered down as the doors lifted again, and the doors to the palace opened to admit them. Devon climbed out, and Rand was right behind her. He grabbed her elbow and strode toward the open door. Olosos closed the doors and locked the car, running after them.

      Rand grabbed the door as he and Devon stumbled through to slam it closed behind Olosos. Devon helped shove the massive door closed, and they leaned against it.

      “Grandin.”

      He spun to find Biumi standing there, looking battle worn and beat-up. He walked over and folded her into his arms. He saw most of the Temple Guardians standing behind him, watching him. Releasing her, he studied them. “What’s going on? Why do you all look—”

      “Beaten? Beat-up?” Forestin asked.

      “Like refugees,” Rand said.

      “We are,” Biumi answered, moving next to him. “We were able to escape the temple, and the palace sent the guards to get us. We are all here, except—”

      Rand put his hand on her shoulder. “I heard.”

      “Who are these two with you?” Dimalyon called from the rear.

      “This is Olosos ner’Matronos.” He pointed to Olosos, then moved over to her. “And this is Devon lym’Roebick.”

      Devon’s head swiveled slowly to him, the look in her eyes pure shock. He shrugged ever so slightly and turned back to the rest of the group standing there.

      Rand counted all eighteen and asked the obvious question. “Lornen?”

      “We think this may have been him.” Kismia sighed. “We were afraid it was you.”

      “Never. Never.”

      Dimalyon stepped from behind everyone. He had an air of unwanted authority and responsibility, his eyes so much sadder than when they had played cards just two days before. He was the next to be the Temple Authority. “Grandin. The Eunia Crystal.”

      They stared at him in anticipation. This was what they had trained for, the entire purpose of their existence. They would be completely disbanded and disavowed if he hadn’t succeeded in the one thing, the only thing they had ever been trained and expected to do.

      He nodded, and was about to answer, but Devon grabbed his arm. “Rand. The key. It’s in my backpack!”

      “Oh shit!” Olosos stamped his foot. “Shit. Damn.” He shook his head. “We can’t go back there, not now.”

      “They probably won’t take the pack,” Rand said. “Or, I don’t think they would.”

      “Grandin, the crystal!” Dimalyon strode forward with a cruel intention in his eyes.

      Biumi stepped between them and held him back with a hand on his chest, and turned to him. “Rand, please.”

      “We have the crystal,” Devon answered. “It’s safe.”

      Dimalyon turned and snapped at her. “In the same place as this key?”

      “For your information, we were attacked at Olosos’ house! They—whoever they are—came after us, and we had to run. We were lucky Olosos had a car that flew and that Rand knew how to come here.”

      Several of the Guardians gasped, and Rand had to keep from smiling with pride. Dimalyon was not interested in her sass and removed Biumi’s arm from his chest. He took two strides over to her and stared down at her. “If you have the crystal, we need you to hand it over. Right now. It is not yours to keep, and I will use force to get the crystal from you.”

      Rand wanted to laugh. Dimalyon had no idea that the crystal was inches from him. Devon didn’t back down one iota. “The crystal is safe. We have it. But the key is now missing. And we have to get the key back. I want to go home.”

      “Go home?”

      The question came from another door, and all the people in the room turned to see a tall man with dark, dark hair and gleaming blue eyes. He had a regal air about him, and he strode toward Devon. This time, she did shrink back, but it wasn’t because of his approach.

      “You’re dead!” Devon put a hand to her chest. “You’re dead!”
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* * *

      Impossible.

      The whole damn thing was impossible.

      This man standing before her, middle age, handsome, vital was dead. She’d seen him dead, his body lifeless in the morgue. She’d gone through his personal items, his house, his car, his finances. Her boss had arranged for his cremation.

      The dead man reached out his hand and laid it on her shoulder. “Please stop. Breathe. I’m not dead.”

      Devon tried to listen to him, but she was panic-stricken.

      He was dead.

      Matthew G. Fortier was dead.

      “I don’t understand…”

      “Devon. That’s your name?” His voice was kind, and she nodded. “Devon, I am not dead. You said you have the crystal?”

      “We do.”

      “Keep it for now. As long as it is here, with us, we’re safe. It’s safe. And the key?”

      “It was in my backpack. We had to leave it when we ran from the soldiers.”

      He tipped his head to Rand and Olosos, and Rand answered him. “They called themselves the Promethean Guard. We had to move quickly, and I regret leaving that bag behind.”

      “Me too.” Olosos bowed his head.

      “The key will not work without the crystal.” Matthew considered her. “Even if they grabbed the bag, they won’t know that it’s there, or what it does.”

      “How are you here?” Devon couldn’t believe she was talking to the very person whose estate she was closing out after his cremation.

      “We will speak later.” Turning, he spoke to the people in the room, “All right, everyone. I am satisfied that this woman and her companions are of the Cardinal Terrun. The crystal is here. Let’s get back to our posts and see what else we can find out about this group. Devon, Rand, Olosos. You’ll follow me. “

      “I will go with you.” Biumi moved to follow them.

      Rand raised his eyebrows, and Devon gave him a side glance. But Dimalyon spoke up and moved to the side of the room where the little group was standing. “I am going as well.”

      “No.”

      The entire room went down on one knee as a woman strode into the room. She was fire-haired and green-eyed, with an outfit to match. The only people who didn’t drop to the ground immediately were Devon and Matthew—and she didn’t seem to care at all.

      The bold flame-haired woman walked directly to Devon and took her elbow. Her words were quiet and kind. “I wish I could get to know you better before this goes into overdrive, but we don’t have time. The war has come full force.”

      Devon could feel nothing but confidence from this woman. She was immediately swept up in that feeling—confident, steady, kind, and caring. “I’m sorry, you are?”

      “I am Eunica Ceridwen Llywellen gai’Eunin.” She leaned in close to Devon’s ear. “Do not fear me. We will talk.” With a sweeping gesture, she addressed the rest of the room. “Return to your duties. The gai’Pyros and I will have words with the new arrivals. Please, everyone, we need to know who these people are, what do they want, why are they here.” She paused. “Why they have destroyed an entire sector of our city. Do what you can to find the source of this.” Turning, she nodded at the group there. “Come.”

      Devon followed her out of the room, with Matthew right next to her. Devon didn’t like that the Biumi woman was clinging to Rand—but did she have a right to feel that way? She was the interloper. For all she knew, Biumi could be his wife.

      Oh, ew.

      The woman strode down the hall at a pace, and the doors and people parted before her. The elements swirled around her, and Devon could see how she commanded them and used them. It was enlightening, considering her basic tutoring from someone who was also learning.

      The group was led off the corridor, and they all followed into a comfortable chamber that had chairs and couches arranged in circles. The area very much had the look of an early 1700s parlor, with brocade upholstery and silver serving and tea sets. The rug on the floor was uniquely Persian, and there were couches that could be called nothing but a settee.

      Devon stopped and stared. The flame-haired Eunica stopped next to her and smiled sadly. “Yes. It’s exactly what you think it is. I was born and raised in Caerdydd in Cymry until I was twenty-six when I found the key. I have been here ever since. We’ll talk later.” She stepped away and smiled. “Everyone sit, please. We need to figure out what’s going on here.”

      Devon could barely move or breathe. This woman was from Wales. From her world. She was the ruler, the queen here, and her confidence was stunning to behold.

      “Devon?” Rand’s voice was in her ear. “Are you all right?”

      “This is…is my history. This room is my past.” She turned at looked at him. “The Eunica…”

      “Came through as you did, two hundred and eighty years ago.”

      “From a place called Wales.” Ceridwen was waiting at a couch, motioning them over. “Come. We’ll have time to chat later. We have to figure out what’s going on with this army. We have to figure out how to get the key back and what we have to do to get these fires out, and make sure the people are safe.”

      Rand took her hand and walked over to the couch, helping Devon sit. She felt dizzy and a little sick, but having Rand next to her helped—until Biumi sat on the arm next to him. Then, she felt sick, dizzy, and jealous.

      The Eunica sat on the edge of the settee, straight and formal until Matthew sat in the next chair and touched her hand. “Relax, Ceri. Relax. We’re not in formal negotiations.” He smiled at her as another person walked into the room, from a door at the back.

      Everyone stood again and bowed as a man sat down next to the Eunica and a woman sat on the arm on Matthew’s chair. With royal aires about him that matched the Eunica’s, he smiled at her and took her hand. “Thank you for keeping her calm.”

      “Well, Grandin,” the woman said from the arm of Matthew’s chair. “I didn’t know you would take this to heart so quickly.”

      “Madam pyr’Cardinal, I didn’t know I had this power, and I didn’t know it would touch off a revolution.” Rand shook his head.

      “Understand this right now,” the man next to the Eunica said. “None of you did this. None of you are responsible for this uprising.”

      “We’ve been watching it a very long time,” Matthew continued. “It just happened their attack coincided with the appearance of the Eunica.”

      “Please,” Devon said, sitting forward. “How do I get home? How do we get the key back so I can go home?”

      “We can get the key back,” the Eunica answered, “but you belong here. This is your destiny. And our world is meant to move into the next phase of our existence because of you.”

      “Next phase?” Biumi asked.

      “We are no longer to be ruled by just one Eunica,” the woman on Matthew’s chair said. “The scry has told me that we will have two minds, two Eunicanim to save our way of life. And the crystal brought forth Devon Roebick in response to that.”

      Devon held up her hand. “Stop. Please, stop. I don’t understand anything that’s going on here. You’re all talking about stories and people and places, and I have no idea what it all means.” She pointed at Matthew. “He’s supposed to be dead. I have no idea who you all are. Could we please, please start with names, ranks, and serial numbers?”

      “I’m sorry,” the Eunica said. “I am worried about the people and let that override my good sense. Let’s begin with names and who we are for the young Eunica.” She nodded at herself. “I am Ceridwen Llywellen, the Eunica. This”—she patted the arm of the man next to her—“is my spouse, Viloras Riden, the Eunin.”

      Matthew raised his hand. “I am Matthew gai’Losidne Fortier, the brother-mate of Ceridwen and spouse of the pyr’Cardinal.” He placed his hand on the hand of the woman next to him.

      She spoke, “I am Bethela Fortier pyr’Losidne, the pyr’Cardinal North Prime.”

      The woman on Rand’s right spoke, “I am Biumi inca’Dunness, Temple Guardian.”

      “Grandin ven’Dargan, Night Guardian of the Temple. “

      “Olosos ner’Matronos, the coadunate to Devon.”

      “To the Eunica,” Bethela said. “The coadunate to the Eunica.”

      Ceridwen held up her hand. “We’ll discuss that in a few moments. We need to know that the crystal is safe, Grandin. Where is it?”

      “I have it,” Devon said.

      “Where?” Matthew said. “You’ve said you don’t have the backpack with the key in it.”

      Devon chewed her lip and then shrugged. She reached into her shirt and pulled the crystal out of her bra to show them. “Safe. And secure.”

      Matthew and Viloras started laughing while she saw Rand roll his eyes.

      Ceridwen smiled. “You’ve had that in your bra for the past twenty-four hours?”

      “Well, more like twenty, but yes.” Devon smiled.

      “That’s innovative.” Ceridwen’s tone was full of approval.

      “You weren’t quite that bold.” Viloras laughed heartily. “But for your time, you were innovative.”

      Devon wanted to ask how to get home again, but she had a feeling it wasn’t the right time. She nodded and slipped the crystal back into her pocket—not feeling bold enough to stuff it in her bra in front of an audience.

      “Do we know where Lornen is?” Biumi asked.

      There was silence as an answer. Matthew slowly shook his head. “He is the only one we can’t find.”

      “His record was not the best,” Biumi explained. “There were days when we all wondered how he got accepted to be a Temple Guardian at all. He had a short temper and…he was a brute.”

      “We had times when we put a guard on the chamber despite him being on duty,” Rand said. “We weren’t sure that if something did happen, he would be able to carry out his duty to remove the crystal.”

      “He never liked you,” Olosos said. “Could the attack on the temple, if it was orchestrated by Lornen, have been to discredit or kill you?”

      “That is a great possibility,” Biumi said.

      “He really hated me,” Rand said. “To destroy a whole section of the city.”

      “It wouldn’t only be you,” Matthew said. “They would be attempting to destroy the area to take it over. We need to know more about these people.”

      “Eunica,” Olosos said, “how safe is this palace? Are we sure that the palace and Palace District are secure? We saw what was going on outside, and we have to fear for our safety and the Eunicanim.”

      Viloras shook his head. “Our guards can keep the palace. They won’t let it fall. But we do fear the off chance that they have been infiltrated by these separatists.”

      Devon looked around the room at the people with her. “I’m going to be the voice of dissent here. Someone explain to me how I know you all are the good guys. How do I know that you’re not the ones repressing and oppressing people and that they are the ones in the right? I’m trusting you all that you are good and that you’ll be able to get me home. But I don’t have a whole heck of a lot of proof that you aren’t the bad guys.”

      The room was silent. Several glances were exchanged, but no one answered the question. The Eunica leaned forward in her hair. “You have an excellent question, Devon. Truly excellent. How do we know we aren’t the bad guys? Is there something we are missing from the prometheans? The gaians? The whole population?”

      Matthew nodded. “I will spear-head that inquisition.”

      “And another question,” Olosos asked, “do we have enough transportation to abandon the palace if we have to? Get everyone out?”

      “Is there a safe house?” Biumi looked around. “We’re too familiar now with the fact that we might not have a safe place to flee to.”

      Viloras raised his hand. “I will check on the transportation and the safe house.”

      “Excellent.” Ceridwen nodded. “Now, if you will all permit me time, I need to speak with Devon alone. I know we are in crisis, but so is this poor girl. There are things we must discuss. Bethela, will you and Matthew show our guests where they will be sleeping?”

      Matthew and Bethela stood and motioned to everyone, and it was only a moment before Devon found herself alone in the room with Ceridwen. Devon sat with her hands folded in her lap; this was the first time she was without Rand there to help her figure out what was going on. She felt his loss acutely at that moment.

      The Eunica moved to sit next to Devon. “I know you can’t trust us yet. But I am grateful for you. If you had not come through the crystal door when you had, you and the crystal would be in the hands of the enemy. Who we call the enemy. I hope I have not been kept away from the people and their needs, and this is not an uprising. I strive very hard to be made aware of the status of the state. It’s not easy to keep up sometimes. Even just our city of Shorneberg has forty districts. The mayor and I have a conference every day, but even that doesn’t always help.”

      “I don’t believe you’re evil, or on the wrong side.” Devon sighed. “I’m a trained interrogator. There are always two sides to every story.”

      Ceridwen looked over her shoulder to the door behind them and then over to the main door, then grabbed Devon’s hands. “Tell me. What is Earth like now? I haven’t been back in two hundred years. We can go back and forth, no matter what anyone says, but it’s not a good idea. I was so homesick after my last visit.”

      Devon laughed. “Gossip.”

      “Dirty filthy gossip.” Ceridwen giggled like a school girl.

      “How has it been two hundred years?”

      “The crystal changes us on the way through. I’m not sure how. But we are changed, long-lived. The people of Cardinal Terrun live longer than us on Earth, but as soon as you slide through, we change to be like them. More than them. Most of the Eunicas have lived nearly five hundred years.” Ceridwen squeezed her hands. “Please, Earth? The Empire? The new world?”

      “The new world is colonized completely. The colonies fought and won a war against the Empire and won their freedom. North America is three countries, the United States, where I’m from, Canada to the north, and Mexico to the south. There’s so much since you’ve left. I don’t think I could even begin to detail it.”

      “I would like to hear it someday.” She was quiet and calm. “But I guess since you aren’t completely freaked out by the amount of technology here, the Earth is far more advanced than when I left.”

      “We are behind this place, but not by much. It’s an interesting combination of old and new. But, Eunica. What if I don’t love it here? What if I want to go home, for good?”

      “You have been here a day. You are exhausted. But if you truly hate it here, we can arrange for you to go back, permanently. Our world will be poorer for it. Rand...”

      Devon felt a chill. “Rand what?”

      “He would probably choose death without you. The Eunin doesn’t survive well without his Eunica.”

      The very thought of that was terrifying to her—which in turn terrified her again because how could she feel that way so quickly? She changed tack to distract herself. “How do you know there isn’t someone else out there who is meant to be the Eunica aside from me? After all, Biumi seems pretty interested in him.”

      “Bed partners. That’s all. She clings to him because her world was destroyed today. He is familiar, comfortable. A lot of the guardians paired up upon arrival here, just showing comfortable alliances.”

      It was a little bit of a relief, but she also didn’t like that she was jealous of Biumi and her feelings for Rand. Stupid jealousy.

      “And you don’t mind sharing this throne crown thingy with me? If I choose to stay?”

      “It’s an honor and a burden. Viloras caught me out of the crystal, and he has been my rock since that day. I am pleased Grandin caught you. He is a good man.”

      Devon put a hand to her forehead. “This is all so much. I just want to go back to simple. To making sure that dead people were treated well, and their assets are sent to the right place.”

      “It will get harder before it gets better.” Ceridwen shrugged.

      “How do we get the key? Obviously, you and Matthew were able to get it back there.”

      “The key must stay in the Earth realm so others who need it may use it. It is a shared magic. When I went back for Matthew, he was gifted the chance to go back just once to set up the key for the other side so our next Eunica could emerge. We will have to retrieve the key and set everything up.” She patted Devon’s hand. “We will worry about all of this later. For now, let’s get you a place to bathe and sleep. You are tired and filthy.”
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      Biumi was clinging to him, and while he understood they did have a bond that went deeper with each than most of the others, this was an odd desperation from her.

      Their rooms were two floors down, on the other side of the palace, and Rand didn’t like that she tried to come in with him.

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “Biumi.”

      “I need your comfort tonight, Grandin.”

      He glanced at Bethela, and seeming to understand, she pulled a door open just two more down from his, nodding.

      Rand steered Biumi there and walked in with her, but held her at arm’s length as he closed the door. “Biumi. This must end between us. I’m sorry, but...”

      “You have feelings for the strange woman.”

      Rand tipped his head. “This is not ‘feelings.’ This is a pull, a need.”

      “She wishes to go home, Rand. She doesn’t want to help us or rule Cardinal Terrun.”

      “And if she goes back I will go with her.” Rand was shocked at the words, but they were the truth, he realized as they slipped out. “She is my destiny. She is the person fate wishes me to be with.”

      “That is silliness. You are destined to be the Supreme of the temple.”

      Rand shook his head. “No. I have to leave the temple, Biumi. I’m not a sicutus. I never was.”

      She stared at him, confused. “I...”

      “What are the legends, Biumi? The one who catches the Eunica from the crystal door is the one destiny intends for her. The destined Eunin.”

      “But you cannot use even your ventus with any skill.”

      “I am not ventus. I am animusi.” He sighed and put a hand on her shoulder. “I have felt the pull to Devon since I first saw her in the crystal just moments before she came through. She is mine, and I am hers. I must follow that.”

      “And does she return these feelings for you?”

      “As much as we’ve discussed it, yes.”

      Biumi sighed. “Then, go to her. I will take comfort in your memory and destiny.”

      “Fate has someone for you, Biumi,” Rand said. “I don’t think it’s so far off either. Fate is fickle.”

      “That’s she is.”

      “Sleep well, Biumi. I don’t know how many good nights of sleep we will get in the coming days.”

      She nodded, and Rand took the opportunity to exit the room quietly. He didn’t want to see her hurt, but he could and did admit that Devon was his destiny. As he turned to walk back to his room, he smacked right into another body standing there.

      “You and Biumi?” Olosos’s tone was somewhere between impressed and angry.

      “We were a comfort.”

      “And you just walked away from her for Devon.”

      “Are you jealous that I wish to be your coadunate’s choice and not you?”

      Olosos leaned up from the wall. “Not even remotely. This leaves Biumi for me.” He leaned around Rand and knocked on the door. “Go away.”

      Rand laughed and headed back to his room as the door to Biumi’s room cracked open behind him. As he headed back, he saw Devon heading up the hall with the Eunica, their heads together, laughing and chatting with each other.

      He bowed as they approached him, his hand on the doorknob. The Eunica shook her head. “No, Grandin. You do not bow to me. That is for those who do not hold rank in this castle.”

      “I do not hold rank, madam.”

      She put her hand on Devon’s shoulder. “You are the sicutus who caught the Eunica?”

      “I am.”

      “Then you hold rank. You are the Eunin.”

      “I will not be Eunin unless my Eunica accepts her position as well.” He watched Devon, whose eyes opened wide. “If you choose to go back to your world, I will go with you.”

      Ceridwen raised her eyebrows. “Well. That’s a declaration I haven’t heard before, though not without precident. It is as you wish it, though. You are not a subject of my rule. Only your Eunica’s.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I will leave you in his care, Devon. I have a few more things to tend to before I go to bed. We’ll meet in the morning and start figuring out what’s going on and what we can do.”

      Before Devon could ask a question, the Eunica was down the hall and running after her would have been rude and unseemly. Devon sighed and looked at him.

      “Do I get my own room?”

      “I haven’t been inside yet.” Rand pushed the door open and watched as the lights flickered on. He motioned her inside and pulled the door closed behind them.

      It was an impressive room, well appointed, decorated far more luxuriously than anything he’d ever slept in. There were couches and a dining area, and four doors off the back of the living area. He wandered in further, looking around. “My lady, if there are not two beds, I will happily sleep on the couch. That thing is nicer than anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “Agreed.” She nodded, making her own assessment. “I might even fight you for the couch.”

      Reaching the back of the room, Rand pushed one of the four doors open to reveal at least one plush and luxurious bedroom. The luxury and wealth of the room was stunning, and walking in he was even more overwhelmed. There was a full bathroom through another door on the left, and what he guessed was a closet next to it.

      Popping his head out, he found Devon opening another door. He followed her in and found it was another bathroom—and felt a sudden acute sense of disappointment. Devon gasped and turned. She watched him with eyes wide, surprised and shocked, and Rand felt guilty.

      “You…you want to sleep with me?”

      Rand took a deep breath. “I am confused by what I feel for you. It’s necessary for me to be near you. I do feel…an attraction to you.” More than, but he didn’t vocalize that.

      “You would follow me back to Earth?”

      “I don’t think I could be away from you again. There is something about you that even if nothing comes of us, and that kiss, I don’t know that I could live apart from you.”

      Devon stared at him. “What about Biumi?”

      He shook his head. “It was never meant to be. She’s not mine, and I’m not hers.”

      Her look was sheepish. “I have to admit I was more than a little jealous when she clung to you. I get that it was a very dangerous, alien situation. But I couldn’t help it.” Looking up at him, her eyes were filled with confusion. “Rand, I haven’t been here a day, and I’ve spent most of it running and trying to understand what was going on. And I haven’t done well at either so far.”

      “Devon, we don’t need to figure anything out tonight.” He blinked. “I’m a male. Sometimes, we can’t help but think with parts of our body that shouldn’t be involved with decisions.”

      Devon sighed. “No matter what the plane of existence, men still think with their dicks.”

      Rand laughed at her crude language. Her smile was mischievous and genuine, and Rand stepped close. “We are both exhausted, Devon. And although a bed romp could be fun, I don’t think either of us has that kind of energy.” He smirked sweetly. “What if we just shared the bed? I think my rest would be more complete if you were next to me.”

      “And no hanky-panky?”

      Rand raised an eyebrow. “No.”

      “Was that a not yet I heard?”

      He laughed. “Let’s find some bedclothes. I could use a damn shower.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      There was a sharp set of knocks on the door of the bedroom, and Devon sat straight up. Padding over on the insanely plush rug, she pulled the door open to find a Palace Guard standing there.

      A little disappointment crept through her. Not a dream.

      “Yes?”

      “The Eunica requests your presence as soon as possible. She requests you dress the part of the promethean middle class, and instructs you that the required garments are in the closet.”

      “Well. Thanks.” Devon was trying to blink the sleep from her eyes. The guard continued to stand there Minacingly. “Uh, twenty minutes?”

      He snapped off a salute and a bow and marched out of the living area beyond. Devon tried rubbing the sleep from her eyes this time. She felt rested but wondered how long they’d slept.

      “Is the sector still burning?” Rand’s sleepy yawn floated through the room.

      “I have no idea. The windows are shuttered, and I don’t see a television in here.”

      “Info”—he yawned again and stretched with it this time—“screen. Right on the wall. Screen on.”

      Devon was about to give him what for ordering her to turn it on, but the screen popped to life. She jumped back, startled, and laughed. Rand was sitting up in bed and smirking at her. He was still wearing the pajama bottoms they had managed to find, but he’d lost the shirt in the middle of the night.

      And she could not help but notice his toned physique, the neatly stacked muscles, the adorable bedhead. Devon cleared her throat and headed for the bathroom. “What’s the proper title for the Eunica?” She was desperately trying to forget she had slept next to that and done nothing about it.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, a queen is addressed as your highness or your majesty. Judges are your honor.”

      “Your grace, your majesty, principix. All acceptable.”

      Devon nodded, splashing some water on her face. Good Lord, that man was hot. “Okay, good. Apparently I’m required to report to her.”

      “I heard. I—oh, gods and stars.”

      Devon hurried back out of the bathroom to find Rand out of bed—still shirtless—staring at the screen on the wall. It was alive with images and letters she knew and didn’t, and numbers scrolling everywhere. She grabbed his arm. “What’s going on?”

      “That”—he pointed to the screen—“is where the temple was.”

      Devon gasped. There was nothing but a smoldering husk, the building a complete ruin. There were a few people walking around the hot remains, but they all looked official. As she was about to ask another question, the screen changed, and another area, consumed in flames appeared, and the words Quaestus Locus flashed at the top. “Trade market,” she mumbled.

      “It’s our financial seat,” Rand said, walking forward. “Our money isn’t concentrated there, but our livelihoods are.”

      “Why are they doing this? What did these places do to deserve this?”

      “I don’t know. It’s what we need to find out.” Rand turned her to face him. “Go with the Eunica. I don’t know what she’s up to, but I’m sure she knows what she’s doing. And I’m sure she’s trying to figure this all out.”

      “You’ll have to help me pick out clothes. I don’t know what to wear.”

      He smiled, and in the midst of the smile, Devon pulled him to her and kissed him, hard. He was soft and gentle, and the lightning of desire ran through the both of them again. She wanted to feel this way for real—for good. She felt his arms around her, holding her close, letting the kiss go on, go deeper. It stirred everything in her that had gone dormant after her last boyfriend had walked away from her. She wanted more. She...

      She pulled away, slowly. “Rand...”

      He put a hand on her cheek. “Not yet. We’ve only known each other a day, and so much has happened. I feel the way you do, believe me. I have never felt want like this before. But let us have more level heads before we head to more level beds.”

      “You’re a smooth talker, aren’t you?”

      “I’m trying not to rip your clothes off and throw you on the mattress.”

      “Hng,” Devon grunted and stepped back. “Let’s not go there before I agree it’s a good idea.”

      Rand pulled the closet door open and turned on the light. To neither of their surprises the closet was full of clothes. He glanced over his shoulder and seemed to size her up before he stepped inside. Devon opted to finish up her trip to the bathroom while he was choosing clothes.

      The Eunica was waiting in the room where they had first arrived. It was a large, cold room, no better in the light of day than at night. Dressed in the same common clothes that Devon was wearing, she had several guards and security personnel around her. They were deep in discussion, and Devon didn’t want to interrupt. She waited near the door she had entered.

      “I didn’t know you had been summoned.”

      Devon turned and found Biumi standing there, smiling at her, in a similar outfit.

      “I didn’t think anyone else had either.”

      “Devon, I must apologize for my actions last evening. They were the actions of a terrified woman who shouldn’t have reacted that way. I have years of training, and I didn’t act appropriately.”

      “Well, I’m the interloper,” Devon said. “I didn’t take offense. I was just confused about my own reaction.”

      Biumi cocked her head. “You are Olosos’ coadunate, yes?”

      “I am, apparently. I’m not exactly sure what that entails, yet.”

      “And you have designs on him?”

      Devon felt her eyebrows jump up. “Aside from trying to figure out what this coadunate stuff means, no.”

      There was a satisfied little smirk on the woman’s face. “Thank you.”

      She slid her gaze to the other woman, eyes wide. “Did you…”

      There was a curt, pleased nod. “We shared a bed.”

      A snort escaped Devon, and she covered her mouth, embarrassed. “So did Rand and I, but I seriously doubt we mean the same thing right now.”

      Biumi laughed. “Grandin is a gentleman. Until you finally get him in bed.” She leaned over. “And he’s worth the wait.”

      It took Devon a moment to school her reaction to that statement. Her small dislike of the woman dissipated and had the feeling she had just made a friend.

      “Devon, Biumi.” The woman who had called herself Bethela walked from the other side of the room. Sharing the same fashions as them as well, she approached with a smile. “The Eunica is having a last final briefing on what’s going on here today, and we’ll be on our way.”

      Devon immediately knew this woman was eun, not human. The elements were practically following her, begging to be used. It was a sight to behold, the threads of water, earth, fire, and air following her through the room. They swirled around her, settling like a blanket when she stopped next to them. Devon still didn’t understand this place well enough to know if that was something publicly spoken about—and she knew better than to open her mouth about something that might not be common knowledge.

      “What’s going on?” Devon gestured to the men and women surrounding the Eunica.

      “The men will be leading an attempt to control the fires and rebellion surrounding the palace,” Bethela explained. “Viloras is excited to have someone to train in diplomacy and power. Ceridwen is as well.”

      “What are we doing here?” Biumi was as confounded as Devon was. “Shouldn’t we be working with them?”

      The Eunica motioned them over, and Bethela explained, “We are going to take a different approach to this. Her grace will explain.”

      Instead of following them to the Eunica, Bethela peeled off and headed for the conduit car they had arrived in the night before. As the two of them approached, the Eunica motioned to all the officials around her to back off and get to work. It was an elegant dismissal that also beckoned them closer. “Dressed as requested, I see. Excellent. Let’s get going.” Again, with the wave of her hand they were headed over to the car that Bethela was starting up.

      “Your grace,” Devon started, “what’s—”

      Holding up a hand, she gestured for all of them to get into the car. This time, Devon and Biumi climbed in the back and let the Eunica have the front seat. There was enough room for two in the front when there was no one else, but to crowd this woman in seemed the wrong thing to do.

      The doors slid closed, and the Eunica turned in her seat. “We are going to do some reconnaissance of our own. I trust my intelligence forces, but sometimes the filtered reports of what’s going on do nothing to help us really make decisions and figure out what’s going on. So Bethela and I have decided we’re going shopping, with two of you. The Mercata is the best place to listen to the people, which is why we are dressed this way. And, you must, must remember that today, I am not your grace, your highness, Eunica. None of that. I am simply Ceri. You are Devon, Biumi, and Beth. If we are anything else, we cannot rely on the information and conversations we gather.”

      “Undercover.” Devon nodded, the humor leaking through. “I haven’t done undercover in a while.”

      Bethela threw a look over her shoulder. “In a while?”

      “I’m a police officer, officially. But most of my time is spent investigating people who have died alone. It’s a specialized field, and I’m damn good at it. Me and my partner. I did some undercover work when I first started on the force. I was young enough I could blend into a lot of places that others couldn’t. So I did some. But I started having panic attacks and had to give it up.”

      “Panic attacks?” Biumi was curious.

      “I don’t do well in social situations and very loud, large crowds.”

      “That’s where we’re going to be!”

      Ceridwen held up her hand. “No. You didn’t do well in crowds because you are an animusi, a focal point for emotion. In any place you might be. I will show you how to close out the emotion so you can enjoy and absorb your surroundings.”

      “Anim... animusi?” Biumi was stuttering. “Your grace, you’re still so young!”

      Ceridwen laughed. “Two hundred and eighty is not ‘that’ young, my dear. But, yes. Among the Eunica, I am. Don’t fear this. The time is coming when two heads are better than one. Two Eunicanim. Our people need the guidance of many, not just one.”

      This time, Biumi turned and stared at Devon. Devon tried to ignore it but finally turned. “What?”

      “You’re...”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m no one. I’m just trying to figure out how to get home.”

      “You do not wish to rule?”

      “Lord, no,” Devon said.

      “Why not?”

      “I’m not a people person.”

      Biumi looked down and folded her hands. “But the good you could do. There are so many children who dream of being part of the Eunicanim, or the Council of Cardinals. We dream of the good things we can do for our people. We are proud of what we have here, and that we are all included in ruling Cardinal Terrun. We do not tolerate the horrible prejudices of Gloria Rei or the abject ignorance of Aptalvorgi. The Eunica keeps us steady and on the right track. We need her, and the whole of the Eunicanim, right now more than can be put into words. Without them, we would be a sodden mess—desperately trying to fight the fires and the rebellion at the same time. Losing at both, most likely.”

      Devon blinked slowly. That was a lot for a lone woman to be saddled with.

      “I am not crushed by this responsibility, Devon. I have hundreds of people helping me. The king did not rule alone. He had advisors, and governors, and parliament, and lords to help him,” Ceridwen said. “There is no vacuum that surrounds me. I would not dream of doing this alone.”

      Devon nodded and stared out the window as the mountain that bordered the Palace District flew by. It was a lot, but then Ceridwen was right. Power wasn’t a vacuum if the powerful didn’t let it be. The president had a cabinet. No one person could know all there was to know about any one thing.

      “How far is the Mercata?”

      “Technically, about ten leagues,” Bethela said. “But we are going to a back route so that we don’t look like we’ve arrived from the palace. All part of the disguise.”

      “How many districts are in the city?”

      “There are ten.” Ceridwen turned in her seat slightly. “Agricultural, University, Temple, Palace, Mercata, Quaestus, Terrun, River, Showplace, and Dorminus. Each has it’s own feel and culture. The Showplace is entertainment, the Agricultural is full of farmers. The River is relaxation, the Quaestus is all business. It’s a fantastic, lively contrast. And that’s just the city. We have other cities and provinces in Cardinal Terrun. Mining and resources, mountains.”

      “How big is Cardinal Terrun?” Devon was amazed at what the city had; she couldn’t imagine the size of the... “Wait. What is Cardinal Terrun? A country? A state? A continent?”

      “We are a country. A unified political alliance. We have cities and provinces. The country is 2,200 leagues across, and the city is a hundred of those.”

      “Three hundred miles across? That’s...enormous! I mean, each district has to be a whole city to themselves!”

      Ceridwen nodded. “Just about. Imagine, Devon. I came here from Cardiff in 1709. We were a big city in a small country. The size of everything here was utterly staggering to me. I don’t know what the world looks like now, but I’m sure it’s still not as big as this.”

      “Not at all.”

      “Ten thousand years of a well-organized government gets you this.”

      Devon glanced out the front window.

      “And I am proud to be a part of it, to be a facilitator to this amazing world, these happy people. I have become so much more than a merchant’s daughter here. Ceridwen Llywellen was a simple, honest girl and had the chance to break out of that little world. I have changed as much as I have changed Cardinal Terrun.”
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      The knock on the door was unmistakably one that Olosos would use. Rand opened it and found the eun standing there.

      Olosos nodded. “We have to report to the training room.”

      “Training room?”

      “Yes. You are no longer just the Night Guardian at the temple, Rand. You are the new Eunin. You will have your own Eunicanim to form, and you’re stuck with me in that. Viloras wants us down in the training room. We’re going out to be a blunt force and get some of this insanity under control.”

      “I’ll go, but you all better lose the idea of me being anything at all until Devon has made up her mind.”

      “You’re not the only one who would follow her. Do you know I don’t know how I lived without that connection for so long? I will follow her wherever she goes.”

      Rand left the door open, the sign for Olosos to come into the room. “And what about Biumi? You were all over that in a heartbeat.”

      Olosos tipped his head to consider him. “You think she would not follow as well?”

      “We’re going to have a damn village walking through the crystal door if she refuses.”

      “Where is the crystal?”

      “Safe.”

      “Oh, horse shit, Grandin.”

      “It’s with Devon. We fashioned a pouch she could wear around her neck that no one will see. It will be safest with her at all time. I trust the Eunicanim and not one other soul in this building. Aside from you.”

      The eun nodded. “Agreed. We have to keep the circle small for now. The Eunin agreed to send a small party to the house where the pack was left. If they’ve taken it, there’s little chance that Devon will have a choice of going or staying.”

      “I know. I think she’s trying not to panic about it.”

      “Get dressed. Wear something practical. Not those damn robes. Fighting and searching needs to be done in something that isn’t going to get caught on everything. And isn’t going to let the cameras know Grandin ven’Dargan is found and alive and safe.”

      Only a few minutes later, Rand followed Olosos down through the palace, in a direction they had not gone before. The training room was at the very bottom of the building, and the guards were outside the door, waiting. Rand and Olosos entered to find the Eunin, Matthew, and another eun standing there. He was a dark-skinned eun, with gold eyes and black, tightly curled hair of the deep southern continent.

      The Eunin stepped forward. “Good morning, gentlemen. I trust you slept well?”

      Neither Rand nor Olosos could manage to get their voices to work. The accent that had accompanied the Eunin’s words had ripped away their ability to speak.

      But the Eunin was amused. “You didn’t expect to hear these inflections, did you?”

      Olosos managed to shake his head before Rand. “No, sire. Not at all. I had no idea.”

      “No one does,” he answered. “It is why I leave the speeches to my spouse.”

      The dark eun spoke. “I led the rescue that brought Viloras to our shores. Our binding happened on the way back, even though we had no knowledge of our Eunica at the time.”

      “You’re from Gloria Rei?” Rand felt like an ass for having so much trouble finding his voice.

      The Eunin nodded. “Lucky enough to find my way here. I was young, and Fairthir was a grace that was unexpected. The boat held just fourteen, and my mother shoved me into it with my older brother. My mother, father, and sister were caught before they could descend to the beach.”

      “Wouldn’t we want you to speak out, your grace?” Olosos asked. “To show the Rei that gaians aren’t chattel and waste?”

      “The time is coming, but it is not just yet. We have to regain the upper hand in this war that’s appeared in the heart of our country.” He gestured to the training room. “Come. There are many things to show you. Unlike what my lady wife is doing, we are meant to be seen. We are going into the fray to reassure the people of Cardinal Terrun that we have not been idle.” He raised an eyebrow. “How is your weapons training?”

      “I was a Night Guardian,” Rand answered.

      “Ah, excellent. So you are armed already then?”

      One item at a time, Rand pulled his weapons out of their hiding places on his body. Scimitar knife, long blade, short staff, throwing blades, mini knife, and finally the gun at his waist.

      Viloras nodded. “Excellent. And you, Olosos?”

      “I’m a pacifist.”

      Fairthir snorted. “Not anymore you aren’t. You are the coadunate of the Eunica. You need to be able to use anything as a weapon.”

      Rand shook his head slightly and put a hand to his forehead. Olosos smirked, taking the cue from him, and in less than a heartbeat, Fairthir was down on his back with one of Rand’s small blades at his neck.

      “Never mistake pacifist for untrained or unable.” He backed off and offered his had to help Fairthir off the ground. “I spent most of my life training. I just choose not to carry a weapon.”

      Fairthir clapped him on the back. “Well done! Perhaps we can interest you in a bow and arrow, eh?”

      Olosos smiled. “I think you might be able to. There is an elegance in them and thought that most others don’t have.”

      “I am sorry you have to give up your pacifism, Olosos. We need more peace and less anger.”

      “Picking up a weapon does not mean I put down my ideals.”

      “Philosopher warrior,” Rand said, jerking his thumb at him.

      Olosos rolled his eyes.

      “So, you two are familiar with each other already,” Viloras said. “I’m impressed. Usually, these things are not so easily blended.”

      Olosos nodded, but Rand was confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you notice that the Eunica’s coadunate is nowhere to be found?” Matthew asked.

      It was suddenly painfully obvious that they had not seen nor heard from her in the time they were there, while Fairthir was present, and several other less important people had swarmed around. “Now I do.”

      “Katarin and Ceridwen don’t get along. They never have. It was terrible when they realized they were complementary to each other—devastating. Ceridwen is a vivacious, enthusiastic, rambunctious woman who stirs the pot and does what needs to be done. Katarin is none of those. She was raised a spoiled, wealthy eun who thought her only job in life would be to run a household and produce a child or two. None of this ‘running a country’ bullshit, as she says. The only time you will ever see Katarin is when we have need of her abilities. The rest of the time, she keeps company with her spouse and their children on an estate nearby.”

      “Well, that’s discouraging.” Olosos shook his head.

      Rand waved him off. “I’m curious, as it never came up in school or the temple. Is it possible to have more than one potential coadunate?”

      “We believe so,” Matthew answered. “It’s just that there are so few eun compared to humans that the issue’s never really arisen before. But we also don’t know what would happen if another coadunate link appeared. Can we break one to rejoin another? What happens to the other link? Will everyone come out the other end?”

      “Moot,” Viloras said. “We have anarchy to control. Fairthir, please get Olosos a bow and quiver.” He motioned them to another wall of cabinets. “You’ll all be wearing the uniform of the Eunicanim Guard. Since we rarely ever take them out of the palace, it will catch everyone’s attention. Our idea is to show the people we are still here, we want to know what’s going on, and if everyone could please calm down, that would be good.”

      “Using slightly less polite language, I trust,” Rand said.

      “Using slightly more force.” Viloras opened the door to the cabinet and pulled out the uniforms. They were deep purple with yellow piping and trim and were nothing like any uniform in the military. They were two piece pants uniforms, instead of the robes he was used to.

      They were out of the training room and out into the open troop carrier in a few minutes. Viloras was also wearing one of the uniforms and had chosen a long sword. The gates were pulled back, and the carrier moved out into the insanity of the street, and almost instantly, Rand had to pull the elements close to him to keep the uncontrolled emotions from attacking him and crippling him.

      “Is it always like this?” Rand asked Olosos.

      “Always,” he answered. “But I can tell you’ve already cocooned yourself in the other elements so they can’t get to you. It’s the only way to protect yourself.”

      There was a loud crack on the side of the vehicle, and Rand turned to see someone with a bat hitting the sides. He timed it so that he bent down and grabbed the bat before it hit again. The man who was holding it was taken by surprise and looked up at Rand. “Let go! Let go! You’re not going to protect us. We have to protect ourselves!”

      “We mean you no harm, sir.”

      “You mean us no good! The Temple District is gone! The Quaestus is burning! We are next!”

      “Not if we can help it.”

      “You can’t!” The man pulled the bat back and disappeared into the crowd.

      Olosos looked at him and cocked his head. “I don’t know either. That wasn’t what I expected.”

      “Me neither.”
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* * *

      Devon was wholly impressed with the Mercata. Though she had never been to the Middle East, she had the feeling this massive market was very much like the spice markets and the open air markets that were so famous.

      The stalls they wandered past were draped with silk and linen, hand-blown glass, spice, fruits, leather…just about everything a person could want or need. Some streets were all food; some were all dry goods. Others looked like different departments in Macy’s.

      Devon couldn’t help but stop and stare at the beautiful, delicate jewelry that was on display in a few of the windows. She didn’t want to pass up the bolts and bolts of bright silks and delicate linens. The whole place was a wonderland of sights and smells.

      As they were passing a store, Bethela motioned them inside with a smile. The interior was brightly lit and rows and rows of gems and jewels. A middle-aged woman stood from behind the counter and bowed slightly. “Madame Bethela. A pleasure as always.” She moved down the counters, turning on a light here and there. “Is there anything you are looking for in particular?”

      “Thank you, Mari, I’m just hoping something will catch my eye.” With great care, Bethela looked through the cases, studying them and motioning for them to do the same.

      Devon wasn’t going to complain about looking at gorgeous jewels like this. She walked slowly along the cases as well, Biumi trailing her. There were greens and blues and even some pinks. Pinks were hard to come by anywhere. These were some gorgeous clear gems, but the ones that pulled her in were the ones that looked like Cape May Diamonds. Not real diamonds, they were usually pink sea class, small and pretty. They didn’t sparkle, but they all had unique shapes that drew her to them.

      “The pink omphalos, my lady?” The woman behind the counter was there for her immediately.

      “Can you tell me about them?”

      “Of course! They are from the Southern Sea, from a unique process of natural wear in the water. They are from the shell of the sea polm, and while the sea polm isn’t worth much, the gems we have from their shells can go for thousands of credits. I certainly hope the Eunicanim squashes this rebellion so that we can continue to keep the prices where they are. May I show you a few pieces?”

      Ceridwen nodded her consent, and Devon passed the nod on to the woman behind the counter. The gems she presented were gorgeous, delicate and clearly a point of pride in their settings.

      But being dazzled by the jewelry didn’t shut off the cop part of her brain.”The rebellion has you troubled?”

      “Very much so,” the shopkeep said. “It is only the rebellion of a few. The people I speak to here in the Mercata want nothing to do with overthrowing a government that has been good to us.”

      “The rebellion isn’t popular.” Devon phrased it as a statement, but she meant it as a question. And thankfully the shopkeep went right along.

      “Can you imagine? The Eunicanim has ruled Cardinal Terrun for thousands of years. During any of those millennia, we could have overthrown them. But the people don’t want to. Oh, of course, there are things we want to change. Aren’t there always? But a functional, equitable government? What a marvelous thing to have. I fear this because I don’t think that the rebellion is ready to set up a government or take over properly. I think this is a power grab.”

      “Agreed,” Devon said, studying a piece of jewelry. “Power grab.”

      “Why would you pull down and burn the very foundation of the government if you wished to take it over?”

      “A good point,” Devon agreed.

      “I worry about my livelihood,” she continued, picking up a delicate filigree piece. “My raw gems come from the corners of the Cardinal Terrun, from far flung places that can bring their goods in because of the Eunicanim and the way they run the country. If the Promethean Guard, army, rebellion gets its way, then my shop is in danger.”

      Ceridwen appeared next to her. “That is a lovely piece. Are you going to buy it?”

      “I don’t—”

      Ceridwen laughed. “You left your money at home. Again. Fine, but you’ll pay me back.”

      The shopkeep was delighted to wrap up the necklace and send it along with them. They headed down the street to another store, this time, one that Biumi picked.

      Over and over, it was the same story they heard. The people didn’t want the rebellion. They at least appreciated the Eunicanim and had no interest in the power grab that this was. And they were worried the rebellion would ruin what they had worked so hard for.

      The restaurant Ceridwen led them into was buzzing with conversation. Small TVs were at each table, and most of them were turned to one of three news channels, and people were in close conversation. They were seated at a table nearly in the middle of the room, and Devon was happy to see that. She’d be able to hear even more of the conversations.

      Devon was distracted almost immediately by the menu. She was surprised how much of the language she could read and how much she didn’t understand what she was reading. Bethela laughed and took pity on her.

      “Are you a vegetarian?”

      “Omnivore,” Devon answered with a smile.

      “Will you let me order for you?”

      She folded the menu back up, conceding defeat. The conversations from around the table flowed back to her, and Devon started listening. She was amazed at how her police training came in handy eavesdropping on the people around her.

      “…the Eunica must have something planned…”

      “...encouraged that their very first concern was about the people and not the building.”

      “I don’t understand why this rebellion is even happening.”

      “...called for volunteers to help relocate the displaced families...”

      “I like her. This Eunica has always been likeable.”

      Devon froze. She realized she was not being overwhelmed by the obvious outpouring of emotion going on around her. She could feel the people and see the threads of feeling around them and her, but she could breathe, relax, analyze. There was no assault. She wasn’t anywhere near a panic attack.

      “Are you all right?” Biumi asked.

      “More than,” Devon answered with a smile. “I’ve always had social anxiety and now…it doesn’t seem to be affecting me. It’s a nice change.”

      “Are you ready to order, ladies?”

      Bethela ordered first and ordered for Devon. Biumi and Ceridwen also ordered, and a moment later glasses full of some kind of liquid that was a pale green color were placed before them. Devon picked one up and studied it.

      Ceridwen laughed and held up her glass. “It’s good, Devon. I guess you’ve had tea?”

      “Of course.”

      “This is a variety called verdania, and it’s the most popular drink in the Mercata. It’s served cold and sweetened.”

      “Green tea?” Taking a sip, Devon was delighted to find out she was exactly right. It was sweetened green tea. And in the next moment, she realized how thirsty she was and how much she had missed a flavored drink, and chugged the whole glass. The other three women laughed.

      That was when they heard the first volley of explosions go off.
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      There was no mistaking the sound at all. It was one that Devon had heard before, and had hoped never to hear again. But there was nothing in any world that sounded like a mortar exploding.

      She grabbed Bethela and Biumi and yanked them under the table, and as soon as they were safe, she yanked Ceridwen down from her chair.

      “What’s going on?” Bethela yelped.

      “The war is coming to us,” Devon said.

      “What?” Biumi gasped.

      “That was a mortar explosion.” Devon watched as most of the other patrons in the restaurant ducked under the tables and ran out of the doors in the front and the back. “The fight has come to the Mercata.”

      “We need to get Ceridwen out of here,” Biumi said.

      “No,” Ceridwen said. “We have to make sure everyone is safe.” The Eunica grabbed Devon’s hands. “I know you are trained to help people. And you know this is what we have to do.”

      Devon nodded. “It is exactly what we have to do.”

      “Biumi, of the three of us, you are in the most danger. It will be your job to get to the back of the building and make sure everyone is out and away from here. Do you know where the shelters are?”

      The lithe woman nodded. “But you’re not getting rid of me that easily. I’m trained in combat too and don’t forget it. If you leave, don’t leave without me.”

      “Get everyone to shelters,” Ceridwen said. “That is your responsibility. We will take care of anything else, and we will be back to get you.”

      Devon saw the instant Biumi realized it was an order from the Eunica, not the woman Ceri they had been talking and having fun with. And she also saw the moment she realized this was a serious responsibility, the lives of people in her hands. She nodded and ducked out from under the table as there was another explosion, this one closer. Devon ducked out just behind her and walked to the front door of the restaurant.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” Devon spoke the words clearly and loudly. “You all need to head out the back door. Sicutus Biumi of the Temple Guardians will show you the way to the shelters and where the security forces will be to help you.”

      Ceridwen caught her eye from under the table, and she saw the Eunica make the decision to join her. Devon offered a hand to help her out of the hiding place, and this time—the people in the room who saw her gasped as she stood. She glanced around and nodded at Devon. “I’m sorry to do this, but we’re going to have to be warrior queens now. Are you ready for battle?”

      Devon smirked. “No. Do I have a choice? But I’m going to do what I can to get the people out of here and stop any destruction I can.”

      “All I can ask.”

      Motioning Bethela to them, the Eunica turned to address the people in the restaurant. “Go! Get out of here. We will not let the Mercata become the next Temple District!”

      The people burst into motion, funneling through the back of the building as fast as they could as another mortar exploded. Devon turned to Ceridwen. “What kind of weapons do you think they have?”

      “Bombs, but not many,” she answered. “Hand weapons, hand to hand weapons. Nothing more. But they only have to hit a few of the right targets. We have to make sure that the Mercata is not destroyed. I know you haven’t had a chance to learn any of your powers, but can you follow me? And Bethela? We have years of experience.”

      “I can follow.” Devon nodded. “Can we get the security forces here soon?”

      “They are already on the way.” Bethela held up her arm, and a communication unit sat on her wrist. It looked, for all the world, like an Apple watch, and it was lit up with scrolling text communications. “You didn’t think we would leave without some kind of contact, did you?”

      “I trusted you wouldn’t. I didn’t know what you had, though.” Devon pointed to the watch. “That, I know. Keep us appraised?”

      “Naturally.” Bethela motioned them to the door, and the three of them walked into the street.

      Chaos was probably an understatement; people were screaming and running and not all in the same direction. They had to get people to go the right way, toward the shelters.

      “How do we do this?” Devon asked. “Which way do we want people to go?”

      “That way.” Bethela pointed the direction that the back door of the restaurant was pointing. “There are old shelters there, where people can hide safely until we’re clear of this.”

      The mortar shell screamed through the air above them. It wasn’t a sophisticated weapon and was moving in an arc that made Devon think someone was rolling a trebuchet through the street toward them. In the instant after her assessment of the projectile was done, she saw the power leap off of Ceridwen and Bethela and fly up to where the shell was hurtling through the air—

      —and stop it dead, midair.

      “Shit.” Devon stared at the frozen death above her.

      “Time to show us what you have, Eunica,” Bethela said. “Detonate it.”

      Her head whipped around to look at the pyr’Cardinal. “What? Me?”

      “Yes. Quickly. Before the next one comes.” Bethela gestured to the direction where this one had come from.

      Looking up again, she knew that Bethela was right. She had to work fast. Remembering the few lessons she had, she grabbed the threads of the elements around her, stretching them up toward the mortar. When they got close, she peeled off the one that was composed of fire and efficiently stabbed it through the shell. There was just a half second delay after her stab, and the mortar exploded in all directions, sending out a shock wave. Acting quickly, Devon was able to use the air to disperse that around them instead of coming straight down and knocking them on their asses.

      “Excellent!” Ceridwen said. “Excellent! Next time, follow us up.” She looked at the people around them, who were now staring open-mouthed. “Head to the shelters! Hurry! We will do what we can for now! Hurry!” She pointed in the direction of Biumi’s path.

      Devon and Bethela fell into step just behind Ceridwen and marched through the crowd that now knew the Eunica was moving through their streets, defending them long enough to get to safety, risking her life to save theirs.

      And there was no way to hide that Devon was working with her.

      The next mortar whistled into view, and the Eunica and pyr’Cardinal stopped it. This time, Devon was able to get her elements up to it a lot faster, and it exploded harmlessly in the air again, as she directed the compression away from them.

      “Bethela?” Ceridwen asked.

      “They are moving, but they are a bit of a while away yet.”

      “And did we summon my coadunate?”

      “Yes, your grace.” There was a pause. “No answer, as of yet.”

      Ceridwen was angry, but she didn’t have time to indulge that. They continued forward, and the march of organized feet could be heard on the streets ahead of them. Devon listened carefully and estimated there were about two hundred to two hundred fifty pairs of feet marching toward them.

      There was no way the three of them could hold that off. Not without help. And as they rounded the corner, there was no doubt that her estimate was wrong. They were shoddily uniformed, but uniformed nonetheless, and they all had projectile guns. There wasn’t a laser among them.

      “Primitive,” Bethela said.

      “Not ours,” Ceridwen said.

      “Probably from Gloria Rei. They are the ones who still have projectiles. Aptalvorgi is not advanced enough to have either.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Wait,” Devon interrupted. “I thought that this was an internal rebellion.”

      “Of course it is,” Bethela said. “But the weapons have to come from somewhere. Our databases would have noticed a massing of weapons such as these, internally. Even if they were black market. So they have to be sourced from outside our borders. Which would make the most sense since they don’t want us to know.”

      “Nice data collection.”

      “Thank you.” Ceridwen smiled and waggled her eyebrows.

      The next mortar whistled toward them. And again, Bethela and Ceridwen stopped it. This time, when Devon stabbed at it to detonate the explosive, she directed as much of the compression down at the armed men in the middle of the street marching at them. It was a successful attempt, and nearly half of the marchers were blown backward.

      “Nicely done,” Bethela said.

      “How do we keep them here?” Devon asked. “I can keep hurling the results of the explosions at them, but at some point, they are going to get smart about this and figure us out. And those guns are terrible on the body.”

      “Yes, I know,” Ceridwen said. “Well. I guess—”

      “Ceri,” Bethela interrupted her. “Look.”

      Devon turned to where Bethela pointed. There, from about three different streets she could see, was a small flood of people running toward them. It took her a moment, but it suddenly dawned on Devon that the people running toward them were paired up and wearing wrist cuffs with different color stones: blue, green, red, and white.

      The colors of their element.

      There were dozens of coadunated pairs of gaian and eun running to help them. It was amazing, and even more amazing was the way they ran toward the danger, directing the people they passed to head for the shelters. The first one of them reached the corner just as another mortar whistled overhead. Devon directed the explosion down again, knocking more of the rebels on their asses.

      The first woman reached them and bowed. “My lady Eunica. We raced here as fast as we could.”

      Ceridwen held up a hand and backed everyone up from the corner, against the wall. “Please, catch your breath. We are not yet engaged in this fight. Take a moment to gather yourselves.”

      Devon motioned the incoming people to line up against the wall, out of the sight of the gunners beyond the corner. She looked down the row at Bethela and Ceridwen, and called, “Do we have a plan, your grace?”

      “Still thinking about that.”

      It had been a surprise to see all of those armed soldiers on the other side. Another shell came screaming overhead, and it was almost an afterthought on exploding this one.

      “Could we just drop one of those shells on them?” the man asked as he ran up and leaned against the wall next to a lone eun who welcomed him with a hearty handshake.

      “We’d be no better than they are.” Devon grumped a bit. “But don’t think that hasn’t crossed my mind.”

      The attempts at formulating a plan were sidetracked in the next instant, as a deep rumbling shook the earth under their feet. Devon steadied herself against the wall and looked back at Bethela and Ceridwen. The two of them looked completely horrified, and Devon ran back to where they were standing. “What?”

      “A warmonger.” Bethela looked vaguely sick.

      “A what?”

      “The world of Cardinal Terrun was not always this technological paradise you see today. Once upon a time, we were far more primitive and destructive, and the warmonger was among the most destructive. Six wheels and twelve guns, they were sent off the continent.”

      The eun closest to them chimed in. “Most of us argued they should be destroyed.”

      “It was a foolish decision by one of my previous title holders.” Ceridwen sighed. “Pyr’Cardinal?”

      “Still ten minutes out.”

      There was a zapping sensation in Devon’s brain, and suddenly—

      Olosos.

      Devon.
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* * *

      Rand hadn’t really wanted to threaten the people who were the instigators of the destruction, but it was abundantly clear the only thing they were going to listen to was violence.

      He also tried not to use the gun at his waist, but threatening them with the long sword, staff, and bow didn’t work.

      A carefully placed laser blast at the rebel’s feet made him dance back and drop the matches and flammable fluid he was carrying. Thankfully none of it was active at that point and just landed in a heap.

      One of the regular security forces ran over to detain him and restrict him. He was uncooperative, but what else was to be expected.

      Eventually, the Eunin picked a place to stop and ordered everyone to arrange lunches for the Palace Guards and security forces. Rand immediately saw the multifold thinking: they were in a restaurant-heavy area, this would show the Eunin was a normal person who got hungry, and it was a show of support to these little local shops. Viloras sent several advisors to make sure the shops were paid full price for their food.

      Rand liked this guy.

      They choose a small shop that Fairthir had been standing and staring at. It boasted cuisine from the southern province, and from the look on his face, he was familiar with this particular vendor.

      That was more confirmed when they walked in to find a beautiful woman standing there in half traditional garb and an apron. Her face lit up as soon as she saw Fairthir in the door.

      “Uncle!” She flew out from behind the counter and hugged him. “I am so happy to see you for so many reasons right now!”

      “Uncle?” Viloras asked.

      “Oh, your grace!” The woman dropped a curtsey quickly. “It’s an honor.”

      Viloras held up a hand. “You mean to tell me that you have had a niece here long enough to establish a restaurant and didn’t introduce us?” He narrowed his eyes. “You know I love food!”

      Fairthir laughed heartily. “My sweet young niece is new to the Palace District. She has had no luck finding a coadunate at the schools in the south. I suggested she come north and apply to universities up here. She took it upon herself to open this place and become wildly successful almost immediately.”

      “I love cooking, Uncle, and you know it. You’re the one who taught me!”

      Fairthir tucked the girl into his side. “Smart and sweet and ambitious. Now, Heather, we’re all a touch hungry, so let us see your menu and—”

      “No need for a menu,” Olosos said. “You pick. You’ll know what we like, and what you think is your best dish.”

      Fairthir and Viloras nodded, impressed. Heather lit up and headed into her kitchen.

      Viloras now actually looked upset. “You had a niece and never told me.”

      “You knew I had family.”

      “Not local.” He shook his head. “She should be living in the palace. It’s safer.”

      “Heather has been training in the martial arts since she was a babe. She’s amazing and smart and happens to love to cook. She’s fine. If I had thought there was a danger I would have come to you and brought her in. I trust her.”

      “From now on, I expect to see her at state functions!” Viloras shook his head, half laughing, half genuinely upset.

      The four of them sat a table and were surrounded by the Palace Guards as soon as they could get in the door. Rand could feel they were ninety percent on alert and ten percent glad there was food involved. He smiled and picked up the verdania that one of the servers put on the table for them.

      “Do you think that we’re just about done out here?” Olosos said. “I think we’ve made it through three-quarters of the district.”

      “We have,” Viloras said. “We’ll eat and finish up quickly. There are a lot of things to do back at the palace to wrap this up. I’m sure the women will be back pretty close to sunset, and we have a dinner to attend to tonight.”

      Rand sipped the drink. They had been able to quell most of the rebels in the district. He’d been thrilled that the coadunates had come running out to help them; it was the way they were supposed to work. Supporting each other and helping to keep the peace. Watching the people and the military work together had given Rand a sense of pride, and just felt right.

      Heather brought a basket of rolls to the table and smiled as she set them down. “I still can’t believe the Eunin is sitting in my restaurant. “

      Viloras smiled and raised his eyebrow. “Want to know a secret?”

      Heather laughed and nodded, and he leaned in.

      “Did you know that there are two Eunin at this table?”

      There was no mistaking the shock on her face as she slid her glance over to Rand. “Two? How?”

      “Prophecy,” Viloras explained.

      “Oh, my gods and stars, that means there’s a new Eunica!” The words slid out on a breath.

      “Indeed.” Rand smiled. “And we’d like you to meet her coadunate.” He jerked his thumb at Olosos.

      “When did all this happen?”

      “Yesterday.”

      She mouthed the word ‘wow’ as her eyes grew big. “That’s amazing. I get to see all of this happen now. History is so cool!”

      Rand saw Olosos rub his forehead again. It was not the first time he’d seen the eun do it that morning, and it seemed his face got more pained each time. He leaned over to his friend. “What’s up?”

      “Weird pressure. Not a headache.”

      Rand leaned back at bit. “So, what do we actually know about the coadunate link?”

      Slowly, Olosos turned his head to look at Rand. “Not much, not much at all. No one really tells you until it happens.”

      Rand glanced around to make sure there was no one immediately nearby. “Fairthir, Viloras, the coadunate link. How long does it take to really kick in? What’s the extent of it?”

      “What do you mean?” Viloras asked.

      “Does the link kick in fully right away or are there stages of linking?”

      Fairthir and Viloras looked at each other and shared a look of ‘I don’t remember’ between them. “It was so long ago at this point.” Fairthir shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you what all exactly happened.”

      “So, let me ask this.” Olosos leaned forward. “Can you sense danger for the other? Speak without talking? Sense the elements through each other?”

      “All of the above,” Viloras answered. “We’ve learned how to control that, but yes, it’s all there.”

      “And none of it for us yet.” Olosos rubbed his forehead again. “Oh, boy.”

      The door banged open and one of the captains came running in. “Your grace. We have intelligence that the Mercata will be under attack shortly. This palace rioting is minor and distracting.”

      The four of them traded stares, horrified, and at the same time shoved back from the table, running to the front.

      “Uncle!”

      Fairthir stopped and turned to his niece. “I will be back. Bring you to the palace for a visit. I have to go.”

      She pulled off her apron. “Grothir, take over for the day.”

      “You’re not coming with me!”

      “I am.”

      Rand grabbed her arm. “Come on.”

      “You can’t bring her!” Fairthir yelled, running after them. “You can’t bring her! She’s not a soldier.” Rand helped her up into the carrier and then hoisted himself in as Fairthir followed him, still screaming at him that Heather couldn’t go with them. “Are you insane? Are you mad?”

      Rand showed her how to buckle the safety belt while he addressed Fairthir. “And you would have stood there for another twenty-five minutes arguing whether or not she could or should come while my Eunica was in danger. After you also just stood there telling us how she’s trained in martial arts and you trust her. I made a decision, and this was it. If it’s that dangerous, we’ll send her to the shelter. I don’t have time to argue with you about this, or for the two of you to argue about this.”

      Fairthir buckled himself in and stared at Rand hard. “Heather, if you don’t do exactly what we say, I will send you home to your mother, and you will never come back to the city again. Am I understood?”

      “Yes, Uncle,” Heather said, but the satisfaction in her voice was easy to hear.

      The carrier rolled down the street to the square there, and the driver called back to them. “Make sure everyone is strapped in. We’re going to be moving fast.”

      “Moving fast?” Olosos asked, slamming the seatbelt on as fast as he could. His question hung in the air for just a moment when the carrier jerked and shot off the ground. It moved up and forward in the next instant, and Olosos and Heather both paled with motion sickness.

      “Weak,” Rand teased but didn’t feel the words. He was very worried about this attack on the Mercata. Not just about the Eunica—about Devon—but about the Mercata. It was the blood of the city. Everyone went there. The conduit trains had their major secondary hub there. Every line went through the district at one point or another. It was one of the largest districts in the city, always growing just a little every year.

      Viloras called to the driver, “Do we know where the attack is planned?”

      “No longer planned,” the answer came back. “Confirmed mortar explosions.”

      “Ah, cunire.” Rand shook his head and called, “Where is the attack?”

      “In the food supply district, heading for the restaurants.”

      “Are there any eyes on the ground?”

      “The pyr’Cardinal Bethela has been in contact with the Command.” The tension started to drain out of the carrier, and then the driver continued. “She and the Eunicas were heading into the fire fight.”

      “Futuo!” Viloras snapped.

      “Don’t tell me I can’t fight when the Eunica is walking toward the fire,” Heather said.

      “You will not get out of this carrier!” Fairthir snapped.

      Leaning back, Rand could see ahead of the carrier as they sped through midair toward the Mercata. He saw a shell hurtling through the sky—and watched as is froze and half a second later exploded harmlessly in midair. “That’s them!” He pointed to the area. “They’re near the Theodric Square! Head for it!”

      “Send the support around to the other side of the square!” Viloras yelled. “Where the hell are they?”

      Rand grabbed Olosos’s wrist. “Can you break through? Can you get to her?”

      Olosos’s eyes grew wide, and his hand stopped massaging his forehead. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? The link strengthening.”

      “Let it.” Rand couldn’t believe the fear running through him now that he knew Devon was in real trouble. If his friend had a connection to her, Rand needed to know that she was safe.

      But the pain that ripped through his head was unexpected.

      Devon.
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      Devon let out a long, careful breath. The sharp pain was gone in an instant.

      Olosos. We’re here. We’re alive.

      We’re on our way. We know you’re near Theodric Square.

      She nodded. I have no idea where I am, but there are two hundred fifty armed men out there. Devon looked up into the sky beyond the cityscape and found the military carrier swooping in toward them. Rand?

      …I’m here…

      She felt Olosos’s shock as acutely as her own. Is he supposed to be able to hear the two of us?

      No idea. Tell the Eunica that we’re on the way. I can get the pilot to land near you.

      Devon put her hand on Ceridwen’s shoulder. “They’re on the way.”

      “I know.” She smiled. “Olosos broke through?”

      “And…Rand.”

      Ceridwen jerked back a bit. “Rand? You broke through Rand? You are going to be a powerful Eunicanim indeed.” She peered around the corner, then ducked back. “There is more military coming from the south. I’m going to tell you right now Viloras wants us in the carrier and away from here as soon as possible.”

      The smirk crept onto Devon’s face. “And you’re not so keen on that, are you?”

      “We need backup, not rescue.”

      “Send them after Biumi and the others. That will be the best use of them if we want to stay in the fight.”

      “And we do,” Ceridwen said, with her own smirk.

      The craft honed in on them. It took the pilot a moment to land, but as soon as the landing gear was firmly on the ground, a pack of males jumped off the back of it and ran for the three of them. Viloras and a dark-skinned man headed for Ceridwen, and Rand and Olosos ran for her at breakneck speed. Rand made it first and slammed her against the wall.

      “You run away from danger!”

      The next thing she knew, not only was she pinned to the wall, but Rand’s mouth consumed her, demanding reassurance that she was alive and safe and uninjured. She responded, kissing back with the same fierceness, mimicking her answer against his demand.

      It took him a moment to release her, and as he pressed his forehead against hers, they found Olosos leaning against the wall. “Now, I’m not going to kiss you quite like that, coadun, but the sentiment is the same. Please run away from danger next time.”

      “Not how I was trained. I might be a stranger in your strange land, but a tour in Iraq and police training has me running toward the fight. Not away.”

      “Damn it,” Rand grunted. “This means I have to actually worry about you all the time.”

      “Not all of it.” Devon gave into temptation and gave him a quick kiss. She tossed a look at Olosos. “We did send Biumi away from the fight. She’s helping in the shelters.”

      “Thank the gods for small favors.”

      “If you’re done reuniting,” Ceridwen called, “I think we need a hand with these domestic invaders.”

      “Right.” Devon took Rand’s hand and marched over to the edge of the building. “I don’t know what I’m doing. Show me.”

      Ceridwen nodded and took Viloras’ hand in her own. “Just follow our lead.”

      This is when your coadunate comes in handy. Olosos put his hand on her shoulder as Fairthir did the same for Viloras.

      And the amount of power that flowed through the six of them was stunning. The elements swirled and leapt to obey them almost faster than the thoughts formed in their minds. Devon was mesmerized by the swirling, spinning colors of the elements as they rose and wove together, crossing the square to where the rebel soldiers were marching forward.

      Just following, Devon watched as the ground started to swell and buckle under them. Losing what little coordination they had to begin with, they started falling to their sides and tripping into each other.

      “Look out!”

      The yell came from partially behind them. Devon jerked her head to see what was going on and saw the gun leveling at Ceridwen. Three stories up with a perfect shot.

      As the gun fired, a body came from behind them and plowed into the Eunica, carrying her away from the bullet’s path and down to the ground. Viloras and Fairthir shifted their elements to the shooter and froze them in place.

      But in the next moment, there was a rendering scream from the Eunica and the person who had tackled her.

      Daring to let go of the elements, trusting the military could now handle the tossed and unsteady rebels, Devon swooped down to Ceridwen and rolled the other person off her.

      Heather.

      Both of them had passed out.

      Viloras dropped next to her as Fairthir dropped next to his niece. “Oh, sweet Saturn, let her be all right.”

      Devon saw exactly what had just happened. “She wasn’t hit, your grace. She’s unharmed.” She looked at Fairthir, who was searching Heather for the same wounds he thought would be there. “You’re not going to find anything. They weren’t hit.” She picked up their two hands where they had interlaced their fingers and looked up at Olosos and Fairthir. “Coadunates. They linked when Heather tackled her.”

      “What?” Viloras and Rand gasped.

      Bethela shook her head. “We were just talking about this. That there was a chance for a person to have another coadunate, not just the first one you come across.”

      Viloras knelt next to his wife and lifted her head into his lap. “She’s all right, you were correct. And I can feel the fresh link with Heather, too.”

      Fairthir nodded. “Same. They’ll be fine.” He twisted his lips in a grimace. “I guess this means I can’t punish her for disobeying me.”

      The rebels were now prisoners, rounded up and brought to detention centers. The unconscious Eunica and her new eun coadunate were carefully brought back to the palace, Bethela, Devon, and Rand going with them, and Viloras and Fairthir staying behind. Olosos opted to head for the shelters to help everyone out...and find Biumi.

      Mathew had the medic team waiting for them when they arrived and shuttled the two women to the hospital wing. Mathew allowed no one to go with them, even his wife.

      “I will send word when you can visit. Having you all hovering around these women isn’t going to help.”

      Bethela nodded and sighed as her husband rolled them away. “I am going to my room to take a shower and a nap. I haven’t had to use my element that much in ages. I’m exhausted. And I’m going to need to practice. I have the feeling we are going to be using the elements more and more in this exact situation.”

      “I’m afraid I agree with you.” The sad note in Rand’s voice pierced Devon hard.

      Bethela left them there to head to her apartment in the palace, and Rand took Devon’s hand. He headed them back to the rooms they had been assigned.

      “You frightened me, Devon. I didn’t know where you were when we heard the Mercata was about to be attacked.”

      “I was pretty damn frightened myself.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “That’s not what I heard. I heard you took charge with the Eunica and got people away from the danger.”

      “Don’t mistake duty for fearlessness. There were things exploding and people didn’t know what to do. I did, and I got them the information. That’s all.”

      “But you ran into the danger.”

      “I ran toward the problem to see if I could solve it.”

      He stopped and stopped her with a tug of her elbow. “Devon. You are what Cardinal Terrun needs. You are level-headed and intelligent and quick-thinking. Don’t go back. Please. Stay.”

      “I want to go back.”

      “Do you?”

      “I can’t stay here!” Stepping away from him, she headed down the hallway again, making her way to the lift. “I don’t know this place, these people. I’ve been lucky so far, not making a major faux pas. But that’s not going to continue. I’ll screw up at some point.” She stopped in front of the lift and pointed to the directory there. “And I can’t read your alphabet. I don’t even know how it is that we’re speaking the same language.”

      “You can read our letters. The words will come easily.” Rand stepped into the elevator with her. “Ceridwen had to learn everything too. You’re smart, Devon. You’ll learn.”

      “I am a no one, Rand. No one. How is a woman without a college education, with barely a high school diploma, and a few years in the military, supposed to lead an entire nation?”

      “You’ll learn.” He pinned her against the wall. “We’re all here to help you. You weren’t chosen at random. I don’t know how much I believe in the gods of the pantheon. But I’m surrounded by magic every single day. I pledged my life to watch the crystal you wear around your neck, because of what it is to us. But I believe this is your destiny, your fate. This is what you’re meant to do.”

      “I...” Devon blinked slowly. She wanted to argue that there were people at home who would worry about her. Who would miss her if she didn’t go back. But as soon as she tried to get the words out, she realized there was only one person who would worry about her.

      Philomena.

      “I need to go back.” Devon put her finger to his lips as he opened them to protest. “Listen to me before you say anything. I need to go back. I have a friend—she is everything to me. She has always been there for me. I have no one else there who will care, but if I don’t go back and talk to her, she will never forgive me. And she will go through her life wondering what ever happened to me.”

      “You’ll stay?”

      The lift opened, and Devon ducked out from under his arms, wandering down the hall to the room they were sharing. She heard Rand following her, then run to catch up. “I won’t give you an answer until I have the option of going or staying. We don’t have the key, so it’s moot right now. But no matter what I have to go and see Philomena.”

      Just as they reached the door, he caged her in his arm again. Rand’s eyes traced the contours of her face, and she felt her blood flame. “I want to go with you. I don’t care if you stay here or go, but I want to go with you. You scared the shit out of me. Just like I think your destiny brought you here, I think that my destiny is with you. You are my fate. You are what finally brings my soul to life. I know we’ve been chased halfway across the districts, and we’ve known each other for just about three days. But there is something. Destiny. Fate. Hope?”

      “Rand, you can’t leave here. This is your home.”

      “It’s wherever you are.”

      Devon stared into his eyes, seeming to almost pierce into his soul. “Rand, how you can say that after three days?”

      He took her hand and put it on his chest. “Feel that? It’s finally calming. When I didn’t know where you were, I was terrified. And do you know who else in that carrier had that same look? Viloras. He thought that his spouse was in danger, and I could see his soul crumbling like mine. Three days, yes. But I’ve waited my entire life for you, for the connection we’ve already formed. Can you imagine what it would be like if we let it happen, and let it strengthen? Viloras and Ceridwen have that. You can see it.”

      Devon found her own heartbeat speeding up. “Don’t go with me out of some sense of duty.”

      “The last thing I feel right now is a sense of duty.”

      Devon drew in a breath. “Damn it.”

      She grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled him down, slamming her mouth over his. They were instantly and completely consumed by each other, the heat of passion rushing through them both. Rand grabbed a strand of air and opened the door next them, and without letting the kiss break, he scooped her up and turned them into the room. He kicked the door closed behind them and went straight to the bed.

      The bed caught her as Rand put her down. “Tell me if you don’t want this.”

      “You will not hear those words leave my lips.” Devon wanted to see him again, and more, and before she could even move up on the bed, his shirt was gone, and he joined her.

      She let him lift her shirt up and over her head, and before she could get another word out, she was struck dumb by the sensation of his hands on her. He was both gentle and rough, and it took her a moment to catch her breath. “Rand…”

      “I’ve wanted nothing but this since I first saw you.”

      “Maybe,” Devon said, “there is something to fate.”
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      There was another knock on the door. Devon sat up slowly in bed, and as she was about to walk to the door, she remembered she was completely naked.

      She smiled and looked over at the sleeping form of Rand, still delightfully naked. Grabbing his shirt, which was longer than hers, she slipped it on and trotted through the apartment to the front door in the living room.

      Viloras was standing there, with two guards on the other side of the hall.

      “I’ll get Rand—”

      “No, please,” he said. “I’m here to talk to you. Is he asleep?”

      “Very.”

      Viloras smirked. “Well done, young lady. May I come in?”

      She stepped out of the doorway to let him in. She expected the guards to follow him in, but they stayed in the hall, so Devon closed the door. Viloras had walked over and shut the door to the bedroom and headed to the kitchen. He motioned her to the chairs there and took one himself.

      “I have something for you.” He put his hand on the counter, and Devon heard the tinkle of crystal.

      She felt her eyes go wide, and her stomach plunged. It was a long moment before she could make herself take that first step to the counter. She walked up to the cool marble and didn’t know how she wanted to feel about what was there. Viloras lifted his hand and revealed what she thought she was going to find.

      The Skeleton Key.

      “You…found it.”

      “We found the whole pack. I have it in our rooms. But you needed to see this. I didn’t show the Eunica. I only spoke to Matthew.” He moved it away from the counter. “You can go back and close your affairs, or you can go back and never come back. You can go back and bring back one person, or no one. It is your call.”

      Devon tossed a glance over her shoulder at the door where Rand was sleeping. “What…what do you think I should do?”

      “It is not my decision, Devon. Ceri went back with the intension of never coming back but brought her blood-mate back instead. There have been Eunicas who have gone back and returned. There have been those who have never gone back at all. It’s your decision alone.”

      “I’m falling for Rand, hard. He said he would follow me. He wanted to.”

      “He is a part of this world. His magic will not work over there. Your world is not based on magic; you live in technology. We live drenched in it, even the prometheans. They expect it. I don’t know if he could survive over there. I know Olosos said the same thing. But it’s unfair to hold them to what they do not understand. You know both sides of the crystal now. It’s your decision.”

      “I have to go back,” Devon said. “I have to. I owe Philomena that much.”

      Viloras nodded. “And do you think you’ll come back?”

      Devon shook her head. “I have no idea.”

      The Eunin laid a hand on her shoulder. “We want you here, Devon. I have not seen my spouse so vivacious in ages. She has always been a bright and wonderful woman, but you’ve brought more out in her. Grandin has fallen hard—and I have to admit, I like him. Olosos fought this, but he worries about you too. We all think you worthy. That’s our side.”

      “Thank you.” Devon stared at the key.

      “Will you let Matthew go with you? He will return, but he wishes to be your guide.”

      Devon smirked. “The world is nearly three hundred years changed from his earth.”

      He snorted. “Not that way. He wants to help you evaluate your decisions.”

      “Can we go now?” Devon didn’t want to wait long enough to chicken out and never make a decision.

      “He thought you might say that. He’s waiting in the training room, downstairs. If you wish to go, bring the crystal. I will keep it safe until decisions are made.”

      Devon shook her head. “No. Please. Give it to Rand to keep. That way he’ll know right away.”

      Viloras stood and kissed her forehead. “Very well. You remind me of my children, so headstrong and so proud. Come. If you want to do this, let’s do it now. Get some clothes and the crystal, and we’ll go.”

      Devon agreed with a nod and trotted back into the bedroom. The Eunia Crystal was in the pouch next to the bed on Rand’s side. After slipping into some passable pants and a shirt, she grabbed it and took a look at the still naked, still sleeping form of Rand.

      She ran out the door before she could form a thought. There was no doubt in her mind: she had to go back. She’d make her decisions there.

      “Now, please be aware,” Viloras said, “that whenever you cross the portal, you lose days. Four, usually. So it’s four through, the time you spend there, and four back. So you will have been gone nearly two weeks on the other side.”

      Devon’s mouth fell open. “You mean Mina was freaking out about me before I even got here?”

      “If she is concerned, yes, I’m sure she was.”

      “Well, shit.” Devon let out a breath.

      Matthew laid a hand on her arm. “The key will take us back to the last portal it used.”

      “My apartment. It should be safe. If they were looking for me, they would have been there, trashed it, and moved on. It’s probably a mess, but it’s safe.”

      Matthew nodded, and Viloras removed the crystal from the pouch. He placed it on the bench and motioned for Devon to bring the key near, and as she did the crystal lit from within, a bright blinding green-white that created what looked like, for all the world, a doorway.

      Stepping up to the door, Matthew held out his hand. “Ready?”

      Devon put her hand in his. “Not even remotely.”

      Together, they stepped into the doorway, and the bright green swirled around them, pulling them in.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Part II

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Philomena hated everything about Matthew G. Fortier. Every last goddamn thing about the man.

      She tossed back the beer and slipped off the stool. Dropping a twenty on the counter, Philomena made her way to the door as her phone started buzzing in her pocket.

      Brady.

      Of course it was Brady. She knew he’d call, and he’d try to talk her out of her funk. Try to make her forget that her best—and only real—friend was missing.

      A week ago it was a sweet and genuine concern. A week later it was insistent and annoying. Next week, it would be insulting.

      So why was she hanging on? To either Brady or Devon?

      Other than this weird obsession with her getting over her friend—who had been missing for just twelve days—he was a nice guy. A few quirks, a few oddities, but he was so sweet and so good in bed.

      And at the same time, Devon was her best friend, the one person she could almost call sister. She was missing, but it wasn’t the point where it went from search to recovery. There was still hope that she was alive and well.

      She wasn’t ready to make a call between the two yet.

      The bar she and Devon always went to was just a short walk from Devon’s apartment. There were many nights they had barely made it in the door, and many mornings Philomena woke grateful for the short walk. And the shower.

      She walked into the apartment, and it seemed even emptier than before. The couch was desolate; the kitchen was sad. She had done her best to put the place back together after the police had gone through—and they had done a hell of a job because she was one of their own. But they had torn the place apart, and if Devon did wander home, she wouldn’t have recognized the mess. The mail box was stuffed again, but Philomena had remembered to take out the trash a few days before. She didn’t want the place to smell.

      And now, it didn’t. It didn’t smell. It didn’t have any life in it at all.

      Philomena sorted the mail and plopped the good stuff on the counter. Looking around, she wondered if Brady was right. Maybe she should only look at this as maintenance and start letting go. She could only pay for one more month of Devon’s rent before she had to think about cleaning it out and considering a storage bin for what she was going to keep for her best friend.

      She was going to have to do exactly what Devon did every day. The very thing that her best friend—her sister, for all intents—feared her life would become. She turned around once, looking at the whole room slowly and saw all that Devon was and all she wanted to be.

      “God, this sucks! Where the hell are you, Devon?”

      There was a tremendous crash and bang in the doorway of the bedroom, and a brilliant green flash filled the whole apartment. Philomena jumped back and hit the edge of the couch, falling into it as the green flashed through it again. After the flash, the light grew steadily brighter, flooding the room with a blind green-white light. Philomena put her hand up to block some of the light, but it was hard to see anything, until a dark spot formed in the center and grew into the silhouettes of two people.

      With another bang, the light seemed to vomit the two people into the room and at the same time suck back into itself and disappear. The light floaters left in her eyes obscured the faces of the people who were suddenly in the room. Philomena took the cautious route. “Who are you? You’d better get out of here! I can get the cops here in a minute!”

      “Mina?”

      Clawing at her eyes, Philomena desperately tried to focus. The spots danced and tried to hide the faces there, but one of the forms moved close, and the features burst into focus.

      “...Devon?” The word fell from her lips, shocked and amazed. And in the next heartbeat, Mina jerked her into an embrace. “Where the fuck have you been?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Devon said, hugging her back just as fiercely. “I will tell you, but not right this instant.”

      Mina shook her head. “You’ve been gone twelve days. And you just reappear in your room?”

      “I’ve only been gone three, according to my brain.”

      Mina noticed the other person in the room and jumped back. “Who the hell is that?”

      Devon motioned the other man forward. He was handsome, middle-aged, with salt and pepper hair. His eyes, though, held the weight of worlds and years in them. “Mina, I would like you to meet Matthew G. Fortier.”

      Her jaw hit the floor. The very person they’d had cremated and closed up his estate and demolished his house was standing in the living room of her until-seconds-ago missing best friend. “Matthew, this is my best friend, Philomena. “

      Matthew stuck his hand out, and Mina stared at it like it was going to choke him. Laughing, he left it out and said, “I promise I won’t hurt you.”

      Mina finally took his hand and shook it. “How the hell are you alive?”

      She watched as Matthew and Devon exchanged looks, and Devon sighed. “I didn’t want to try and explain this right now, but I guess that will answer a lot of the questions that are floating through your head right now.”

      “It’s your call, Eunica.”

      Mina wrinkled her brow. “The hell is going on here?”

      Devon opened her hand, and Mina gasped. “The skeleton key.”

      “It opens a portal,” Devon explained.

      “A portal?”

      “To another world.”

      “Oh, don’t bullshit me, Devon.”

      Devon shook her head. “I’m not bullshitting you. It’s where I’ve been for the past three—ugh—twelve days. I opened it and stepped through into an attack.”

      “It’s where I’ve been,” Matthew chimed in. “I went over in the seventeen hundreds, as the brother-mate of Ceridwen Llewellyn.”

      Mina studied Devon for a moment and sighed. “Are you two involved?”

      “No!” Devon said. “Oh, Mina. So much happened in the time I was gone, I don’t think you’ll ever believe me. “

      “Walk me through this,” Mina said. “Tell me what exactly happened to get you to this other world. And what happened there.” She sat at the table, figuring that this ought to be a good tall tale.

      It was unfathomable to Mina that Devon would lie to her at this magnitude. There had to be something weird going on here, or something that Devon was trying to protect her from. Mea watched as Devon and Matthew exchanged glances and sat down. It was then she noticed the odd clothes they were wearing. “Why do you look like an extra in Star Trek: The Next Generation?”

      “This is what we wear,” Matthew said. “Let Devon explain. I’ll help her.”

      The story that unfolded was completely unbelievable, except that Mina couldn’t help feeling her best friend was telling her nothing but the truth all the way through. The truth as she knew it. And again Mina would have dismissed it as a bad case of The Wizard of OZ—save for the fact that a dead man was sitting next to her after they had both walked through a blinding green portal of light.

      She leaned back and stared at her best friend. “And I’m going to take this at face value.”

      “You don’t have to,” Matthew said. “You can come back with us.”

      Mina stared at him. “What?”

      Devon waved her hand. “Hold on, hold on. Philomena and I have to talk. Girl to girl. There’s a lot more to this than just, ‘Hey come with me!’ I’m still not sure I’m going back yet.”

      “So what the hell are you doing over there?” Mina asked.

      Matthew raised an eyebrow. “I am the Eunica’s brother-mate. I was her closest friend and relative. She was the little sister of my best friend, and when her father and brother died, we brought her into our household. Ceridwen went through the crystal and was missing for over a year before she reappeared. When she told me the story, I didn’t believe her, but I saw this as a chance for her to be more than just the orphaned daughter of a moderately successful merchant. Being the third son in my family, I knew there wasn’t much for me either, so when Ceri decided she was going to go back, she asked me to go with her. My father would guess I’d left to find my fortune and that Ceri was just gone again. There would have been speculation about us running off together, but it didn’t mean a thing when she already had Viloras and would rule Cardinal Terrun.”

      “Wait a second. Are you telling me that you’re almost three hundred years old?”

      Matthew nodded. “I am. And I have many more years to go. As does Ceri. But our world is in an upheaval, and we need our Eunica and Eunin. That’s Devon.”

      Devon shook her head. “That’s my choice.”

      Mina looked at her. “I’ve had too much to drink. I can’t go for another round. I feel like I need to, though.”

      “Let’s all get a good night’s sleep and we can talk in the morning,” Matthew stated. “I see a comfortable couch and a large bed. You ladies take the bed, and I’ll be here in the morning.”

      Gazing between them, Mina finally nodded. “Fine. I’ll agree to that. Maybe this whole thing is a nightmare or a brain fever.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mina walked into the kitchen and found Matthew staring into the cabinets. He seemed fascinated by the cans and bags there. Watching him a moment, she cleared her throat, and he turned around startled. Embarrassed, he shoved the can back in the cabinet.

      “I don’t sleep well when I am not with my wife.”

      “The Eunica?”

      “No, no. The Eunica is my sister-mate. My sister, for all intents and purposes. Bethela is my wife, the Prime North Fire Cardinal.”

      Mina harrumphed and slumped into the kitchen chair. “How long did it take you to learn all of those names?”

      “It’s not hard. They’re pretty straightforward. I also lucked out on the language because I read and wrote Latin.”

      “You’re not faking this.”

      “No, not at all. I had to come back about three years ago to create the little life that Devon found, but other than that, I haven’t been here in three hundred years or so.” He shrugged. “That’s why the cans fascinated me. They were interesting, and I’m surprised how much English I remember.” With a glance back at the cabinet, he shrugged. “I don’t know what a ‘Campbell’s’ is, though.”

      Mina laughed. “It’s a brand. There are many different kinds of chicken soup, and that one is made by Campbell’s soup company.”

      “Ah, I see. That explains a lot of the stuff in that cabinet. So who is this Mr. Campbell?”

      “I have no idea. I think he’s been dead for years.”

      “So shouldn’t it be Campbell and Sons?”

      Mina chuckled. “I can’t even begin to explain this to you. It’s way too complicated for a quick lesson. Those are just the companies that sell things. They have many products, under one brand name.”

      “So it’s not a shipping company.” Matthew shook his head.

      “I’m surprised you’re clinging to the canned food when it’s been three hundred plus years and there’s all this cool technology around you.”

      Matthew waved it off. “That doesn’t fascinate me. We have further technology than that. We don’t have canned food. And our bags are natural. Not this…weird stuff.”

      “Plastic. You have technology?”

      He nodded. “Hovering cars and trains. We run almost exclusively on solar and wind power, and geothermal. We have communication devices that look a lot like the one you were using earlier. To…text? We definitely can do that. We have televisions, wave warmers, and all the modern conveniences of home.”

      “Are you trying sell this place to me?”

      “Maybe? A little? I’m mostly trying not to give you a negative view of it, so that’s not the reason Devon doesn’t come back.”

      “Why do you want her back there so much?”

      “She’s needed. So, so much. When I came back to set up the key for her, I knew it would be time before destiny and fate guided her there. But I also knew that things were changing in Cardinal Terrun. That we were going to need her. Ceri is a wonderful, amazing ruler, but this war is a power grab, an invasion, and she needs help.”

      “You are Ceri’s mate?”

      Matthew nodded and then waved his hands. “Sort of. I am her brother-mate. It’s an interesting concept. I am considered in every sense, her brother, while everyone recognizes that’s a choice and not a blood relation. It’s a fairly common occurrence with an interesting ceremony and a lot of complicated implications. And it is unusual for a Eunica to not have one. Being Eunica is not an easy job. I know all of the state secrets and issues and problems and victories—because Ceri and I chat about them. I would have a high position of prestige because I am her brother-mate and have access to the state. But it so happened that I fell in love with Bethela and wound up in a position of my own.”

      Mina nodded. “So you’re not just decoration?”

      “Not at all. I could have chosen such, but even when I first thought about going over, I wanted to be a person in my own right. I didn’t want to be a decoration. This was my escape from a world where I wouldn’t amount to a hill of beans, to a world where I could make a profound difference.”

      Mina picked at her fingernail. “You really are trying to sell this to me. You’re trying to assure me that this is a place that Devon could grow and flourish.”

      “You as well, for I believe that she would ask you to come back with us, to be here sister-mate.”

      Mina knew that was coming, but hearing it was a little bit different. She shook her head. “This is not that easy for me. Not at all. I have people here. I have things I have to do and places I want to see. I can’t hop dimensions.”

      “I know that,” he said with a nod. “But Fate and Destiny rarely make a mistake. Devon finding that key was not luck, it was fate. Her lack of family, friends, and reasons to be here was something I’m sure they considered. That she has just one person she cares about here is not a mistake either. That I was the third son was not a mistake. That Ceri was an orphan was not a mistake. There have been dozens of examples like this through the millennia that the Eunicanim have ruled Cardinal Terrun.”

      “You think she will not find someone to love her as she is?”

      “Why would she when she already has someone waiting for her? Someone who would die for her?”

      “What? She was gone for not even two weeks.”

      “Less than,” Matthew said, “but when she came through the first time, she met her destiny. His name is Grandin. It was the second time for Ceri, but destiny was waiting. It’s the way it’s worked.”

      “And what if she decides to stay here?”

      “Then he has said that he will come with her, here. Away from everything and everyone he has always known.”

      Mina ran a hand down her face, scrubbing her skin and trying to comprehend everything. “This really is no easy choice.”

      “I am surprised how easily you accept your best friend’s meant to be someone in another world. It was not an easy choice for Ceri, and I certainly didn’t believe her this quickly.”

      “Devon is not given to lies. While I may not fully believe this is real, I believe her. True or not.”

      The man sitting there, the man who was supposed to be dead, nodded. “She is lucky to have a friend like you.”

      Mina shook her head. “I’m lucky to have a friend like her.”
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      Everything looked different. Everything felt different. It was so strange that after only a few days gone, things that had been part of her whole life to that point would see so very different to Devon.

      The air was different, even. It smelled dirty. Even in the middle of the Mercata, she had never sniffed a hit of filth, the way the air smelled here—petroleum, garbage, rot, human stink. She’d never thought that humans smelled, but now, in the middle of Denver in a bar filled with the usual patrons, she realized they did. It wasn’t necessarily the unshowered stink, but the artificial flavors that people chose to wear to attract the opposite sex.

      Even more strange, none of the men in the room interested her in the least. While she knew she usually didn’t find many men attractive, there not being a single one she could find intersting was a new problem. Anyone she looked at she instantly started comparing to Rand.

      How had he managed to get to her that fast?

      How could she be sure he was real?

      “You’re thinking too much again, Dev.” Mina laughed. “We’re supposed to be relaxing, remember? Just being girls for a while?”

      Devon waved her off. “I know, I know. I’m just trying to see if there’s anyone in here that’s worth being distracted for.”

      Giggling, Mina punched her arm. “Oh, there are plenty in here for that!”

      “They aren’t like—” Devon stopped herself. It was nearly hopeless at this point.

      “Devon, please, just for a little while let’s pretend there isn’t a dead man in your apartment. Let’s just be here.”

      After a pause, and realizing that Mina was very serious, Devon nodded. She was damn well going to try to be present. “Did you invite Brady along?”

      “He’ll be here in a few minutes,” Mina said, looking at her watch. “I hope you do forgive me for what I pulled on you with him.”

      “Did you think I had disappeared because of that?”

      Mina looked sheepish.

      “You did!”

      “Maybe for a minute I might have.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      Her best friend stuck out her tongue and turned away, trying not to laugh. Devon didn’t bother trying to hide her laugh. Mina had always accused her of being over-reactive to things, but there she was overreacting to something herself. She couldn’t help but laugh at the woman.

      “Okay, look,” Mina said, turning back to her. “Let’s just talk about this. I can’t help thinking about this. Constantly. Since your ass flashed through that door two days ago. I know I’m the one who wanted a normal night, but is there really such a thing as normal now?”

      “Not even remotely.” Devon spun back around to the table.

      “Your dead friend was telling me about Cardinal Terrun. It sounds like it’s kind of idyllic.”

      “Kind of, yes. There are things about it that aren’t, so it’s not really a utopia. According to Rand and Olosos, this revolution is a power grab. Most of the people who live in Cardinal Terrun are happy. They believe that the Eunicanim are fair and rule well.”

      “Isn’t that what all autocracies claim before they are taken down?”

      “If I hadn’t been through a whole swath of the city, I would think that too. But truly, everyone seemed happy. Or rather, unhappy that their way of life was being attacked by a group of people who merely wanted power. And my and Rand’s heads. And that crystal. They adore that crystal and what it stands for.”

      “So why do you think these people are making a power grab?”

      “I’m not sure that this is a revolution, but if it is—greed, like usual. I think they just want the power. The crystal and, I guess me, are the best way to get what they want.”

      Mina looked around. “You realize that you will always be in public. You will never be able to run away from showing your face. All of your introvert tendencies have to be tucked away.”

      “And for some reason, that doesn’t bother me. Not anymore.” Devon leaned forward. “You know what you said about my being an empath? It’s more than that. There, I am powerful. I’m the link between the elements.”

      “What?” Mina looked confused.

      “The elements. Earth, air, fire, and water. The ancient elements. I can control all of them. I’m the spirit that ties it all together. Me and Rand. Me and Olosos. We have amazing abilities. I’ve used them. I was being taught, just that fast.”

      “What the hell are you? Captain Planet?”

      The amused laugh burst out of Devon, with no way to stop it. Embarrassed, she slapped a hand over her mouth and stopped the rest of the laugh from escaping. She turned bright red and still wanted to dive under the table, but forced herself to stay there. “I hadn’t even thought of that.”

      Mina was giggling with her friend. “Well, it’s true. You’re either Captain Planet or you’re Leeloo.”

      “Multipass. Leeloo Dallas.”

      The two friends fell into a fit of giggles at the ridiculousness of the situation and the silly quotes they were tossing at each other. Eventually, they calmed and managed to get back on track. Leaning on the table, Mina was the first to compose herself.

      “You really can control the elements?”

      “There, yes.”

      Mina looked around, furtively. “Do you think you could do it here?”

      The idea shocked Devon enough that she moved back from the table just a bit. “I...I don’t know. I never thought about it. I mean...”

      Across from her, Mina leaned in. “Try it. What can it hurt?”

      “Nothing, I guess. I mean the worlds reflect each other...” Devon looked down at her hands. Would there be any harm in trying? It meant that if it worked, and she decided to stay, Rand wouldn’t feel so out of place with no elements to control. Nodding to herself, she glanced around the room, trying to spot any threads. She reached out like she had the first time and tried to sense one, see one, create one.

      After nearly two minutes, there was nothing. No threads appeared, and she couldn’t sense the elements any more than any other time she had walked through the city or the mountains. Nothing. There was no connection to the natural world. Disappointed and surprised that she was disappointed, Devon gave up trying. “Nothing. I can’t get it to work.”

      Mina slumped. “That sucks. How cool would that have been?”

      “Incredible.”

      Still, it was easy to hear the sadness in her own voice. It was quiet at the table for a moment, and Devon grabbed her drink to hide the awkwardness of it. Mina also grabbed hers and sipped quietly. They let the silence stretch until the awkward became comfortable. Mina finally put her drink down and blinked a few times before speaking to break the silence.

      “Matthew told me there’s someone back there for you.”

      It wasn’t what Devon was expecting. It was the last thing she was expecting at that point, thinking perhaps Mina had given up on talking about Cardinal Terrun. And in the next second, Devon felt herself blushing, deeply. “It’s so weird, but Rand was there from the moment I stepped through until the moment I snuck away to come back here. He is unbelievably handsome, smart, and completely loyal to me. Not to the Eunica, to me. I’ve probably almost killed him by coming back here. He told me more than once that he would go anywhere with me, but I don’t know how he could live away from everything he knows.”

      “Probably the same way you could give up everything you know to be with him.”

      “I’ve known him three days, Mina. How could I want to give up everything for him?”

      There was a sigh that preceded Mina’s words. “Because I can saw it in your eyes when you just said something about him. How you were disappointed you couldn’t use these elements here because you know it would be easier for him to come here. Because you gushed over him just now.”

      Devon didn’t know what to say. She chewed on her lip and stared at Mina. She ran her finger over the rim of the glass.

      After taking a long draught from her beer, Mina put her glass down and stared at Devon. The stare was piercing, and finally, she spoke, “I’m going to say this flat out. I don’t know if I believe this place exists. But Matthew is compelling evidence that it’s true. I think you’ve already made up your mind about this and just haven’t been able to resolve that decision in your head. I think you want to go back to this Cardinal Terrun and find out what Destiny, Fate, and Rand have in store for you. I think you see there what you can’t see and can’t find here: family. Friends. A chance to make a huge difference in people’s lives. The chance to do the most good with these powers you seem to have over there.”

      Hearing the truth pierced Devon to her core. She stared at her best friend as she slowly disappeared behind the tears that welled in her eyes. She blinked, and her eyes released the torrent of tears down her cheeks. “I don’t know that place!”

      “But you can learn it, Dev. You can learn anything. I have the feeling Rand would love to teach you everything you’ll need to know. Matthew seems to think you’re suited for this job.” Mina grabbed her hands across the table. “Devon. What is keeping you here?”

      “You!” Devon pulled a hand back and smeared the tears off her cheeks. “You, Philomena. What about you?”

      “What about me?” Mina tried to smile. “I have Brady. I have my friends at work.”

      “You’re putting up a brave face for me, girl.”

      “Of course I am.” Mina smirked, the tears evident in her eyes. “But you need to be happy. You need to do what you think you were meant to do.”

      “Come with me?”

      Mina froze, then pulled her hands back. “Devon, I...”

      “Come with me. I’m officially asking you. Come with me and be my sister there. Be my confidant. Help me, and help me help these people.”

      Shaking her head, Mina balked. “No, no. Devon don’t ask me this. I can’t go. I have obligations here...”

      Devon nodded her head. “I get it. I understand. The same thing that is pulling me back is keeping you here. I get that.”

      “Fuck me, Devon. I don’t want to let you go, but I know that’s what’s best for you.”

      “I love you too, asshole.”

      “Hey, babe!” Brady’s voice sliced into the conversation. “And Devon! I heard you reappeared! How are you?” He realized in that minute that the two of them were crying, and he had walked into something personal. “Oh, jeez. I’m sorry. I’m...I, uh...”

      Waving him off, Mina tried to smile at Brady. “Girl stuff, man. Just girl stuff.”

      He nodded then walked over to Devon. “Look, I’m glad you’re here and safe. Good deal?”

      Devon sniffled and looked at the handsome man who had won her friend’s heart. “Good deal.”

      He opened his arms and gave her a ‘hug, please?’ look. It was such a sweet gesture that she gave in and opened her arms. Brady smiled and stepped into her, wrapping his arms around her.

      The world around her exploded in lights, flashing and color swirling around in her brain, dancing through the room. The threads of the elements were suddenly everywhere, trying to converge on her, trying to pull her away from Brady. Desperately trying not to seem like she was trying to get away from, Devon pulled back slowly. She forced a smile to her face, but it wasn’t hard to see that Brady now also had a false grin on his face.

      Holy shit, who is this guy?

      “Can you stay for a while?” Mina asked, the smile on her face huge.

      “Just popping by,” Brady answered. “I have a few more things to do. Just wanted to say hello to you.”

      But he never looked over at Mina. His eyes locked with Devon’s, the shock and incredulity set there. He backed up a few steps and gave her another false smile. Without another look at Mina, he turned and nearly ran out of the bar. Mina’s eyes were wide, staring at Devon in shock and confusion.

      “What the hell was that?”

      Devon whipped her head around and caught her friend’s gaze. “He’s not who you think he is. He’s from Cardinal Terrun!”
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      Several things in the room smashed at the same time. “Why didn’t you wake me up? She’s mine, and I needed to go with her.”

      Olosos folded his arms. “You slept with her, Rand. She’s not yours until she says so.”

      Another object came flying at Olosos’ head, but he managed to stop it before it hit him, or he had to duck. Again. He plucked the object out of the air and tossed it to land at Rand’s feet. “Give me a damn break. Curb that anger right now, Grandin. This is why she didn’t tell you she was going. You would have stopped her and made her stay instead of letting her decide on her own, as she needs to.”

      “You don’t feel any anger that she went off without either of us?” Rand was now growling instead of speaking.

      Olosos rolled his eyes. “Of course I do. Don’t be stupid. But she knew we would go with her if she said anything. So did Viloras. Why do you think you’re holding the crystal right now? Because she told him to give it to you so you would know the instant she came back.”

      “We don’t know that she’s coming back!”

      Olosos stood evenly and headed calmly for Rand. He stopped, considered the man there, and smacked him hard on the back of the head. Rand’s indignity immediately raced to the surface, but Olosos pointed an angry finger at him. “That was no more than you deserved. In fact, it was less. You deserve a punch to the gullet, but I’m not feeling violent right now. Count your blessings.”

      “Jackass,” Rand mumbled, massaging the back of his head.

      “Quit your idiocy. Or I’m going back to my farm and to hell with the Eunicanim and all of its bullshit.”

      Rand growled again but didn’t say anything more. They sat in silence for a while, staring at each other. Olosos knew that Rand was worried and rightfully so, but there was little doubt in his mind that the Eunica would come back. In the three days she had been there, she had more than proven herself to him, and he just waited for her to realize what there was here for her.

      The door in the anteroom opened, and two figures walked in. Viloras was reading something as he walked in, Fairthir making sure the man didn’t knock his head on anything or find a wall with his face. Without looking up, Viloras spoke to them.

      “Has the young Eunin calmed down?”

      “Doesn’t look like it,” Fairthir mumbled, glancing around at the exploded and shattered pieces on the floor and the walls. “Bad temper on this one.”

      “Go screw a horse,” Rand grumbled.

      “That does not sound like a fun time,” Viloras said and folded up the paper he was reading. He lifted his gaze to Rand, and Olosos saw him wither under the look. “You need lessons in patience and aim, Grandin. There is not a scratch on Olosos from your hurling things around this room. I mean, if you’re going to lose your temper, at least use something beside the wall for target practice. No offence, Olosos.” He tossed a glance at him.

      “None taken.” Olosos schooled the smirk he felt twitching at his lips. He liked this Eunin. “How is the Eunica and her coadunate?”

      “Recovering. They are being monitored and kept apart until Fairthir and I can be there to facilitate the real meeting.”

      Fairthir cleared his throat. “I’m more worried about her now former coadunate. That’s not going to be pleasant.”

      “Spoiled child,” Viloras stated.

      “She’s still powerful, and we have to remember that.” Fairthir shook his head. “We’ll have to hope that this makes her happy, but knowing her this will make her just as upset as being a coadunate.”

      Olosos nodded. “That sounds like her.”

      “How strong is she really, though?” Rand picked at a finger.

      Fairthir and Viloras turned slowly and looked at him. “She’s Néuvma. She’s insanely strong,” Fairthir said.

      “As strong as you? And Heather? And Olosos combined?”

      Olosos glanced over at Fairthir and watched as he shook his head in the negative. “No. Not even remotely. She’s very strong, but she doesn’t practice. At all. She hates her station.”

      “Then I suggest we not worry about this and get Heather up to speed with her training and hone her abilities. Then we don’t have to worry about what a spoiled wife has to say. Because honestly, I don’t think that Katarin is worth worrying about.”

      “I agree.” Fairthir nodded.

      “I am not worried about what she can do with her powers,” Viloras answered. “I’m worried about what she can do with her influence. If she is piqued, she’ll create a third faction of this war, and we’ll be fighting the aristocracy and the rebels. We have to remember that there is a very small but very powerful faction of the population who have the money for rebellion and the influence. Let’s tread carefully.”

      Olosos nodded. “Agreed. Are you against bribery for hush money?”

      Fairthir shook his head, amused. Viloras wagged a finger at him and chose not to say anything.

      “What about Devon?”

      Viloras walked over and gripped Rand’s shoulder. “I sent her back now because I believe she’ll be back. We need her, and we need her sooner rather than later. Trust her, Rand. She’s already fond of you and Olosos. And I think she’s also grown accustomed to her power, which won’t work there. Not power hungry—but she likes that she can help people. Fate and Destiny would never tease you with someone you can’t keep or aren’t matched with.”

      “It’s been a day, how am I missing her this much?”

      Fairthir clapped him on the shoulder. “Love sucks.”

      “I’m not in love. Yet.”

      Viloras snorted and rustled his papers to cover it.

      Olosos sighed. “And what about the rebellion?”

      Viloras held up the paper he had been reading. “That is not going so well.”

      Olosos and Rand traded looks, and Rand leaned forward. “What do you mean? For us or them?”

      “Both,” Viloras said.

      “Clear as mud,” Olosos grumbled.

      “They are spreading thin, but they are inflicting quite a bit of damage. We have a strong hold on the Mercata and the University. But they are getting help. This is not a simple rebellion.”

      “Help? From Gloria Rei?” Rand asked.

      “Yes, exactly from them.” Viloras nodded. “I don’t know how this is happening. This is not so much a rebellion as an attempted invasion.”

      “Do you think that Gloria Rei has that much of a shit to give?” Fairthir asked. “After all, they are awful busy trying to repress their people.”

      “When are we debriefing the attack on the Mercata?” Olosos leaned forward on the table.

      “The generals are waiting for us. They have analysis and tactics and theories all waiting for us.” He looked around the room. “This is not the most exciting part of being Eunicanim, but it’s critical, and we all have to work with them and pay attention. We have power, but they are the ones who really protect the people. We are figureheads.”

      Rand nodded and stood. “Let’s go. I need stuff to keep me occupied so I don’t think about the possibility of her not coming back.”

      Fairthir shook his head. “He’s in love.”

      “Clam it.”
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* * *

      The reports were not good.

      Even though Olosos had been out of the kyklos for years, he knew there was nothing good about these reports. The little rebellion that had sprung up should have been nothing more than an attempt to take the temple, which, fail or succeed, would have been ended quickly and turned back to the Temple Guardians.

      But something snuck in and fueled the rebellion. Something backed them up and gave them money, power, firearms, weapons, even personnel they didn’t have before that.

      “It stinks of Gloria Rei,” General Democles said, tapping on the papers.

      “I have to agree.” Viloras nodded. “They have always been in the wings waiting for a chance.”

      “I’d be a fool to ask if you had any insight, wouldn’t I?” Democles raised an eyebrow.

      Viloras nodded. “Two hundred years a fool.”

      “Damn.” The general poked the reports. “This is such a small and tightly woven group. I don’t know how we are going to penetrate their circle for more information. Certainly, the people who we rescue from Gloria Rei would know nothing, and I don’t even know where to start with the leader of this group.”

      Olosos sighed. “We are going to have to ramp up the borders.”

      Viloras nodded. “We will. Which no one wants to do, because of the refugees.”

      Theldair snapped out of his chair. “We must protect—”

      “Sit,” Viloras barked. “No one will endanger the people of Cardinal Terrun on my watch. I am the Eunin, and my first loyalty is to her grace, my wife the Eunica, and her people. So sit down and shut up.”

      Rand hid a smile behind his hand, and Olosos tossed him a look. Rand waved him off with an ‘explain later’ glance. He couldn’t wait to hear this one because he remembered Theldair being a horse’s ass. “How is your lady wife feeling?” Olosos was going with his instinct of Theldair having not changed much, and asking after the Eunica would make him look even more like a jackass.

      Viloras had a smirk in his eyes. “She’s well. She will be joining us shortly.”

      “Sir, the truth behind the rumors of a second coadunate?” Ionelli looked up from her notes. The woman was a bookworm and let people think she was always daydreaming, but she was as smart as a whip and virtually nothing ever escaped her notice.

      “There is only ever one coadunate.” Fairthir leaned forward, folding his arms on the table.

      “So that means that Katarin has been replaced.” It was not a question.

      “We shall see shortly.” Viloras leaned forward. “Gentlemen, ladies, this is not a time for discussion of such matters. We need to talk about the attack, the rebellion, and what’s going on in this country.”

      “What’s going on with this country,” came the Eunica’s voice, “is of the utmost importance.”

      Everyone at the table snapped out of their chairs at attention and gave a respectful bow. Olosos was among them and pleased to see it happen. To him, it meant there was a strong government despite the rumors that were spreading.

      “Sit, gentlemen, ladies.” Ceridwen took her seat at the head of the table. “We must prioritize. I have a meeting with my young coadunate in less than an hour to see if this switch has really happened and is permanent. Let’s get to this.”

      Democles spoke first, “If I might, your grace, I believe our first priority is to discover more about this group. Somehow infiltrate them, find the source of their intelligence.”

      “The prisoners?”

      “That were from Cardinal Terrun? All dead. Poison capsules.”

      “In their teeth?” Olosos asked, sitting forward.

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “And the prisoners from Gloria Rei?” Rand traded looks with Olosos.

      “Do not speak a lick of our language, those who also didn’t ingest the poison.” Democles turned to Viloras. “They feign ignorance of even our translators. I know you learned our language swiftly, my lord. Do you have an opinion on this?”

      Viloras nodded. “They do not wish to learn. The Gloria Rei willfully choose to be ignorant, and even the slightest change of pronunciation is a block they will use to pretend they do not understand. The poison capsules are a gift from Gloria Rei. It’s a rite of passage, almost. Well, as much as I remember. It’s been a very long time. At the time, the prometheans who ran the country were using them in the soldiers, in case a gaian captured them. Because we’re ever so violent and want to kill people. Still, that was their tactic. Irrational fear. I’m sure we’re all familiar with that.”

      “How do we stop them from taking the poison?” Rand asked.

      “Brace their jaws open.”

      Viloras considered him.

      “I’m being truthful. They are terrified beyond reason of eun and gaians. They will do anything to avoid even being touched by one.”

      Ceridwen nodded. “We must make sure that our coadunates are on the front line for this, if it’s indeed Gloria Rei.”

      “No hope of talks?” Democles asked.

      “Oh, ha. No.” Viloras shook his head.”Not even close. They don’t want to share the planet with us, never mind a room or breaking bread.”

      “Then we must roust them,” Olosos concluded. “If they will not talk and wish to commit genocide, they have to go. We need to infiltrate their forces. Find out who this”—he glanced at the paper in front of him—“Billand is. He appears to be their contact.”

      Rand leaned forward. “Who?”

      “Billand. It appears it’s a code name—”

      “Halperth Billand inca’Leperdes,” Rand spit the name out.

      All heads at the table spun to him, and Ceridwen cocked her head. “Who?”

      “He’s the father of a student at the diatribus. He was supposed to move into the dormitories today. Vacilon inca’Leperdes. But...he’s gaian. If what we’re saying is true about the Gloria Rei, why would they ever deal with him? He’s reasonably powerful, as is his son. Strong enough that neither of them could hide it if they wanted to.”

      Bolanus grunted and ran a hand down his face. “That’s...disconcerting.”

      “It splits our views of what’s going on here,” Theldair said. “Either we have an internal rebellion on our hands, one made to look like a foreign invasion, or we have an actual foreign invasion with the Gloria Rei finally realizing they must treat gaians as others.”

      “Or, they have a sacrifice piece that they communicate with gaians with,” Olosos said.

      Ceridwen stared at Rand. “Vacilon. How old is he?”

      Rand gasped and stared her. “He’s a child, madam. Barely eighteen. You can’t mean to involve him in this? To spy on his own father?”

      “I can, and I do.” She bowed her head to stare at her hands for a moment. “I am worried about this country, Guardian Grandin. I understand your concern for someone as young as he, but far younger will suffer if we do not at least ask.”

      “If we are wrong...” Olosos began.

      “There are a few possible outcomes.” Viloras leaned forward. “The best, we have an inside pair of eyes. The next best, we expose Billand and he flees, and the Gloria Rei lose a major contact. The worst, we are wrong and have made an enemy in the aristocracy.” His gaze flitted around the table. “This is not the time for easy decisions, or letting whatever may be come to us. We must act. If Vacilon is indeed in a place to gather intelligence for us, we must take that chance.”

      A deep sigh escaped Rand. “Then let me go.” He leaned onto his elbows. “Let me go and speak with Lady Serebulum. We will approach Vacilon and see what we can do. But please, let us handle it.”

      Ceridwen nodded. “I will leave it in your hands, Guardian.”
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* * *

      Rand walked with Olosos, a step behind Fairthir, who was just behind Ceridwen and Viloras. They walked with purpose to the room where Heather was resting. Fairthir had asked they give her just a little while to rest, but Rand suspected it was more to give him time to adjust to the idea and tell his sister what had happened.

      The apartment was just as well-appointed as his and Devon’s room, built for two people with the potential for a family. Heather was seated on the couch, staring at the info screen, sipping a hot cocoa quietly.

      “Néuvma,” Ceridwen called as they shut the door behind them.

      Heather turned and tried to leap to her feet. The mug of liquid stopped her from being successful, and the Eunica waved her back down anyway.

      “Don’t. Not ever again. You are now a part of the Eunicanim, and there will be no ceremony for you.”

      “Your—um. What do I call you?”

      “Ceri in private. Ceridwen in most official meetings. Eunica the rest of the time. Follow your uncle’s guidance.”

      Fairthir rolled his eyes, shaking his head. “If she did that, she’d be home in Southern Sea and not lying here recovering.”

      Ceridwen walked to the couch and sat. “We are an unexpected union, Heather. No one here, no one in history, has ever had their coadunate union usurped by another. We are entering new territory in so many different ways. How do you feel?”

      Heather looked at her hands, studying them. “I feel…different. I feel you there. I feel the elements swirling around us. I’m tired, but charged.” She laughed a bit. “I never imagined that when Uncle invited me up here to help me find a coadunate, I would end up bound to the Eunica.”

      “To one of the Eunicas.” Viloras sat across from them on the other couch.

      “One of…?”

      Olosos grasped his hand behind his back. “It is the opinion of this Eunicanim that there is the need for another, second ruling body during the coming years.”

      “Two Eunicanims?”

      Viloras smirked. “Two Eunicanimi.”

      “Really? With the proper grammar now?” Ceridwen shook her head, amused.

      “It happens when it’s not your native language.”

      Fairthir shook his head. “Could we just concentrate on the matter at hand? Namely, my niece and her part in this mess?”

      “She’s the Néuvma. That’s her part. She is part of the Eunicanim.” Viloras looked at the others in the room. “Do you realize that we have never, ever had a fully functional Eunicanim since Ceridwen took the title? Never. From the first we have fought against Katarin. She has never wanted to be a part of this. She has only appeared at functions and in formal situations. She couldn’t even show up when the Eunica was in danger. She risks—risked my wife, my Eunica’s life.”

      Rand blinked. He had never realized what danger Ceridwen’s life was in without her coadunate there. Katarin was always just assumed to be a dud, but now, when his own Eunica’s life had been in danger at the same time and neither he nor her coadunate could get to her fast enough, he understood what danger she had put not only the Eunica in, but the entirety of Cardinal Terrun.

      “Uncle.” Heather’s voice was quiet. “I am meant for this. I am not afraid to stand with the Eunica. I know my position is here, with her. You invited me here. Don’t you think Fate had a hand in this?” She stood and walked over to where Fairthir was and stood in front of him. “This is what I want. This is what I’m meant to do. And don’t you think it will be easier work with me? Your flesh and blood?”

      Fairthir stared at her a long moment. He put his hand to her cheek. “I worry for your safety, always, little one.”

      “Uncle—”

      “No. If this is what Fate wants, then that’s how it shall be. I trust you. I always have. I worry, because that’s my job. But my worry cannot stop you from doing yours.” Fairthir looked over at Ceridwen. “You could not have asked for a better coadunate. My place in her life is to worry about her. Her place in your life is to help you.”

      Ceridwen stood. “It will be good to have family here. We are going to all need each other.” She held her hands out and motioned for Heather to come closer. “Let’s test our bond, shall we?”

      Heather smiled at her uncle and glanced at the rest of the people in the room. She walked to where Ceridwen was waiting and grasped her hands.
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      “Come on, come on.”

      Devon pulled Mina out of the bar and dragged her down the street, but Mina pulled back.

      “Wait a second. Hold on. You need to explain this to me. You’re saying that Brady is from this Cardinal Terra?”

      Letting out an exasperated breath and grabbing Mina’s elbow again, Devon pulled her along. “It’s Cardinal Terrun. And yes, I’m saying that he’s from the other world. Grasilos. Cardinal Terrun is one of the countries. I don’t know everything yet. But, Mina, Brady is from there. I swear it. I could tell when he touched me. I…look, we just have to talk to Matthew. I can’t explain this. I shouldn’t be able to sense anything here—but he overwhelmed me.”

      Mina sighed and kept up with her. “Devon, please, slow down. I can’t believe Brady would be from another world. I’m still having trouble with you having gone there and come back.”

      Devon threw a look over her shoulder. “You saw us come through the crystal door, what more do you need?”

      “Stop.” Mina pulled up short. “Stop right now. And look at this through my eyes. You have always been quiet, reclusive, and serious. You’re now spouting on about magic and elements and enemies I’ve never heard of. Even though I saw you come out of that door, that doesn’t mean any of this is easy to just accept.”

      Staring at her best friend, Devon deflated a bit. “I’m sorry. I just...I just feel like...” Devon trailed off.

      “Like what?”

      She cocked her head and looked at Mina. What did she feel like?

      Like she had to find out how this guy had gotten through. To protect the people of Cardinal Terrun. To keep them safe from the dangers that lurked in corners she didn’t even know were there yet. She blinked, then realized, “Like I found my destiny.”

      Mina had no words. She just stared for a long moment. Devon was pretty sure that she had just screwed up everything about her life here and sighed.

      “I’m sorry. Look. I’ll take care of everything. Close up the apartment, and you can just get on with life. I’ll go back, and we can just remember each other fondly.” She took a step to walk away.

      Mina grabbed her arm. “You’re that convinced? This is what you really want?”

      “Yes.” She didn’t hesitate an instant. She missed her magic. She missed Rand.

      “I’d be the shittiest friend ever if I didn’t at least help you close up and settle everything. Maybe even help you figure out if Brady is who you say he is.”

      The hug was a surprise, but completely genuine. Devon could feel the tears in her eyes and didn’t want to let Mina go. But Rand, the Eunicanim, was her destiny. Fate. Future. She wanted it more than she had ever wanted anything in her life. “Let’s go. We have shit to do. Each trip through the door is four days. I’m already ten days gone!”

      Matthew was sitting on the couch and watching the television. He had been doing that and using the computer for nearly the entire time they had been there. He looked up when the two of them burst through the door and instantly landed on his feet when he saw Devon’s expression. “What? What’s happened?”

      Mina closed the door behind them as Devon launched into her questions. “Is it possible someone else has found a key or a crystal from Cardinal Terrun to Earth?”

      His eyes went wide in shock. “What do you mean?”

      “Devon thinks that my boyfriend, Brady, may be from your world.”

      The confusion was clear on his face. “What do you mean?”

      “When he touched me, hugged me to welcome me back, the colors of the elements just exploded around him. Us. I could see everything like I could in Cardinal Terrun. But only when he touched me.”

      Matthew held up his hand. “Do it.”

      Devon pressed her hand against his palm and, just like with Brady, the world lit up around them, swirling with colors and feelings. Matthew staggered back and stared at her. “Shit, I could see everything!”

      “That’s what happened!”

      Matthew stared at her a few seconds, and Devon could see he had a thousand things on his mind. She shook her head. “We’re going back. We have to. If there’s a chance that Gloria Rei has a portal, or a key, we’re royally fucked. They can pull through false Eunicas.”

      “Or. Real ones.” Mina shrugged.

      Matthew nodded. “All right. We’re going back. What do we have to do?”

      “Lock up. Clean up this place. Make sure that we have everything shut down so that Mina can easily clean up and clean out in a few weeks. We’ll go as soon as we’re ready.”

      Turning to Mina, Matthew cocked his head. “You’re not coming with us?”

      Mina shook her head. “I have friends. Family. I should stay.”

      With a quick nod to acquiesce, Matthew followed Devon to the bedroom where she was pulling things out of her closet. Mina also followed a moment later, and the three of them started to quietly pack up everything in the room, Devon choosing a few precious things to bring with her in a small suitcase. It took them less than an hour to clean out the bedroom, and then move to the kitchen where they were able to quickly box up what remained in the cabinets to donate.

      Devon hated the silence. She wanted Mina to come back with her and wanted to have her a friend for all time, much the way Ceri had Matthew. She couldn’t compel her, though, and let the silence stay as loud as it was. She was about to leave her best friend, and the only person she had called family since her own was killed.

      “Do you have any specific requests for this stuff?” Mina asked.

      “Take what you want, donate everything else.” Devon dropped the can of beans on the floor.

      But instead of the dull thud of tin on linoleum it should have made, there was a resounding crash, the sound of a window being smashed with a rock.

      The three of them jumped and backed into their respective corners. Devon regained herself first and stuck her head around the corner just as the sliding glass door broke into a million pieces. Pulling herself back, she noticed there were four men pushing their way into the room, holding guns—the guns she had seen in Cardinal Terrun in the hands of the Gloria Rei soldiers. Laser weapons.

      She turned and stared at Matthew. “It’s them. Gloria Rei.”

      “Hello, Devon.”

      Brady’s hand landed on her shoulder, and she screamed and turned, pulling away from the swirling, twirling colors that followed the touch. She fell back into Matthew and Mina.

      “What do you want? How are you here?”

      “The very same way you got here, my dear,” he said, advancing with five others now behind him. “I took the crystal door.” He held up a piece of red crystal that sparkled with a horrible foreboding. Devon and Matthew leaned forward to see that the crystal was in the shape of a key, but not nearly as intricate as the one Devon had in her pocket.

      “How is that possible?” Matthew’s question was quiet and shocked. “How...”

      “The Eunia Crystal came from somewhere, and that somewhere was in the depths of Gloria Rei. We have only recently discovered the key to making it work and shaped our own crystal. The Gloriana Crystal, through which our queen will come, as soon as she stops resisting and comes back with us.” Brady held out his hand.

      To Mina.

      “Oh, no.” Mina shook her head. “No, no. I’m no one’s queen. Don’t even play. I’m here, I’m staying here, and there’s nothing you can do to make me change my mind about that.”

      Brady shook his head. “Shame. I didn’t want to do this.” He motioned the others forward, and out of an instinct she didn’t know she had, Devon reached for the elements—and met nothing.

      Earth had no power for her to tap.

      The men surrounded them and with no way to get out, they were trapped. The men knew it, and Brady knew it. He smirked. “Now, we’re going to have to do this the hard way.” He grabbed Mina’s arm, while the others took hold of Matthew and Devon. Brady walked to the same door that had taken Devon to Cardinal Terrun and brought her back. This time, though, the doorknob glowed red, a forbidding awful color. Brady held up the key and brought it to the keyhole. “Your destiny awaits all of you—Mina as our Gloriana, and the two of you, death.” He leaned in close to Devon. “I cannot wait to see your burial shroud curl in the heat of the fire. Gaians disgust me, and I’ll be delighted to dance in the light of your corpse.”

      “No!” Mina tried to pull away from him as she screamed, but his grip was too tight. There was no stopping the force of Brady as he yanked Mina forward. Matthew and Devon looked at each other and without prompting, stepped through the doorway.

      Devon was not about to let her friend be used for any mad schemes of the rulers of Gloria Rei. She had power in Cardinal Terrun, and by God, she was going to make use of it.
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      It was strange to be back at the diatribus.

      Barely three weeks had passed since this misadventure began. In some ways, he missed the days when the worst thing that happened to him was the disinterest and disrespect of the students who didn’t want to be in his class. Now, he flew over the ruins of the Crystal Temple to the school where he taught. Had taught.

      Olosos was a careful pilot, this time, landing them in the yard of the school, where everyone might see them. If there were to be an attack, it would be unwise to allow so many witnesses. So, choosing the public eye afforded them a measure of security.

      Lady Serebulum was waiting for Olosos to kill the engine before walking over to the transport they were in. She didn’t wait long after they were shut down to run over.

      “You are in great danger here, Rand. Several of the aristocracy are angry. They want someone held responsible for the disappearance of the crystal and the destruction of the temple so close to their children.”

      “I can assure you, madam, that the crystal is quite safe.” Rand gave her a crooked smirk.

      “They are not so worried about the crystal as their precious offspring.”

      “I realize that, m’lady.” Rand nodded, climbing out of the vehicle. “But we are here for just a few minutes. Did Vacilon move into the dormitories?”

      The headmistresses balked a touch and considered him. “He did, as suggested. He’s regretful and sad that he has, though. We are watching him carefully.”

      “Why so?” Olosos asked, striding around the car.

      “Olosos ner’Matronos?” Serebulum stepped back. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Do you want the long version or the short one?”

      Serebulum shook her head. “That’s the attitude that kept you from a coadunate, Olosos.”

      “So the short version?”

      “He’s Néuvmim.” Rand bypassed his friend’s word play.

      “What?” The question was barely a hiss through the headmistress’s lips. She looked between them and then motioned them to the building. “Quickly. Let’s talk inside.” She swished her robes dramatically and led the two of them through the door she had come out of a few minutes before. Rand and Olosos hurried down the hall after her and through another set of doors.

      Once they were inside, Serebulum pulled the doors shut tight, turning to stare at the two of them. “Where is the Eunica? The Eunin? Where is the Néuvma? What the hell is going on?”

      “The attack on the temple was a combination of Gloria Rei and our own people,” Rand said. “We’re not sure what’s going on just yet, but there’s strong evidence inca’Leperdes is involved with this. They want to bring down the Eunicanim for reasons we don’t know or understand.”

      “Correct us if we’re wrong, m’lady, but isn’t it true that most people of Cardinal Terrun are happy with the Eunicanim?” Olosos folded his arms over his chest.

      “I have never heard rumblings more than a little complaint here or there.” She glanced between the two of them. “What’s going on? I heard the Mercata was attacked, and the Palace District is unsettled—and then you ask me things like that.”

      “Cardinal Terrun is likely about to come under attack from Gloria Rei,” Olosos said. “We think that there are those in the aristocracy who are going to aid them. We have a second, equal Eunicanim forming because the gods or the stars have decided that we need more than just a single head of state. There is no sign that the Eunica Ceridwen is near to abdication, but we have a new Eunica without a doubt.”

      Serebulum stared at him. “This is difficult to believe.”

      “Yeah, I know, until I bonded with her and became the Néuvmim. And Rand here wound up being her Eunin.”

      “You caught her!” The grin was undeniable on her face. “That was why your destiny seemed great without me being able to pinpoint the reason!”

      “Stop being happy about this!” Rand growled the words.

      “Grandin ven’Dargan.” The headmistress of the school was suddenly completely at the forefront. “You listen to me well. The gods granted me visions, and my visions have never been wrong. I saw greatness in you, and here is your fate. It is a wonderful fate, even if it doesn’t seem so now. You will have the chance to guide and help the people of Cardinal Terrun for hundreds of years. You will lead a war against those who do not honor our way of life. Who would slaughter every last gaian and eun simply for breathing our air. You can fight that, maybe even save them, stop the genocide that Eunin Viloras barely escaped. This is a fate worthy of a man who was not handed a thing in life and knows what it means to be humble and strong. I will not hear you grumble or groan about this again. “

      Olosos had his hand over his mouth, trying desperately not to laugh. Rand punched him hard in the shoulder. “What? You got schooled! It’s not my fault you’re walking around like someone shot your dog.”

      “Why are you here? I know you didn’t come here to have me comfort you.” Serebulum put her hands on her hips, waiting.

      “We think that inca’Leperdes is in with the Gloria Rei, trying to take down the Eunicanim.” Rand didn’t feel like beating around the bush. “We are here to talk to his son to see if he knows anything.”

      Dropping her hands from her sides, she stared at the two of them. “You think that Vacilon will spy for you.”

      Rand shook his head. “We don’t know. This is a shot in the dark. We’re asking a son to betray a father.”

      Serebulum nodded. “He’ll be summoned immediately.” She pressed a few buttons on her desk, then motioned them to have a seat. “It will be good for the students to know you are alive and that our government is still functioning. There were a few who were worried about the Mercata. They had relatives who lived and worked there.”

      “And no news of the new Eunica traveled here?” Rand raised an eyebrow.

      “No, none,” she answered.

      “What did you hear about the attacks on the Mercata?” Olosos leaned forward on his elbows.

      “That there was one. Honestly, I don’t know that I’m the best person to ask about this. I was concerned for the temple and my school and students. There was utter chaos here. We were in fear that we would lose the district, and it would move to our schools. I was trying to figure out the logistics of moving the whole school and the students so we would minimize the chaos and maximize what we saved.”

      “The fires were extinguished.” Rand shook his head.

      “They came within a few blocks of leaving the Temple District.” Serebulum looked haunted. “I was more frightened in those few days than I have ever been in my life. Even more than when I heard there was shelling in the Mercata. There are one thousand children here I am responsible for, and I was scared I would not be able to protect them.”

      “But you did, headmistress.” Vacilon walked into the room. “You had us all organized and ready to go if the need came. You were the portrait of calm and collected, and we all took a cue from your posture and your collected mind in those few days.”

      Vacilon was standing in the door, arm clasped behind his back, head erect and calm. He seemed far more collected and even than when Rand had left him several weeks before.

      “Thank you for being prompt, Vacilon,” Serebulum said, standing up.

      He looked at Rand, and then at Olosos, then back at Serebulum. “Headmistress, may I hazard a guess why you’ve summoned me?”

      She glanced at the two of them sitting there and nodded. “Under the condition you explain your thinking.”

      “You’re here, sicutus, to ask me to spy on my father. You believe he is possibly working with the people who brought the mortar attack on the Mercata.”

      Rand raised his eyebrows and nodded.

      “As for how I’ve guessed? You’ve brought an eun with you to ask me. You aren’t wearing guardian colors and robes anymore. You came by air car, which you would have never done in the past. The eun you are with is also not wearing robes and colors of typical station, and you both have a haunted, distressed look on your faces.”

      Rand nodded. “You’ve changed in just three weeks, Vacilon.”

      “I have overheard my father’s plots and ploys.” He paused a moment. “Part of why I was so agreeable to moving into the dorms was that he was trying to pull me in. I’m not the best student. I’m not the strongest gaian, but I have some sense of loyalty and for the love of the gods, some sense of self-preservation. I don’t think my father understands that the Gloria Rei want to overthrow the government not to change the way Cardinal Terrun is run. They want to replace it with an anti-eun, anti-gaian one that will prosecute people like him and me. I think he sees an injustice in his lack of power and wants to make those born gifted suffer and let him have more power.”

      Olosos nodded. “Your assessment, young man, is dead-on. Our question is now if we have become targets for your father to take down in his quest to assist the Gloria Rei or you have just become our ally.”

      Vacilon laughed. “I am an ally, sir. I rather like our way of life, and we’ve fought for it. We’re good for now; the Eunica and Eunin are fair and balanced, and I don’t think I know many people who would wish a change.”

      Standing, Rand walked over to him “Listen to me carefully, gai’Leperdes. I do not want you to risk your life for this. I don’t want you to take a chance in which you might get hurt or piss off your father. It’s only what you hear when you’re around him. Don’t snoop, don’t sneak. Don’t dig and don’t lead him on into a conversation. Just talk to him and listen. That’s all. Am I understood?”

      Vacilon nodded. “Yes, Guardian. Of course.”

      He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Vacilon. I do not want you to risk your life. I do not want you to go further than just listening and reporting. I know you’re young and impulsive, but please, please. Don’t risk your life.”

      The young man nodded. “I understand. And, for the record, I was planning to speak to the headmistress about the situation in my house. The things I’ve overheard have frightened me. And my mother too, I think.”

      Serebulum, Rand, and Olosos exchanged glances in surprise, and Olosos patted the couch next to him. “Come, Vacilon, sit here and speak with us. Let us get a leg up on the situation.”
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* * *

      “What is that?”

      “What is what?” Olosos asked, trying to get the palace on the communicator.

      “That.” Rand pointed to the right, out the window.

      Olosos took a quick look, then went back to the communicator. His brain caught up a moment later and realized what he had seen outside the car on the right. He looked up again and stared this time. “Is that…is that the palace?”

      Rand nodded. “I think it is.”

      It was a horror. The entire bottom of the palace appeared to be on fire, and the smoke rose on all sides of the building, consuming it and several of the buildings around it.

      Olosos glanced at Rand, who was transfixed on the fire. “Oh, gods and stars,” Rand whispered.

      “We need to talk to the armies.” Olosos yanked the car to the right and headed for the mountains the beyond the Palace District.

      “You’re not planning on leaving them there.”

      He snapped his head around to Rand. “I’m not an asshole, Grandin. We can’t help them if we’re in trouble too.” He turned back to the windscreen. “We’re going to get to the hills and get in contact with the armies. We don’t know that there’s anyone in the palace.”

      “Damn it, damn it,” Rand snapped.

      The communicator crackled loudly. “Identify!”

      “Democles!” Rand slapped his hand on the communications connect. “This is—”

      “Don’t!” Democles growled.

      “Make up your mind!” Rand barked into the communicator.

      “Follow the beacon. Quickly.”

      “Where—” Olosos began.

      “No questions! Land!”

      “Oh, don’t like this.” Olosos pushed the throttle forward and pressed the car to a frightening speed.

      “Don’t kill us, don’t kill us.” Rand held himself against the seat as Olosos maneuvered the car into the rocky crags that speared up from the planes the Palace District occupied. There were several shots that lanced up through the sky from near the palace, but went well wide off the car, and Olosos dropped it onto the platform at nearly full speed, braking at just the last second before the car would have smashed the ground.

      Rand and Olosos vaulted out of the car. “What the hell is going on?” Rand yelled, running for the alcove where the generals were standing. “Where is everyone? Where is the Eunica?”

      Democles threw a sword at Rand, pommel first. “We were attacked. The bottom floors. We were just running routine training when the wall blew in. We were able to get most of the troops away, most of the commanding officers. But we couldn’t get to the upper floors. The Eunicanim is still up there. We’ve been in contact, and they are holding them off, but we have to get to them. Now.” He turned and pointed to the carrier that was waiting.

      Olosos grabbed the gun off the table as they ran toward the carrier.

      “I thought you were a pacifist?” Democles asked as they ran to the now lifting carrier.

      “Pacifist does not mean stupid.” He looked over at Rand. “Could you spread that around, please? Just because I don’t usually carry a gun doesn’t mean I can’t use one.”

      “Done.” Rand grabbed the bar the other soldiers were holding onto. “I don’t get a gun?”

      “You are a Night Guardian.” Democles shook his head. “You know ten ways to kill someone with your pinky.”

      “Seven, and I really don’t want to get that close.”

      The wind from the motion of the carrier cut off any further speech. The pilot was nearly as reckless as Olosos had been with his private car. They flew over the rocks and down into a plain view of the palace. There were only a few shots fired before they blasted through the rising smoke.

      “Listen up!” Democles yelled. “We have to get the Eunicanim and the residents out! We are not here to save anything but the people who are in the palace. I don’t give a shit about works of art or heirlooms. Get the people out. Nothing else.”

      “More carriers?” Olosos asked.

      “Behind us.” He pointed out the back of the transport. Glancing back, there were three more carriers just coming through the smoke. “We have three more on reserve.” He looked at the soldiers. “People only!”

      The pilot wasn’t nearly as delicate with the carrier as Olosos had been. He slammed the vehicle onto the platform and clanged the back ramp down to the floor. The passengers, soldiers, scampered out the back, but Democles, Rand, and Olosos ran out the front. While the soldiers ran into the main corridor, they ran for the private quarters’ entrance.

      Rand didn’t want any of this. He wanted to spend a quiet life with Devon, being husband and wife, maybe farming next to Olosos and Biumi, but in that moment, he knew that was never going to happen. So instead he made his choice—and knew that Olosos did too.

      The two of them called on the elements as Eunin and Néuvmim and blasted the door back off the hinges.

      The smoke in the hall evacuated immediately, the air pushing out through natural and coerced means from Olosos, Rand, and the Eunicanim within. The situation inside was one both of them were proud of as they rushed in to join the fray.

      Heather and Fairthir had laser guns, and nothing else, but whipped the air and fire around as though it were tangible, cracking sounds accompanying each violent motion. Viloras and Ceridwen were just behind them, each with a sword—and at the same time, Rand and Olosos remembered that Viloras had been a Temple Guardian too. His skills were as on point as their own.

      “This way!” Democles yelled over the din of the fight. “Over here!”

      “About damn time!” Fairthir yelled back.

      “Sweet Olympus,” Olosos gasped, loud enough for only Rand to hear.

      Turning, Rand saw what made his friend gasp. Biumi was standing with a gun in her left hand, firing at the oncoming troops, and with her right, she was fighting off—with a sword—anyone who had gotten through the fire. She was every bit the Temple Guardian at that moment, and Rand was delighted. Not nearly as thrilled as Olosos, who clearly loved every second of her abilities.

      “Fuu...” He breathed, staring at her.

      “She’s a guardian, Olosos, did you think that she wouldn’t be able to defend herself and those around her?” Rand asked, grabbing the extra gun out of Democles’ hand. “Thank you.” He turned and shot back three of the troops who were running for Biumi and Heather. “Ladies! Gents! This way!”

      They finally seemed to realize that Rand, Olosos, and Democles were there. Turning, the group of ten of them started sprinting back to the doors that were now blown wide open and the freedom that waited there. The Eunica and Eunin were the first through, and Democles ran with them, laying down fire to keep them hidden as they ran. Bethela and two of the cardinals were next, making a break for the safety of the carrier. They were followed by two more of the Temple Guardians, Fortes and Gellindi, while Biumi, Heather, and Fairthir held off the approaching army. The smoke, which was still streaming along the ceiling, had cleared enough for them to see that the entire building was slowly being engulfed in flames.

      “Let’s go!” Democles yelled over the noise of another carrier ducking into the landing area.

      The three of them ran for the destroyed door and out to the carrier. Olosos caught Biumi by the waist and pulled her into him. “I don’t think I have ever been as turned on by a woman as I am by you right now.”

      Rand snorted as Biumi accepted the slightly overly lustful kiss he dropped on her mouth. She smiled at him when he let her go. “Mmm. I like you this way. But right now, let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Woman has a point.” Rand jumped up on the carrier and held out his hand to help Heather up onto the platform with the rest of them. Democles had the carrier rising from the platform almost before Heather could jump.

      The laser shot came out of nowhere and blasted the step out from under Heather. Ceridwen and Biumi leapt forward to help Rand pull Heather to safety and as they did, the second shot sliced through the air. Ceridwen flew backward from the impact of the shot, pulling Heather, Biumi, and Rand with her.

      The injury was clear and devastating.

      “Oh, fuck.” Viloras jumped to her side and grabbed her hand. “Oh, no, no.”

      Fairthir and Olosos pushed forward, shoving everyone out of the way. Olosos grabbed Heather’s hand. “I’m sorry to do this to you right now, but we must put the Eunica in stasis. This is a gift only the eun can do, and we must do it now.”

      Heather fell to her knees next to Viloras, the pain her coadunate was feeling clear on her face. She grabbed the hand that was free, as Viloras held on to the other. The three eun closed their eyes, and Rand was shocked and overwhelmed all at once.

      The elements—all of them, gios, aeros, pyrkos, neros, the elements of Olympus—swirled and formed and crashed over them, enveloping Ceridwen in an invisible shell, then a visible one as the fire forged the earth into crystal. Rand could feel everything about the Eunica halting, freezing, suspending. Her consciousness was there, but quiet, inactive.

      The three eun passed out in the next second, and Viloras was clearly in shock. Rand looked at the remaining few people there as the carrier headed for the mountains.

      “Democles! How long of a range does this carrier have?” He stood and marched to where the general was seated in front.

      “Five hundred leagues at full fuel.” Democles tossed a look behind him where the now frozen Eunica was.

      “Do we have full fuel?”

      “Pilot?”

      “Yes, sirs. Full. Topped off.”

      He leaned down between them. “Then take us to Cardinal Meridien. Do not land in those mountains.”

      “Meridien?” Democles wasn’t pleased. “We have to go back to the base—”

      Rand’s anger flared. He didn’t have time to argue with the general about the clear and obvious safe path he saw in his head. He took a tact that he wouldn’t have dreamed of just a few hours earlier. “Do you acknowledge me as Eunin, Democles?”

      “Yes, your grace.”

      “Then we are going to fly straight to Southern Sea and Cardinal Meridien.” Rand cocked his head and considered the general sitting there. “I know that’s where the Gloria Rei will be heading in their boats. And it’s the last place they will expect to meet the Eunicanim. Cardinal Meridien has an excellent medical facility that can handle the Eunica’s injury.”

      “We have doctors—”

      “Field medicine is not what we’re going for here, General,” Rand snapped. “Pilot?”

      “Sir?”

      “Cardinal Meridien. Signal the other carriers with the rest of the cardinals to follow us. And fly as much under all radar as possible.”

      “Yes, your grace.”
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      Gloria Rei was a hell.

      The air was tinged with metal and fetid compost. The landscape was dotted with sacred groves of trees and shrubs that stood between the low, soot-covered roofs of the buildings that were everywhere. Living quarters stood twenty stories high, in graceless blocks of concrete that showed no innovation. The blue sea that lapped at the stern gray shore and disappeared into the distant sky were the only spots of true, untouched color.

      As soon as Devon and Matthew stepped back through to Grasilos, the elements rushed to welcome her, and it felt like a hug. Brady was already dragging Mina down the path as she protested, kicking and screaming.

      Devon pulled up the elements and snapped Brady into place. “Let her go!”

      Two huge men raced at her with pikes, lowering them to hit her. She pulled the earth around their feet and tripped them, and managed to hold Brady in place.

      She didn’t expect the sharp jab in her lower back that threw her off balance or the shock of electricity racing through her and numbing her to the core. Matthew managed to catch her before she slammed her face into the dirt.

      Brady marched over to her as soon as he could move and kicked her over, directly in the ribs. The new pain shot through her again, forcing her to curl in on herself. Brady’s foot headed for her ribs again, and she managed to catch it, twist it, and toss him on the ground.

      He tried to punch her, but Mina grabbed his other foot and dragged him away. “Brady! What is wrong with you?”

      Leaping to his feet, he snarled at Mina and grabbed her collar. He looked like he was about to hit her too, but dropped his fist. “Gloriana, forgive me. That disgusting gaian dared to use her unholy elements on me.”

      “That disgusting gaian—whatever the fuck that means—is my best friend. And the only sane point in everything that’s happened in the past two hours! Keep your damn hands off her.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible.” Brady took her hand. “You’ll learn. You’ll learn that these freaks and mutants are not worthy to walk the ground of our Grasilos home. We will—”

      Mina ripped her hand out of Brady’s and walked over to help Matthew with Devon. “This is my best friend. There is nothing in this world or any world that will make me turn my back on her. Get away from me, get those asses with their tasers away from her. Let us go home.”

      “You are home.”

      Devon shook her head. “You have already shown your disregard for all things not Gloria Rei. You think that kind of attitude is going to attract someone to stay here?”

      “She is the Gloriana!” Brady snapped. “She is destined to rule all of Grasilos.”

      “I refuse,” Mina snapped. “I refuse your little crown. I want to go back to Earth and back to Denver and back to my job at the vet. End of this drama.”

      His mouth unhinged, he stared at Mina. “You...”

      Devon smirked. “You have the same rules as Cardinal Terrun. You cannot make someone rule a place they don’t want to be in. You can’t make Mina stay if she doesn’t want to. You’re required to let her return.”

      There were two sharp jabs, one from each of the pikes held by the soldiers on either side. While they weren’t quite as strong as tasers, they still managed to cause enormous amounts of pain. Devon doubled over in pain, and Matthew’s quick catch was just barely able to keep her from smashing her face on the ground. Brady was suddenly standing over them with a Minacing look on his face. “You will be warned once, and once only. You will not use your disgusting ablities, and you will not speak for the Gloriana. Ever. I will speak to her, and I will speak to you. Do not ever mistake the two.”

      Devon stared at him and was sorely tempted to use her power to call the sea up, just yards away. But she stopped, knowing she wasn’t trained well enough to move the water fast enough to stop the pikes from delivering another dose of pain. “I will speak when I feel I am the better qualified to answer a question.”

      “You will rot in prison.”

      Brady jerked his head, and the guards took hold of their arms. Dragging them, not kindly, away from the crystal that had let them through in Gloria Rei, Devon didn’t have enough energy left in her to fight at that moment. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been awake, and it was taking its toll on her. Matthew seemed to be able to tell she was exhausted and just helped her walk, not yet fight.

      Mina was on her other arm, lending her strength a moment later.

      “Gloriana!” The tone of shock was clear in Brady’s voice.

      “No!” Mina snapped over her shoulder. “No. I am not your ruler. My friend needs my help, and that’s what I’m planning to work on right now. Helping her. You’ve pulled me into a world I want nothing to do with, and I’m not going to be your pawn.”

      “We don’t—”

      Pulling them to a stop, Mina turned around. “I’m not interested. You’re going to throw my friend in prison, and I’m going to follow her. I will, will be sent back to Denver. I don’t want to play in your band. You have twenty-four hours to show me how to go back. That’s it. Or I will tell Devon to unleash the elements on you—and you will quickly find that I am not of your ilk.”

      They resumed the walk after the guards, and Devon smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      Mina shrugged. “I don’t have any idea what’s going on here, so I’m sticking with who I know. I trust you with my life. It doesn’t matter where we are. It’s one of the sure things in my life.”

      Devon nodded. “It’s one of the sure things in mine as well.”

      The guards pushed them along with a hush. The three of them made headway to the jail. The road, paved with a black top similar to the roads they knew, was broken and lay in ruins. There was no way to get a wheeled vehicle down it. Devon thought for a moment that perhaps the people of Gloria Rei used exclusively floating car technology—but even in the mostly airborne car areas of Cardinal Terrun, the roads were well maintained. There was also a far more rundown feeling to just everything around her. She didn’t think the people of Gloria Rei had a choice in much in life.

      They were dragged to the low prison that sat on the coast. It was a strange place, even with the ground and a simple river running around it to the sea. It didn’t look threatening, and it didn’t look like it could hold people very well. Devon assessed it, as both gaian and police officer. She saw Matthew doing the same.

      “There must be something we can’t see here.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Has to be,” Devon agreed. “How much do you know about the Southern Sea?”

      “Not a lot. It’s a failing.”

      She let out a sigh. “We could escape right now. If we wanted to.”

      “I get the feeling that you don’t want to.” Mina tossed a glance her way.

      “I don’t. Not yet. I want to see what’s going on over here, see what kind of army we are against here. How strong is their hate for the elementals.”

      Matthew gave his approval. “That’s a smart thing to do.”

      The gates of the prison loomed over them, and they were shoved through to the dank, cold interior. It was a different feeling than the dark spaces Devon had been in before. This was a salted, overused feeling. There were too many people beyond these walls. The elements swirled, unsettled and unsettling. There were people everywhere, filled with abject terror, tired surrender, horrified disbelief, and utter confusion. The guards hustled them through the enormous hallway into what was, for all intents and purposes, a holding pen.

      “Are you all right, Devon?” Matthew asked.

      “I feel sick.” She looked around the room. “Everything here is overwhelming.”

      “You’re not the only one.” Mina glanced around. “This place feels like it’s built on defeat and mortared together with sadness.”

      Nodding, Matthew agreed. “That’s about what I think too.”

      Devon cringed as the door behind them clanged shut. There was a suffocating silence in the room. She looked around and saw the only light was from windows high above.

      Matthew looked at Mina, then at Devon. “He doesn’t know.”

      “Not a clue.”

      Mina looked between them. “What?”

      “The only way someone can get the crystal to activate, and I’m making an assumption here that their Gloriana Crystal is the same as the Eunia, is if they have the ability to use the elements.” Matthew shook his head just once. “I’m sure he has no idea, and would never suspect it. But he’s probably pretty powerful.”

      “Brady?” Mina gasped.

      Devon and Matthew nodded.

      “My Brady.” She snorted. “I don’t know why I’m acting surprised. I was shoved through a magical door to the Land of Make-Believe here.”

      “There’s nothing make-believe about this place,” Devon said. “I know you’re not having the best time with this, but you’re not dreaming.”

      Sighing, Mina leaned against the wall while Devon and Matthew surveyed the holding area. The one lone window high above caught Devon’s attention. “It will be dark in here when the sun goes down.”

      “I think they plan to move us before then.” Matthew looked at the lone bench with suspicion.

      “I don’t want to bet on that.” Devon pursed her lips. “This place seems to suffer from an ill-considered belief the leaders have forced on their people. They like to believe the gaians and eun are frightening, or too powerful. They want the people to believe that anything different is bad.”

      “Old Earth beliefs.”

      “Not so old.” Mina sighed. She sat on the bench in the back of the jail cell. “So you’re committed to this? Enough that you’re willing to sit in a jail and spy on people you think you might hate so that you start to get a clue of what they are?”

      “I am.” Devon was even surprised at the conviction in her voice.

      “Why?”

      Cocking her head, Devon realized the gravity of the question. This wasn’t just simple curiosity. This was Mina punching to the heart of the matter. Why was she going to choose to stay in this place, this world that was so alien and yet so familiar to her?

      “Mina, you haven’t had a chance to see the rest of the Grasilos yet. You haven’t seen Cardinal Terrun. This place, this time, these people are not what I’m fighting for. They are not why I’m staying. I am staying because the people I know over there on the other side of the Southern Sea are kind, caring, intelligent. They honor the ground. They are free thinking and love that freedom. There is the Eunica, who rules with care, her husband who is so in love with her it’s almost scary. There’s Olosos, who I can’t explain to you. He completes who I am in a way that no friend, no lover could. There is Matthew here, who has been friends with me since the first day, the one who allowed me to come here to help Ceridwen. And there is Rand…”

      Mina raised an eyebrow. “Rand is the hot guy.”

      Devon laughed. “Rand is the hot guy. But he’s more than that. There was a spark between us from the first moment. A spark I didn’t understand. All I wanted to do was kiss him. But this is so much more than that. There is something there with him that makes it all right. Not perfect, not dreamy, but right. This place is ruled by Fate and Destiny. Rand is mine. Cardinal Terrun is mine.”

      “What about Denver? Why are you walking away from there? Isn’t there anything there for you?”

      “Aside from you? No.”

      “What about your career?”

      “What about it? I am a police woman who is never seen. All of my training is rotting in the back of the coroner’s office. And I’ve always been upset about that—but there’s nothing I can do about it. Even therapy doesn’t help me. I can interact with about five people. That’s it. And one of those is usually dead.” Devon sat next to Mina. “I want you to stay with me as well.”

      Her poor friend looked utterly miserable. “Isn’t there anything there for you?”

      “I’m the only child of only children, whose parents were also only children. I have no family. None. I have one friends. You. I have a partner who has a life that will keep him from missing me. I rent an apartment. I have a leased car. There’s almost literally nothing over there for me. Here…there is something about here that erases that fear. I can talk to people, interact, help. I mean, my God, I have powers and abilities here that are only the stories of legend in Denver. It’s like I was a puzzle piece and I was trying to fit in the wrong puzzle. All this time. Now I’ve found the right puzzle, and it’s a perfect fit. This is what I want. I belong here.”

      “And how could you possibly think that I belong here as well? This place is miserable. Dank, cold, unwelcoming. The guy I thought was going to be a perfect fit for my life has turned out to be one of these people. He’s mean and nasty, and he’s trying to make me a queen or something. I don’t want that. That’s not what my life is.”

      “You haven’t seen Cardinal Terrun yet, Mina.”

      Matthew leaned against the bars.

      “It’s a beautiful place, with the grandeur of ancient Rome and Greece, and the modern technology of your science fiction. Cars that fly, televisions that interact with you. There are more beautiful parks and vistas than you can possibly imagine. There’s just so much here. And the people. The wonderful, amazing people that the government lives to serve. They love the Eunica, and she loves them. There is an astounding amount of respect on both sides. It’s wonderful and so natural.”

      “You were there for three days!”

      “And I’m a trained observer! I’m not saying it’s utopia, I’m saying that it’s a place I want to learn about and want to grow in.”

      “This place”—Matthew gestured to the cold bricks around them—“is not what you should think of this world as. This is Gloria Rei. They fear change; they fear the fates and destiny. They fear everything it is that is good and natural about Cardinal Terrun. They hold their people in the dark about the eun and the gaians. They don’t believe anyone should have the powers that Devon and Ceridwen have. They are taught by their government here, by people like Brady, and those men with the pikes that elements mean danger, mean harm. It doesn’t. Now they are trying to invade Cardinal Terrun, to make our people fear what has always been natural to us. To keep them away, we need Devon and Ceridwen. They must lead the fight. Two Eunicanim—Devon and Rand, Ceridwen and Viloras. One powerful unit to keep everything united, and to keep the eun and the gaians safe and free.”

      Mina looked back and forth between the two of them. “I want to ask if this is a joke, or you’re pulling my leg, but since we’re sitting in a prison, I’m going to assume you’re not.” She signed. “Okay. I’ll go along with this. If you’re going to fight these people you need to know more about them. As long as you promise me that you’re not going to leave me here.”

      “Why would I ever leave you behind?” Devon shook her head. “I want you to stay.”
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      Rand had never been to the Southern Sea.

      He laughed; he’d never really been anywhere in Cardinal Terrun. Now here he was, in Southern Sea, surrounded by the displaced leaders of his country having ordered the military here. It was safe, far away from the invading forces and the burning palace.

      The medical team had the Eunica installed in the best hospital in Cardinal Meridien, and the eun had been able to slowly, carefully pull Ceridwen out of her chrysalis and stasis. The doctors were expedient as she rose out of stasis, stitching, cleaning, and repairing as the three eun held her consciousness and body processes to nearly perfectly dormant. Now, though, the leader of Cardinal Terrun was unconscious, and even the decisions of two Eunin were barely enough to make things happen.

      Which was why Rand had walked away from the council halfway through the most recent session. He had wound up on the waterfront, staring across the Southern Sea to where Gloria Rei lay just out of view.

      He’d always heard of this place’s beauty, but standing there was a different matter.

      The Greycliffs stood to the west, thousands of feet tall, a hazy suggestion in the distance even on a clear day. Made from massive outcroppings of granite—mostly gray shot with soft pink—they were ancient with an ancient people living above and on them. They slowly fell in height until they met the Chipping Stone Cliffs. Shorter, darker, and made exclusively of slate, they were far less tall and far more dangerous for the unpredictability of their rock face. Many a story had been told about a person tumbling from their heights and hitting below in at least three more pieces than they had started.

      The slate slowly sank below the crumbling, pale beige limestone of the Bright Walls. The edifices of the Bright Walls fell back from the sea to form canyons and plateaus that sloped to water, and toward the massive city of Meridien High.

      From the Bright Walls, land climbed again, this time into blinding white chalk of the Beckoning Cliffs. There was a legend that they could be seen on a clear day from a point in Gloria Rei called Maiden Point. The chalk gave way to the basalt of the Pointed Hills. The remains of massive lava flows, they presented gorgeous peaks and valleys for a hundred leagues until they were swept up into the massive mounts of Olympus and Anima. Olympus, nearly two leagues high itself, was an impressive sight, but the massive bulk and height of Anima sat nearly a full league taller. There were stories that the air at the top of Mount Anima did not exist. The cold, snowless peak was stunning, and the stories of its eruptions were frightening—gravity did not keep its hold as well so close to the edge of space.

      And Rand could see it from where he stood on the shore. The mountains of Far Eurus fell far short from their god-like progenitor and were not visible. But massive Mount Anima was, nearly a hundred leagues away.

      The ocean lapped at his feet, disinterested in the existence of such places. Behind him, the city still sat three leagues from the ocean, at the base of the Bright Cliffs.

      A smaller version of Shorneberg’s huge footprint, the city of Meridien High had one major difference: fountains. There were fountains everywhere. All the water that ran from the west and the east filtered through the sandstone of the Bright Walls and into the city, the rivers that ran through it, the very rocks of the houses. The purest water he had ever tasted. The cleanest water he had ever bathed in.

      He could see why the vast majority of the dark-skinned southerners chose to stay here. The beauty and majesty of Southern Sea was breathtaking. He could see why Fairthir spoke so highly of this place.

      “Care for company?”

      He turned and found Viloras walking toward him, wearing everyday commoner clothes.

      “Your—”

      “Don’t let that word pass your lips, Grandin.” His words cut off the formal title. “I am here as me, as Viloras. As the escapee from Gloria Rei. The former sicutus. Nothing more. Not until my wife wakes up.”

      “You don’t always call her spouse.”

      “She is my wife. We are more than our titles. We have a family together, three daughters and a son. We have grandchildren and so many more down the line. I love her. I am torn and distraught over her, even though the doctors assure me she will be fine.”

      “She’s an amazing woman.”

      “You have no idea.” The smile was open and secretive at the same time.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I needed a break, like you.” He took a deep breath. “Even I cannot live and breathe the government. The smell of antiseptic in Ceri’s room was bothering me. I need to clear my head. We have such a battle until Ceri comes out of her coma.”

      “Literally or figuratively?” Rand heard the sigh in his voice.

      “Both, I’m afraid.” Viloras picked up a shell on the sand and studied it. “My wife sent you on an errand to talk to someone about the impending threat. Have we heard anything?”

      “It’s only been about five days. I don’t expect anything so soon.”

      Turning the shell in his fingers, studying it, Viloras spoke, “Whatever comes of what’s going on, guard that young man’s name with your life. I’m sure the others have forgotten it by now. Make sure that they don’t remember and make sure that your reports are as guarded.” He looked up. “It’s not something that’s easily talked about, but all good Eunicanim have their spy networks. This young man is the beginning of yours.”

      “You don’t trust all the cardinals.”

      “We’d be fools if we did.” Viloras skipped the shell into the waves. “We have a select few we trust implicitly. Bethela, Matthew, Democles, and a few others. You have the start of your trusted network. Fortes, Gellindi, Biumi. Serebulum, whom I would recommend you move to a cardinal position as soon as possible. Never ever let those you trust out of your sight. You will need them to keep the government where it is, as honest as it can be.” He picked up another shell. “I only thank the gods you’ll have us there to help. Ceri and I...well. We were tossed into it when the change happened. Rosamund and Buthandas were killed in an accident before we were truly ready. I, with my Gloria Rei roots, and she still confused and lost in this world.”

      Rand stared out beyond the waves. “What would happen to you if Ceridwen died?”

      “I would live. For a while. I wouldn’t want to live much longer than she, though. There is place in the Greycliffs where the widows can go, to live or die as they please.” The smile was in his voice. “But thanks to our Neuvma, it is not a question we have to answer.”

      “I miss her.”

      “Your Eunica?”

      Rand nodded. “How is that even possible. Less than a week together, and I feel as though I am only half a person without her here.”

      The laugh that escaped Viloras was genuine and full. “It’s called love, Grandin. There’s no time or place, right or wrong way, for it to happen. It could be all at once as it usually is for the Eunica and her sicutus, or it could be many years as it was for Matthew and Bethela.” He slid his gaze off the shell to glance at Rand. “Have you claimed her?”

      For just a moment, Rand was confused. “Claim—oh.” He cleared his throat. “Yes. Um. Yes.”

      The laugh was full again. “Good. Always remember that at the very root of any good couple is good sex. For any and every reason you can think of.” The new shell in his hand caught the glimmer of sun on the inside, swirling the colors of the mother of pearl within. “She will be back, Rand. I know she will. I saw the two of you together, and I promise what I saw between will draw her back.”

      Slowly, Rand nodded. But for an instant, he thought he nodded too hard and was hit with a dizzy spell. Viloras caught him and helped him sit on the sand.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Putting a hand to his head, Rand took stock of what was wrong.

      And it wasn’t wrong.

      It was right.

      “She’s here. She’s back.” His joy bubbled up until Viloras popped it.

      “How the hell is that possible?” Viloras grabbed the rope that held the gem in its bag around Rand’s neck. “She has to come through the Eunica gate.”

      A wave of fear and nausea rolled through him. “But she is...”

      Viloras shook his head. “Something is very wrong. Very wrong. Come. We have to get back.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Olosos leaned on his side, head propped up by elbow and fist. He stared at the gorgeous, young, and exceptionally deadly woman in bed with him.

      Biumi breathed with the rhythm of someone who slept well, thoroughly exhausted, thoroughly sated. Olosos had drifted in and out of sleep with her there by his side, or in his arms. The bed seemed a natural cocoon for them, nothing uncomfortable or awkward. Night after night of this creature here next to him, peaceful, gentle. And yet there was deception in her sleep—she could be an utter Hellcat with him if she wanted. And he wanted. Gods, how he wanted.

      There had been no question of them not sharing quarters when they finally arrived at Meridien High. Biumi settled into the room without hesitation, and they had started to integrate themselves. Olosos hadn’t realized how much he missed company until he could have her there all the time.

      Nothing of this escape had been easy. He felt bereft of his Eunica’s presence and confessed that to Biumi—and to anyone else a confession of such would have broken whatever it was they had started to build. Not for her. Not for this gorgeous sicutus who wanted to share his bed.

      A smile played on her lips, and with her eyes still shut, she turned to him. “I feel you there, Los.”

      He pushed the hair out of her eyes, smirking. “I’ll say it again, Biu, you’re better than you think with your elements.”

      She opened her eyes, and the bright green stared at him. “Wishful thinking, Los. Believe me. I am only able to sense them. But if that allows me to know you’re there, that’s fine with me.”

      Olosos laughed. “I won’t argue with you.”

      “Olosos, where were you all these years?”

      “All what years?”

      “The past ten.” Biumi rolled to her side to stare at him. “I remember you were in one of the first classes after my guardian training. And then you were gone.”

      “I left.” Olosos shrugged. “I spent five years in the Dimotoleío, and then went to college—all without a sign of my coadunate. So I left.”

      “But where did you go?”

      “I took the inheritance my parents left me and bought a farm.”

      Biumi tossed her head back against the pillow, laughing. “Only you would literally buy a farm to escape the world.”

      “It’s a good farm. Well, was.” Olosos defended his home. “I worked with the University’s agricultural students. I raised unique hybrids and heirloom vegetables and fruits. And corn. It was a good, honorable thing to do.”

      “I never said it was otherwise.” Biumi ran her hand over his arm. “It’s just amusing to think of you as a farmer. It’s a bit on the ridiculous side in my mind. You were into politics and science and philosophy. Thinking of you digging in the dirt goes against all those gentlemanly pursuits.”

      “I’ve about tossed my pacifist standing in the trash.”

      Biumi sat up, clutching the sheet. “Don’t you dare feel bad about that, Olosos. You saved the Eunica. You saved me. You are the Néuvmim; you will do far more good than harm by holding a gun.”

      “I know, Biu. But it still hurts to give that up. I was so adamant about it.”

      “You were also convinced you would never find your coadunate.”

      Olosos laughed. “True.” He pulled her back to the bed and wrapped her in his arms. “I never dreamed that I was meant to be part of the Eunicanim. I just hoped to be someone of middling fortune and importance.”

      Biumi giggled. “You were never meant for middling, Los. I knew that when I was staring at you in class. More than one inappropriate thought crossed my mind about you as you sat in that front row.”

      Smirking, he nodded. “I will admit the same as you paced the front of the classroom.”

      “You know…there were many a teacher and student who would have sworn that you and Rand were a couple.”

      “Me and—” Olosos threw back his head and let out a mighty laugh. “Oh, no. No. I guess I should have seen that we were always meant to be in each other’s lives when we were in college. But there was nothing between us of that nature. No. He likes the opposite sex and clearly, so do I. Funny that we’re now once again paired with each other.”

      “It is funny.”

      She paused, and in that pause her countenance fell, a sad feeling permeating their safe little nest. Olosos brought a hand to her cheek and gave her a small, encouraging smile. “What is it?”

      “You’re the Néuvmim. It’s only time until…”

      “Until what?”

      “Until you do not have time for me. I will become a memory or a mistress in favor of better bred women of station.” She smiled at him. “I am sorry. I should not let such thoughts take away from what time we will have.”

      “Why in the name of the gods of the pantheon would I ever give you up?”

      “The Néuvmim must marry well.”

      “You are right. He must. He must have someone strong, smart, loyal. Someone who will understand what exactly his connection to the Eunica is, and never be jealous of it. There aren’t many people who would or could do that, Biumi.”

      “You will find her. I’m fine with our time being limited.”

      “It’s only as limited as you and I make it.”

      “You will move on.”

      “Wanna bet?”

      “Bet?” Biumi laughed. “What in the name of the gods could you possible wager on that?”

      Olosos sat up and pulled her with him. He looked straight into her eyes. “Marry me.”

      Biumi’s face fell. “What?”

      “Make it a bet. Marry me, and bet me how long this can last. Marry me today.”

      She was frozen in shock; Olosos had never been so serious and honest in his life. After blinking a few times, Biumi seemed to come back. “Marry you.”

      “That’s the bet. Marry me.”

      “And see how long you can keep your bet.”

      “Yes.”

      Her eyes suddenly gleamed, and the smile came back pure and bright. “Yes. I will marry you. Today.”

      “The bet starts at sundown, and I will have Viloras marry us by the fountain in the main square. And the bet stands as long as I can keep you.”

      Biumi laughed. “Yes.”

      Olosos turned and pinned her to the bed. “You’re going to lose.” He pressed his lips to hers and plundered a deep, longing kiss.

      “I hope so.”
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* * *

      Olosos fell.

      The sudden hard presence of Devon overwhelmed him, and he fell hard onto his knees. He managed to keep from smashing his head on the ground, but only just.

      “Olosos!” Biumi was next to him on the ground in the next second.

      “Devon…” He managed the word in a whisper as he tried to get his breath back.

      “She’s back?”

      “She’s…here, but not here.”

      Biumi helped him to stand again. “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t either. We have to find Rand, quickly. Something is wrong.”

      The two of them changed course from where they were heading to the Eunin’s room to where they knew Democles had set up a war room with the other military leaders. He wasn’t sure what good it was going to do to tell him that he could connect with the Eunica if she wasn’t there.

      He also knew that Viloras, Fairthir, and Heather were working as hard as they could to keep the government running—but without an Eunica, there were a lot of things they just weren’t able to do. Maybe, just maybe, having him linked to Devon, could free them up to do what needed to be done.

      As they ran into the building, a shuttle car pulled up and both Viloras and Rand leapt out. Rand looked as wobbly and disoriented as he felt, and Olosos clapped a hand on his shoulder as Rand looked him, saying, “She’s back.”

      Olosos nodded. “But she’s not here. She didn’t use the crystal.”

      “No, she didn’t.” Rand touched the cord at his neck. “So how the hell can she be here?”

      The door next to them opened, and a soldier about to step out stopped dead in his tracks. “Sirs. I was just sent to fetch you.”

      Democles appeared behind him. “Well, this is fortuitous. Get in here. Vacilon sent his first message.” He glanced between the two men. “Wait. What’s going on here?”

      “The Eunica is here—but not here,” Olosos said. “We can both sense her.”

      “But she didn’t come through the crystal.” Rand shook his head. “I don’t know why we can both sense her here if she hasn’t come through the crystal.”

      “Oh. That’s…” Democles motioned them all into the room and slammed the door shut. “Head over there into the office. There’s something we need to discuss. Quickly. Before we talk about Vacilon’s notes.”

      The office on the other side of the room was barely big enough for the four of them to squeeze in, and Democles shoved through all of them to stand behind his desk. He pulled the touch info screen up and paged through it quickly. A moment later he spun it around for them to look at.

      “The Gloria Rei have tried to keep this secret for millennia. They have a crystal as well, that works like our Eunia. They call it the Gloriana. For all the times they have pulled someone through, they have never let the right one take their throne because they eschew the equality that we do of the yun and gaians amongst us.”

      “Pulled?” Rand asked.

      “They don’t understand how the crystal works, so it only works once in a while for them. Usually, someone who has the ability in the elements—an animusi—and who has successfully integrated into their society without ever actually showing people what he or she could do. They somehow get near the crystal and manage to get to the other side and pull someone back with them. Someone they befriend and perhaps marry over there.

      “And it never works. Ever. Because the Gloriana needs a Eunicanim like ours does. It needs people to guard it and tame it and use it when it is appropriate. They don’t know how. Their stubborn disbelief in what the natural order of our world is has held them back forever. The crystal has its own key, it’s own hiding place. Cardinal Terrun has never been able to locate it because it seems to go into hiding if it doesn’t have someone there to watch it and guide it.”

      Biumi covered her gasp with a hand. “That means they currently have someone ranked highly enough that has the ability to touch the elements.”

      “That would be the supposition, yes.” Democles tapped the screen again, and a crystal of bright magenta appeared on the screen. “This was a hard won picture and is still highly guarded. It is the only picture we have of the Gloriana. It works exactly the same as our Eunia.”

      Rand tapped a thoughtful finger on his chin. “So if Devon got her hands on that key, she would be able to use the Gloriana as well as the Eunia.”

      “Yes. As well as the person who had gone over as well, from the Gloria Rei forces.”

      “What scares me,” Olosos interjected, “is that there is someone over there who can use the elements and doesn’t even know it.”

      “They will never be able to do it publicly without losing everything and being either jailed or jailed and executed,” Viloras said. “You don’t understand how much they hate and fear this power. I still have scars because I dared to show my abilities. I was lucky in that my sister saw what they did to me and hid her abilities. They considered me an anomaly. I was up for execution when I managed to get across the sea.”

      Olosos nodded in the pause of the conversation. “Let’s hear Vacilon’s message and figure out what we’re going to have to do to protect this country. They’ve ripped us out of the palace, and I almost fear this.”

      “And you should.”

      “That’s not ominous.” Rand shook his head.

      The screen on the desk flickered and set up to display the message. An image of Vacilon appeared, dark and tinged in green. Olosos knew instantly that the kid had done it under the cover of dark, probably somewhere he couldn’t be found in the basements of the building.

      The general started the playback and the young man on the screen came to life. “I hope I’m gathering the information you can use. I’m still not sure what to make of some of the conversations I can hear. The plan to smoke out and destroy the palace was completed and the Gloria Rei are installing themselves there. The cardinal forces are still surrounding the palace and still have control of the air, so they can’t quite accomplish what they are trying to do. Still, they’re happy that the Eunicanim is gone from there. I did hear someone swearing about the palace being in a shambles with nearly nothing being usable, so I hope that was your plan to keep them from learning anything more about us.” He turned and looked behind him, clearly worried. “My father has been in communication with the Gloria Rei, which scares the shit out of me, talking about what they are going to need to finish taking down the government. They are talking about someone named Gloriana. I don’t know what that means, and that’s the only name I can get out of that conversation. I have heard of them trying to invade in Cardinal Meridien, but apparently they believe that taking the heart of the country will be more effective.” Vacilon looked behind him one more time. “Please, please. Put the Eunica on the info screens. The whole country is panicking because no one has seen her in well over a fortnight, heading for two. All they need to see is a picture of her at work, or talking to someone. Just…something for the people to hold on to.

      “They believe in her. They need to see her for that to continue. They don’t want to feel like they are abandoned by the person they have put all of their faith in.” Once more, he glanced behind himself and turned to the camera. “It’s going to be a few days before I can send you another report. Unless it’s truly critical, I’m going to keep these spaced apart. I can’t risk every day; I’m terrified of every week. I will do what I can when I can. Vacilon inca’Leperdes, out.”

      The screen went blank.

      “He has a point.” Viloras sighed deeply. “A very good point. We have to show Ceri on the screens or people are going to think she’s dead or on the run. She’s not either of those.”

      “Can we show a picture of the comatose Eunica to the population of Cardinal Terrun?” Biumi asked.

      Raising his eyebrows, Rand nodded. “Yes. We can. What better way to show the people of Cardinal Terrun that we trust them than to give them the truth?”
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      Devon’s head hurt.

      Olosos, and to a lesser degree Rand, were clawing at her mind, begging to be let in. She desperately wanted to connect with them, but at the same time, connecting would let them know where she was and maybe cause them to do something stupid to rescue her.

      They weren’t quite ready to be rescued. She learned a lot from their week in the prison, and she wanted to learn a little more.

      Brady was incredibly powerful and incredibly blind. He did not understand it was his gaian abilities that unlocked the crystal. He tried each day like clockwork to convince Mina to accept the mantle of Gloriana, and every day she refused.

      “He doesn’t get it.” Mina sighed. “He doesn’t get that I don’t want it, and I’m not gaian and not worthy of it.”

      “You’re worthy, but you’re not gaian,” Matthew said. “You realized it picked him, right?”

      “Yup.” Devon nodded. “I figured that out about two days into this.”

      “I thought that’s what was going on.” Mina shook her head. “So he’s the...”

      “I guess the Glorian.” Matthew shrugged.

      “How many more days are you going to let us luxuriate in these marvelous accommodations?” Mina stared up at the ceiling and made a displeased face at it.

      “I’m thinking tonight.” Devon dropped her voice. “We just have to get that key off of Brady. I think we’ve learned all we’re going to learn.”

      “Can’t you magic the door open?” Mina raised an eyebrow

      “I can, but we need the key to go back to Denver. They’re a set, and I can’t open it without.”

      “How are you going to—oh. Magic. Right.” She smirked while Devon nodded. “So the would-be king comes in about midafternoon. If you can get the key…”

      Devon pointed to the windows. “We have to wait until dark to get into the chamber where the crystal is.”

      “Why? You’re all powerful.”

      “Do you think I know how this works? I had like two point three lessons on how to use it and have been winging the rest.” Devon sighed. “The fact that I’ve been able to keep Olosos and Rand out is nothing short of a miracle.”

      “Sound and fury, signifying nothing?”

      Devon tapped her nose. “Bingo.”

      “Ladies, we should try to figure out what we need to do to get into the chamber.”

      “...we will hhhelp...”

      Devon snapped her head around the room she was in. There was no one to be seen, but by the way the other two were reacting, she knew that they had heard the words as well. “Who are you?”

      “...wwwe are the unseen. Those who the people of Gloria Rei choose not to see. Those they discard here.”

      From the right appeared two figures in white, pale, gaunt, and dirty. They seemed unable to walk properly and approached them in a hurky-jerky gait. The one on the left spoke, “We are tossed here with the gaians and left to die. But there are those below who care for us, feed us, clothe us. We wait for the day the Eunica will come to us and free us from the oppression of the false Gloriana. You are the Eunica.”

      Devon sighed. “But I can’t free you.”

      “You are the spoils of a war to be fought. The Gloriana stone must be taken from Gloria Rei. This is our price if you wish our help. You must come back and destroy the stone.”

      The one on the right spoke, “You will have the key to return. Destroy it. You must destroy the crystal as well. It is only when those who would lead us no longer have a false idol to oppose us that the people of Gloria Rei will demand the change.”

      “Do we have your promise to destroy the Gloriana and raise up the Eunica?”

      “Gloria Rei seeks to destroy Cardinal Terrun, and I will lead the army against them. I will try to come for the stone when I return, and that’s as far as I make promises.”

      The two ghostly figures turned to face one another. After a pause, they each nodded slowly at one another then turned back to Devon.

      “That is an acceptable promise,” the right one answered.

      The left one took over. “We accept your compromise. We will be back this evening to guide you to the stone. Retrieve the key, and we will do the rest.”

      “You live here?” Mina cocked her head and considered the two women.

      “We know nothing else. We were born below. We are safe there. The people of Gloria Rei fear the dark tunnels we live in. The eun must do what they must to stay alive and keep hope alive.”

      “Eun.” Matthew walked forward. “You are eun.”

      “Only the gaian are executed. We are discarded to the dark.”

      “Holy shit, the stories are true then.” Matthew turned to Devon. “There is a whole nation of eun under the ground. Allies. Slaves that we have to free.”

      “I’ll need the stories, but not right now. We have to get out of here and then figure out our strategy. I’m sure the palace is a buzz with—”

      “The palace has fallen,” both women spoke at the same time. “It was captured. There is a rumor that the Eunica is dead.”

      “What?” Matthew’s tone was one of abject disbelief.

      The right woman answered him, “We cannot confirm that she is dead. We also do not know if she is alive. The palace has been taken over by Gloria Rei.”

      Before Matthew or Devon could question them more, the two women turned and looked behind. They shared a look and in a gust of wind, disappeared down the hall they had come, only to be replaced a moment later by Brady marching down the hall flanked by two guards.

      The guard opened the door, and he stepped in, standing in front of Mina again. “One more time, Philomena. This is the last time I can ask. After this, you will be sent back to Denver and your two friends will be executed.”

      Mina stood toe to toe with Brady. The guards around them twitched at the close contact, and Mina smirked. “Tell them to stand down, Brady. I’m not hurting you, and I’m not going with you. I don’t get why you don’t understand this. I don’t want to be the Gloriana. I want to go home. Denver is home, so I will refuse you every time.”

      “Even on penalty of death for your friends?”

      “They are willing to die for what they believe. I am not. I am not willing to throw myself on a spear for you to just keep them locked up and rotting in this shit hole. They would rather die than that. This is a no win situation for you. So take me back to Denver.”

      “And if you’re going to kill us, hurry up and get it over with,” Devon said. “This place stinks, your food is awful, the company is dull, and your hospitality sucks.”

      The guards all moved their spears as though they were going to take a literal stab at her, but Brady raised a hand. “They live until we can kill them publicly. I will not squander the chance to show the people of Gloria Rei that the gaians hold no magic that we can’t defeat.”

      Devon smiled. “There is one thing you can’t defeat.”

      His eyebrow raised slowly as Brady stared at her. “And what’s that?”

      “You’re going to make me say it?” Her laugh was brief and accompanied by a smirk. “The human spirit. You can’t defeat that. If you cut me down and hang me, there will be another to rise in my place. Another to rise in Mina’s place, in Matthew’s place. So do what you think you need to do.” She backed up to the bench behind her and sat. “Meanwhile, I’m just going to wait for my last meal and hope that Mina has a wonderful life ahead of her in Denver. On Earth.”

      Turning back to Mina, Brady cocked his head. “You’re going to let her die.”

      “I’m going to let her choose what she wants to do. If that’s dying, I’m not going to stop her.”

      “You are all completely insane. Completely.” He turned on his heel and marched back out of the cell with the guards hot on his trail. “You will be sent home tomorrow after you witness the deaths of the Eunica and her lover.”

      Matthew shook his head and folded his arms, but didn’t say a thing. Mina took his lead, and Devon stood her ground near her best friend. Brady was clearly trying to get a rise out of any of them, and they weren’t going to give it to him.
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* * *

      The last light disappeared from the windows, and Devon stood, putting the bowl of disgusting food to the side. “If there is anything I am going to be grateful for immediately, it’s going to be a good plate of food.”

      “I want a damn hamburger.” Mina sighed at the ceiling.

      “Of course you do.”

      “Ham burger?” Matthew asked.

      “Yeah, we’ll get you one.” Mina sat up on the bench. “We’re all going back to Denver, right?”

      “We have to. That’s the easiest way to get her back to Rand.”

      “Just to Rand? Why not the palace or this temple you keep talking about?”

      Matthew shook his head. “Grandin ven’Dargan has the Eunia Crystal. I told Viloras to give it to him for his keeping. He’s probably the only person who should have his hands on it. When we go back, we will cross the gate wherever Rand is.”

      Mina nodded and stood. “So. How does this work?”

      Devon smiled and called up the elements in their bright thread and wound it around her wrist. She knew the other two couldn’t see it, but it made her smile. Stranger, though, the elements there gave her comfort. Devon was not expecting that at all, but it was welcome.

      “That’s weird…” Mina said quietly, confused.

      Devon twisted her hand and made the thread dance gleefully a bit. “The elements. They’re just so happy and willing to help if you ask.” She moved her hand to the door and let air wrap around the tumblers, twisting and turning them until the lock dropped open.

      A little push and the metal grate door swung open. Devon smiled at both of them, and Matthew pulled the grate so they could all walk out. Just as they were all clear of the metal cage, one of the two ghostly women from earlier appeared. Matthew shut the door.

      “I see the key was not necessary.”

      “I used the elements.” Devon cocked her head. “Do you not use them?”

      “No, never.” She held up a lantern. “It is suicide for anyone to consider it.”

      Matthew turned to consider the woman. “You are eun. The elements are in your blood.”

      “If we do not use the elements, we are left alone. We live.”

      “And let all the gaian on the surface die.” Matthew’s tone was unkind. “All people are killed, even promethean if someone suspects they have a touch of the gaian gift. Is there absolutely no one who would stand up to the regime, to make them realize murdering someone for their very genetic make-up is wrong?”

      “Where does this anger come from?”

      He stared at the woman in the light of the small lantern. “My best friend’s husband watched his father and brother be slaughtered before he could do a thing to stop them. He has lived with the guilt of hiding his whole life. Because you all hide from what you are for fear of people who oppress you because they fear you.”

      Devon put a hand on his shoulder. “Matthew. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Three hundred years of pissed off is not going to be solved in the next hour.” Mina agreed with a bob of her head.

      The woman in white looked scared, but Devon grabbed her elbow. “Come on. Let’s get the key and let’s get out of here. The sooner we’re gone, the sooner we can get back here.”

      Matthew took a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” He walked over to the woman. “I’m sorry. I apologize for my outburst. It is hard to watch someone so strong be brought to their knees by memory.”

      She nodded. “I am Silora. I will lead you to the chambers where the Gloriana and the key reside.”

      Devon motioned her forward. The light from the lantern dimmed, and she moved further into the darkness. It was a long winding path in the stone building, leading farther into the dark. After a long five minutes, they came to what seemed to be a dead end, but Devon could sense the space behind the wall with the air and earth elements. She marveled for just a moment and then tucked it away—she needed to appear in control of the situation and her powers for the next long moments until they were back in Denver.

      The wall moved to the side quietly and easily. This was a well worn path for the eun in and out of the prison. Silora motioned them through, and just as they were inside, as she prepared to close the door, the alarm bell started clanging through the halls.

      Mina snorted. “Took them long enough.”

      Silora smirked lightly. “They do not expect the loss of prisoners. Ever. Because no one would ever escape their notice.” The door slid closed behind them.

      “Will they wake Brady to oversee this?”

      “General Delbroisa has explicit directions on file that he should never be disturbed when not on duty, save if a high level prisoner has escaped his facility.”

      “So yes?” Matthew asked.

      “You have merely escaped your cell. Not the facility, at least not that his guards know of.”

      Mina grinned. “I like the way she thinks.”

      The stairs took them down into deeper darkness and to a tee in the corridor, where the other ghostly woman was waiting and smiling. “I am Mianla. I will take you from here. Silora is due at another service point, and I have at least twenty minutes before I must make an appearance to the guards.”

      “Thank you.” Devon nodded and motioned Mianla down the corridor.

      Silora stopped Matthew by the arm. “Please. Do not be angry with us. We cannot change our world in a day when we fight from the dark. And please. Tell our uncle Viloras we are waiting for him. Mother misses him, and Father cannot wait to meet him.”

      Devon felt her jaw drop as Matthew gasped. “Holy shit. Yes. I’m sorry. We will be back for you.”

      “We know you will,” Mianla agreed. “Now, hurry. It will only be a short time before the guards decide you have left the grounds and wake the general.”

      The three of them ran after Mianla. She had an even smaller light that barely lit the way, and it was hard to keep up with her. There was no doubt that she knew the tunnels from running them so long. Devon was amazed; this woman and her sister were the eun-born nieces of Viloras. There was no doubt in her mind that once she got back to the palace, or wherever they were now, they had to come back and free these women, and the whole eun people that hid in the damp, cold tunnels.

      Mianla took a hard left, and they followed her down another set of stairs. At the bottom of this one, though, the ceiling was short, and Devon, Mina, and Matthew had to duck to keep moving. And Mianla kept them moving, very quickly, nearly running. The corridor opened to a wide subbasement area spotted with support columns and dozens of other people in the space.

      Living quarters.

      The space they were running through was where the eun population of Gloria Rei made their home.

      They didn’t have time to make a deeper inspection of the space; Mianla led them to a ladder that scaled one of the columns at the far end, and she made her way up it. Matthew was right behind her, and Mina with Devon bringing up the rear. The ladder led into the ceiling, and up a shaft. The shaft was only about twenty feet high, and there was a door waiting for them. Mianla unlocked the door quietly and slid the bolt back, pushing the door up slowly with the top of her head. Devon sent her air element out in the space to see if there was anything out there that was of human size and temperature, and felt nothing.

      Mianla confirmed that by pushing the door open all the way and pulling herself up into the room above. Devon closed the hatch once the rest of them had also climbed into the room. And finally, Devon was able to turn around into the room and see where they were while Mianla was kicking a very expensive looking rug back over the door they had come through.

      The room, expanding out from the corner they occupied, was expansive. It was beyond luxurious, with what looked like oriental and Persian rugs, brocade drapes, sheer silk curtains. Gold and silver and jewels glimmered everywhere in the comfortable incandescent lights that hung scattered about the room.

      Carefully, Mianla took a few steps around the column that was nearby, then walked further into the room. Devon followed her, keeping her thread of elements at the ready. Around the column, Devon could see to the center of the room, where the Gloriana Crystal was sitting, glowing faintly, on a pedestal. Next to it sat the key, plain and straight, also glowing faintly.

      Devon nodded at Mianla, and all four of them moved forward to the crystal.

      The shot cut across their path. Devon was momentarily taken back; it was a laser-style weapon that burned a near hole in the tapestry on the far end. She whipped her head back to the source of the shot.

      Brady appeared from behind a doorway. She hadn’t thought to reach outside the room to check if someone was lurking. He moved toward them, holding the gun out in front of him at arm’s length. “I told those asses you hadn’t left the compound. I told them you’d get into this room. How did you do it? Did you use your magic and move our walls? Our floors?”

      “For real?” Mina mumbled.

      “Yes,” Devon snapped loudly over Mina’s mumbles. “I did.”

      “Servant, how dare you show this traitor, this demon woman where the crystal is? We are willing to let you all live by just staying away from the surface.”

      Mianla dropped to a knee and cowered on the floor. “Sir, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I was tricked. I was told she was a special emissary that needed to be here. I was tricked, tricked. Her magic frightened me.”

      Brady aimed the gun at her and pulled the trigger.

      Matthew dove for Brady and tackled him while Mina screamed and ducked away from them.

      Devon caught the beam in a bubble of water and refracted it away from Mianla, up into the stone of the ceiling. She reached down, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulled her to her feet. “Mina!” Using her free hand, she yanked her best friend toward her and then moved them all toward the crystal. Mina found her feet a moment later.

      They were finally able to see what Matthew had managed to accomplish with his dive at Brady—and it was impressive. He’d managed to tackle him to the ground, knocking the weapon far out of reach. He managed to pin him down and get in a few hard blows, both kidney and uppercuts. Brady had also gotten a few hits of his own, scoring Matthew across the cheek, chin, and nose.

      “Matthew!” Mina grabbed the key and stuffed it into Devon’s hand. “Come on! We have to go!”

      One last uppercut from his superior position and Matthew jumped away from Brady, satisfied he was sufficiently disoriented. He grabbed the crystal and ran for the door Devon, Mina, and Mianla were standing in. “Do you know how this works?”

      “Yup!” Devon held out her hand for the crystal, pulling in as much of the elements as she dared. She held the crystal above her head and slammed the key into the doorknob. The door burst into life, glowing and twisting in all shades of pink and red and white.

      Mina dove into the doorway, followed by Matthew and Mianla. Devon stared out at where Brady looked up at her from his prone position. She stared at him for a long second, then pulled the crystal to her. “I was going to take this and destroy it. But better still, I’m leaving this with you and you will never be able to use it again. Ever.”

      Devon pulled her arm back and stepped into the throw, aiming it directly at his head. As she released the key, she opened herself to the pressing sense of Olosos and Rand.

      I’m coming. I’ll be there soon, I’m almost home. Rand...I love you.

      She never had a chance to find out if the crystal hit Brady; she pivoted and dropped into the doorway, clutching the key.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    
    
      The trip through the portal was now so routine Devon barely noticed the disorientation. This time, the reason she nearly fell was because she tripped over the three bodies sprawled on the floor.

      She sailed over them as best as she could and tried to land gracefully, on her hands and knees. Devon snapped her head up and looked around to figure out where they were and groaned when she saw the picture on the desk.

      Brady’s apartment.

      “Damn.”

      “Freeze!” The three bodies sprang to life and had the guns they knew from Gloria Rei trained on them. Devon felt lost without her elements and didn’t know what to do. She slowly put her hands in the air, and Matthew shot his gun off three times, one in each of their legs. In quick succession, they fell into a pile of pain and hysterics.

      Devon shoved the Gloriana key back in the door and opened the portal again. She and Matthew and Mina heaved and shoved the bodies through the door, back into the portal and on to Gloria Rei. As soon as the last one was through, Devon yanked out the key and fell backward onto her butt.

      “Oh, gods, where are we?” Mianla’s voice rose to a shriek.

      Shoving the gun into his back pocket, Matthew grabbed her arm. “I’m so sorry. We had to take you through the doorway. We’re in a realm called Earth, where the Eunica is from. Where I am from. We will return to Grasilos as soon as we can.”

      “This...this is General Delbriosa’s quarters.”

      “This was Brady’s place, yes.” Mina stood and looked around. “Do you think there are any more soldiers?”

      Matthew shook his head. “No, I don’t. I think that was the last of them.”

      Mina’s eyes also landed on the picture on the desk. She walked over slowly and picked it up. It was quiet while she studied the image, and everyone ducked when she spun and smashed the frame into the wall across the room. “LIAR!! Fucking LIAR!”

      “Philomena!” Devon was shocked at her friend’s outburst. “Calm down.”

      “He’s a liar! And a murdered and oppressor! He shot at someone almost point blank. He would have killed Mianla!”

      “He’ll kill anyone,” Matthew said. “That’s the way the prometheans of Gloria Rei are. Where’s the crystal?”

      Devon shrugged. “I threw it at his head.”

      “You could have brought that with you! That would have given us control of it.”

      “Matthew, do you really think the people of Cardinal Terrun need two crystals? Because one has caused enough trouble. And besides, I have the key, and we’re about to eliminate the second portal.”

      “How? And how will we get back to Cardinal Terrun?”

      “I have the Skeleton Key.” Devon smiled. “The Gloriana key can’t be used again unless the crystal is brought to it. And that will never happen because I am going to smash it.”

      “Now? Here?” Mina gasped.

      “We need a sledgehammer.” Devon looked around. “I don’t think Brady had one. So we have to pay a visit to a friend. That will close up my business here forever, and I can go back to Cardinal Terrun. And Rand.”

      “David,” Mina stated the name. Devon nodded.

      Matthew took Mianla by the elbow. “You are going to see a great many things you are simply not ready for. I am so sorry you were pulled through with us, but Brady would have killed you. Your sister will be safe, yes?”

      Mianla nodded. “They will hide her away now.”

      “We’ll be back for her. I swear it.” Devon touched her forearm. “We are going to Cardinal Terrun after we deal with some final business here. Are you going to be all right?”

      “Yes. I have no choice but to be all right, no?”

      Devon pursed her lips. “I guess not.” Lifting her gaze, she turned to Matthew. “This time, I am not coming back. I want to stop at my place and grab the few things, mementos, that we had started to pack, and then we can go to David’s.”

      “Let’s...” Mina cleared her throat. “Let’s stop by my place too. I want a few things.”

      “Mina, we have to get going.” Devon’s voice was sad.

      “You just said we’re never coming back here. So let me get a few things as well.”

      Devon froze. “What?”

      “We’re not coming back again. Let me get a few things.” Mina’s lip trembled. “I’m going with you. Brady has ruined everything I have here. My cousins don’t care about me. You are my best friend. I have very few others. I can get on the computer, resign from the vet, and close up my apartment.”

      “You’re…coming with us?”

      “Yes. You’re my friend. I’m not letting you go back and face this alone.”

      “But…”

      Mina grabbed her arms and held her fast so she could hold her eyes with her own. “I know. I said I wasn’t going with you. I’m allowed to change my mind. I didn’t know what was going on when you showed up claiming all this…shit. Now, I’ve seen it. I’ve seen what Brady is. I’ve seen Mianla’s people suffering and oppression. I’m not about that. I know you. I know what you will do, and I don’t want to leave you to face that alone.”

      Devon smiled, hesitant. “I want you to be there with me. You are the sister I never had.”

      “You know, soul mates aren’t only romantic. They can be found anywhere, including friendship. And I think that you and I are soul mates. So, let’s go to Cardinal Terrun and make this an official sister bond, and beat the shit out of Gloria Rei and the jerks who run that government.”
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* * *

      It was a frightening moment. This was the end of this life, the end of her life here on Earth as Sergeant Devon Roebick. In just a little while she would step through the door and start her life as Eunica Devon Dargan gai’Roebick, the co-regent of Cardinal Terrun and the wife of Eunin Grandin Roebick gai’Dargan.

      This was it.

      The end.

      Or maybe, the beginning.

      She knocked on the door to David’s house, and the four of them stood waiting for him to answer. Mianla held on to Matthew almost desperately. Devon and Mina were sporting large backpacks that carried everything they wanted to bring with them—mementos, bits of clothing, pictures, art, and in Devon’s case, the single portrait of her parents that hung in the doorway of her apartment.

      The door swung open with a jerk, and David stood, shocked and confused and looking very, very tired. It took him a long minute and hard stare to realize it was Devon standing there. He didn’t say a word; he grabbed her and pulled her into a vicious hug, holding her tight. “Where in the name of all that is fucking holy have you been?”

      “It’s such a long story, man.” Devon choked. “So long. But I’m…we’re going back there. I wanted to come here for three reasons.”

      Backing off, he motioned all of them into the room and shut the door. He turned and studied them. “What’s going on here? My wife is at the mall and—”

      “David, the first thing we need is a sledgehammer. We have to break something and the only way we can figure out how to do that is with a sledgehammer.” Devon opened her hand with the Gloriana key lying in her palm. “This must, absolutely must, be destroyed.”

      “I…” He shook his head. “I have one in the shed. We can use it out there. Are you going to explain this?”

      “As best as we can,” Mina answered. “There are two more things we need to ask you.”

      The four of them trailed David to the shed. The sky was getting dark, but the evening was mild, and Devon could smell the lilacs in the air, relishing it. There was no way of knowing if she would ever smell something like it again.

      They stopped at the picnic table that sat next to the shed, and David wrestled the door to get it open. Devon sat on the table and swallowed hard. “We’re going to be leaving, David. Very soon. And this time, we’re never coming back. You won’t see us again. We’ll be safe and well cared for, with people to love us and support us there. But you’ll never see the four of us again.”

      The shed popped open, rattling everything inside. He glanced over his shoulder at her and stepped inside. “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, so will you trust me for now?”

      “Don’t you have any reason to stay?” The tools clanged around.

      “Don’t you remember we had a conversation about that?” Devon ran a hand down her face. “My parents are dead for years. Only children of only children. I’m antisocial and have no real friends beyond Mina. And my job is isolation.” She pursed her lips and took a deep breath. “The second question we have to ask you is to be the executor of our estates. There’s not much, but I have a decent retirement fund you can put toward the kid’s education.”

      “Executor? Are you dying or something?”

      “No, we just have a very different life ahead of us.”

      David hoisted the hammer over his shoulder and backed out of the shed. “Very different. So different you can’t explain.”

      “Don’t be mad, please.”

      Mina hopped up on the table next to Devon. “What’s the chance that you would believe we’re going to a parallel world through a special doorway that’s opened by a Skeleton Key, and Devon will be queen, and I’m her royal blood sister? Slim to none?”

      David stared at her. “I never could read you well. I have no idea if you’re kidding or serious.”

      “She’s serious.” Matthew shrugged.

      “Who are you, anyway?”

      “Matthew G. Fortier, at your service.”

      David couldn’t seem to react to the name. He twisted his head between Devon and Matthew, mouth agape. “Aren’t...aren’t you dead?”

      “Um, here, yes. Twice now actually. Once in the 1700s and once just a few weeks ago. It’s a necessary deception. We must make sure that the next Eunica can find her way to Cardinal Terrun.”

      “You are serious.”

      “You’re going to see what we mean in a few minutes.” Devon unfurled her hand and showed David the key there. “This is the Gloriana key. This must be destroyed. There is a faction of people who have another gateway to this world. They are not good people. Not equal, fair, kind, and educated like Cardinal Terrun. This key will take anyone back through to them, and they will jail and execute people who go through.” Devon hopped off the table and walked over to a tree stump neatby. “Smash it. Destroy it. Make it so no one can get through. This way or that way.”

      David hiked over with the hammer. “It’s very pretty. If all of this is true, how will you get back?”

      “There’s another key. The Skeleton Key. That’s our gate.” Matthew held it up, walking forward so David could see it.

      “All right.” He hoisted the sledgehammer over his head. “You’re sure.”

      “We just spent a week in their prisons.” Mina walked over. “Smash it.”

      David shrugged and dropped the hammer on the crystalline key. The sound rang out, deafening in the quiet falling evening. There was a bright flash of red and pink and white through the area, just briefly blinding everyone. David dropped the handle of the hammer and backed off. He whipped his head around to stare at Devon.

      “You weren’t kidding!”

      She shook her head.

      “You’re really going.”

      “I will not be back.”

      He stepped into her and grabbed her in a bear hug. “I don’t know where you’re going. But I can tell that you’re happy, you’re more you than I have ever seen you. What can I do to help?”

      Mina held out two blue backed papers to him. “These are our wills. There are copies in each of our apartments, and on file. Devon and I want you to take care of this. Close up the houses. Donate clothes, sell the furniture. Report us both missing. Get one of my cousins to do it if you have to. Make sure they declare us dead; everything in the wills goes to you.”

      “I don’t even know you that well, Mina…”

      “Well, I know that. But my cousins aren’t interested. And my will actually goes to Devon. You get Devon’s.”

      “That’s…actually pretty brilliant.”

      Mina smiled and placed the envelopes in his hands.

      Matthew walked to the stump and pushed the hammer out of the way. Under the hammer was a crystal. One tiny crystal in the same shape of the Gloriana Crystal. He handed it to Devon and then turned to David. “And the last thing.” He held up the Skeleton Key. “Devon is going to open the door for us. She’s going to give you this key. It will not work for you. What I ask is that you pass it along, generation to generation. When the key feels like it needs to be somewhere, go with it. If it wants to be buried, bury it. This key, someday, will be the way the successor to Devon’s throne will find us. You don’t have to pass it directly. Let it wander. I held on to it because I had no one to trust with it. Devon has you. Will you do this?”

      David nodded. “I will. It will be an honor.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you and Devon...”

      Devon giggled. “No, David. We’re not. He has Bethela, and I have Rand.”

      “Ah, okay. Just wondering.”

      “Even if I didn’t have Rand, you don’t have to worry. I have friends there, and I will have Philomena. She will be my sister there. Don’t forget me?”

      “Never, you odd little duck.” David smiled.

      “We should go,” Mianla said, finally standing from the bench. “The crossing takes time, does it not?”

      “Instant for us, four days for everyone else.” Devon nodded and watched the woman’s face fall. “What is it, Mianla?”

      “There was a planned attack for a fortnight hence.”

      “Ah, shit.” Matthew put a hand to his head. “We need to go. We’re barely going to make it to warn them.”

      Devon agreed with him. “Let’s go then.” With speedy stride she approached the back door. “Matthew first. Mianla and Mina next. I’ll follow.” Pulling the door closed, she’d held the key close to the knob and watched the lock grow to accommodate the key. Once it was there, a warm glow of green welcomed her.

      She placed the key in the lock and turned it, the knob wanting to pull her through. Instead she held back and managed to get the magical door open. “Go.”

      Matthew stepped through the bright green wall of light and disappeared. Mianla and Mina walked through one after the other, and they were also pulled through. Which left Devon.

      “I’ll push the door shut once I’m through. Take the key and keep it safe.”

      “Don’t ever forget us. Be good, Dev.”

      “Have a wonderful life, David. Thank you for being my friend.”

      Devon turned and stepped into the doorway. She stared ahead, knowing Rand was waiting, and without looking back, shut the door.
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      Viloras sat tapping on the table, while Democles and Rand traced over the information on the map again. Olosos paced back and forth, pulling on the collar of his formal shirt.

      Democles sighed. “There is no doubt they are going to try to find us. They already had the plan for the Cardinal Meridien attack. We just need the damn timeline.”

      “We need a lot more than just the timeline,” Rand said as he ran his finger along the contours of the map. “We need to know what kind of army they have. What kind of training. How are the troops replaced and resupplied? There is so much we don’t know. Why don’t we have spies?”

      “Even our spies are in danger there. Having a gaian or an eun is much more effective than a promethean.”

      Viloras slammed a hand on the table. “You underestimate the prometheans!” He pointed at the general. “They should have been over there all this time! They are part of this country as you and I are!”

      “It’s dangerous—”

      “This is all dangerous! Do you think there are not prometheans who would die for the country?” Viloras dropped his hand to the table. “If I would die for Ceridwen, there are people who would die for Cardinal Terrun.”

      “How is her grace today?”

      “Recovering. The doctors expect her to wake any day...but the wait would destroy anyone. I am just tired of doing this and having to jump through hoops to get my directives followed. I don’t know why people think only the Eunica makes these decisions. We’ve shared the Eunicanim for three hundred years.”

      “Heather?”

      “Keeps watch. What a relief and change from that miserable Katarin. I would not be able to do half of what I’m able to right now if it weren’t for Heather. She’s worth her weight in gold.”

      Rand looked up. “Has anyone heard from Katarin?” Everyone around the table exchanged glances. “Not even after the Eunica was shown on the info stations in her condition?” Again, a negative look was passed around. “Yeah. There’s precedent for her punishment, you all know that?”

      Viloras sat up. “Sweet Baby Zeus, you’re right.”

      “What?” Democles asked.

      “About two thousand years ago, the Eunin fell desperately ill during a dignitary visit to Cardinal Septentrio. While out, his coadunate didn’t feel it necessary to return and seek medical assistance for him, and just kept going with the trip on his own.”

      Olosos cringed. “Oh, no. Eunin Haspadar.”

      “The dead Eunin.” Rand nodded. “The man was so gravely ill that he spent the rest of his life in a near comatose state. And the Eunica was not granted the right to go to the Greycliffs.”

      “Mariam Damascus,” Viloras said, staring at Rand. “Why do I always forget that we were forged in the same fire at the temple?”

      “Because we were trained to believe that we should not exist at the same time.” Rand smiled. “Still. The precedent is there. The Néuvmim was hanged. That seems a bit harsh.”

      “Truth?” Fairthir offered, sitting forward, “if I never see her again, it will be just fine with me. I don’t want her punished. I just want her to go away. She was bad for everyone. I’m not thrilled that my niece bonded, but there are far worse things than being the Néuvma.”

      Viloras nodded. “We shall see what the Eunica thinks when she wakes. And for the love of all the dead in Elysium, will you sit the fuck down, Olosos?”

      The command managed to get Olosos into the chair. “I’m sorry, your grace. I am—”

      “As nervous as a bridegroom on his wedding day,” Democles finished for him. “That wouldn’t be because it is your wedding day, would it?”

      Olosos cleared his throat. “I’m terrified she won’t be there.”

      “You two have chased each other for years.” Rand sat back in the chair. “You’ve finally caught each other, and not before time. She’ll be there. Stop pacing and just relax.”

      “You’ll understand when you get married.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Rand stared at him. “When I get married it will be a great damn relief because then I can actually influence what this maniac of a Eunica does. Or at least get mad at her, argue, and have magnificent apology sex.”

      Viloras and Democles laughed, loudly. Democles nodded. “The beginning of wisdom!”

      There was a knock on the door, and Bethela’s head poked into the room. “Gentlemen. Are we ready? The bride is insanely nervous, and she’s going to wring the skin from her hands if we don’t get the show on the road.”

      Olosos pulled on his shirt sleeves one last time after standing up, then headed for the door. Rand grabbed him. “Do you not know how this works? You don’t go out there until we call for you.”

      “I just—”

      Laying a hand on his shoulder, Viloras halted his attempt to walk out of the room again. “There are rules and traditions, Néuvmim. We are in the midst of a war and takeover, and we don’t have time for a full proper wedding for the two of you.” Smiling at Rand, he continued, “And it would be grand and over the top as nothing you had ever seen. A Temple Guardian marries out of the temple, and to marry the Néuvmim?”

      Rand clapped Viloras on the shoulder. “He’d hated it.”

      “Oh, then I’m disappointed this isn’t going to happen!”

      Olosos provided him with an obscene gesture and pulled his sleeves again. Rand leaned around and looked at Viloras with a smirk. “Better get going before he pulls those off.”

      Motioning the other people in the room to follow him out, Viloras headed out the door behind Bethela. Rand waited until the door closed before turning to Olosos. “You know that he’s not exaggerating, right? This wedding should be far grander than just you and Biumi on the shore with a few witnesses and a broadcast crew.”

      “Broadcast crew?” Olosos whipped around. “This is a private ceremony—”

      “Stop right there.” Rand held his hand up to halt the tirade. “You are the Néuvmim. Your private life will depend on thick walls and heavy curtains. As soon you step outside of those, you are under the scrutiny of the public. Learn to accept that. It’s why the Temple Guardians hid in the temple. It’s why the palace was so tall and had so few windows. Why do you think the Eunicanim reside there? You are bonded to the new Eunica. You and Biumi are what the country needs to see right now while Ceridwen finishes her healing.”

      “You didn’t tell me on purpose.”

      “Correct.”

      “You’re a jackass.”

      “You’re the fool who proposed first.” Rand grinned at him. “Look. At least it’s not the big grand spectacle the palace would have hosted. This is you two and a single broadcast crew. My wedding will be the fiasco.”

      Olosos stared at him, then smiled. “Good. Easy payback.” He gripped Rand’s upper arms loosely. “Thank you. I’m glad it’s you, Rand. I’m glad that you’re the Eunin. You know me, and I you.”

      “Fate. Fate and Destiny.”

      The light over the door flashed twice, and Rand motioned him to the door. “They’re ready. Are you?”

      “Since the day I first met her.”

      “And I have to tell you, I’m glad it’s you. I don’t think I could handle giving Biumi to anyone else.”

      “Fate and Destiny.”
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* * *

      Rand waited just behind Biumi at the end of the aisle. He stood in the formal dress of the temple, probably the last time he would ever wear the outfit. It was the most appropriate since Biumi was one of the guardians. He was flanked by Fortes and Gellendi, who were standing in the most threatening poses he had ever seen, even though Gellendi was not officially of the Night Guard.

      And while Biumi stood with her back to him, Rand faced him. And waited.

      Olosos walked down the aisle to halt in front of his friend, who was all Night Guardian at that moment. As soon as he was in striking distance, Rand unsheathed his sword and held it straight out to his friend’s throat.

      “What has brought you here?”

      “I am here to claim Biumi lym’Dardanelle as my spouse.”

      “Who are you?”

      Olosos smiled; this was exactly as they had planned. “I am the Néuvmim, Olosos ner’Matronos, coadunate to her grace the Eunica Secondae, Devon gai’Roebick.”

      The gathered crowed let out a collective gasp. To that point, they had only heard the rumors of the new Eunica. This proved the perfect chance to announce her name and the new titles they were going to start using.

      Rand let them settle before asking the next traditional question. “What makes you think you are worthy of someone of the temple?”

      “I am the Néuvmim. My fate is determined by the Eunia Crystal. She is a Temple Guardian, whose life and destiny has been determined by the Eunia Crystal. There is no better way to protect the legacy of Cardinal Terrun than the joining of those forces.”

      Rand looked to his right, and Fortes nodded once, briefly. Looking to the left, Gellendi did the same. He turned back to Olosos. “You will honor her with your life?”

      “With my life and all that I have in that life.”

      “And you will take that journey with her?”

      “I will.”

      Rand’s nod was short and succinct. “Then the temple approves your marriage. She is and will be one of us always, and she is and will be one with you.” He took two steps to the side and turned, gesturing with the sword. “Take your place by her side if she will have you.”

      Olosos moved where Biumi waited for him. She stood with her back to him, a sign of trust—which struck him as funny because, in all likelihood, she could turn around and take his head off his body in two moves or less. She was wearing a veil, the sign that she didn’t need to see his face, just his heart.

      He stopped behind her, symbolically showing he would protect her from what she could not see. He put a hand on her shoulder to show the witnesses standing there she was his, and he claimed her as spouse. He had a traditional sword on the right hip so he could draw if he had to.

      Viloras’ face was serious, but kind, as he started the ceremony. “Biumi lym’Dardanelle, the man who has asked to be yours and yours alone stands behind you. He has already declared his dedication to you by trusting you would be here. He already proved his desire to be a spouse by protecting you. He has declared worthiness to the Temple. The decision is now yours.”

      Biumi’s hand reached up and covered his. “I am here because this man has said he would be my spouse. I accept his protection and dedication. With his loyalty, and understanding, and kindness, I give him my trust. With his honesty and caring, I give him my heart. With this meeting, I declare that I am his.”

      “With this meeting, I declare that I am hers.” Olosos took her hand, turning Biumi to face him. “I do not need to see your face for your heart is what I am in love with. But I need to see your face to know you, all of you, as my spouse, as my love, as my forever.”

      The veil was thin, and just there for tradition, but there was something very real about pushing the diaphanous material to the side and pinning it back. He focused on her face. This was like no other feeling he had ever experienced before. Biumi smiled at him, confident and glowing, and returning every bit of the weird emotion that was the love between them.

      Viloras had to clear his throat to get Olosos moving again. It was strange and delightful that he could stare at her and say absolutely nothing. That wasn’t why they were there, though. “I am your husband. From now until I am called to eternity. I shall find you when you enter the fields of Elysium.”

      “I am your wife. From now until I am called to eternity. I shall find you when you enter the fields of Elysium.”

      Viloras grasped their entwined hands in his and held them up. “It is the vow between two people that bind the souls. Have you come here of your own free will, Biumi lym’Dardanelle?”

      “I have.”

      “And you have chosen to take this man into your life as the one and only for life and until death?”

      “I have.”

      “Olosos ner’Matronos, have you come here of your own free will?”

      “I have.”

      “And you have chosen to take this woman into your life as the one and only for life and until death?”

      “I have.”

      “Then, woe unto those who would try to rend this union asunder. Let it be known that Néuvmim Olosos Dardenelle ner’Matronos and Guardian Biumi Matronos lym’Dardanelle are bound and married as one in the eyes of the Eunicanim and all who shall have the honor to call upon them in the future. Rejoice, delight, go forth in light to show the way in darkness!”

      Placing one hand on the hilt of the sword and one hand on her cheek, he pulled Biumi in close and kissed her. He held back from the kiss he really wanted to give her.

      Biumi smiled and whispered, “You’d better make up for that chaste kiss tonight.”

      “There will be nothing chaste about our wedding night.”

      Blushing, his wife ducked her head with a blinding grin and whispered, “Good. I wouldn’t want this bet to be boring.”

      “It will never be boring, Biumi. Not ever.”

      Just as he was about to go in for another kiss, wondering how he was ever going to wait until after the celebration to show his Biumi how he planned to win the bet, Rand leapt back, sheathing his sword. A crack of sound like thunder rent the air around them, shaking everything it touched—and echoed Olosos’s brain.

      He whipped around to find Rand clawing at his neck, trying to grasp the rope. Biumi’s eyes went wide as she saw the same thing. “Get it off him, quickly! Olosos, he can’t be wearing it! It will rip a hole in his chest!”

      In a single stride, Olosos crossed the distance and had his hand on the rope that held the pouch with the Eunia Crystal in it. He yanked it up out of Rand’s shirt, but it was tangled in the robes. He realized he was still holding the sword and sliced the rope on one side, allowing them to slip the pouch off his neck and away from his body. Biumi grabbed it and ran toward Viloras, who had cleared a spot on the small platform he had been occupying for the crystal, and started to force the guests and the crowds away from it.

      Biumi pulled the pouch open and dumped the crystal out into Viloras’ hand. He carefully placed it on the empty platform, and then pulled Biumi back with him as Olosos ran up, dragging the slightly breathless Rand.

      The crystal began to tremble and quake. The green glow was immediately bright, and a spear of light shot up from the center. The white light touched with green a moment later, the spear spun and turned, and opened into an oval of light. It grew in size and trembled for a moment, then shimmered as the form of a person appeared and approached.

      A moment later, Matthew stepped through, and Bethela shoved Rand and Biumi out of her way to get to him. She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight, as he laughed and pulled her to the side. “Come now, pyr’Cardinal. There are more to step through, we cannot block the passage.”

      Two more forms walked through the oval of light, and Olosos didn’t recognize them at all—but the slighter one looked stunningly like Viloras, and he and Biumi walked forward to move them away from the crystal.

      “Welcome to Cardinal Terrun,” Biumi said to the pale one, as they stepped back.

      Olosos was about to greet the taller, darker one, but when his hand met hers, he sucked in his breath sharply and stared at her wide-eyed. “What is your name?”

      “Philomena. What’s going on? Why are you gasping?”

      “You are eun…”

      Biumi whipped her head around, gaping. “What?”

      “She’s eun.”

      Before anything else could be said, another figure appeared in the light portal. And there, finally, appeared Devon, stepping through, looking far worse for wear. Rand stepped forward to her, and she beamed at him.

      “Eunin.”

      “Eunica.”
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* * *

      It felt so good to have her arms around him again. Devon rested her head on his chest and listened to Rand’s heartbeat, his fingers teasing softly through her hair.

      “I am never leaving you again.”

      “That’s the last time you ever will.” He pulled her back a bit and his hand felt soft on her cheek, his thumb running over her lips. “You came back.”

      “I had to. I realized too many things. First that I love you. So much. I can’t live apart from you, and I can’t ask you to live apart from this place.” Devon was about to go on when he leaned down and caught her mouth in a kiss. She let herself enjoy it. Everything about it felt right; everything about everything felt right.

      “I love you too, Devon. I was so pissed at you that you went back without me.”

      “I had to, Rand. I couldn’t make the decision with you there, reminding me of what’s over here.” She smiled, and for the first time looked around, and gasped. “What—”

      Rand looked behind them. “Oh, the crowd. Yeah. Well, you missed your coadunate’s wedding.”

      “Grandin!”

      He laughed. “Devon, you’re not a secret. In fact, the whole of Cardinal Terrun just saw the Eunia Crystal work for the first time in the history of the country.” He put his arm around her, turning them to the crowd. Rand whispered, “If you’re not ready, we’ll beg off that you’re exhausted.”

      “No,” Devon answered without hesitation. “No. I came back for you and for Cardinal Terrun.”

      It was nerve-wracking to see so many people there, and anxiety threatened to flair. But Rand’s arm around her waist calmed her down and moved them toward the crowd. Olosos was there—and there—next to her. Glancing over, she smiled at him.

      I’m glad to see you again, your grace.

      I’m glad to be here again, your grace.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of Cardinal Terrun,” Rand called to the crowd, “I would present to you her grace, the Eunia Secondae Devon anim’Roebick. His grace the Néuvmim Secondus Olosos Dardanelle ner’Matronos.”

      Devon took over. “Eunin Secondus Grandin anim’Dargan, and, my sister-mate, Philomena gai’Oldson.” She leaned out and smiled at Philomena, who looked nearly petrified with shock. Though, Devon nearly joined her when she looked back at the crowd to find them all kneeling.

      “That happens, Devon.” Rand squeezed her hand.

      Nicely done catching on with the secondi titles.

      I’m smart that way.

      “Your grace,” Mianla whispered from behind her.

      “Oh!” Devon spun around and caught her hand. “Of course! That’s why we came back so quickly. General!”

      Democles was suddenly there. “Your grace?”

      “Gloria Rei is planning an attack. We don’t know how much time we have. There was a fortnight when we left Gloria Rei, and we’ve wasted nearly that crossing through the portals. This is Mianla. She helped us escape from the prison in Gloria Rei, and we had to leave her sister behind. She has information that can help us with their plan to invade.”

      “My lord.” Mianla grabbed his sleeve, the tone in her voice desperate. “They are planning to attack with great force. Whatever you have heard about this, whatever intelligence you may have gathered is woefully understated. Delbrosia was adding troops by the hundreds each day. We had all lost track of how many regimens he was calling up, and we tried to. Please, my lord. Do you have a map? I can show you what I remember.”

      “Of course.” Democles looked skeptical, but Devon nodded at him. “Trust her, General. Her family is still there. They helped us escape, and we promised we would be back to free her sister.”

      “Brady tried to rope me into taking some kind of throne, and he lied to me about who he was and what he wanted.” Mina was standing next to her. “He tosses people into the dungeon without thought, kills them. There’s an entire population that lives in the dark underground because of what they are. I’m not even sure I understand all of this, but I do know that making people live in the dark, under a prison isn’t right.”

      “General, let’s you and I and Mianla retired to a room where we can talk.” Matthew put an arm around Mianla as a sign for her to trust him. “She has valuable information. As do I, and her grace. But she has important matters to attend to ensure that Cardinal Terrun will stand another day and stand to fight off the forces of Gloria Rei.”

      Gesturing down the center aisle of the audience, Democles followed behind Matthew and Mianla.

      Viloras was suddenly between Rand and Devon, with the crystal cradled in his hands. “He’s right. We have much to do. You must visit the Eunica first. And then—”

      The Eunin Primus was cut off by the explosion.
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      Spinning around, they could see the plume of smoke rising from houses several blocks away.

      The three of them exchanged glances, and Rand spoke, “We don’t have time, now, do we? They are early.”

      “Or we were late getting back.” Devon grabbed his hand. “It doesn’t matter. The war has come to us.” Turning to the crowd, she raised her voice. “Cardinal Terrun. Guard yourselves! Gloria Rei will kill the gaian among you and throw the eun in the dungeon. Protect yourselves, protect your neighbors. We are united; they fear our unity, our openness, our freedom to show our abilities. If you are attacked, do not be afraid to show them your talents. We will live through this; we will conquer this.”

      The shout of support rolled not only through the crowd gathered, but though the whole of Cardinal Meridien. The echo didn’t die down either. It continued to roll as she and Rand wove their way through the city as fast as they could to where the explosion had been.

      The city went silent as they finally got to the source of the explosion—a crater that had destroyed a dozen houses or more and left all of the immediate buildings clinging to their positions. Devon had seen this before—in Iraq. It was a mortar shell and the same thing Gloria Rei had tossed at them in the Mercata.

      Olosos!

      Other side of the crater.

      How do we tell Democles?

      He knows, Rand interrupted.

      The sound of another falling mortar snapped Devon’s head up. Just like she had done in the Mercata, she sent a tendril of fire at it and exploded it well above the ground, the pressure wave knocking everyone back.

      Rand stared at her. “Are they that easy to stop?”

      “I wouldn’t call that easy,” Devon answered, “but that’s how it’s done. But I’m only one person—”

      Olosos sprinted up next to them. “We can get the general to spread the word to all the coadunates in the military and public.”

      “Quadrads.” Rand nodded.

      Viloras leaned in. “Fairthir is telling him now.”

      Four of them reached up with a thread of fire and exploded the next mortar, knocking more people around.

      “We have to get the wounded out of here.” Devon looked around at the destruction of the area and was about to head off to the right when Viloras grabbed her arm.

      “Eunica, you and your coadunate must go to the general. We have been fighting uphill. Ceridwen was injured badly—”

      Devon snapped her head around at that statement, but Viloras held up a hand to stop her.

      “She hasn’t regained consciousness. We need you to go with him and make sure that whatever has to happen can. It seems there are people who believe only the Eunica can issue orders, despite the idea of a Eunicanim and the established ranks.”

      Devon could hear the frustration and anger in his voice, and she nodded. “Yes. Of course. If that will make this go easier.” She looked at Rand, who smiled at her. Viloras touched her arm. “I will keep him safe. I know this is not fair, but we need you.”

      “And this is why I came back. For Cardinal Terrun and Rand.”

      Olosos nodded at her and took her by the elbow. “Come on.” You have a unique bond with your Eunin. You will be able to speak with him.

      They ran through streets, Olosos clearly knowing the route to where the general was.

      Devon tossed a question at him. “How long were you here?”

      “The palace was attacked about six days after you went through the crystal, so we’ve been here since. Two fortnights.”

      Devon nodded, translating to herself. Twenty days, which would explain why he did know the way around. A castle appeared just over a hill, and Olosos headed for it. Two more mortar shells whistled through the air, and she and Olosos reached for them to set them off, sending the pressure waves, one after another, through the air.

      They reached the main entrance to the castle and tumbled through, unimpeded by the guards.

      “How do you know so much about war, Devon?”

      “I was in one.” She tore through the halls with him. “I signed up for the Army, and I was on the front lines. I’ve seen shelling and firefights. I know how it works. I know that sound, and it will give me nightmares for a week.”

      Halting at the door with his hand on the knob, Olosos looked at her. “I hope Rand will help that now.”

      “Just remember to close your end of this mental link, man.”

      Stifling his laugh, they pushed into the room. Matthew and Bethela were there, and Mianla was leaned over the table with the map on it, studying it with Democles. There were dozens of others in the room, hustling about, translating what information Mianla was giving them.

      “Eunica Secondae!”

      Devon had no idea who said it, but the entire room stopped and turned to her. Almost as one, they bowed at the waist and held there.

      Uh, Olosos?

      Bow back, and say ‘your honor is welcome, please continue.’

      Devon did just that, and the room burst back into motion. “That’s going to take time to get used to.”

      The general motioned them over to the table with Mianla. “Please, join us. We are tracking all the incoming artillery and air support. We’re moving our ships into position to stop their landing. I would say that we’ll be able to stop about eighty to ninety percent of the incoming invasion force.”

      “Have you sent word about the quadrads?” Olosos was direct.

      “We have. We are continuing to send the information. With Eunica here we have more opportunities to get the word out and get things done.” Democles considered her. “Please, your grace, consider lifting the restrictions on who can do what in the near future. We have been dampered in our ability to prepare for this because the Eunica Prima has been incapacitated.”

      “Is there something I can do right now, General? Néuvmim? Some declaration I can make that will allow me to go and help the quadrads of this city defend themselves?”

      “If you make a proclamation, it will be good for the course of this engagement, be that two hours or two years,” Matthew said. “But only you or Ceri can make them.”

      “Well, here I am. General, I want you to handle all military operations for this invasion attempt. I need that to happen. Olosos, Rand, and I cannot be tied up here when we need to be considering all of Cardinal Terrun. Do we need to evacuate? Is there somewhere we can hide them? Do we need to worry about crops or the Mercata or…well. You all understand this.”

      “It’s what the Eunicanim should be doing,” Bethela agreed. “Matthew and I will draw up the proclamation immediately, and you can sign and declare it.”

      “Good, let’s do it.” Devon turned to Olosos. “I might have been in the army, but I was very low level military. I’m more used on the front lines.”

      “You’ll have your chance to fight, Eunica.” Democles was amused. “Do you prefer sword or gun?”

      “I’d prefer not to use either, but I’m pretty damn good with the gun.”

      “Excellent. We already know that your Eunin and Néuvmim are amazing with the sword. What about your sister-mate? Will she join you in the fray?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” Mina walked from behind the general. “I dragged my ass through a magical portal to some place I don’t know to help this woman. So if that’s not a yes, I don’t know what it is.”

      “Sword or gun?”

      “I’ve never used either.”

      Bethela held up her hand. “Let’s find out if her honor is truly eun as Olosos declared.” Mina raised an eyebrow as the stately woman stood in front of her, her hand out. “Do not fear me, Philomena. If you are truly eun, Fate and Destiny have been waiting for this day. Take my hand and let us find out if you are of our blood.”

      Gingerly, Mina placed her hand in Bethela’s, and as soon as the cardinal had her hand wrapped firmly in her own, she smiled. “Oh, but you are! You are eun. What a wonderful day this is. Our Eunicanim Secondi has reappeared and reunited, and our Geroldan Family has returned to us.”

      “Geroldan…” Olosos looked truly in awe, while Devon and Mina just looked at each other and shrugged. “May I, your honor?”

      Mina held out her hand, and Olosos took it. He jerked in surprise. “Geroldan indeed. Neros, if I’m not mistaken.”

      A look of surprise crossed Bethela’s face. “I could have sworn she was pyros.” With a gasp, she whipped her head around and gestured to one of the men at a station. “Gorthon, come here. Please, quickly.” The man nearly vaulted over the consol in response to her command. “Philomena gai’Oldson requires your help. Tell, fellow eun, what element do you sense in her?”

      He touched the back of her hand softly and concentrated for a moment. “Aeros, for sure, your grace.”

      “Thank you, Gorthon. Dismissed.”

      Utterly lost, Devon and Mina looked at the people surrounding her. “What the hell is going on? Why are you getting other people involved in trying to find out her element?”

      “We may only sense in another eun what our primary element is.” Olosos took Mina’s hand and turned her toward him. “I am animusi, but my strongest element is water. Bethela is the pyr’Cardinal. She senses fire in you. Gorthon is aeros. He senses the wind in you.”

      Devon gasped, while her poor friend still looked lost. “Are you telling me that not only is my best friend and sister-mate an eun, but she is an animusi?”

      “And most likely the Eunin’s coadunate.” Matthew concluded the thought.

      There was an earsplitting explosion just outside the building that brought everyone back into motion, including Devon. She grabbed Mina’s elbow. “I will explain all of this later, but it’s all good stuff. Trust me on this. Everyone else, please, get to work on that proclamation and back to making sure the military stops as much of the landing invasion as possible. And the Eunicanim will join the fray with the people of the Cardinal Terrun.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “The prima is awake, Eunica.”

      They were the words that Devon had been hoping for for hours. Things were going well, but there was a vicious rumor that the forces of Gloria Rei, now visible off the coast, were planning a massive mortar barrage soon. She alone, with Olosos, would do well defending the city, but having the two of them, Eunica Prima and Eunica Secondi, would all but guarantee that not a single round would ever touch the ground of Cardinal Meridien.

      Without waiting for a cue from anyone, Devon took off from her post back to the castle where Ceridwen was tucked safely in a bed. She wasn’t even sure Viloras had gotten the message yet at his post, in the city opposite her. Knowing how she felt about being simply separated from Rand at this point, she knew that Viloras was desperate to see her awake again.

      Olosos, get word to Viloras that his spouse is awake. I’m on my way already.

      There was no answer from him, but Devon knew he’d heard her. By the time she was halfway there, though, she remembered something very important about herself. She couldn’t run; the revelation brought the echo of a chuckle from Olosos, and she sent back the vague impression of a rude gesture.

      Still she made it to the castle in one piece, panting and heaving, and cut a path to the elevator. As she pressed the call button, Viloras was there next to her, with Fairthir trailing just behind. “Thank you, Devon.”

      “I get it. I want this over, and I want to be in Rand’s arms for a good week and not leave our rooms.”

      “I would love to plan the same.”

      The communication device she had been issued late the night before beeped twice and the calling code for Democles appeared. “Yes, general?”

      “They are launching.”

      “Shit. Right now?” Viloras leaned in.

      “Right now, sir, madam. We have five minutes until they are in range.”

      The elevator opened and the three of them stepped in. Devon spoke to the general again. “There’s no chance of you actually getting Olosos to the castle and up the stairs in that time, is there?”

      “He’s five away on a sled,” Democles answered. “I can’t guarantee anything.”

      Fairthir cleared his throat. “My lady, I think you and your coadunate have a unique enough connection that you will not need him physically there with you to boost your abilities. You are a very different kind of coadunation, one I’d like to see more of.”

      “Well, fantastic.” Devon shook her head and grumbled under her breath. “Let’s just get up there and see how Ceri is doing.”

      Heather was waiting at the door when the lift slid open and the three of them walked out on the floor. She was smiling and motioned them into the room.

      Viloras ran to where Ceri was waiting on the balcony. She stood, still looking tired, but it didn’t matter. She was standing, she was smiling, and—best of all—she was in her husband’s arms.

      Marry me, Devon. Marry me soon.

      Devon smiled at the happy reunion and the sound of Rand’s words, again. He’d been asking for a whole day. He’d asked the first time in the heat of their passion the night before. He’d asked her first thing in the morning. He’d asked in their joint shower that morning. He’d asked at breakfast, after a briefing, at lunch. He loved asking. Her answer was always the same.

      I will. As soon as we can.

      Seeing Ceri and Viloras holding each other, not saying a word, reestablishing themselves with each other, Devon knew she would make sure she and Rand were married as soon they could be. She had what the Primi couple had, and she wanted to cement that.

      “Your graces…” Fairthir interrupted.

      “Yes, yes, I know, we’re being bombed.” Ceridwen raised an eyebrow. “Heather, Devon, join us out here. We will be more effective from the balcony. We can’t stop what we can’t see.”

      Olosos?

      I’m trying to get there. Even his mental answer was panted from speeding through the city.

      The communicator spoke to them. “We have launch confirmed, and, your graces? This is huge.”

      “Inform the quadrads to turn to the barrage and don’t worry about the small ground fire and individual mortars,” Devon directed. “The population is safe. We are trying to save the city this time. If we lose a building or three, I’m not going to call that a loss if we have most everything else still standing.”

      “Agreed,” Viloras said. “Is it close enough to dark that you can start using the light guidance?”

      “It is.”

      “Then when we are one minute from contact, shut the city down and turn on the lights.”

      Ceri looked at her husband. “How will that help?”

      “We’ve discovered they rely on light for guidance,” Fairthir said. “If the only lights that are on are six large spotlights, all the volleys they launch at us will concentrate there and make it easier for us and the quadrads to destroy the weapons.”

      “That is brilliant.” Ceri smiled. “And Heather tells me we are to handle the bulk of the incoming.”

      Devon nodded. “We have four spotlights that the castle will control to handle most of the shells aimed at the heart of the city. The other two are either end of the city, and we have the quadrads set up there to handle those.”

      “Brilliant use of the quadrads.” Ceri looked out over Cardinal Meridien. “This will reaffirm why we recommend most gaians and eun to form them, even casually.”

      “One minute,” the general called.

      “City power, down,” Viloras answered.

      All around them, the lights in the houses and buildings went out, bringing a strange edge of twilight coloring to the city and countryside. At thirty seconds out, the six huge spotlights clicked on, lighting up the sky ahead of them, over the Southern Sea.

      “This is my home,” Heather whispered. “It would be an honor to die defending it.”

      “But there will be no deaths today,” Fairthir intoned. “For we have the blessings of the Gods, the good fortune of Fate and the strength of our Eunica to ensure that life will continue.”

      “This is my home,” Heather repeated, “It will be an honor to live to defend it again.”

      “For the sea protects what the gods love, and we are the benefactors of their graces.”

      “So be it now.”

      “So be it always.”

      It felt wrong to say anything after such a heartfelt prayer, and Devon let the silence swirl around her, staring at out at this place that she now called home. There was much yet to see, still more to learn.

      …and she would have her sister-mate and husband to share it all with.

      Not the life she thought she would have, but now, she realized, the one she wanted.

      Fairthir raised his hand and pointed. The shells were coming in, zooming in on the lights on either side.

      She and Ceri raised the threads of air and twisted them ahead of the shells, thickening the atmosphere, slowing them down. Viloras and Fairthir raised the threads of water, to catch what firey debris they might be inundated with.

      And just as Heather was raising her fire thread to start to pluck early shells off, Olosos tumbled onto the balcony and joined her effort as his hand landed on Devon’s shoulder.

      The barrage was far larger than they had even thought.
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      Rand looked up at the lights. There were too many shells coming in.

      “We’re going to lose the city, aren’t we?” Mina’s voice was quiet from where she sat on the bench.

      “We may have more damage than we thought we were going to, but I don’t think we are going to lose the city.”

      “Brady is an asshole.”

      Rand looked at her. “Who?”

      “Their general. Delbroisa? He was my boyfriend…”

      Well, that was news. This sweet girl had been betrayed and imprisoned by someone she clearly had been in love with. He walked over and sat next to her, careful to not quite touch her.

      The pull was undeniable.

      “Do you think you can help us with these shells? Stop this bombing?”

      She nodded, then hesitated and shook her head no. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I want to help…”

      “We’ve been told that we shouldn’t bind each other yet.” Rand reached up with the thread of fire and knocked out four of the shells that the quadrads had missed. “Mostly because you are so unsure of what to do and what’s going on. But, Fate brought you here for a reason. You are eun. The only eun ever to cross back to Cardinal Terrun, who was not born here. Here, in this world, in Grasilos, we believe in Fate and Destiny. They have plans, and we don’t understand them. Still, here you are.”

      “What is the coadunate thing you’re talking about? Why is Olosos with Devon and not you?”

      “He is her coadunate. That means that their abilities in the elements complement each other exactly, and they are bound. The biding is there as a multiplier for each other’s abilities. Without each other, they are strong. With each other, they are nearly undefeatable. It’s stunning to see the power they have.” Rand pointed to the constant explosions in the distance over the heart of the city. “All of that? Is Devon, Ceri, and Viloras with their coadunates. All of it.” Pointing up, he stopped three more shells. “This here is all the quadrads on this side of the city. Look around. See how they are fighting and still missing a few here and there.”

      “But you’re catching the stragglers.”

      “I shouldn’t be catching anything; I should be taking them all out, and the quadrads should be backing me up. The opposite of what’s going on.”

      Mina raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “Are you trying to guilt me into this?”

      “Maybe.”

      She chuckled. “At least you’re honest.”

      “If nothing else.”

      Mina let out a sigh. “To say I don’t know what’s going on is probably an understatement, Rand. I don’t know anything about anything yet. That being said, since I’ve stepped through that magical portal, I have felt a pull toward you. Which seems really, really wrong, considering how painfully in love with you my best friend—sister-mate—is. How do I join with you and yet you’re in love with her?”

      “Olosos explained it best,” Rand said. “With her, it is a want. A deep, desperate want to be with her, to love her. To hold her, comfort her, be there for her. With you, it’s a need. A need to feel the completion that you can bring my person. Not my soul, because that’s for Devon, but for my abilities, the potential I can reach is only with you.”

      She was quiet. Rand popped off the occasional thread to stop a shell that was missed. He could almost feel Mina’s thoughts tumbling around, but he said nothing more.

      “So, if I bind you,” she finally said, “that doesn’t mean we’re married. Or that we’re in some way romantically bound.”

      “Not even remotely. You are free to pursue whatever other personal bedroom relationship you want. I am in love with Devon and nothing is going to change that.”

      A mortar exploded dangerously close to them. “They’re missing so many…” Rand mumbled.

      Mina’s hand was suddenly in front of him, palm up. “I am here for Devon. I am here to help her. I am here to speak for her. I am here to support her. If being your coadunate will do that more than I can now, then let’s do this.”

      A huge sense of relief washed through Rand. “Thank you.” He turned and looked at her. “This will not hurt. It will be weird for a moment.”

      “I’m okay with all of this.”

      Rand slipped his hand into her offered palm and clasped it.

      The world around them exploded in colors, and in a second, it felt as if someone stitched them together and pulled the threads as tight as they could, their elemental abilities twining together and binding, then aligning and easily doubling their abilities alone.

      Once the color swirled and settled and nestled in comfortably with each other, Rand opened his eyes and found Mina there staring at him, eyes wide and skin pale. “Holy shit.”

      “Yes, exactly,” he agreed.

      “That’s…”

      “A lot of you.” He smiled. “Coadunate pairs only form when an eun and gaian match. But eun have a much broader and much more natural connection. Now, want to see what we can do?”

      “I don’t know how to control this!”

      “Follow my lead.” He stood and walked to the edge of the bunker where they were semi hidden. “We can take care of all of these shells coming in and send the quadrads to the other side, so there will be nothing getting through there or here.”

      Mina stood next to him and looked out at the city. He already admired her strength and determination. She was as formidable an eun coadunate as he could hope for. Reaching into the elements, he pulled up all the fire threads he could and started firing them at each and every mortar shell he could find coming in. Mina’s hand slipped onto his shoulder and the next thing he knew, he could command five times as many threads as he had been just a moment before.

      “Wow,” Mina whispered.

      He let her watch; he showed her what he was doing. And before long, he felt her choose a thread of fire and throw it at a shell. With a hit, she let out a little whoop of victory. She picked two this time and had just as much success this time. Before long she had half as many threads as he had going, plucking off the shells.

      Rand?

      I have my coadunate, my love. We have our Eunicanim.

      Let’s finish these assholes off so you can take me to bed and wake me tomorrow to marry me at sunset.
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      The echo of Mina’s laughed trailed through her. I have never, ever seen a groom as nervous as yours!

      Can you blame him? But Devon was laughing as well. It had been bad timing after disaster after misfortune that had pushed their wedding back and back again, nearly eight weeks at this point. The battle that night had been won, with very few casualties, but there were more battles the next day no one had anticipated.

      So, their wedding was on pause. Until finally, today.

      The weather in Cardinal Meridien was perfection. A bright blue sky, big friendly clouds, repairs halted for the day so that everyone could finally witness the wedding of the Secondi. Mina had grown from quiet and frightened into her new, bold personality that laughed and teased and loved the heritage she was discovering. She had found there was a great need for veterinarians, and she jumped in and continued her lessons and practice.

      Devon had grown to love the place they called home now. Cardinal Meridien would always hold a place in her heart; she understood Heather and Fairthir’s prayer more and more each day. What time she and Rand could steal with each only served to reinforce her decision to come back. He was kind, intelligent, passionate, and loved her just a little more each day. Just when Devon thought she couldn’t keep up with his love for her, she did. Watching Viloras and Ceridwen was a clue of how far they were going to fall in love. Wonderfully, it seemed the fall would never stop.

      The people of Cardinal Terrun were overwhelmingly thrilled to have two Eunicanim from now on. The transitions from one to the next would no longer be difficult or uncoordinated. They had reveled in the news that the Eunia Temple would be rebuilt, and the traditions there would carry on. The Eunia Crystal, meanwhile, would no longer be an object of mystery to the people—after the amazing display it had put on for them, it was time to show the people what it was that guided their world. Until the temple was ready to receive the crystal permanently, it would tour through all the provinces of Cardinal Terrun, each hosting it for several months, more than once if necessary.

      With all these decisions made, and the bulk of Gloria Rei ousted from the lands, it was declared that it was time the Secondi wed. A respite before the coming war to free the eun of Gloria Rei.

      Devon stood at the end of the aisle, staring out at the sea. Viloras and Ceridwen were standing and facing her, waiting. Olosos, Mina, and Fairthir were standing behind her, waiting for Rand.

      With a blast of fanfare, she knew her Eunin stood at the end of the aisle. The crowd rustled, standing and just a moment later, she heard Olosos unsheathe his sword.

      “What has brought you here?”

      “I am here to claim Eunica Devon anim’Roebick as my spouse.”

      “Who are you?”

      Rand’s smile was in his voice “I am the Eunin Grandin anim’Dargan, Coadunate to Néuvma Philomena anim’Geroldan, sister-mate of the Eunica.”

      “What makes you think you are worthy of the Eunica?”

      “I am the Eunin. My fate is determined by the Eunia Crystal. She is the Eunica, whose life and destiny has been determined by the Eunia Crystal. There is no better way to protect the legacy of Cardinal Terrun than the joining of those forces.”

      As though she could almost see it, she knew that Olosos looked to his right, and Mina nodded. He looked left, and Fairthir nodded. “You will honor her with your life?”

      “With my life and all that I have in that life.”

      “And you will take that journey with her?”

      “I will.”

      “Then the Eunicanim approves your marriage. She is and will be one of us always, and she is and will be one with you.” He took two steps to the side and turned, gesturing with the sword. “Take your place by her side if she will have you.”

      Rand’s hand was on her shoulder a moment later, and it felt wonderful to finally be so close to being his.

      Viloras’ smile was blinding as he started to the ceremony. “Devon anim’Roebick, the man who has asked to be yours and yours alone stands behind you. He has already declared his dedication to you by trusting you would be here. He has already proved his desire to be a spouse by protecting you. He has declared worthiness to the Eunicanim. The decision is now yours.”

      Devon breathed deep and reached up to cover his hand with hers. “I am here because this man has said he would be my spouse. I accept his protection and dedication. With his loyalty, and understanding, and kindness, I give him my trust. With his honesty and caring, I give him my heart. With this meeting, I declare that I am his.”

      “With this meeting, I declare that I am hers.” Rand closed his hand over hers and gently turned her to face him, and Devon was glad for the veil at that moment. Her eyes filled with tears and obscured Rand’s handsome face. “I do not need to see your face for your heart is what I am in love with. But I need to see your face to know you, all of you, as my spouse, as my love, as my forever.”

      His hands reached up and separated the silk netting, exposing the tears now glistening on her face. Rand took just a moment to wipe them off and focus on her.

      Ceridwen cleared her throat, and Devon realized they had been staring at each other for a little too long. Rand smirked and had the decency to be embarrassed with her. He continued the ceremony, “I am your husband. From now until I am called to eternity. I shall find you when you enter the fields of Elysium.”

      Devon swallowed and spoke the traditional words. It had taken her days to memorize the whole thing, and she was glad that she hadn’t missed any of her cues. “I am your wife. From now until I am called to eternity. I shall find you when you enter the fields of Elysium.”

      Ceridwen grasped their entwined hands in hers and held them up. “It is the vow between two people that bind the souls. Have you come here of your own free will, Devon anim’Roebick?”

      “I have.”

      “And you have chosen to take this man into your life as the one and only for life and until death?”

      “I have.”

      “Grandin anim’Dargan, have you come here of your own free will?”

      “I have.”

      “And you have chosen to take this woman into your life as the one and only for life and until death?”

      “I have.”

      “Then, woe unto those who would try to rend this union asunder. Let it be known that Eunica Devon Dargan anim’Roebick and Eunin Grandin Roebick anim’Dargan are bound and married as one in the eyes of the Eunicanim and all who shall have the honor to call upon them in the future. Rejoice, delight, go forth in light to show the way in darkness!”

      The crowd around them burst into applause as Rand leaned in and turned them so his back was to the crowd. “No chaste kisses from me,” he whispered over the crowd and took her mouth with meaning, leaving her breathless for a long moment.
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* * *

      “Would you have ever imagined?”

      Devon shook her head. “Not in a million years.” She stared out at the sea and the stars above. They weren’t the ones she had grown up with, but they were the ones she would grow old under. “I adore this place, Grandin. Terrun is beautiful and amazing, but this place has something about it.”

      “The castle here is part of the Eunicanim’s holdings. We can come here anytime.”

      “I want this to be our home. Not just a place we visit.”

      Rand raised his eyebrows. “You love it that much.”

      “I have always loved the ocean. I grew up in the mountains, but there’s something about the sea…”

      “Then we shall make this our home.”

      “Would you have ever imagined?” Devon looked over her shoulder at her husband standing there in his robe, a weak barrier against the cool sea air.

      “Not in a million more years. I thought I had found my place. Then the gods brought me you, and the whole future opened up like none I had ever imagined.” He wrapped his arms around her and tucked Devon against his chest. “My arms are full, but not nearly as full as my heart.”

      “You are a poet, dear husband.”

      “Well, I’m good with my tongue anyways.”

      Devon tried to elbow him, but it didn’t work, and the next thing she knew, Rand had swept her off her feet and carried her back inside. She tried to fight him, but he stilled her with another kiss as he placed her on the bed. “Do I need to prove that to you again?”

      “Hmm. Yes. I think so.”

      He laughed and joined her on the bed, pulling off their robes and pulling their bodies together. “I never want to stop proving my love to you.”

      “I don’t want you to either.” Devon ran a hand through his hair. “We have to learn to run this country too, Rand. We have a lot to learn, and a lot to do.”

      “I know. And we will. Ceridwen and Viloras are anxious for us to start.”

      “They will have to wait until our honeymoon is over.”

      Rand smiled. “You are a woman after my own heart.”

      “That’s not all I’m after.”

      He laughed. “More to come, my love.” Rand leaned down and whispered to her, “Ever so much more.”

      Devon surrendered to his kisses.

      There was so much more…but for now, she was in the arms of the man she loved, in the country she would learn to love. Fate, Destiny, Life had granted her all she never knew she needed.

      Grandin was hers. Devon was his.

      Complete.

      There was a sweet comfort in keeping company with love.

      
        
        The End
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          Chapter 1

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      I STRETCH MY WINGS as far as they will go before diving into the canyon, twisting around just in time to avoid hitting the mountain’s edge. My hearty laughter reverberates across the ravine as I soar through the small space and then straight up and over the mountain. I flip backwards long enough to see Father’s horror-stricken scaled face, the same one I see every time I make a daring move, or in his words, a dangerous one.

      Having been the one to teach me how to fly, the man who helped me through my first shift from human to dragon at the age of ten, one would think that after seventeen years, he’d be fully aware that I am capable of making these maneuvers with ease.

      “Come, Aurelio!” Father’s deep voice can be heard over the wind pounding in my ears.

      He soars right, gracefully descending upon the cliff’s edge surrounded by forests of blue. The leaves on the trees sprouting, flowers in full bloom, from teal to azure. The sun above us as midday approaches.

      I land beside Father and look him up and down, taking in his dark-green scales, the way some are damaged from battles and others are beginning to look old and ragged. Some even look as if they are losing their proper color. As I stare, searching for what could cause the damage, I realize we’re the same size now. He no longer towers over me. I look into his silvery-gray eyes and notice how old they’ve begun to look, despite his young age for a dragon. But in the way he watches me, the slight tilt of his head, a small smile on his lips, and the glint in his eye, I begin to feel more his equal. A terrifying thought, really. How can I live up to those expectations? I look down over my bright blue-silver scales—not a scratch or dent on any of them, still shining, having never been through as much torment as Father has.

      I look back up to see him lower to the ground and pull his wings in before closing his eyes and shifting into his human form. I quickly follow his lead, curious as to why we came to the highest point in the kingdom, the villages and the great white castle distant specks in the valley below.

      He claps his hand on my shoulder and pulls me closer before leading me to a small nook on the mountain’s edge where he proceeds to sit and tugs me down with him, on one of the large slate boulders.

      “Mighty dragons have ruled over this land, Aurelio. Great kings. They served their people, their kingdoms, and they made the world a brighter place.” For some reason, he is teary-eyed, though I couldn’t begin to guess why. “But do you know what they all had in common?” He turns his head, a single tear streaking down to his jaw before falling and disappearing.

      “No.” I shake my head, confused as to why he’s become so emotional. Today was meant to be one of fun and joy, just father and son, leaving all duties behind us.

      “Love. A caring wife, an equal queen, ruling beside them.” He catches the next tear that falls in one hand, the first raindrop in his other. “Which is why I want you to promise me you’ll propose to Zanta sooner rather than later.”

      “Father, you know I want to more than anything. But do you think it’s wise to do so now? So young, and with so much ahead of us?”

      “Aurelio, when you know a person is your other half, when you cannot imagine life without them, such as I have with your mother, it doesn’t matter what lies ahead because you can move forward together.”

      “Mother died seven years ago today. Is that what this is about?” A pang in my heart sends a wave of sadness over me at the thought. Mother was kind and gentle. She treated everyone with respect. Never did she fret getting her hands dirty, but she was always graceful.

      Thinking of proposing to Zanta and knowing Mother can’t be here for it brings on a whole new set of pain. As tradition would follow, Mother would be the one helping the love of my life on our wedding day.

      Ignoring my question, Father speaks again. “Your mother and I came here often. This was one of her favorite places in the whole world.” Another tear springs up in the corner of his eye, and I can feel my own emotions begin to come loose.

      I don’t know how to respond to that. We don’t speak of Mother often, aside from her doings as queen of Dracameveo. The people loved her with all their hearts. She taught peace over war. Words over fists. Losing her was a day of darkness, not only within the kingdom, but around the world.

      “I can picture Mother standing on the edge, watching you worry that she might fall despite the fact that she could fly.” I try to laugh, not wanting to break down right now. I can’t think of the horrors she faced alone.

      “She did indeed do that. She relished teasing me in any way she could. And we all know I enjoyed every minute of it.” His voice catches. “I loved her more than life itself, Aurelio. I miss her more than words could express.” Father wraps his arm around my shoulder. “Which is the other reason why I wanted to bring you here today.” He inhales deeply. I let him take all the time he needs.

      “I miss her too, Father. But surely there is an afterlife and we will see her again, yes?” I move my arm, going to comfort him only to realize it would do very little. I imagine the only hug that could help this pain would be one from Mother, something I too long for. I let my arms fall back to my sides, feeling useless in Father’s moment of sadness.

      “I agree. Wholeheartedly. Which is why the news I must tell you is bittersweet.” His tears begin to fall just as the skies, moments ago a bright blue, now dark and gray, let loose their storm and rain showers us. “My time is up. I can feel my body, both dragon and human, giving out. It’s failing me. I’ve called for a meeting with my councilors. And I need you there with me.”

      The pain I suppressed, the emotion I hid now come back like a wave washing over me. But still, I refuse to break down. I look to the sky and realize that soon it will only rain when I cry.

      “Of course, Father. Of course I’ll be there with you.” I nod and wrap my arms around him. “I don’t want you to go.” I can’t let him leave. I’m not ready to be king, to rule the lands. I’m not ready to lose my father.

      “But before that meeting takes place, you must promise me that you will propose to Zanta. We both know she is your mate. There will never be another for you, and I want to see you happy before I go.” He wraps his arm around my back and leans his head on my shoulder as he breaks down in tears.

      I don’t know what to do. He’s always been so strong. He’s been the one I look to in moments of weakness. Seeing him collapse causes me more pain than words could ever describe. Like I’m being stabbed in the heart with lies, but I know that cannot be true. Father is stronger than anyone I’ve ever met before.

      “Thank you for your blessing, Father. I will propose as soon as I can arrange such a special moment. I’m happy you approve, and though I am not ready to lose you too, I will find peace in knowing that you believe Zanta and I can rule this land in your stead.”

      “Thank you, Aurelio. Thank you,” he whispers.

      The king cries, the rain falls, and I hug my father sitting upon the rock which was my mother’s favorite spot until night is upon us. With the moon shining down as our only light, we descend from the cliffs, and side by side, soar back to Dracameveo.

      The moment we’re on the ground just outside the castle gates, already back in our human forms, I wrap my arm around Father’s shoulder and we walk together. A sentry steps away from his post beside the wall, approaching us.

      “My apologies, Your Majesty and Highness. I did not realize it was you. May I assist you?” he asks with a bow upon seeing our faces in the sconce lighting.

      “All is well, Graff. Thank you, but it is unnecessary. Return to your post,” Father says kindly. It amazes me how he knows everyone by name. Mother was the same way. Always kind and caring, taking the time to befriend each person who entered the kingdom.

      I hope that one day far away, I can rule like that.
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* * *

      IT MUST BE the dead of night when I finally leave Father’s chambers, hoping he lasts through the night. With every passing moment, every step it took from the gate to his rooms, he grew weaker, collapsing into bed and falling fast asleep. Something that eludes me.

      I meander down to the kitchens, trying to focus on something happier, such as making preparations for a proposal to Zanta despite the ache in my heart. But once I arrive in the warm, empty room, I sit down at the table in the corner, leaning my head against the wall. It seems so wrong to plan such a happy moment when Father is dying, and for no reason that can be seen. No answer as to why he must go now.

      “Dear heavens, Prince! What are you doin’ in my kitchen this early in the morn?” Belen asks, startling me.

      I sit up and look at the short, stout woman before me, her hair tugged back so tightly in a bun, it pulls at her rosy cheeks. “I, uh, I came to ask for your help. My apologies. I did not think of the hour.”

      “Oh, it’s quite all right. ’Tis when I usually begin my day anyhow. You only scared me a bit, slumped over there in the corner looking glum. What has you hurting?” she asks, getting a pot and setting it on the counter beside the pile of vegetables sitting there.

      I want to tell her just so I don’t have to be alone in this grief, at least not tonight. But Father told me in confidence, and he will make an announcement when he is ready. “It matters not tonight. Right now, I have happy news to share.” I smile, a genuine expression as I think about Zanta becoming my wife.

      “Oh, do tell.” Belen laughs as she begins cutting the carrots and celery.

      “I plan on proposing to Zanta, which is why I came to ask for your help.”

      She drops the knife. It clatters against the floor as she squeals in delight. “I couldn’t be happier to help, dear Prince.” She’s beaming as she retrieves her fallen blade, setting it down before she throws her arms around me and squeezing me tight. “’Tis an honor!”

      “Thank you. I already have some plans in mind.” I sit back down.

      “Oh, indeed. When do you plan on surprising our lady?” Belen asks, returning to cutting the food.

      Sitting in this kitchen, listening to Belen speak about Zanta as if she were her daughter, like we’re all family, brings another pang of heartbreak. Mother would love all this. Helping plan it, prepare for it, being there for Zanta. Oh, how I wish they could’ve known each other. I imagine they would have been the best of friends, and that only reminds me of Father’s predicament.

      “Tomorrow. I need to do it tomorrow.” I nod, knowing I couldn’t wait any longer for fear that I wouldn’t be able to keep my promise to Father.

      “Well then, we’d best get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      I WAKE WITH BIRD song coming in through the window, a smile on my face. Today feels different, special, though I can’t imagine how. I sit and stretch before climbing out of bed and beginning my regular routine. Dress, eat breakfast, walk to the castle, and wonder what adventures await.

      I notice the gray sky above as I go outside and am saddened at the sight. Dreary weather is never a good thing, for either the weather is good or the king is sad. But I press on, for either way, Aurelio will be there waiting for me, and he can tell me what is causing the shadow above.

      I enter through the kitchen door, servants bustling about, Belen giving orders and stirring or chopping something. She looks up, noticing my presence, and gets a silly grin on her face. “Good morning, dear,” she says.

      “Morning. Is there something I should know?” I saunter closer, arms behind my back as I approach.

      “I couldn’t possibly know what you mean. And if you don’t mind, I think it’d be best if you hurried along today.” She ducks her head and continues cooking.

      “Belen,” I say, placing my hand on her shoulder. “If something is wrong, please tell me.”

      “No, there isn’t. I have much to do. The king has ordered a feast for tonight, and I just have a lot on my mind. Now, run along. I’m sure your prince is already waiting for you.” She grins again, quickly replacing it with a stern look and turning away from me.

      “If you’re sure.” I nod, knowing something is going on. But I do as she asks and hurry out of the kitchen, through the corridors, and into the great hall. King Ignacio is sitting on the throne, his brother, Castel, before him, Aurelio beside him. They’re talking in hushed whispers, and I feel I should leave. I turn to go.

      “Wait!” Aurelio shouts, the word ringing in the empty room. “Wait,” he says a little more quietly.

      I turn back and watch him approach me. “Good morning.” He pulls me into his arms and brushes a light kiss against my lips.

      “Good morning.” I smile.

      “Wait here for a moment, please.”

      “If you insist.” I nod.

      “Thank you.” He squeezes my hand and hurries back to his father, who offers me a kind smile before returning his attention to his son and brother.

      I let my gaze wander around the room as they speak in hushed tones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      I RETURN TO FATHER’S side, having hoped Zanta wouldn’t come to the castle and find me so early in the day. I’m not entirely sure I’m ready for this. I love her with all my heart, but I never planned on marrying so young. I didn’t plan on Father dying, either.

      “Should I go now?” I ask Father, feeling a bit panicked.

      “If you are ready. I do not wish to force you to do this, son. I only want to see you get your happily ever after before I must leave.”

      I nod. “I’m ready. I’ll never be more ready.”

      “You may not need to be. Believe in Zanta’s dreams, honor her and never marginalize her, make sure she knows you love her, never let her doubt it.”

      “Thank you, Father.” I lean in and kiss his forehead before standing tall, turning on my heel, and walking back to Zanta.

      I take her hand in mine. She looks up at me, smiling. “Come with me?” I gently tug at her arm.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      “It’s a surprise,” I say. She stands and follows.

      As soon as we’re out the door, I sweep her off her feet, carrying her across the grass heading for the meadow in the woods. She giggles, wrapping her arms around my neck, resting her head in the crook of my shoulder.

      Father’s tears have dried, and the sun is just beginning to shine. The sky is pink to light purple, not a cloud in sight. When we’ve reached the clearing, I set Zanta down, though never letting her go. “Fly with me,” I whisper, my forehead against hers.

      “Of course.” She smiles before turning out of my grasp and running.

      I chase after her, knowing she’s only getting a head start. She leaps, her body transforming. Magenta-tipped silver scales appear, her wings unfold before her, catching the breeze, and she takes flight, soaring overhead. She circles around the meadow, waiting for me to join her.

      I jump, leaping over a small bush and making the same transformation from human to dragon in an instant. I fly by her side, our wings brushing slightly. She follows after me.

      I lead her to the West Mountains, where my father took me just the day before, my mother’s favorite spot. It seems only fitting that such an important place be where I convince Zanta to marry me.

      I laugh, feeling freer now than I have in a long time, despite all the turmoil inside me, the emotions fighting to break free.

      I make a dive between rocky walls and make a swift landing in the clearing farther east by the river, cold water rushing by. Quickly, I shift back into my human form. Zanta lands right beside me, transforming into her human self as she does.

      Glow bugs fly around, flowers bloom in a perfect path leading to the blanket I asked Belen to make sure was set out, along with a basket of food, mostly Zanta’s favorite sweets such as chocolate-covered strawberries.

      “That felt wonderful. And all of this . . .” She waves her arms, spinning around to take in the surroundings. “Is absolutely beautiful!” She turns to me, her smile wide and contagious. “Thank you!” She jumps into my arms.

      “You’re welcome,” I say directly in her ear.

      “How did you set this all up?” She kisses me on the lips before lowering her feet to the ground and stepping back, taking in the whole scene.

      “I had a little help.” I grab Zanta’s hand, leading her toward a small clearing on the other side of our picnic, away from the cliff’s edge where Father and I sat, instead going in the opposite direction to somewhere more peaceful, where water cascades down the rock, passing over the arch, creating the perfect waterfall. I lead her through it to the other side where forest surrounds us.

      “And what is the occasion?” She brushes stray hair away from my eyes.

      “I have to ask you something, love.” I fall to one knee.

      Zanta gasps, her hands going to her face as she covers her mouth, tears welling up in her eyes. I slip the ring from my pocket and hold it out to her. “Be my wife. Please?”

      “Yes. Absolutely!” She beams down at me, tears of joy spilling over her cheeks.

      Before I can stand, she falls to her knees and wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me closer. Our lips meet and I embrace her, holding her close, never wanting to let go.

      Finally, we break apart. “Thank you,” I whisper, staring into her eyes.

      “For what?” she asks.

      “Everything.”

      “You’re welcome.” She bumps her shoulder against mine.

      “Shall we dine, my soon-to-be queen?” I can’t wait for the moment when there will be no need to clarify ‘soon-to-be’.

      But she stops moving, just looking at me with concern. “Queen?” she asks hesitantly.

      “One day I will be king. Perhaps sooner than I’d like.” I look at the ground, not wanting her to see the pain in my eyes.

      But being so observant, smart, always understanding, she acts as if nothing happened, like there isn’t a care in the world, returning to her happy self. Playing along and letting me forget my foolish slip of the tongue.

      “Yes, my love. Let us dine.”

      She takes my hand and pulls me after her as she rushes through the waterfall to the basket, where she situates herself on the blanket, leaning her head on my shoulder, and proceeds to fill a plate with desserts.

      “As is tradition, tomorrow we travel to Fabulum, so it would be wise that we retire early tonight.” Not that I want to. But as every king and queen before us, upon getting engaged, we are to travel from kingdom to kingdom to announce our union, invite those we wish to, and celebrate in each royal family’s customs. Starting with the fairies.

      Her eyes widen. “We’re visiting Fabulum?” Her voice fills with excitement.

      “Yes. And then Miraunus. And after that, Seroceanus.”

      “Could this day get any better?” She laughs.

      I pretend to be bothered. “Truly, that is what you’re most excited about? If I wasn’t so sure of your love, I’d almost wonder if you were using me for the benefits of traveling.”

      She bops my nose with her strawberry. “But you are sure,” she says with a smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      “BEFORE ALLIANCES WERE made as the kingdoms formed, dragons would slaughter their enemies. No mercy, and never fighting in human form. It was easy to conquer when your enemies were –though human size – at least ten times smaller. When fairy and dragon-human shifters formed a friendship and began working together, a promise was made that should we enter Fabulum, we will only do so as humans, as friends, because in our other forms, we are seen as enemies.” Aurelio looks down at his hands, fidgeting as he explains why we must travel by carriage rather than flying to the first feast in celebration of our engagement.

      “It seems fair reasoning to me.” I nod, grateful to understand why I am sitting in the small—though ornate—wooden box, rocking back and forth as we go over the unsmoothed road. All while trying to breathe wearing this unbearably tight corseted magenta dress with silver embroidered into the bodice, almost matching my dragon scales. At least there is only one underskirt giving it some volume, keeping it more comfortable than some of the ball gowns I’ve seen others wear.

      Aurelio opens his mouth to say more just as the carriage comes to a stop and the door opens. “Your Majesty, we have arrived,” the footman says.

      “Thank you.” Aurelio climbs out before turning and reaching his hand to me.

      I take it and allow him to help me. Once my feet are on the pink grass, I smooth out my dress. Aurelio runs a hand over his gold-and-lavender tunic and side-laced leather trousers.

      “My lady?” Aurelio holds out his arm. I wrap mine around his and walk beside him as we approach the fairies’ kingdom. No castle towers over us, no bustling workers rush by. All seems calm and happy as we meander through the forest past fairies singing and dancing, merry as they prepare for tonight’s feast. Every single one smiles as we go by, some stopping to say hello while others continue on.

      And then I look up and notice it. There is a castle, though it is not made of stones of any kind, but rather, the trees themselves. Wooden steps, almost as if they grew that way, lead upward toward what appears to be a throne room through the rails above.

      I lift my skirts and watch every step as we ascend. When we reach what is in fact the throne, I am speechless at the beauty surrounding me. Flowers of every color, though mostly pink and every shade of it, bloom everywhere. Small lights, as if the stars themselves are here, illuminating the paths beneath the deep foliage.

      “Welcome, Prince Aurellio and Lady Zanta. It is our greatest pleasure to welcome you here as we celebrate your engagement,” the queen—as evidenced by her crown of jewels and flowers—says, pulling me into her embrace.

      Her dress is silky and shimmering pink, with flowers cascading over her right shoulder and flowing around the skirt.

      “Thank you kindly, Your Majesty.” I curtsy.

      “Oh, dear child, no need for that. Call me Calassida. I may wear a crown, but only because it’s pretty. Though I am queen, I do not want my people or anyone else to feel that I am above them.” She giggles, a charming sound.

      “Thank you.” I smile, loving her perspective.

      “You are most welcome.” She claps her hands together. “Now, let us dance! A celebration is in order!” Calassida leads the way back down the tree steps and out in the forest, where the other fairies have created a large fire in the open meadow. Already, there is dancing around it, along with laughing and eating.

      “My lady?” King Leven stands before me, smiling. His crown of flowers and stones suits him, despite the vibrant colors. His tunic is bronze, embellished with a leaf pattern around the edges. It’s quite stunning. He clears his throat and holds out his arm.

      “I’d be honored.” I take it and let him lead me to the opening where others are gathering around rapidly. Already, music is playing, though I couldn’t begin to guess with what instruments.

      We hook elbows and spin, winding through the trees, more fairies and pixies and sprites joining in. A few times, I feel my hair being pulled, which makes me wonder which creature came here simply to be a troublemaker, but I don’t let it spoil my mood. Especially when Aurelio steals me away from Leven, hooking my arm in his and spinning me around.

      All around the fire, fairies are clapping in time with the music until it’s only Aurelio and I dancing, laughing, barely able to breathe as we continue going until finally, the music crescendos, and we end our dance on the last note of the song.

      Everyone breaks out laughing as we both fall into the grass and just lie there, giving ourselves a moment.

      He reaches across the ground and takes my hand. Our eyes meet and I can’t look away, mesmerized by how happy he is. The way his pink cheeks match the grass, the shimmer in his eyes, the smile on his lips.

      “And now we feast!” Calassida claps again. Aurelio and I stand and follow the king and queen farther into the forest, where blankets have been laid out everywhere for people to sit. Glow bugs float around, providing light.
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* * *

      “AS A SIGN of understanding and equal strength among them, the dragons made an alliance with Miraunus that we would always meet on the same level, meaning that we, the dragons, would always be in our dragon forms upon visiting the kingdom of land creatures. It was a way of protecting their kingdom by demanding that we not come in our lesser form.” Aurelio explains.

      “And how is that protecting themselves?” I ask, fascinated by how the traditions and rules change by kingdom. In Fabulum, we were required to arrive by carriage and remain in our human bodies, but now as we fly to the land ruled by unicorns, we must stay as dragons.

      “Because it means we are equal. To put it plainly, we cannot claim that they took advantage of our weaker forms. As dragons, we are faster, stronger, and better equipped to fight whatever dares attack us. As humans, it would be easy to claim that one of the creatures attacked us, attempted to kill or maim us, and such a crime would mean the attacker must be banished to Humestia.” Aurelio finishes his story, and the rest of the flight is silent as I think this over.

      Finally, Aurelio dives down and lands gracefully in a large open space between the trees of purple, leaves ranging from lighter tones, such as lavender, to darker, like that of the dahlia flower.

      At the sound of hooves on the rocky ground, I look up and find the most beautiful creature before me. The unicorn’s mane is gray with purple ends, and her hooves are golden. Her white coat shimmers in the sunlight, so bright I’d think she was the source of light if I didn’t know better. Beside her is a unicorn just the opposite. His coat is black as the night sky, and his mane is purple. He stands a head taller than his mate.

      “Welcome, Prince Aurelio.” Queen Frostlynn kisses him on the forehead between his prominent horns. “And Zanta.” She turns to me and does the same.

      Though I’ve met a unicorn before, never have they felt so powerful. Perhaps that is why they are the rulers over the land. Just her lips touching my head causes a glowing feeling of peace and comfort to come over me. Whatever I expected, all the fears I had melt away.

      “Please, come in.” King Kryden looks at me.

      I bow my head in respect.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Aurelio says, bowing his head as well.

      “You are always welcome guests in Miraunus.” Frostlynn smiles. “Now, come. Let us celebrate.” She leads the way through the massive tunnels.

      It is not what I expected in the least. The walls were encrusted with crystals which make the whole place glow and sparkle. Sconces are placed strategically to ensure the colors pop and the walls shine like nothing else could. I hope at one point tonight that I’m able to transform back into my human self simply so I can run my fingers over the stones without harming them.

      Light shines brightly from the opposite end of the tunnel, and I can’t help but feel excited, hoping we’re going toward it, wanting to see what’s on the other side. Frostlynn’s hooves click in a soothing rhythm against the stone floor and I follow the sound, unable to take my eyes away from the beauty surrounding us.

      Large stalactite crystals hang down from the ceiling, some forming patterns, appearing to be flowers.

      The light ahead is upon us now, so bright it’s almost blinding. I lower my eyelids, careful where I step as I force myself to continue following Frostlynn now and look ahead. The light is from the very sun, shining down through the open sky, with no ceiling overhead as we enter a large meadow within the heart of the caves.

      The sight is like nothing I’ve ever looked upon before. There is beauty everywhere. Crystals and flowers growing through one another, all over the walls, tables made from geodes. Trees with the purplest of leaves and a small well in the middle of the room, its water so dark I would think it were simply dirty if we weren’t in Miraunus.

      “Welcome to our home,” the king says loudly.

      The stomping of many hooves causes me to look up. Only now do I see there are more creatures around us, unicorns and centaurs and fauns, many I’ve never seen the like of before. All here to greet us on our night of celebration. Or, I suppose, one of our many nights.

      The noise echoes around the room, so much that I can feel the vibrations. But it’s still soothing and comforting.

      “Let the feast begin!” someone yells, though I don’t know who. Aurelio nudges me and I follow him, lying in the cool violet grass beneath the trees with plum leaves. Frostlynn and Kryden sit on their haunches and feast upon their salads and berries, offering us the same but including meat on the platters.

      We accept the food graciously and eat.
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* * *

      A DISTINCT COOL breeze sets in as we fly over the last bit of Humestia’s amber forests before reaching the cliffs and beyond to the sandy beaches that serve as the border to Seroceanus, the watery kingdom of mermaids, where all creatures of the sea dwell.

      Many mermaids and merman, even a few selkies, rest on their rocks, sitting above the water as they wait for us.

      King Drayton’s crown catches my attention as the middle jewel reflects sunlight and almost blinds me as we fly overhead before turning back and landing on the beach. Queen Rayne keeps her tail under water, but her upper body leans against a rock as she sits in the sand.

      “Aurelio!” she beams, looking up at us as we touch the ground, immediately changing form.

      “Rayne! It has been quite a long time since I last saw you.” Aurelio walks toward her, smiling.

      “Indeed. You were just a boy. And now look at you!” she exclaims, now standing. Her tail transforms into legs, a bit discerning to watch as I wasn’t expecting it. “Soon to be king, and now engaged to this lovely woman.” Queen Rayne reaches out a hand to me.

      I hurry forward and take it. “A pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty.” I curtsy.

      “Oh, the pleasure is ours.” King Drayton approaches, almost losing his balance as he walks in the sand. Understandable, considering how much time he spends not having legs at all.

      “Come. Let’s feast, and of course you’ll have to tell us the wedding plans, considering that we won’t be able to attend the ceremony.” Drayton leads us to a small area farther down the beach that he’s set up for us to have a meal, a table and benches carved from the sand itself.

      “Which we regret,” Rayne adds.

      “It is all well,” Aurelio assures them as he finds a nice place to sit before the driftwood bonfire. “Though if you truly want, I am sure we could somehow arrange it.”

      “Oh, we would not ask you to go through the trouble just for us. Your wedding day is about you and Zanta. Do not be saddened that we are not there, for we would hardly make a difference at all. I fear we wouldn’t be noticed simply because you two are so enamored with one another.” She laughs and gives our entwined hands a pointed look.

      Aurelio laughs with her. “Very well.”

      “Besides, how could we expect you to make accommodations for us in your kingdom when we cannot welcome you into ours?” King Drayton says.

      “’Tis true, as far as I am aware. It isn’t something I would enjoy putting to the test.” Aurelio waves his hand at the water as he speaks.

      “Ah, yes. That would be tragic. But enough about our homes. We wish to know more about this lovely woman at your side.” Drayton turns to me.

      “Thank you.” I feel my cheeks warm. “There is not much to tell, I fear. Aurelio’s mother saved me, his father took me in, and Aurelio himself has showered me with friendship and love I thought I’d never live to find.”

      “How darling,” Queen Rayne says, her head slightly tilted. Her voice, though kind, seems a bit as though she finds me more a child than anything.

      The beating of wings and a shadow overhead halt the conversation as we all look up. A light gray dragon flies toward us, landing in the sand nearby and shifting to human, running down the beach until he is beside Aurelio.

      “My sincerest apologies, Your Highness, but you must return to Dracameveo immediately,” he says so fast, the words almost crash together.

      “What is it, Graff?” Aurelio stands and turns to him, panic and worry all over his face.

      “The king needs you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      AFTER GIVING GRAFF careful instructions on where to find the carriage and to watch over Zanta on their journey home, I change into my dragon form and take flight, pushing myself to go as fast as I can, putting every bit of power I have into making it home before Father leaves.

      I land in the courtyard, shifting as my feet touch the ground, and run, shoving the door open, down the corridor, first looking in the grand hall. It remains empty. From there, I go to Father’s chambers, but they too are barren.

      I begin walking toward the only other room where I can think to find Father. It’s a short walk down the hall, and the door to Mother’s room is already open. I step inside and see Father sitting on the edge of her empty bed, her crown in his hands.

      “Father?” I take a step closer to him, moving slowly, trying to get a sense of what he’s thinking, why he called me home if it isn’t truly urgent.

      “Part of me can’t wait to leave, Aurelio. I know that doesn’t sound fair, but it’s true. I’ll get to see her again.” Father holds the crown a little higher as he looks up at me.

      “I may not be ready, but I can understand the sentiment. I wish I could see her as well.” I sit down on the bed beside him.

      “I have faith in you, son. I believe you are ready in every aspect but one.” Father sniffles, and turns so he’s looking at me. “There is a secret that only a few know,” he struggles to say. “One I’d hoped to better prepare you for, but I fear there isn’t much time now. I can feel myself slipping farther away with every second that passes.”

      “It’s all right Father. What is it? What’s the secret?” I nod, trying to tell myself it’s all going to work out in the end, that somehow he’ll survive and it won’t matter. But I know it isn’t true.

      “There’s a curse, Aurelio, one that I am forbidden to say more about, but if history repeats itself, it will take hold of you when you become king.”

      “Ignacio!” Castel runs into the room, sliding across the smooth floor as he tries to stop before Father. “Sire, the council is ready. My apologies for taking so long to return. Elder Waylon could not be found. We learned he was riding in the west fields, but he is here now, and we’re waiting in the council room.” He huffs, taking in deep breaths. Clearly he ran all the way here.

      “Thank you. I believe the timing could not be better. Let us go.” Father stands and follows Castel out of the room, leaving the crown on the bed.

      I follow both of them, worried that Father won’t tell me any more about the curse. I need to know what he was going to say, but my fears are unfounded.

      He lets Castel go ahead and walks beside me. “Remember my grandfather? The dragon king that went missing?” he asks.

      “I remember mention of him, no one knows what happened to him.” I try to recall more but nothing comes to mind.

      Father nods. “Go to Humestia, stay on the ground as much as you can, find the wizard who has the key, break the curse, and come home.”

      We march through the castle corridors and down the stairs, past many doors until we reach the one we need—a wooden door placed so tightly between two brick walls, not a sliver of light from the lone candle on the table can be seen between the cracks once it’s closed. Six faces illuminated, looking to King Ignacio—my father.

      Each council member watches curiously. Lady Estella looks sad, as if she has an idea as to why we’re all here. Lady Kiamora shivers, pushing her gray hair from her face and pulling her shawl higher on her frail shoulders. Lord Waylon looks angry, as usual, slumped over lazily in his seat as if he has somewhere better to be, his balding head reflecting the candlelight. Lord Oran is attentive, the youngest council member present, completely clueless. Castel tries to keep his features in check, showing no emotion, but I have no doubt that Father has told him the truth.

      “Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice.” Father clears his throat, avoiding looking anyone in the eye.

      Goose bumps raise up on my cold human skin.

      “I am dying.” Father proceeds to tell them what he’s already told me, matter-of-factly, with no emotion. Not like when he told me at all. No mention of Mother.

      I already know this, and yet I cannot help the wave of pain that washes over me once again. A gasp to my right—most likely Estella—silences my father for a moment as he lets the news settle. The rest of the room just watches, waiting for more to be said, perhaps a little unbelieving.

      He places his hands on either side of his crown and gently lifts it from his head. “I give my crown to Aurelio, my lasting son, that he may be king of Dracameveo.” He sets the cold ring of metal and jewels in my hands. The weight is more than I could have ever imagined.

      I kneel before my father for the last time—something I didn’t expect to do at only seventeen years old. “Thank you, Your Majesty. Know that I will do all within my power to make you proud.”

      He extends his arm, offering me his hand. I take it, and he pulls me to my feet. “Son, you have already made me proud.”

      “Thank you.” The words come out barely above a whisper.

      “Know that I give you and Zanta my blessing. I could not be happier for either one of you. May she be forever your one true love, your other half, your dragon mate, and your queen. Listen to your council.” Father looks to the members all watching him, both horrified and saddened. “But more importantly, listen to your heart. And be a dragon as often as you can be.” He smiles warmly, his eyes glossed over with tears.

      “Thank you. Let your heart lead and your wings soar.” Words I’d hoped I would not have to speak for such a long time—our parting wishes.

      Father bows his head to me. “I bid thee farewell as I take my final flight and spend my last moments in a place of peace.” Without another word, he opens the door and disappears down the dark corridor.

      I set the crown on the table and follow after him, wishing to watch his final flight, but someone grabs my arm, pulling me back. I turn to find Castel, Father’s brother, my uncle, looking at me with sorrow in his eyes. He shakes his head before stepping back in line with the other council members, who now all stand in the corridor as well. Five people looking at me with tears in their eyes, their hands over their hearts. And in a single movement, they fall to their knees, bowing to their soon-to-be new king.

      “He was a good king, Aurelio. I have no doubts you will be a great one.”

      “Thank you, Uncle.” I take a deep breath and look at my empty hands, not sure what to do from this point forward. I shift, to better face them. “You are all dismissed. We will meet for council tomorrow. But tonight, we mourn.” I nod and rush through the corridor until I reach the sconce at the end of the tunnel.

      I open the door and run, finding the nearest door leading outside, and am grateful the moon is shining brightly.

      I take a step toward it. A single raindrop falls on my cheek, rolling down it as if I’ve let my tears loose. I look to the sky, searching for my father’s dragon form, just to catch a glimpse of him one last time. But I have no such luck. He is gone.

      I fall to my knees, landing in the blue grass, and let my pain free, crying openly. It matters not if I am seen or heard. As my tears fall and land on the ground, clouds roll in, covering the moonlight. Rain falls as hard as my cries, and I know Father is gone. I am king. And it only rains when I cry now.

      “Your Highness?” A light voice calls out, but I do not answer. Unable to form words in my grief, I let her call.

      A hand touches my shoulder. I look up to see a soft light glow upon the cheekbones and kind eyes of Zanta. She looks at me with sadness, understanding what has happened. We all knew this day was near. “I am so sorry, Aurelio.” She kneels beside me, wrapping her arms around me, giving me comfort only she could.

      I cannot find words to speak, so I allow her to embrace me as I cry, the rain pouring down on us. But she does not shiver or complain, only allows me to lean into her.

      “Your father has found peace, and that is better than having to suffer,” she says after a moment has passed.

      “I know,” I whisper. “But that does not mean I was ready to lose him. Or to take his position as king.”

      “But a fine king you will make.” She leans away, cupping my cheek in her palm.

      “Thank you.” I stand, the rain less torrential now. “Come, let’s go inside where it is warm.” I reach out my hand to her.

      She takes it, lifting her skirts as she gets up. She wraps her arm around mine. “Indeed. You need rest, as tomorrow there will be much to do.”

      “I do not want to sleep. I would prefer not to be alone right now,” I say, trembling.

      Zanta looks up at me, meeting my eyes. “Of course. Let’s go to the kitchens and have a cup of cider.” She gently pats my hand.

      “Thank you.” My voice shakes, and I feel more tears begin to form. I hold back, not allowing myself to cry out more until we’ve reached the castle. There has been enough rain upon us for this night.

      “Of course.” She leads me along, never letting me go.

      Zanta was wise to suggest the kitchens. It’s warm with the fires burning strong, and it smells like a feast. Uncle or perhaps one of the other council members must have informed the cook that tomorrow, a new reign will begin. Many will be coming to pay their respects and a feast is what will be needed.

      Thinking of the cook, I jump back a bit, seeing her come around the corner. “Good evening, Your Majesty.” Belen curtsies.

      “Thank you, Belen, but I am not king yet. Tonight, I am still just Aurelio. Does everyone know?” I fear the responses, the heartbreak. But most of all, I fear how everyone will look to me for answers. To fix their problems. I fear what becoming king means.

      Belen nods. “Of course, Aurelio. What can I get for you?” she asks kindly, looking between me and Zanta.

      “Cider, please,” Zanta says and pushes me toward the table in the corner.

      “Of course.” Belen rushes to the opposite end of the room.

      Zanta sits across from me, our hands overlapped on the table. She looks at me with pure adoration, and even through the pain of losing my father tonight, she brings such joy to my heart.

      “Your cider.” Belen places two mugs on the table and disappears before I have a chance to thank her.

      “Zanta, how did you arrive so quickly?”

      “I took flight the moment we reached the carriage, leaving it to Graff to bring home. I did not want you to have to face this alone.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she whispers, standing and walking around the table. She sits beside me, pulling me into her embrace.

      “How is it that you are so wise?” I ask, grateful she is with me.

      “Because I learned from your father. Besides, someone has to be in order to keep you in check.” She sits up and looks at me, her lips crooking up in a grin.

      I find myself beginning to smile too, happy that Zanta came when she did. I run my fingers through her hair until my palm rests against the back of her head. I pull her closer, leaning in as I do, and kiss her forehead. “I appreciate it.”

      “I’m glad.” She looks up at me through her lashes.

      I reach around her and take my cup of cider, sipping it down, beginning to feel almost normal as the heated liquid warms me.

      “Now, I know you do not wish to be alone, and it is understandable. But you must get some rest. Not only do we have a wedding to prepare for, but your coronation.” She drinks some of her own cider before standing and taking my hand, pulling me toward her until I finally relent and allow her to lead me from the kitchen, through the corridor, up the stairs, and into the main hall.

      The room is empty, our every step echoing off the walls. Only a sliver of moonlight shines through the window, casting an eerie shadow across our path. I can’t help but stop and look around, seeing the room differently now. Tomorrow I will enter this hall, not as a prince, not as the king’s son, but as the king. The ruler of this land. Tomorrow I must break the people’s hearts with the news of their former king’s passing.

      “Do not dwell on it tonight, Aurelio. When the sun rises, you may worry—you may concern yourself with the things to come. But for now, you must get rest.” Zanta takes my hand once more and I follow her, still looking at the room, at the throne, and finally, at Zanta.

      It has been a long time since Dracameveo has known a queen. Zanta will sit on the throne beside me, and we will rule together. With her knowledge and abilities, I’ll hardly have any need for other council members.

      Uncle could retire, travel as he always says he will. The kingdom will be happier, well cared for, and no one will want for anything.
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* * *

      I STAND BEFORE my throne, my father’s crown upon my head, and keep my head held high, a straight face, and remain still as I watch the people enter the room—the members of the court and council, the staff, people from the cities beyond the castle.

      The room fills until there is only standing room, and barely any of that. Uncle Castel stands beside me on my right, Zanta to my left. I reach over and take her hand. She squeezes mine, comforting me in this trying moment that I grew up knowing one day would come.

      “People and dragons of Dracameveo, welcome. This day, we mourn the loss of our previous yet very dear King Ignacio. He left this land in the night and has flown home, wherever that may be.”

      A chorus of “Let his heart lead and his wings soar” fills the room.

      Uncle continues. “But while we are saddened, we shed no tears. For the king left on his own will, ready to leave, and he did so in peace. This day, we will celebrate as our new king, Aurelio, Ignacio’s son, takes the throne. Crowned by his very father, he is our ruler. I know he will be just and kind, swift and fair. Hail, King Aurelio,” he says loud enough that the whole room can hear him.

      Though in his human form, I feel he used his dragon voice. The ringing in my ears attest to that.

      A chorus of “Hail, King Aurelio” follows as everyone bows.

      The red-and-green flags of my father are taken down one by one and replaced with blue-and-gold ones. The sign of a new reign, a new king, a new dragon watching over the land.

      The room empties almost as quickly as it filled. People scurrying to get to work, to go about their chores, to return home and spread the news. Soon, the world will know that my father is gone and I have taken his place.

      “Thank you, Uncle.” I clap my hand on his shoulder as we watch the people disperse.

      “You are most welcome, Sire. You know that I am here for whatever you may need. This is a hard time, and not just because you have lost your father. Becoming king brings a weight no man can understand until it is upon him. There are many things expected of you, and while some may be easier to do than others, none of them will be without hard work.” He bows his head to me.

      “I understand, and I am prepared to do all that I can in order to keep this kingdom alive and protected.” I let my arm fall to my side.

      “Of course. I believe the first order of business should be speaking to the council. They had much to discuss with your father that they must now tell you.”

      “Certainly. Give me a moment.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” He bows his head and walks away, leaving me to speak with Zanta for a moment.

      I turn to her. “Thank you, love. You mean the world to me. And I am so sorry that your wedding won’t be as grand as I’d hoped, but tomorrow, we will wed, and you will be my queen.”

      “I love you too. There’s no need to apologize. I don’t care how fancy or large it is. I just am happy knowing I will be your wife, for I love you with all my heart.”

      I pull her closer. “Tonight I have something to show you. But first, I must go meet with my council members. I will find you later, my love.” I brush a hair from her face, running my palm across her cheek before having to leave her.

      Castel is waiting for me at the door. Once I’m beside him, we walk to the council chambers.

      I enter the room behind Castel and look to each face watching me as I take my father’s seat at the head of the table. A chill runs over me and I must breathe deeply, reminding myself that today is not one for rain. The world has been dark enough for a while. I blink a few times to make sure I’m stable before clearing my throat.

      “A new reign has begun,” I say, sitting tall in the chair despite the weight on my head. “My father ruled with strength, compassion, and kindness. I promise to do the same. I will be just and fair. I will not make rash decisions. I plan to ensure that this kingdom remains protected as it has been for thousands of years. But some things are going to change.” I try not to stare at any one person for too long, but there are a few members around this table that I long to remove from the council. And from the glares of hatred, I fear some may already know that.

      “I think you should leave things alone for a while. Let the people settle in with the idea of you as their king before you go disrupting their lives further,” Lord Waylon says, never easing his anger toward me.

      “While I agree that people should be given the chance to adjust, I say, make the changes you need now, for waiting will only make it more difficult,” Lady Estella says in a calm manner, side-glancing at Waylon with disdain.

      “How is that allowing anyone to become used to their new king? That doesn’t give them time at all, and that isn’t fair. We all need time. Or have you forgotten that we just lost our king?” Waylon slams his fist on the table, shaking it, a difficult feat considering it’s hard oak.

      Castel stands, his features calm, his fingertips pressed together. “Lord Waylon, may I remind you that some did not just lose a king, but family. And for that matter, you bow to a new king now, crowned by his father before him. This is no matter to treat so disrespectfully. Aurelio has been forced into a position he was not ready to fill. You will do well to remember that we are his council members, not brawling buddies. And if he sees it fit that things change now, so be it.” Uncle speaks forcibly, yet calmly as he makes his point clear.

      Waylon mutters under his breath, too quiet for me to make out his words. But he leans back in his seat and strokes his overly large chin.

      “Your Majesty, if I may inquire, what are the changes you wish to make so soon?” Lady Kiamora asks calmly.

      The room falls silent as everyone looks at me, waiting for a reply. Even Waylon straightens in his seat and seems to be paying closer attention.

      “For one, the kingdom will have a queen again. Though the wedding preparation were rushed for my father’s sake, I see no reason for all that work to be for nothing. The wedding will still be taking place tomorrow.” I tap my fingers against the armrests of the chair, squirming under their intense gazes as each council member looks at me, each with a different reaction—Castel with dismay, Kiamora and Oran with contentment. Waylon continues to glare, leaving only one smiling. Lady Estella seems to be happy with this choice, which is comforting, but I suppose I shouldn’t allow any of them to sway my decision.

      I could never imagine being with anyone but Zanta. She is strong in both body and mind, wise beyond her years, having already suffered much despite her age. She is beautiful and kind. Her smile is so bright, I fear if she were ever to frown for too long, the sun itself would stop shining.

      We have been best friends for seven years, whereas these councilors have been guiding me for all of one day. I have more reason than ever to believe that disbanding them is the correct move. How can they tell me the woman I love isn’t good enough when they know nothing about her?

      But it seems not to matter greatly. No one argues further or says they do not agree. Their previous remarks must have been enough on the issue.

      “If no one has anything more to add on the subject, I would ask that you return to your duties. You are all dismissed.”

      Everyone stands and moves to the door, disappearing one by one except for Castel, who remains seated. He gives me a knowing look and I too remain where I am, waiting for the others to leave.

      Once it’s just the two of us left, I nod, letting him know he can speak.

      “Aurelio, I understand Ignacio loved Zanta—perhaps more than he would have if the circumstances were different—and that you have his full blessing to marry her and make her queen. But I must ask you if you truly find it wise to marry so soon after your father’s death, immediately after your own coronation.”

      I sigh, having feared this conversation, wishing Uncle would let it go.

      “I had my doubts about marrying her so soon myself. It is not that I doubt my love for her, nor hers for me—just that I am so young. But I am king now, and there will never be another for me. The wedding preparations were already made so my father could be here. He can’t be, and that breaks my heart, but why throw away all the work put into it? Belen has made the food, guests have been invited, the dress is made. There is absolutely no reason not to marry her tomorrow. Before noon, I will marry Zanta, and she will become queen. But I need you to tell me how I can comfort you in this decision, as I am aware you do not approve of her. I just need to know I have your support, and so I am asking to hear what you have to say about her.”

      He gives me a perplexed look, his nose scrunched, eyebrows drawn together. “Sire, it is not that I disapprove of Zanta. I do not hold the same attachment to her that your father did, and clearly, I do not have a connection with her the way you do. I just worry that she marries you for the wrong reasons. She was a farm girl living at the edge of the kingdom when her village was attacked and only she survived. I just find the whole situation odd, and it makes me wonder and worry about her intentions.” He rubs his palm over his forehead.

      “Uncle.” I lean forward, and rest my hand on his shoulder. “I know without a doubt that Zanta’s feelings for me are true. She does not care for riches or to be royalty. Often, I find she has slept with the servants because she does not feel like she belongs here, and that is not something I can allow. This is her home just as much as it is mine or yours. I trust her enough to give her my kingdom. And while I understand that you cannot make your feelings change overnight, I ask that you give her a chance. It has been seven years. What more could she do to prove herself?”

      “I understand, Aurelio, and I will try to set my feelings aside. But understand that it has been seven years for you, for her, but the kingdom does not know her that way. She is still just a farm girl who was rescued by the queen,” he says.

      “The queen, my mother, your sister-in-law, gave her life to save Zanta. In seven years, Zanta has worked with the servants, never afraid to get her hands dirty. What else is needed than her love for me?”

      “I suppose you’re right. It just seems so odd to me that the queen died saving her, and now only a week after you proposed to her, the king is gone too.”

      “Did my father not tell you he was dying right after he told me? I proposed so soon because my father asked me to so he could be here for it.”

      “You mentioned that, but I did not realize Ignacio knew of the proposal beforehand. Perhaps you are right, and my worrying is for naught. I shall trust you on the matter, Aurelio. I only wished to voice my concerns. I fear that after tomorrow, there won’t be another chance to talk to you at all. Or her.” He chuckles, teasing.

      I laugh with him. “Thank you for understanding. I’m glad I can trust you. Aside from Zanta, you are the one person I know I could entrust with my kingdom.”

      “Of course. It gladdens me to hear that. But I must ask that you don’t let anything happen to you because truly, I do not want to rule.” He laughs again, but now it is more solemn and less joyful.

      “I don’t plan on going anywhere, Uncle. It’s just good to know who I can count on. I believe the council tries their best, but they do make mistakes.” My words aren’t completely honest, though. There are some on the council I do not trust at all.

      “Dear boy, don’t think about it tonight. No matter my personal fears, I do know that you love her, and she appears to love you. I am an old man and shall keep my thoughts to myself unless I have proof that someone has ill intentions toward you, perhaps the same person who poisoned your father. Tomorrow, everything changes.” He stands and claps me on the back. “You will not have to rule alone, despite the disbanding of your council. I trust you to make the best choices for this kingdom, just as I trusted your father.”

      “Thank you, Uncle. I appreciate your wisdom. I will see you in the morning.” I look at him, waiting for an answer before I go.

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss the wedding for anything.” He laughs.

      “Neither would I.” I laugh with him. “Good night.” I close the door as I go and begin the long walk back to my own chambers, which are right beside Zanta’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      I HATE WATCHING AURELIO feel so distressed, so sad, and now carrying a load more to worry about. But I let him leave, following his uncle to their meeting.

      Castel looks back at me where I stand on the dais, and gives me a look, not quite a glare but close to it—a look of disdain, perhaps. He’s never liked me and it’s something I’ve always known, though I can’t imagine why. I’ve never done or said anything to make him hate me, yet he does.

      I go to the kitchen, knowing I will not get to spend any time with Aurelio today, or perhaps for the next month, despite his promise that the wedding is still happening tomorrow. Belen is cooking as much as she can, occasionally stirring three pots over one fire, a roasting pig above the other. She rushes back and forth to make sure everything is cooked properly. Her assistants work on kneading the bread and cooking desserts of all kinds. One woman cuts up vegetable while another slices fruit, glancing up at me as I walk by and offering a small smile.

      Belen wipes sweat from her brow.

      “What can I do to help?” I grab an apron from the peg on the wall and wrap it around my waist, tying it behind my back.

      “Absolutely not. I can’t allow the future queen to be in here helping prepare food when she should be out there celebrating.” Belen waives the spoon she’s holding.

      “If you think anything changes with the title before my name you are most mistaken. Now, I won’t take no for an answer so tell me how I can help.”

      “Oh, very well. Thank you, my dear. Here. You can begin washing the potatoes.” She points to the pile of them on the ground in the corner.

      “Of course.” I get a bowl and go outside to retrieve some water. The sun shines and it’s warmer than last night, but a bit of the storm left in the wake of Aurelio’s tears still remains, and the water feels as cold as the snow on the mountains.

      I hurry and return to the warmth of the kitchen, grateful for that as I dip my hands repeatedly into the water, scrubbing the dirt and grime from each potato.

      While I work, keeping to the corner of the room and out of the way, I hear snippets of talk from the maids and servants as they go by. “Do you know how the king died?” One would ask. “No, but I hear he went peacefully, unlike his dear wife,” the other would reply before they rushed off to finish their chores.

      Thinking of Queen Dargiana brings back painful memories. Things I wish I could erase from my mind. The day I met Aurelio’s mother.

      Seven years ago—such a bright and warm day. All was good in the world, and there wasn’t a bit of sadness to be found even if one looked. Until a shadow fell on a village in the east, and soon, everything was aflame. Dragons, our own kind, had attacked for no reason that could be seen or found. Plenty of dragons flew in and thwarted the attackers’ efforts to completely destroy the village and the people within, even King Ignacio—he could not let harm come to his people.

      The king and his army drove the enemies away, saving the town from more damage. But theirs wasn’t the only village being attacked. To the north, more dragons came down and began destroying everything.

      The world was dark as twenty or more full-grown dragons flew overhead, burning everything to the ground. Mother and Father were knocked unconscious, stuck in their human forms, trapped beneath the fallen beams of our home, burning to ashes. Only nine years old, unable to shift into my dragon form, I cowered in the corner, waiting for fire and death to find me when a dragon of forest green swooped overhead and fought her way through her enemies, forcing them back with her mere presence. But three were undaunted and attacked the queen. They fought, Dargiana never relenting. She put all her power into protecting a lone girl stuck in a burning cottage.

      With a mighty blow from her attackers, the queen fell into a heap, destroying what was left of the house. There she lay, breathing heavily, scales ripped from her skin. Bleeding, her wings torn, the queen rose, picking me up with talons the size of my arm, flying me to the safety of the castle. But she did not stay with me.

      Instead, she flew back out to protect anyone else she could find. When the king arrived moments later, victorious in his battles, he was alerted to his wife’s situation.

      I never saw the queen again, but it is said that they found her body atop three other dragons, holding them in place with her magic as her dying act. To protect her kingdom, to save me. The king banished the captured dragons to Humestia, the land of evil, a place where once one is sent there, no one can leave. Knowing the queen died saving me, King Ignacio gave me a room in the palace and allowed me to call it my home.

      I reach for another potato, but only find the empty bowl. Having finished, I wipe the tears from my eyes and deliver the clean potatoes to Belen. “Thank you, my dear. There’s a pile of dishes there, if you could wash them as well.” She points to the stack of bowls and ladles and spoons stacked in the corner. “We need them so we can continue preparing food.”

      “Yes.” I nod and begin carrying armfuls of dishes outside, where I return to the well, sit on its edge, and begin cleaning out every dirty dish.

      I hum to keep myself from growing bored and letting my mind return to my earlier thoughts. I find rhythm in the bird song and the clattering metal as I scrub, the clomping of feet as soldiers and guards and other servants walk by.

      [image: ]
* * *

      LAUGHTER FROM THE dining hall can be heard throughout the corridors surrounding it clear down in the kitchens where Belen is slumped over the table in the corner. A few serving girls lie on the floor, exhausted from cooking all day. Mel and Ivan go back and forth, getting more food on their platters before returning to the hall to serve it.

      I brush off my apron before untying it and returning it to the peg where I got it. I sneak out the kitchen door as quietly as I can so as not to disturb anyone and walk through the soft azure grass, grateful that even as night has fallen, the temperature has stayed quite warm, though I can’t help but give the well a look of disdain as I pass by it. My fingers are still cold.

      I walk past the stables and through the gardens, enjoying the butterflies that flutter at night, the glow bugs that provide light. I spin around, happy to be surrounded by flowers and life of all kinds.

      My heart nearly slams out of my chest as Aurelio appears from the shadows, taking my hand in his and continuing to spin, now leading me in a dance. I laugh and allow it, not wanting to chide him for startling me because I’m just happy I get to see him at all.

      He spins me around, guiding me back to him until I’m in his embrace, my arms trapped against his broad chest. He leans closer, brushing a kiss against my lips

      “What are you doing out here, not attending to your guests?” I grin, unable to stop myself even as I ask him a serious question.

      “One of my guests didn’t arrive on time and I worried for her safety, so I came looking to see why she did not come. I found her dancing in the gardens, and when I saw her beauty and grace, I could not stop myself from joining her rather than noting she was well and returning to the feast.” He glances down at me, a small grin pulling at his lips, but his eyes are serious and he looks upon me as if he has found the only thing he needs.

      “Perhaps this guest did not want to distract the king, and so she felt it best not to come at all. Did that occur to you?” I keep his gaze, not looking away.

      “No, it did not. I’ve been inside wondering where this beauty could be, for I was most in need of a distraction, and none was to be found.”

      “Oh, Aurelio.” I laugh, shaking my head. “You do not need to be distracted right now.”

      “Oh, but I do. Besides, this feast is for you just as much as it is for me.” He raises an eyebrow, smirking now as he leans closer, so close I can feel his breath on my lips.

      “No,” I whisper. “This is not our engagement dinner. This is your coronation feast.” I say the words, but all I feel is the desire for him to stop staring and to kiss me.

      “I know.” He closes the distance, his lips on mine.

      I wriggle my hands loose and wrap them around his neck, pulling him closer. “Then why are you still out here?” I ask, taking a breath before kissing him again.

      “Because being out here seems so much more fun than being in there right now.” He laughs.

      “King Aurelio, I must demand that you return to the feast they are having for you.” I take a step back, releasing my hold on him. I say it with a grin, but sternly.

      “What if I refuse?” He takes a step toward me, trying to close the distance I created.

      But I take another step away, refusing to let him be distracted by me. “I won’t let that happen. Even if I must go in there with you.” I say the words, only realizing my mistake too late.

      “Well, then.” He smirks, not missing a beat. “After you, my lady.” He bows graciously, all for show, to make a point.

      I pick up my skirts, and with a “hmph,” I lead the way to the feast. Aurelio beats me to the door, opening it for me. I look in his direction, but say nothing as I go through.

      We enter the grand hall and find everyone looking toward us, but it only lasts a moment before they begin eating once more, the music ringing throughout the room.

      Aurelio leads me to the head of the table. The only empty seat is right beside his, where his mother once sat next to his father.

      “I cannot sit there, Aurelio. It would not be right,” I protest, no longer just pretending I don’t want to be here.

      “Why ever not?” He nudges against my back, encouraging me to continue walking.

      “Because that seat is for the queen, and we are not married yet.” I turn, walking backwards so I can look him in the eye as I protest.

      “One night of sitting upon the throne before we’re married will do no harm,” he assures me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      AS WE EAT supper, I can’t stop staring at Zanta, watching her and counting down the moments until I’ll have her all to myself. I look around the room and notice Lord Waylon glaring at her and I have to wonder if he’s upset over where she’s sitting, despite the fact that we’ll be married tomorrow and that will be her rightful seat anyway.

      The sun has long set and the festivities have begun to slow as people make their way home.

      “Uncle.” I lean over and whisper to him. He looks at me, giving me his attention. “Would you please see the last of our guests out?”

      “Of course, Sire.” He nods solemnly.

      “Are you done?” I move closer to Zanta.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Good. I want to show you something.” I stand and pull out her chair, linking our arms once she’s beside me.

      We stroll down the corridors, not in a hurry, just enjoying the relaxing evening.

      When we arrive outside Mother’s old chambers, I open the door. “Your new quarters.” The maids I have arranged to be Zanta’s ladies-in-waiting have prepared the bed and started a fire to warm up the room, as it has gone so long without being used. A fresh bouquet of flowers in a tall glass vase sits on the end table, and everything has been cleaned.

      Zanta walks in and looks around, taking it all in before finally turning back to me. “No. This can’t possibly be true. I can’t take this gift, Aurelio.”

      “Whether you take it or not, ’tis yours. The suite is reserved for the queen, and after tomorrow, that will be you.” I kiss her forehead before facing the three maids standing beside the opposite wall, waiting for instructions. “And these are your ladies-in-waiting.” I lead her to them.

      “’Tis truly an honor, miss.” The first and tallest curtsies. “I am Georgianna.”

      The second follows her example. “I am Shyla.”

      “And I am Imani.” The third curtsies as well.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much!”

      “Our pleasure. We will leave you for the evening, but will return in the morning to help you prepare for your wedding.” They all curtsy one more time before filing out of the room.

      Zanta continues exploring, going room to room and looking everything over. She opens the armoire still filled with mother’s brand-new, never worn before dresses. “I, uh, left those there because they’re still new and thought you may be interested in any of them. They could easily be customized for you. But if you’d prefer I can have them removed right away. Either way I’ve already called for the seamstress to pay you a visit in two days’ time.”

      “This is amazing, Aurelio. How could I possibly thank you for all of this?” She spins around, laughing.

      “No need. But there’s one last thing I must show you before I retire for the evening. We should both be well rested for tomorrow.”

      “Yes?” She stops just in front of me, grinning ear to ear.

      I walk to the wall beside the armoire and pull open one of the panels, a secret door Mother showed me, a place where she could keep her most precious jewelry pieces. Sitting upon its velvet pillow is the golden crown, metal vines twisting around the circlet, imbedded with sapphires and topaz in every shade of blue.

      “It’s gorgeous,” she mutters, reaching into the cubby and pulling out the crown. “I couldn’t possibly wear this.”

      “My mother would love seeing you wear it—she wouldn’t want it sitting in there, hidden away from the world. Will you please?” I gently take it from her hands and place it on her head.

      She turns and looks in the full-length mirror. “For you, yes.” She smiles.

      “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      THE SUN BEAMS brightly through the sliver of window not blocked by the drapes. I stretch my arms over my head, arching my back, before sliding back under the covers, rubbing at my eyes and turning so the light isn’t in my face.

      “Good morning, my lady,” three voices say in unison.

      I jump back, turning while still sitting in bed, to find three maids standing at the end of it. “Good morning,” I reply, not sure what to do. I wasn’t expecting my new maids to be waiting for me when I woke up this morning despite their titles.

      “Good morning, my lady. We are here to help you prepare for the wedding, if you would like.” Georgianna steps aside, and I see my wedding dress draped over one of the chairs in the sitting room behind her. Made of blue fabric that shimmers, the whole gown is stunning, with embroidered flowers and lace from the bodice all the way down the skirt.

      I step out of bed and approach it slowly, as if fearing it will disappear if I move too quickly. I run my fingers across the chiffon over the silk skirt. I use my thumbs and forefingers to grab the shoulders of the dress and pick it up, holding it against me as I look in the mirror. “Is it really my wedding day?” I can’t help but bounce up and down at the thought.

      “It is, and we’d best be getting you ready for it. First, a light breakfast. Then you must bathe. After that, Shyla will put powders and blush on your face while Imani does your hair. Does that sound acceptable to you, my lady?” Georgianna asks.

      “That all sounds lovely,” I say, still looking in the mirror. “But first, I would like to see Aurelio. Do any of you know where I might find him?” I look up, searching each of their faces.

      They all seem a bit confused. “No, ma’am. I am afraid we do not. But he instructed us to help you in any way we can, so if it is your wish, I can fetch him for you.”

      “Thank you, Georgianna. I would appreciate that. I presume Shyla and Imani can help me prepare a bath in the meantime.” I look to each of them, and they both nod in agreement.

      “Yes, of course,” all three say before dispersing, the tallest going to find my soon-to-be husband, and the others going to get a bath started for me. I wander the room, amazed it’s all mine.

      Shyla and Imani return in no time, a bath drawn and ready. I begin to undress just as Georgianna returns, a bit panicked. “Lady Zanta,” she blurts out before pausing to catch her breath. “You should come with me right away.” She’s still breathing heavily, which concerns me. How far did she have to run?

      “What is it?” I hurriedly do my nightgown up again, slide my arms into the robe Shyla holds up for me and step into a pair of slippers.

      “The king appears to be in a bit of trouble. He asked me to get you immediately. He wishes for you to meet him in the meadow just past the gardens.” The girl’s face is pale, her voice filled with worry.

      I don’t wait for more explanation, but instead, run through the corridors, racing to get to Aurelio as fast as possible. What could happen that he would need me out there today of all days, and in such a panicked hurry? My heart does a funny flip, beating, but feeling like it’s not doing so correctly. I fear I may not make it to Aurelio before my heart stops working from worry.

      I race past servants and guards going in and out of the castle, just doing their daily chores. I run through the courtyard and into the gardens.

      When I reach the meadow, Aurelio stands there as a dragon, not moving, not saying anything. He looks at me, watches me approach. Something shines in the corner of his eye, and I realize he’s trying to hold back tears.

      I look up to the sky, searching for the rain clouds that are no doubt on their way. “Aurelio, what’s going on?” I run my hand across one of his scales, looking up at him and wondering what stops him from shifting, wrapping his arms around me, and telling me everything is going to be all right.

      “I love you so much, but I fear today will not bring all that we hoped it would.” His voice breaks, and the sunlight disappears as clouds roll in.

      “I love you too, but I don’t understand. What’s going on? Why are we not both getting ready for our wedding?” I look around, wondering if this is a ruse. A game. But he would not cry if it were.

      “I cannot shift back into my human form. I have tried. I’ve been out here trying all night long. Since midnight last night, I’ve been a dragon, and I don’t know what to do.”

      A small gasp escapes me. “What do you mean, you can’t shift back? How is that possible?” I look him up and down, not understanding. I’ve never heard of a shifter not being able to shift. “Why don’t we have the ceremony out here, then? We’ll get married as dragons rather than humans. It’s what we are, after all. Why does it matter which form we’re in?” I offer, trying to stay positive, hoping the wedding isn’t called off.

      “That is a lot to change at a moment’s notice for an event so big. I do not want you to have to give up the dress and the crown for your wedding. Perhaps if I sleep, I’ll be able to shift back, and all will be well.”

      “Love, this is our wedding, and I don’t care if I have to wear a dirty old rag. I just want to marry you. Dragon, human—it doesn’t matter to me.” I step back and will myself to shift to prove to him that I mean it.

      But as I take calming breaths and attempt the change, nothing happens. I remain human, standing in the meadow, a dragon towering over me.

      I look at my hands, willing them to change into talons. But nothing shifts. Nothing moves at all. And another gasp comes out of my mouth. I look up at Aurelio.

      “What is going on? Why can’t I shift?” I try again.

      “I fear, though I am still uncertain, that you have both been cursed,” Castel says with a cringe.

      “Oh,” Aurelio says at the same time I ask, “What?”

      Castel wanders slowly toward us, looking forlorn and saddened.

      “By whom? And why?” I ask, trying to remain as calm as he is.

      “I do not know, Zanta, but I have seen this before. Is it not true that Aurelio is stuck in his dragon body, while you remain human?” Castel asks me.

      “That is true.” I nod.

      “Father tried to warn me of this.” Aurelio hangs his head. Before I can question him, Castel speaks.

      “Sire, one of Zanta’s maids came to me after sending her out here, and told me what she thought might be going on. Tell me how I may assist you.” He bows.

      “Is there nothing we can do to fix this immediately?” Aurelio asks.

      “I do not know—”

      “What of true love’s kiss? It is said to be a way to break any curse or spell.” The words escape me the moment the idea comes to me.

      “It’s worth a try. Right now, I’d do just about anything to be able to wrap my arms around you and kiss you. To see you all dressed up, to vow my love to you forever.” Aurelio’s voice shakes, and seeing him so scared and distressed worries me more than anything. He is my rock, my stronghold.

      He bends down as I lean forward and kiss him quickly on the mouth, hoping it works the first time considering how awkward it is in our current forms. But nothing happens—there is no change. A deep, ugly feeling settles in the pit of my stomach as I realize we have no way out of this. It isn’t something we can just fix. We’re trapped until we figure out who cursed us, and why.

      And what do we do when that’s figured out? What if whoever did this wants us to be separated forever? Our engagement parties ended last night. The entire world is aware of what today is for us. Well, what it was going to be.

      “I feared that may not work,” Castel speaks again. “As I was trying to explain, I have seen a curse quite like this before. I did not experience it myself.” He clears his throat.

      “Go on,” Aurelio says.

      Castel looks back and forth between us, his brows furrowed, before continuing. “Right after Ignacio became king, he disappeared for a few days—maybe a week. When he returned, he seemed a bit haunted, but he would never tell me what happened. All I know is that I was left to rule the kingdom with no warning until he returned. I don’t think he quite got over whatever it was that happened. Much later, Dargiana told me a bit of what Ignacio said to her. He couldn’t change from his dragon form—he was a prisoner in his own body. And when he couldn’t find answers here in Dracameveo, he traveled east in search of a wizard who was rumored to be able to cure anything. Beyond that, I know nothing of what happened when he left.” Castel finishes his story and looks down as if hiding his face.

      “Father mentioned a wizard,” Aurelio says, again seeming embarrassed.

      I’m wondering why, and worried about what’s going to happen now. Today is supposed to be my wedding day, and instead, not only am I not getting married, but the love of my life may be leaving on a journey that could take him weeks.

      “Did he say anything else?” Castel asks.

      “He told me to go to Humestia. To stay on the ground as much as I could, find the wizard with the key, break the curse, and come home. Do you know what any of that means?”

      “I do not know, Sire, but I fear that following those instructions is the only way out of this. We do not know any other solution to your problem. The only difference from what your father went through is that the love of your life is trapped in this curse too. But at least she can remain here and help me watch over the kingdom while you’re gone.” Castel looks sad, but I fear his intent.

      If he wanted to take over the kingdom, why didn’t he do it while Ignacio was away? But that doesn’t mean he’s innocent in all this. What if something prevented that from happening those years ago? There could be any number of reasons.

      “I’ll go.” I step forward, reminding them that I am present. “I’ll go in search of the answers. Aurelio is king, and he is needed here.”

      “Zanta, my father warned me about this before he died. He made it clear that it was my curse. It would be best if I go. Castel is right—by law, he is to watch over the kingdom if the king cannot. You’re going to be queen, and there is still much for you to learn. This is the best option. Stay here, learn from my uncle, and keep the kingdom running in my absence. I will go in search of the wizard and freedom from our newfound prisons.”

      “What if it’s a trap?” I ask.

      “We’re already trapped, Zanta,” Aurelio replies.

      “What if whoever did this chose this curse because they knew it would get you out of the kingdom?” I argue, not wanting him to leave. My wariness of Castel increases tenfold.

      Aurelio leans down again, close to me, looking right into my eyes. “I trust you with all my heart. Protect my kingdom while I am gone. Castel will be there every step of the way, and he will help however he can. Please, Zanta, trust me as I trust you. I want to be with you more than anything. I will be careful, make wise decisions, and I promise I will come back to you.”

      Tears form in my eyes. I blink, causing them to roll down my cheeks. Goose bumps cover my arms and I feel a coldness like nothing before, almost as if I’m empty inside.

      “You’d better, Aurelio. Make it home. I love you. Let your heart lead and your wings soar.” I rest my hand on his jaw, not wanting to let him go, but knowing the sooner I do, the sooner he can return.

      “I love you too.” In one swoop, he turns and flaps his wings, stirring up a fierce wind.

      Castel holds up a hand, protecting his face. I let the wind toy with my hair and surround me, envelop me. I watch as Aurelio takes flight and disappears slowly, becoming smaller and smaller the farther away he gets.

      “My lady,” Castel says. From his tone of voice, it seems he has been talking to me and I’ve heard nothing.

      “Yes?” I look at him.

      “I am sorry to add to your burden, but we must announce to the people that the wedding will not be taking place today.” He holds his hands in front of him, slightly leaning over, looking more and more apologetic.

      “Of course.” I nod and begin walking back toward the castle—what else can we do to make this day even worse?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      I FLY EAST UNTIL my wings demand a break just as I reach the forests of Fabulum and slowly descend until I see the road. Once on the ground, I turn and find the path leading deeper and deeper into the land.

      Going on foot as a dragon is the most difficult way to travel, but my wings ache so I force myself to walk. There is a constant feeling of being surrounded, too many things close by, and I begin to feel like there isn’t enough air. I won’t be able to breathe.

      It makes me wonder if all dragons feel this way when walking when they could be flying. But I go on, ignoring the pressure and the senseless headache trying to spread. I walk and walk, knowing this may be the only chance I have at escaping this torture. And if I’m feeling like this after only a few hours, how will it be in a week?

      What will I do if I can’t find the wizard? Worse yet, what will Zanta do? I’ve left her in charge of Dracameveo before we even had a chance to get married. I dropped the task on her, knowing I could never let her go on this journey.

      I only hope Castel will set aside his feelings of unease and help her. Guide her. Teach her how to be queen. It is no easy task, becoming ruler over any land all in one fell swoop. I should know.

      A small whisper of sound, flapping wings, like a hummingbird in comparison to my own movement, catches my attention. Of course my presence will disrupt the fairies’ lives. How could I expect it not to? When dragons visit their lands, they come in human form. These roads would not be used by someone like me.

      More and more, I’m beginning to see the disadvantages of being a dragon. Never before has it caused me so much trouble.

      “Shift into your human form or suffer, dragon! You break the treaty between your king and mine, and the consequences will be great.” A small—or perhaps regular size, and only small to me—teal-winged fairy appears in front of me, batting her wings as fast as they will move, her spear in my face as she glares, waiting for me to comply.

      “Please listen to me carefully,” I begin, hoping she will listen.

      “Do not speak. Shift into your human form or suffer,” she repeats.

      I try to keep my voice calm and low so as not to hurt her delicate ears with the harshness of my dragon voice. “I cannot shift, but I promise you, I mean no harm.”

      “I’d do as Moth says. She can be feisty.”

      “I am trying to tell you that I cannot shift into my human form. I am King Aurelio. Please, I mean no harm. I only wish to travel on foot a short distance, and then I will take flight once more.”

      “I am sorry, dragon.” The male fairy spits the words. “But if you refuse to abide by the law, we will be forced to take you to see Her Majesty, Queen Calassida, to face the consequences.”

      “Very well.” I nod, knowing there is no point in arguing. They aren’t listening, and the queen could be very helpful.

      Moth takes the lead while the other fairy flies close behind me as we walk toward the tree castle. The closer we get, the more fairies begin flying beside me, surrounding me, many watching from the safety of their hiding places among the leaves.

      Just outside the castle where Zanta and I were only days before celebrating our engagement, one of the guards speaks.

      “You are scaring the younglings. We must know why you travel through our forests as a dragon,” he says, his voice shaking.

      “I am King Aurelio of Dracameveo. I cannot fly, and I am unable to shift back into my human form at this time. I mean no harm. I simply wish to pass through your lands and beyond,” I repeat, unable to help the frustration in my tone.

      “Your Majesty, what has happened?” Queen Calassida asks, suddenly flying up in front of me, joining the other two. Her brows furrow and she comes a little nearer, looking as if she wishes to comfort me but not knowing how, and a little afraid to be that close to me.

      “It is a long story, one I don’t entirely know. I am in a hurry, yet I must travel on foot. Please, Queen Calassida, grant me safe passage through your lands that I may be on my way,” I ask, willing to get down on my knees and beg.

      “Of course. You are a friend and trusted ally. We will help in any way we can.”

      “Thank you.” I bow my head.

      “You are most welcome. Now, what do you need?” she asks.

      “A clear path,” I say.

      Each fairy moves to the side, disappearing behind the trees. I might not be able to find what I’m looking for if I fly, but at least I can run.

      [image: ]
* * *

      DESPITE FATHER’S INSTRUCTIONS to stay on the ground as much as I can—though I’m not sure if he meant for the entirety of my journey, or only while in Humestia—I don’t dare stay on the ground elsewhere, but fly, forcing myself to continue pushing on.

      The purple leaves of Miraunus are almost gone, the red forests of Humestia beginning to appear down the path. Night has fallen, and only the moonlight guides my way. I don’t dare sleep in the forbidden lands, so before I reach the border, I go off the path and find a comfortable place to rest amongst the trees.

      But despite the comfort of leaves padding the ground and the soothing whisper of wind brushing through the land, I can’t find the will to close my eyes and relax. So much worry overcomes me. How has Zanta fared on her first day as acting queen?

      I can only hope she’s done better than I have today. I sigh and take a deep breath, forcing myself to be rid of all ill thoughts. I will find the wizard, I will find the answer, and I will find my way back home. This is only temporary. My father overcame this very battle, and so will I.

      “I’m going to fix this, love,” I whisper into the wind, letting my words be carried home. I close my eyes and rest.

      When the sun touches my face, I open my eyes and stand, stretching all my sore, cramped muscles. I realize I should have packed some food. The grumbling in my stomach wishes I had. But with no one around for miles, I must walk forward and hope that despite the forbidden lands being filled with criminals and outcasts, someone will be kind enough to share a bite of food with me.

      I cross over into Humestia, an odd sensation pressing against me as I walk through the invisible barrier keeping the banished within, wishing I could have found the wizard long before coming to this point. But with no sign of him, no one knowing if he even exists, I continue on and hope that perhaps he is here. Any farther and I’ll find myself in the mountains, crossing over to the ocean, and there couldn’t possibly be a wizard in the ocean with the mermaids.

      I certainly hope not. I might be able to swim, but not for that long.

      An eerie silence rests over the land. With every step, I wish I could turn back, run home, find the answers I need back there. But more and more, I am grateful I did not allow Zanta to take my place on this journey. She might struggle with learning to become a ruler, but at least I know she is safe, and surrounded by people who love her.

      I notice the lack of sounds. No flapping of wings or pounding hooves or feet hitting the ground. A small breeze causes the leaves and trees to stir, but only slightly. Anything, anyone could be hiding in the foliage, just waiting to attack me for no reason.

      These lands aren’t forbidden for nothing. Only those who have done something unthinkable, unforgivable, have been sent here, cast from their homes to live in a land where only evil could dwell.

      A shiver runs up my spine. I can’t let fear drive me. I walk for Zanta, for love. I will make it through this peacefully, and the wizard will fix my problems. I nod to reassure myself.

      Something darts across my path, and all that peace drains from me. I take another deep breath and focus, searching for whatever it is that mocks me. But nothing reappears or runs past me again, so I take another step forward. And another. I relax a little, but keep my senses on alert, searching for any suspicious sounds or movement.

      A small pond reflects the sunlight, catching my attention. I run toward it, grateful for a place to stop and rest for a moment, and to get a drink. Perhaps I’ll find food as well.

      I reach the edge of the water and lean down, gulping up as much as I can. Finally, when I feel like I’m not going to die of thirst, I sit on the ground and fold my wings behind me.

      A small laugh catches my attention, and something darts past me. I stand up and turn, searching for whoever is taunting me, but no one is there, at least not visibly.

      With an audible “hmph” I continue on, walking around the water and returning to the path. Not ten steps farther down the road, the creature goes running by me again. I reach out my claws and catch him before he’s able to get past.

      “What do we have here?” I growl.

      “Put me down, you filthy wyrm,” the satyr spits.

      “You have been tormenting me since I entered this cursed land. I quite literally hold your life in my hands, and yet you still choose to insult me?” I cluck my tongue.

      “You do not frighten me. If I was able to spook you so easily, imagine what something dangerous could do.” He laughs maniacally.

      “What is your name?” I bring him closer to my face.

      “Why would I tell you? Do you like to know the name of your food before you devour it?” He spits again.

      “No, I just like to properly threaten those who bother me,” I say coolly, keeping my voice even and low.

      The satyr wipes the sheen of sweat from his brow. “Khende,” he whispers. “My name is Khende.”

      “Why are you following me, Khende?” I ask, the look I give him driving more fear into him.

      “Humestia’s a nasty place. Those who live here will kill you for sport if they feel the desire. Having so little contact with others can drive anyone insane. I saw a newcomer and thought it would be fun to have a bit of sport. That’s all. Now put me down.” He tries to be commanding, but his gulping makes him appear more comical.

      “I am not a newcomer—I’m just passing through. Be on your way and leave me alone.” I drop him and continue walking.

      “Would a little company kill you?” He brushes himself off and walks beside me.

      “No, but I don’t want it, so go away.” My stomach growls, the pain from hunger becoming more and more unbearable.

      “I can get you food,” he says, sounding matter of fact, still keeping up with me.

      “Why would I trust you enough to eat whatever food you brought me? You just informed me that those who live here kill for fun.” I don’t know why I even bother responding at this point. Khende isn’t listening.

      “If I planned to kill you, I wouldn’t have told you that. Besides, does it look like I have the ability? You need food so that if a real threat gets in your way, you can protect yourself. You are weakened.” He has good points.

      I stop walking and think on it. What are the odds that he wants me dead? Truly, I can’t keep going on an empty stomach. Starving myself won’t help anyone. And as a dragon, I’m far hungrier than I am when I’m human.

      I look down at the satyr. “Where would you get food for me?”

      “Here.” He opens a pouch hanging from around his waist and pulls out a cloth filled with meats and cheeses. He holds it out to me.

      I try to take one piece, but end up taking the cloth and all in one bite. “Thank you. But I’m going to need more than that.” I sneeze and cough out the cloth.

      Khende looks down at his napkin, thoroughly disgusted. “Of course. This path will take us past the fields where a herd of cattle often grazes. It’s another hour’s walk from here. Can you wait that long?”

      “Yes.” I grunt. “Why are you helping me?”

      “I’ve nothing else to do. There is no life here. It’s a free-for-all. I’m on my own to avoid getting into one of the battles fought by those who believe they should rule this place. You clearly have no idea what you’re doing, which reminds me—why are you here? Where are you going that you—a great dragon—would need to travel on foot?”

      I find it amusing how he goes from one topic to another in an instant, but I don’t like being questioned. However, he might be able to help.

      “I am searching for a wizard who’s said to be able to break any curse. Perhaps you know of him, and could point me in the right direction.”

      Khende quits walking, and for a moment I fear he’s going to leave by the way he turns and looks out in the distance.

      “Why do you seek such a wizard?” He looks up at me, his hands on his hips.

      “Will my reasons have an effect on your answer?” I laugh to keep from crying.

      “No, but your intentions might. What curse do you seek to break?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “Because you are not the first person I’ve met on this road seeking such a power. In fact, you’re not even the first dragon to come looking for a wizard. Funny enough, only one other has ever asked me about it, and that was so long ago. I don’t even know if he found what he was looking for, but how could I forget a king asking me for help?” He looks up at me accusingly. “What is your name?”

      “Aurelio, king of Dracameveo,” I state proudly.

      “As I suspected. Like father, like son, I bet.” Now Khende does walk away.

      “Where are you going?” I follow after him.

      “Somewhere you won’t bother me. I helped your father, and he betrayed me. I’m not going to help you, knowing very well you’ll do the same.” He walks off the path and disappears amongst the trees.

      “Khende! Tell me what happened. Please, help me!” I call after him, wishing I could go back in time and change things. If he knew my father, helped my father through the same trials, he could answer some of my questions.

      What could my father have done to hurt this Satyr and cause him to hate dragons so much?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      AURELIO HAS ONLY been gone a day and a half, but it feels like a lifetime. Whispers began at the news of the delayed wedding. When people poured in asking to speak with the king and Castel and I had to turn them away, whispers became rumors, and rumors became lies so farfetched that panic set in.

      Now the kingdom demands an answer. Where is their king? What happened to their last king? But Castel advised against telling the truth. “I am sorry, ma’am, but the king is unwell. He is in bed resting. I assure you that he is on the mend and will return to duty as soon as he physically can.” At least the last part isn’t a lie.

      The woman coming to plea for more land leaves saddened and disappointed that the one person who could hear her claims isn’t available. I want to cry for these people. I want to cry for myself. But I remain strong because it’s what Aurelio would do—is doing. He will break the spell, and all will return to normal.

      “My lady, we must meet with the council members,” Castel leans down and whispers to me.

      I nod. “Of course.” I look down at the line of people waiting to speak with me—no, not me. With Aurelio. Even then, it should be Castel. But he insisted I talk to them. I can’t help but hurt for them. Not only can they not speak to their king, but they must wait to speak with me now.

      I stand and follow Castel out of the room. As we leave, I hear one of the guards address the room, informing them there will be a short break.

      The dress Castel asked me to wear is confining and hard to walk in, with multiple skirts. But he assured me it’s what a queen would wear. I hate to undermine him, but there will be far more comfortable dresses in my future—as soon as Aurelio returns.

      I take a deep breath as I enter the council room and take a seat beside Castel, who sits at the head of the table. The others are already in the room, waiting for us, and they’re all looking at me—some with disdain, some with mistrust, but one with compassion. One of the only two other women in the whole room.

      The doors close, and Castel stands. “Thank you for meeting here on such short notice. It seems history is repeating itself.” He re-tells the story he told me and Aurelio about Ignacio. “But this time, things are slightly different. Aurelio is already engaged. Yesterday, he and Zanta were to be married.” He looks at me pointedly. “However, that was unable to happen due to this curse. Our king’s last request before leaving was that Zanta rule with my aid while he is gone. Under different circumstances, I would have refused or at least counseled otherwise, but Zanta is our future queen, and I believe this is for the best.” Castel takes a breath and looks around the room, perhaps gauging the others’ reactions.

      The woman who seemed sympathetic toward me opens her mouth as if to speak, but doesn’t.

      Instead, a short, nearly bald man with dark eyes does. “Why did we send King Aurelio out there alone? What if he is in trouble? This was foolish on your part, Castel. The king entrusted this information with you, yet you did not send a guard with him. What if he cannot find any such wizard? His father went on that journey a hundred years ago. Who is to say the wizard—assuming he ever existed—is even still alive? The king could be walking—or flying—into a trap, and we would never know it. And to allow this commoner to rule as acting queen, despite the fact that she is not royal and has not yet married Aurelio, is silly. She has no power here. Why would the people listen to her?” The man glares between Castel and myself, and it’s disheartening. Partially because the man doesn’t trust me, and partially because he’s right.

      “Waylon, hold your tongue. Castel used his best judgement in the situation or it would have happened differently,” says the woman who appears to be on my side.

      “How would you know, Estella? You were not there. You weren’t even here when Ignacio left on his journey,” Waylon argues.

      “No, I wasn’t. But Aurelio is our king, and he chose Zanta. He is not marrying her for any reason aside from pure love. He trusts her. And asking Castel to help her rule is very smart on the king’s part. This is not ideal, but at least she will have experience—she will know more than she ever did before. And as for why the people should listen to her? Because the king himself listens to her. The people love their king, and they will love the people he does. I was witness to Aurelio’s announcement of his proposal to this girl. There wasn’t a single upset person in that room. Everyone cheered and clapped and there was an overwhelming joy for the king they love. They will listen to her because she is a voice of reason. And for the record, you weren’t there either, Lord Waylon.” Lady Estella mocks him with that last bit, and I want to laugh and cheer.

      “Thank you,” I mutter to Estella, who continues looking at me as if challenging me to prove her wrong.

      “You’re welcome,” she says loud enough for the whole room to hear.

      “The real reason I have asked for this meeting is not to argue over the king’s choices. Zanta is acting as queen with my help—I will do as Aurelio asked before he left. Elder Waylon.” Castel commands attention with the way he says the bald man’s name. “The next time you find you cannot respect King Aurelio’s choices, keep in mind his plans upon returning.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from laughing out loud, and it appears I’m not the only one.

      Castel grabs my upper arm and pulls on me until I stand. “Now, what we need help with is keeping peace among the people who fear that their king has been murdered and we’re simply covering it up. Spread the word that King Aurelio is ill. He is getting better, but he still cannot speak to anyone. The wedding is still happening—it’s just been pushed back. Please help us end the rumors about what is actually going on. We do not want the people to know the truth.”

      The room is silent as everyone tries to figure out how best to respond, myself included. Where do we go from here? Less than half the council trusts me, and less than that actually like me. I look to Estella, hoping she’ll have something good to say.

      “Let me take Zanta.” She stands, and I want to clap with joy. “I will teach her the ways of being a queen—at least, as much as I know from being so close to Dargiana. We will act like the queen, doing all the things she would have daily. We are going to show the people that Zanta is trustworthy, and that despite not actually being married to Aurelio, she was born to be queen.” Estella wraps her arm around my shoulders, and I’ll never be able to fully express just how much that means to me.

      “I agree,” Castel says. “Does anyone have a justifiable reason as to why this would not be acceptable?” He looks at me before turning to each member, waiting for an objection. No one speaks.

      “Then it is to be done.” Castel smacks his hand down on the table. The sound resonates through the room, and once it has gone silent, everyone stands and disperses.

      I turn to Estella, her arm still around me. “Thank you so much. I don’t think that would have gone very well without your support.” I am counting down every second until Aurelio returns.

      “No need to thank me, child. I believe you will make a wonderful queen—you just need some help. Now firstly, let’s see about getting you some more comfortable and yet regal gowns to wear. You are stiff as a board walking around in that thing.” She grabs a bit of the skirt and moves it about before dropping it.

      “Thank you. I would most appreciate that. It’s so tight, I feel like I can’t breathe.”

      “That’s because none of these dresses have been customized for you. They belonged to Aurelio’s mother.” Estella waves her hand as if whoever thought to have me wear them was an idiot. I couldn’t agree more.

      And knowing who they belonged to saddens me. How many people recognized this dress today? How many people questioned my loyalty as they saw me prance around in their former queen’s gown?

      “Do not fret, dear. Only the worst of people would assume the worst of you. Besides, Queen Dargiana hardly had the chance to wear these gowns. They were made only right before she passed on. And even if she had and people saw, they would know that their former queen would only want the best for you. She did, after all, die to save you.” Estella pats my hand.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, not wanting to think about it.

      “Let us go to the dressmaker first. We will get you properly fitted for clothing of your own. After that, we will discuss how to address the people in times of need. I fear keeping the lies straight will get far too complicated the longer they must go on. We need to be ready for that.” She leads the way out of the council room, back through the castle, and out into the sunshine. We walk to the market in silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      THE SUN HAS begun to set, and Khende hasn’t returned. I fear he isn’t going to, despite how much I need his help right now. It sounded as if he had good reason to leave—I just wish I knew what that was. Father was always kind and just. What could he have done to hurt Khende so badly?

      “Khende!” I call out. “If you’re still nearby and can hear me, please come out. Whatever my father did, I am not him. I do not plan on hurting you or causing you grief. You asked to help me, and I said yes. Please don’t abandon me now!” I hate the despair that washes over me. This will be my second night on the hard ground, away from home, away from Zanta. Already it’s been too long.

      The bush in front of me moves and Khende appears, grumbling under his breath. “I’m here, Prince. Now what do you want?” He puts his hands on his hips and stares at me.

      “I am the king,” I clarify, but I don’t get a chance to continue speaking.

      “See, another issue. Why do I need to know? I don’t care. Is it so important that you be addressed as king, even out here where nothing like that matters, that you would call me back here just to throw that in my face? You’re king? Right now we’re sleeping on the same ground, buddy.” He plops down on the dirt, folding his arms over his chest.

      “I clarified not to mock or hurt you, not to prove that I’m better than you, but because you wanted to know who I am. The woman I love is a commoner, a woman who had nothing, comes from nothing. I would gladly give someone in need my bed so they did not have to go through more affliction. I am King Aurelio of Dracameveo, and I care for my people. My father, the man you spoke ill of, died less than a week ago. I am suffering, as anyone would being trapped within only half themselves. I can’t shift back into a human, which is the only reason I’m here. I was told there was a wizard who could fix my problem. If you do not wish to help me, fine. So be it. But do not think that I find myself higher and mightier than you because I am a king. If I were so prideful, so selfish, would I have asked for your assistance?” I wish I didn’t need his help. But I do, and I’m stuck with it.

      The satyr scrutinizes me, as if contemplating everything I just told him. “Your father promised me freedom. He said that if I helped him find the wizard, he would speak with King Kryden—the one who banished me—and see about having my sentence reduced. And yet a hundred years have passed and still, here I am, unable to leave this terrible land.”

      “Did you ever consider the possibility that my father kept his promise? He may have spoken to the king of Miraunus, but if Kryden said no, there wasn’t anything more he could do.” I can hope that’s what happened. I can’t imagine Father not keeping his promise.

      “How would I know? I’m still here. Perhaps he just forgot or couldn’t be bothered to ask.” Khende looks away, still showing temper.

      “Help me, Khende. Help me find the wizard, and I will speak with King Kryden. And if the answer is no, I will come back and tell you so you don’t have to wonder.”

      “I can show you what I showed your father, and nothing more. The rumors of a wizard here are just that—rumors. There is nothing to prove such a thing. I’ve never seen him, and the only time he’s sought out to my knowledge is when two kings came asking for help finding him. In the morning, I will show you where I took your father. The one place it would make sense for such a person to dwell in a place like this.” With that, he lies down on his back and begins snoring.

      “Thank you,” I mutter and lie down as well.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “WAKE UP, DRAGON!” Khende shouts into my ear.

      I force an eye open and see him jumping up and down in front of me just so he can reach the top of my head. “Is it truly morning?” I groan.

      “It is. And we’d best be going because there’s a bit of a walk.”

      “Could you spot the place we’re looking for from the sky?” I stretch out, forcing myself to get up before I fall asleep again.

      “I suppose it would be easy enough.” He shrugs.

      “Then we’re not walking.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Khende holds up his hand. “I did not agree to fall to my death. We’re not flying.”

      “Either you can climb up on my back and hold on, or I can pick you up in my talons and carry you. I am stuck as a dragon—you had better believe I’m going to use it to its full advantage,” I huff.

      “You’ve survived walking this long. What will one more day hurt you?” He begins looking a bit desperate.

      “One more day away from the love of my life, another day not getting to marry her, leaving her to help run a kingdom. One more day could change everything. Right now, one more day is a matter of life and death. I must find a way to break this spell. We are flying.” I won’t argue with the creature anymore. If he chooses not to come, I’ll find the one I seek on my own.

      “Fine, we’ll fly. I don’t like it. In fact, I hate it, so I hope you appreciate this.” He goes back to mumbling as he climbs up my scales and rests on my neck. It’s a rather odd sensation, and not something I’d like doing ever again.

      “I assure you, I am more uncomfortable right now than you are,” I grumble and take flight.

      “Go toward the mountains!” he yells over the wind.

      I turn and follow his directions. Within an hour, we can make out trees and creatures atop them. “Where to now?” I call to him.

      “There.” He points, his hand only barely visible in my peripheral vision.

      I look down to see black smoke rising from a stack on the side of a small cottage. I dive down, enjoying terrifying Khende as I go, stopping short and landing perfectly.

      Khende gets down, griping, but I ignore him and begin walking to the house, excited for what I may find. “Not so fast there, buddy!” the satyr calls out. I slow to be kind because he did just help me, but I’d much rather be on my way.

      He passes me without a word, and I have half a mind to roast him. He’d never see it coming. But I don’t. Instead, I take another step forward.

      My paw throbs in pain. I step back and look at the ground to find what caused so much agony. “What’s this?” I nudge the key with my nose. It’s made of thick glass, a skeleton head as the grip, and two teeth on the other end. It’s the length of my smallest talon and must weigh at least a pound.

      “What now? I thought you were in a hurry.” Khende comes back and looks down, then picks up the key. “That’s heavy!” he exclaims, almost dropping it.

      “Any idea what it opens?” I look around and see nothing like it, nothing it could belong to.

      “How would I know?” He shrugs. “But we should keep going. The sooner this is over, the better. I’d like my freedom.” He tosses the key back on the ground.

      I use my talons to scoop it up. “Do you have a piece of leather?” I think holding on to it is a good idea. Something like this must be important.

      Khende stops once again, grumbling. “Now what would you want leather for?”

      “I can’t exactly carry this in my claw and I don’t have pockets.” I drop the key in front of him.

      “Lucky for you, I do.” He picks up the key and shoves it into his trouser pocket, though it sticks out, too large to fit.

      The smoke we saw from above comes into view, but there’s no building. No cottage, not a house of any kind. All that sits in our path is a door. No walls holding it up, no visible building behind it.

      “I think I found what that key belongs to.” Khende hurriedly pulls it back out.

      I can’t take my eyes away from the door, staring at every little detail. Frosted glass, a skull in the middle, its mouth a keyhole. I run my claw down it, but it leaves no mark. I push harder, but still, it only makes a terrible noise. My scales stand on end and I take a step back, not ever wanting to hear such a sound again.

      “Do you want me to open it?” Khende asks quietly. He has to repeat himself when I can’t hear him, considering our height difference.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” I continue analyzing it. Is there a chance this is what my father found in his search for the wizard? What are the odds of this being someone’s front door? Then again, it’s in the forbidden lands. If I were to live here, I would make sure my house was indestructible. However, I would not leave the key out for anyone to find.

      “I have to open it. There’s no wizard on this side of the door.” I look down to Khende and try to gauge his reaction.

      “Would you like me to come as well?” he asks, trembling as if he hopes I say no.

      “You have done your part, and I appreciate your help. I will not ask you to come with me. We don’t know what we’ll find, and frankly, in your position, I wouldn’t want to go in there either.” I look down at the satyr and extend my arm, opening my talons.

      He nods and drops the key in my palm. I attempt to use my talons to insert the key. It falls from my grasp with a clink.

      “Who am I kidding? You can’t unlock the door. How do I expect you to survive alone?” He smiles, though it is only for show, before picking up the key and sliding it into the door. He turns it, and with a click, the door pops open.

      A cold breeze washes over us, and it feels as if I’m frozen. But I shake myself out of it and walk through the opening. There’s only blackness.

      The world of color and life disappears behind us as we step into nothingness. I begin shivering, the extreme cold beyond any weather I’ve had to deal with before.

      “Any ideas where we are?” I ask Khende, my teeth chattering.

      “Somewhere dark and cold,” he responds, shaking just as much as I am.

      “Welcome, King Aurelio,” a deep voice says, sounding as if it’s coming from all directions. There is no light, nothing to either side of me that I can feel, only the ground beneath our feet. And no one that I can see—even Khende is invisible to me right now—and a fear like nothing I’ve ever felt grips at me.

      I take a step forward, hoping something becomes visible soon. I keep walking, wishing this hadn’t happened. Wanting to be anywhere but here. I take another step and find a glimmer of hope as something white flutters by.

      With each step, a little more white appears. First the butterfly, then flowers. An odd light shines down from above, and I can’t help but notice there’s no color. Everything looks dead, yet living. It’s peculiar.

      “Welcome to Itrummortui,” the same voice from before announces. “Khende is free to leave or stay. But you, Aurelio—you are not so lucky.”

      I turn the bend, following the rotting, blackened trees and plants and come to find a throne of sorts. Sitting in it is a dragon, his cheeks sunken in, his horns jagged. His wings are torn. I look down, and the feeling of despair returns. I, too, appear to be damaged—or at least I am partially that way. The blues of my scales –now jagged and broken- have vanished, replaced with the same black as the dragon before me.

      “What is going on?” I open my wings, which are thankfully still intact.

      “You have entered the city of the undead.” He answers as if that is no strange reply.

      “Why am I here? What is going on? Who are you?” I can’t help the overwhelming number of questions that flood my thoughts.

      “Calm down, Aurelio. All your questions will be answered in due time. First, you must listen, for there are rules to this game. And if they are not followed, the consequences are not pretty.” The dragon stands and walks toward me. “First, know that every choice you make from here on out comes with a heavy burden. Second, understand that even if you wish to interrupt, if you think you know the answer, do not speak until asked. Third, you must allow me to tell you everything before making your choice.”

      “My choice is to go home,” I say, not wanting to play his games.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk. What did I just say? You must hear me out. You cannot decide without knowing your options,” he scolds.

      “I want to return to my home, to be with those I love, and I wish to be able to shift once more, no longer trapped in my dragon form.”

      “All very noble things, but you still have not allowed me to finish with the rules, with the game, and therefore, what you want is irrelevant. We can try this again tomorrow. Take him to the dungeons,” he says to whomever stands in the shadows. Or perhaps he speaks to the shadows themselves, because that is what grabs hold of me, dragging me away into the oblivion, back into utter darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      I WANDER THE EMPTY halls of the castle, amazed at how silent it is even in the dead of night. I run my fingers across the pillars and beams as I walk past them, the moonlight filling in the gaps where nothing stands to block the light.

      Entering the ballroom, I hear music playing in my head, a memory from so long ago. Where Aurelio once took me in his embrace, there is nothing. I hold out my arms as if he is reaching for me, waiting to dance with me, and spin, twirling, my skirt flowing out and around me. I continue pirouetting until I’ve glanced across the ballroom and found myself at the opposite doors.

      With a defeated sigh, I push through them and continue down the corridor. I have no destination in mind, no duty to fulfill, but when the sun rises, tomorrow will be a repeat of today, between speaking to people in need and trying to tame the council as they rush to push me out.

      And the ache that’s taken up home in my heart as I wonder every moment if Aurelio will ever return. If he’ll survive whatever fate the wizard has for him. “Why can’t you be here?” I say to the emptiness, wishing the king could hear me.

      “Zanta?” A dark voice startles me.

      I look up to see Castel approaching me from the shadows. “Good evening.” I curtsy, fumbling a bit, embarrassed that he overheard me.

      “Are you well? When I heard a commotion, I did not expect to find you here.” He puts his hand on my shoulder, perhaps trying to comfort me, though if that is the case, it doesn’t work.

      “I am, Castel. Thank you. And my apologies for disturbing you. That was not my intention.” I bow my head, ashamed.

      “All is well. Come sit with me in my chambers. We’ll have a cup of tea.” He places his arm around me and guides me, not really giving me a choice.

      I don’t like the idea. Castel scares me. He has never liked me, which he has made clear. And now I am left ruling the kingdom at his side with Aurelio who knows where, but certainly not here. A chill runs down my spine, but I ignore it and continue walking.

      We enter his chambers, and he promptly closes the door before leading me to the sitting area. The room is surpassed only by the king’s. Sofas and chairs circle a round table covered with sweets and drinks, as if he were planning on having company tonight.

      The door to what I presume to be his personal chambers is closed, and that does comfort me a bit.

      “Please, help yourself. Belen was kind enough to prepare some snacks and drinks for me, as she knows I have not been sleeping of late.” Castel sits on the long sofa. He leans his head back and rubs at his face.

      “What troubles you?” A silly question, as the answer seems obvious, but I ask all the same.

      “If I had to venture a guess, the same thing that has you wandering the halls at night when the rest of the kingdom is fast asleep.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees and looking at me curiously.

      “Aurelio,” I whisper.

      “Indeed. Our king has left us with a great task that has become a heavy burden to bear. Luckily, neither of us must go it alone.” He grabs a biscuit and chews away at it slowly.

      “No offense meant, but it doesn’t feel that way to me. The people don’t want me—they want their king, and it has been made clear that I will never replace him, not that I wish to. It wouldn’t matter to me if Aurelio were a farmer—I’d love him all the same. My only wish is to be with him. I don’t want his kingdom if he isn’t in it, but there are those who judge me, who assume the worst of me. Some would say I cursed the king myself just so I could rule. A silly thought, considering I too am cursed.” Every word about Aurelio makes my ache only greater.

      “Zanta.” Castel moves closer and takes my hand in his. “I must admit that I had those very thoughts. To be quite honest, I have been thinking the worst of you since the day my brother and sister-in-law brought you in. But Aurelio trusts you—he loves you with all his heart and soul. I have no doubt that he would sacrifice everything for you, and the night before this curse came to be, I promised him I would give you a chance. Now, seeing your heartbreak, I feel it is not possible for you to have been a part of the curse. But I must ask, who would say you caused it, when we’ve only told the people that their king is ill?”

      “I don’t know. If I had any clues I would have told you.” I shake my head, wishing I had a better answer.

      “These last few days, working beside you, teaching you how to run a kingdom, have made one thing very clear—you belong here. You belong with our king. And no matter how hard it may seem, no matter how difficult things become, I will be by your side until Aurelio returns. We will make it through this. And one day soon, you will be the rightful queen of Dracameveo.”

      His words surprise me. I’ve known he didn’t like me, didn’t trust me, but to know that his feelings are changing is quite a shock—a good one.

      “Castel, I’m so sorry. I almost wondered if you cursed us. The way you’ve watched me since my arrival, the way you made it so clear to Aurelio that you did not think I was a good choice in wife and queen, I feared it was you plotting against us from the very beginning. But now you vow to help me through this, and it worries me even more. If you believe in me, if you are helping me, exactly who is it that wishes for me to be gone?”

      “I do not know, but I assure you, it isn’t me. Another thing we must consider is that whatever forces have caused such turmoil could be unseen, someone or something we haven’t met. The curse may be nothing against you personally. Think on it—Aurelio’s father went through the same thing.”

      “Well, yes, but when you first told us that story, I was still under the impression that you would never like me, let alone help me, so please don’t take offense that I thought you could have had something to do with that. I mean, truly, how would it look to you if the same person witnessed two kings go through such an ordeal?”

      He turns to better face me, now holding both of my hands. “I am so sorry for all the distress I’ve added to your already difficult time. You’re right—it does truly look bad for me, but I promise, I had nothing to do with it. I don’t want to be king. Some believed me to be cursed myself, in a manner, but truly, it’s a blessing, my situation. I am happy being a guide, in the background, away from prying eyes.” His eyes are wide and his voice rushed.

      “Forgive me, but I’m not sure I understand what you’re talking about.” I bite my lip, thinking over everything I know of Castel.

      He sits back and runs a hand over his face. “I had assumed Aurelio told you this, but now I see he did not. A very little known fact about me, dear? I only have one form. Though born to dragon-human shifter parents, I myself am only human. Ignacio was my younger brother. Had I been born with his ability to change form, it is I who would have been king. This is why for so long, people have suspected me of causing trouble, bringing terror and causing the curses –as if that’s something I could have done - and hate. Some believe it is I who set the dragons on all those villages, including yours.” He looks away, seemingly ashamed, even though it isn’t true.

      “Please, don’t be saddened. What others believe is their choice. That doesn’t make any of it true, does it? I am grateful to know that you are the loving uncle Aurelio believes you to be, but it still leaves us with the mystery. You say your brother went through the same thing Aurelio suffers now. Aside from the wizard, is there nothing you can remember that might help us presently?”

      “Nothing comes to mind. It’s been a hundred and fifty years—King Ignacio died young for a dragon. I wish I had pried deeper into what he went through, but I realize now that maybe he didn’t want anyone to know of what happened. So what secrets could he have died with?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to find out. Did he keep any kind of record? A journal of sorts?”

      “Not that I know of. I can’t picture him doing such a thing, but he might have thought it useful. I fear it is getting too late to start a search now—I suggest we go to bed and begin our search tomorrow.”

      I stifle a yawn by taking a sip of my tea. “I agree. Thank you.” I stand to leave.

      “You’re welcome.” He nods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      A COLD BREEZE BRUSHES over me as a bit of light disappears, a shadow blocking its path. I look up at the face of the dragon who brought me here. “Who are you? And what do you want with me?” I unfold my wings and use them to block out some of the light so I’m not blinded.

      “Are you ready to listen? Or should I leave you down here to rot further?” he asks, ignoring both of my questions.

      “I want to know why I’m here,” I growl, hating how trapped I am.

      “Well, I will be glad to tell you, but first, you must listen. So I ask again, are you ready? Or should I leave you to think on your own?”

      “I am ready to listen.” My voice breaks as I submit, and I bow my head.

      “Follow me.” He turns around and walks back the way he came.

      I go after him, not wanting to lose my chance. If I hear him out, hopefully it will mean getting out of here sooner.

      He leads me back to the first room. I wish to know where Khende is, but the dragon made it very clear I was not to speak until told to, and ignoring that already earned me a night in captivity. I can’t afford any more of those.

      The undead dragon takes up his broken throne. “Know that every choice you make from here on out comes with a heavy burden. Second, understand that even if you wish to interrupt, if you think you know the answer, do not speak until asked for it. Third, you must allow me to tell you everything before making your choice. Do you understand these rules?”

      I desperately feel the need to remark on this so-called game. I wish to have no part of it. But the rules are clear, and I’ve already seen how much disobeying can cost me. “I do.” I nod.

      “Good. Now before I continue on, I wish to tell you a story. Itrummortui was designed to trap a dragon of the darkest power so he could never harm those who dwelled within the kingdom he once ruled. He didn’t believe he deserved the punishment, but unable to leave, he did with it what he could. He called it his home, he made it his new kingdom, and he ruled for thousands of years.

      “And then one day, he had an idea so bright, the thought blinded him, and the game was invented. His powers had grown so much, he thought to use them in such a way that he could hurt those who trapped him so long ago.

      “From then on, as a new dragon king was given reign, they would pay. Cursed, they would be a dragon for all their days unless they went searching for freedom, and instead they would find the city of the undead. The king used his time alone to devise the perfect challenge.

      “Each new king would be put to the test. They could trade places with the trapped king, become ruler over the city of the undead, and live happily ever after, knowing their former home was being watched over by the most powerful dragon ever to live.

      “Or they could return home to a land cursed forever, where suddenly no crop would grow, no water would fall, and the queen or soon-to-be queen would become victim to the same curse as her beloved, only in reverse, never able to transform into a dragon again. And thus the kingdom would have no heir.

      “Aurelio, the choice is now yours. Give me your kingdom, trade me lives, and all you hold dear will be protected. Your fiancée will be loved and cared for, and the world will go on believing you died a hero.”

      “Tell me. If you’re trapped here, bargaining for your freedom and my imprisonment, how could you do anything to hurt those I love?” Why anyone would choose to rule over this wasteland is beyond me.

      “You are free to leave at any point in time. However, without first playing the game, your curse remains.”

      “What exactly is this curse?”

      “Ours, Aurelio. The curse of every king ever to have ruled over Dracameveo. Should you choose to leave now, you will return home a dragon, and in that form, you will forever remain. And your dear sweet fiancée will forever be stuck in her human body.”

      “Why does such a curse exist? What have I done to deserve punishment such as this?” I would be willing to accept my fate if only Zanta’s wasn’t attached.

      “You are a dragon. You were born, you were raised, you were taught, and now you’re king. That is all it takes. The curse was not created for you alone. I told you the story. Now tell me, what future do you see for yourself? One as a dragon forever, a king alone, or the ruler of a place where you set all the rules, and you can be whatever you want to be?”

      “I want to be in Dracameveo, marrying the love of my life, and ruling over my kingdom until my time is up and age is no longer my friend.”

      “Very well. Aurelio, you have chosen to return home. A very brave choice, even if not wise. You will be tasked with games that will test your strength, wisdom, and courage.” The king’s voice darkens with every word, ending at just above a whisper as he leans forward, glaring at me as if angry that I did not free him.

      “Return him to the dungeons.” With a wave of his claw, the king sends me away. The shadows wrap around me, pulling and tugging as they squeeze me in a cocoon of darkness, my wings trapped and hurting at being bent and wrenched back and forth.

      The darkness envelopes me, taking me deeper and deeper until there is no light left to be found. Slowly, as if time has all but stopped, we descend farther until suddenly, I am dropped to the floor with no warning.

      A faint glow keeps the room visible, but only barely. I look up, but there is nothingness above me. This room is not where they kept me last night.

      “Good luck, young king. You’re on your own to leave this cave. When a drop of light falls your way, death will come to eternalize your stay,” the king of the city of the undead says, his voice bouncing all around me.

      I brush my wings against the walls, hoping to feel anything that will give me a clue as to how I can escape. It seems the only option is up, but it doesn’t seem like anything here would be that simple.

      “I forgot one thing.” The king’s voice returns. “You did wish to be your human self again. Wish granted.”

      Crippling pain grips me. I fall, spread out on the ground, breathing heavily as I wait for the agony to pass. When it finally resides, I stand, now human. A sinking feeling overcomes me.

      “I’m so sorry, Zanta. You don’t deserve this.” I sit down, wrapping my arms around my knees, trying to hold in any amount of warmth I can. In dragon form, I could’ve flown out of here. It was risky, but the only obvious way to escape. But now wingless I may be stuck down here forever. With the last glimmer of hope left in me I focus, trying to shift. But to no avail. Nothing changes. I remain human.

      “Your Highness?” The clicking of hooves on the cold, hard floor pulls my attention to the shadows.

      “Khende?” I scramble to my feet and approach with caution.

      “Aurelio, I thought I’d lost you.” His voice shakes. He’s probably cold too.

      I sigh, both in relief and with more panic. I feared for Khende’s fate, but I didn’t want him down here with me. At least I know he’s safe.

      “Have you been here since we first arrived?” I sit back down.

      “Indeed. Well, as soon as you were thrown in the dungeon. And not a bit of water or bite of bread. It’s cold, and to be quite honest, I don’t like it down here. So, oh great dragon king, do you have a plan to get us out?” The satyr sits beside me, teeth chattering, glaring at me as he waits for an answer.

      “I don’t know, Khende. I truly do not. I’m human again, unable to turn back into a dragon. He’s dumped us into a pit, and as far as I am aware, up is the only way out. We cannot climb the nothingness. Please tell me that in the short while you’ve been down here with nothing to do, you’ve discovered a secret way out.”

      “Had I found such a thing, do you truly believe I would still be here?”

      “I don’t know. But I suppose sitting here will do nothing for us. Come on.” I grunt as I stand. “Help me look.” I feel the wall hidden in the darkest shadow, running my hands all over it, but nothing sticks out. Not even a single stone. The wall is smoother than water.

      I continue walking around in the circular pit, reaching high, bending low. When the wall bears no answers, I get down on my knees and begin feeling the ground. It feels like the room has gone colder than before. Wearing only a simple tunic and breeches, I had already feared the cold would kill me, but as the room becomes more like ice, I fear that even if I found a way out, I would not survive long enough to use it.

      “Do you think you could lift me?” I turn to Khende, who still remains seated, clearly cold yet unwilling to help me find us a way out.

      “Certainly not. You are at least twice my size. ,” he scoffs.

      “Still, you do not think you could do it?” I gaze at the wall, looking above where I could reach on my own. It doesn’t appear to be smooth—the pieces are jagged and sticking off in different directions.

      “Of course not. Why ever would you want to anyway?” He looks at his hands, fiddling his thumbs.

      “Look.” I point. “Up there, the wall isn’t smooth. If you can hoist me up, I bet I could climb it.”

      “Do you truly believe you could do such a thing? Think of how far you fell. You believe you can carry your own weight all the way back up, never letting go of the wall?”

      “How would you know how far I fell to get down here?” I take a step toward him, curious as to why he doesn’t want to get out.

      “I fell too, you know.”

      “The king said this was a test of strength, wisdom, and courage. I have to get back to Zanta, to my kingdom, and I will do whatever is in my power to get there. So, yes, if climbing is what it takes, so be it, but I do not know if I can reach it on my own. I ask again, is there any chance you could lift me up on your shoulders so I can at least attempt to make it back home?” I stand straighter, trying not to admit defeat so early on. It’s cold, and I’m starving. I ache from being in dragon form for so long and then being turned, against my will or knowledge, back into a human.

      “What makes you think you’ll be able to climb out of here, anyhow? What’s to say there isn’t a cap above us, stopping us from doing just that?” Khende gets to his hooves, but still doesn’t make a move toward helping me. “If the cursed king who dropped us down here thought we could climb it, he wouldn’t have made it this easy.” Khende whines.

      “This isn’t easy, and that’s why I have to try it. Right now, it is my only chance at escape, at returning home. If the undead king wants proof that I have the strength and the will to get back, I will give it to him. I’d climb a thousand of these walls if that’s what it took.”

      “I’d be more careful of what I say in this place. The monster up there might just take that as a wish and grant it.” The satyr harrumphs. He approaches the wall I’m looking at before turning back to me.

      “Come along, Aurelio. Let’s get this over with.” He holds out his hands for me to use as a step.

      I back up a few paces, preparing myself to run and leap. It will give me a better chance. I go, barely making it into a sprint due to a lack of space, but I step down into his hands and immediately hit my head against the wall. Khende was right—he can’t hold my weight. And that’s the last thing that comes to mind before everything fades away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      I CAN FEEL THE sunlight pouring into the room, but still refuse to open my eyes. I’m not ready for another day of acting as queen. My mind begs for more rest. And so I stay, knowing that any moment now, Castel will have Georgianna come wake me.

      I turn over in an attempt to get more comfortable only to hit my hand across the top of the four-poster bed, causing it to make a horrible noise as it breaks apart. Only it’s not my hand. My eyes fly open. I sit up only to crush the bed entirely while managing to knock the night table over and ripping the curtains from their rods in one swift swing.

      I’m not human anymore. I look down at my magenta-tipped silver scales, my heart racing as I try to turn around without hitting anything else. Not that I could do much more damage.

      A loud gasp and the sound of porcelain shattering against the floor startles me. I tense up, trying not to breathe as I slowly look back at the door.

      “My lady, whatever happened?” Imani asks, trying to be polite but clearly in shock.

      “I’m so sorry.” I attempt a whisper, but it comes out more a roar, making the situation even more horrible. I feel more guilty by the moment.

      “I will get Castel for you.” She nods, turns around, and leaves, not bothering to pick up the tray filled with food—and now broken dishes—she’d brought to serve me breakfast.

      I close my eyes and try to change back into my human form, but nothing happens. A dragon I remain.

      “What in dragon fire happened in here?” Castel asks, stepping into the room and assessing all the damage.

      “I don’t know, Castel.” I turn my whole body so I’m facing him. Something falls to the floor and breaks behind me—something important, based on Castel’s cringe—but at least I’m no longer facing the wall. “I honestly, truly have no idea. I woke up like this and am now unable to transform back into my human form.”

      “Do you think Aurelio angered whoever placed this curse upon you two?” Castel asks.

      “I surely hope not. The idea was to break the curse, not switch who was human and who was dragon for the rest of our lives.”

      “The people will be informed that their future queen has fallen ill and will remain in bed for the day,” Castel says before turning to my three maids who are all standing behind him, trying not to gape. “No one is to enter this room besides myself. Do you understand?”

      All three women nod.

      “Good.” He nods before turning back to me once again. “I’d suggest you lie low for a bit. We don’t need the people asking any questions or beginning to wonder if we’re telling them the truth at all.”

      “I agree. Thank you, Castel,” I say sincerely, grateful to have him on my side.

      “You’re welcome, Your Highness.” He bows his head before turning and leaving.

      A warm feeling of belonging spreads within me. He called me “Highness.” He addressed me as royalty.

      That moment was the best all day. Every minute afterward was spent waiting for night to fall so I could get out and eat like the dragon I was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      EVERYTHING HURTS, BUT it’s my head that throbs, as if being beaten from the inside. It’s cold, too, which doesn’t help. I sit up, looking around. Oh, yes—Khende’s failed attempt at lifting me up so I could climb the wall.

      He’s now leaning against it near my feet, shivering uncontrollably. “Do you think you could climb the wall if I lift you up?” I press my palm against the side of my head and stand.

      “Frozen like ice? Surely not. I can barely move my mouth. You think I could lift my arms?” He coughs.

      “And here I thought you wanted to escape as well,” I mutter under my breath, not really caring for him to hear me, but wishing I could scold him for being utterly useless in the situation.

      I stretch my arms and neck, working out the cold and tiredness. I walk back against the wall, giving myself plenty of running room. After taking a couple of deep breaths, I look to each side before moving, running forward with every bit of strength I can muster.

      I jump at the last possible second, barely grazing my hand across the rough section of the wall. I return to the opposite side and close my eyes, breathing heavily as I prepare myself mentally to succeed. Once I start climbing I won’t be able to rest until I reach the top. No taking a break, no jumping back down if I fail.

      “Tell me, King—are you truly going to attempt climbing the wall? With no idea how far up you have to go?” Khende sounds more awake, more alert.

      “It’s my only option. I have to get out here. For Zanta, for Dracameveo, to prove that my will is stronger than the obstacles before me.”

      “Who must you prove it to?” Khende asks, his voice edgy.

      “The king who put me here, the woman I love, the kingdom I rule, and myself.” The second the last word has left my tongue, I run, taking a leap as close as I dare and extend my arms ready to grab anything I can. I grasp a large rock protruding from the wall. I reach out with my left hand and grab on to lever myself up.

      I reach higher, finding another place to hold on to and pulling myself up. My arms burn, but I’m no longer so cold, and that’s a relief.

      “And what am I to do, young king? Eh? I suppose you’re going to leave me here?” Khende shouts from below.

      “When I reach the top, I’ll throw you a rope,” I holler, not daring to waste more energy on talking.

      I grab the next stone only for my hand to slip off. Something warm and wet covers my fingers. I try to shake it off the best I can while still holding on to the wall. A shudder crawls down my spine, and I try not to think about whatever substance it might be.

      I move up to the next section and pause, taking a deep breath and wanting nothing more than to let my muscles rest for a moment. But without a good place to hold on, I keep going. I turn my head and try to get an idea of how far I’ve come, but all I can see below is black, dark, nothingness.

      I turn to face the wall once more only to be staring at a pair of large red eyes. I nearly let go, startled beyond my wits. “Welcome,” a voice says, sounding almost like a snake, the way the letters slither off its tongue. “I’ve tasted the blood of all foul creatures. The rotting dead, the cursed—I’ve had that of bird and beast. Unicorn has always been a favorite, considering all the extra power it gives. But a dragon? No, I’ve never tasted the blood of that beast. And yet, here is one right in front of me, wide-eyed, clinging to this rock for dear life.” A hand reaches out of the dark, moving toward me. The nails are pointed and long, caked with dirt and grime. But it’s the slick, wet blood that has me most worried.

      Is that what I’m now covered in? The blood of whatever creature this thing just ate?

      “Don’t touch me,” I say coolly, remaining calm despite the monster getting ready to feed on me.

      “You are trespassing in my home, Your Highness. Why should I not feast upon your blood and harvest the powers it holds? It seems your time is almost over anyway. What hope do you have of ever reaching the top?” He leans forward, his entire face now visible, including the fanged teeth that stick out farther than the others.

      “Hope is all I have left, and I will not see it vanquished so easily. You do not know what I fight for, but I promise you, my will to live is stronger than yours to feed. I warn you one more time to stay away.” My voice begins to shake with the last words, not from fear, but exhaustion. I can’t retain the same hold for much longer.

      “I think not.” The bloodsucker reaches for me with both hands, grazing my shoulder as I swing away. I hit my knee as I grab on to the farthest rock I can reach. I scramble, climbing higher and faster.

      His laugh echoes throughout the entire pit. I look down and see that he’s begun following me.

      If I needed any more motivation, this is it. I climb faster, working on pure adrenaline now as it becomes a race. I feel across the wall with the hope that there’s something I can pull loose and use as a weapon, but it seems pointless. With a loud whooshing sound, what looks like a thousand bats swarm over me, biting and clawing at my arms.

      I try to knock them away as I climb, but they stay with me. One attaches itself to my back, and several more follow. “Wrong move,” I mutter before swinging back, hitting the wall and smashing the creatures. They yelp and fly away.

      “Do not think it will be so easy,” the vampire whispers.

      “I warned you to stay away, and I meant it.” Breathing fire in human form is one of the most painful things a dragon shifter can ever do—so painful, I’d never do it if I thought there was a way around it.

      I wait for the vampire to come closer, his bat self flying at me again. When he’s only wings’ length away I exhale fire. The creature pieces itself back together, taking its almost-human shape again before falling into the nothingness, burnt into dust.

      Movement farther away catches my attention—a single white butterfly, luminescent as if it’s causing the bright white light around it.

      I shudder, thinking of what the undead king said to me. A drop of light. Could he mean the butterfly? I turn back so I’m facing the wall once again, resting my forehead on the cool rock and closing my eyes, just breathing for a moment. How did it come to this? What happened that I—or anyone—deserved this fate? Lost, alone, fending off undead creatures, fighting to survive.

      A part of me says to let go, fall back, give up. What if the vampire was right? What if there is no hope left? What if it’s all for nothing? What am I fighting for?

      I think of the people I’ve lost. Father and Mother and all that they sacrificed for me. All the things they did for me that I might one day be a great ruler. I think of Zanta and the life we’d been planning. I think of Uncle Castel and all the people of the kingdom.

      Tears spill out on the rocks below me as I think of Zanta and Castel waiting for my return, believing I can break the curse, having faith that I will come back to them.

      Slowly, I reach and grab hold of the rock. I pull myself up another few feet. One hand over the other, I make progress. Slowly but surely. Up and up and up.

      “I’m coming, Zanta. Don’t give up on me just yet,” I say aloud to give myself strength. No matter how hard my arms shake, no matter how much my legs cramp or how hard my heart is beating, I continue onward. I can’t give up now.

      I extend my hand, feeling for the next rock to grab onto, but there’s nothing there. No wall, rough or smooth. I bend my wrist and continue feeling. It feels as if I’ve reached the top. I push, propelling myself upward, grabbing at a nearby tree root as I pull myself over the edge.

      I lie facedown and allow my body to rest just for a moment. Somehow, though it felt near impossible, I’ve reached the top.

      “Don’t just lie there, lazy bones. Get up. You’ve reached the top. That means you’ve broken the curse, yes?” Khende’s voice seems oddly close if he’s supposed to be at the bottom of the pit.

      I lift my head and open a single eye. The satyr isn’t in the pit. He’s standing beside me on a grassy patch, kicking me in the side to wake me.

      “How did you get up here?” I groan as I work myself up to my feet.

      “I fell asleep in that hole where you left me, and then suddenly, I awoke standing here beside you. You were snoring.” He harrumphs and folds his arms across his chest.

      “I think I earned that right, considering I climbed the wall and fought a vampire.” Along with my own personal demons, but I don’t mention that aloud. “And apparently, I freed you as well.”

      “Well done, young king.” A deep voice I’d hoped never to hear again says from above.

      The king of the undead lands on the grassy hill before us. His smirk is unsettling and sets me on edge.

      “I got out of there on my own. Now release me. Break the curse and let me go home,” I demand, placing my hands on either hip.

      “As I said before, you are free to leave at any time. However, without completing the challenges I’ve set for you, you will go home a dragon, and a dragon you will remain.”

      I feel the transformation happening as he’s speaking, but I wish to ignore it, not wanting to change against my will yet another time. But I do, going from human to dragon. I now stand at his same height.

      “Tell me, King, why do you do this? Why must I suffer? Break the curse and return to Dracameveo with me. We will find you a home, and you will never need to curse another again,” I suggest, hoping despite how little hope there is left, that he takes up the offer.

      Instead, he laughs, throwing his head back. “I do not know which I find funnier, Aurelio—that you think it is a home I seek, or that it is I who has cursed you. No matter—the answer is the same. You will go to your new prison and remain there. For how long is up to you. Answer me this—how did your father escape? Only he can tell you. But get the answer quickly, for time is short, and when it’s gone, you’ll be undead too.”

      “No. Don’t! You are not better than me, or anyone. You have no right to do this,” I yell, feeling myself being dragged away once again.

      “I never said I was better, or that I wished to this. Again, this is not my curse.” That is the last thing I hear before he disappears from view entirely.

      When the shadows disappear I find myself in a barren room with four solid walls and no door in sight. How did I come to be in here when there seems to be no way out? I try not to think about it as I lie down on the cold floor. So tired, I just wish for some rest. A quick nap. But something tells me that if I give in, I may never wake. Or if I do, it will be as the king of the undead rather than Aurelio, the king who will return home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      CASTEL WAS ADAMANT that I do nothing that would cause people to ask more questions in an already delicate situation. And so I sit and wait, staring through the sheer curtains over the window and hoping that night comes far sooner that it feels like it is.

      The maids constantly bring me food, meat mostly, to keep my stomach from growling. But it isn’t enough. The kitchen is only stocked so much, and Belen can just look the other way for so long before she’ll begin to wonder what’s going on. And while she is a staff member and far less likely to question it, her finding out anything beyond what she already knows leaves room for others to find out as well.

      The sun is finally beginning to set when I feel the unwelcome transformation starting to happen. When I shift from dragon to human of my own power, it’s painless and breathtaking. But when magic has been used to force the change upon me, it’s painful and mind-boggling.

      It only takes a breath’s length to find myself standing in the pile of broken wood and straw strewn across the room. I grab my robe from the armoire and slip it over my nightgown before sticking my head out into the corridor, making sure the path is clear before leaving my room. I go in search of Castel.

      “Madam! You’ve changed!” Shyla exclaims, coming toward me from one of the crossing halls.

      “Yes, well, I don’t know how or why. It just happened. I need to speak with Castel. Do you know where I might find him?”

      “I do, my lady. But he has made it clear that you are to stay in your room until nightfall.” She curtsies.

      “Yes, but that was while I was . . . not my human self. I believe he wouldn’t mind now. So tell me where he is” I ask kindly.

      “I understand your position, but he was very clear with his wording and his threats should anyone else find out what’s been going on. I can’t risk it. Please return to your chambers, and I will retrieve him for you,” she pleads, trying to sound calm, but her voice breaks.

      “Very well.” I nod and turn back.

      Someone clears their throat in the corner. “Finding out what’s going on? Your future Majesty, please do tell me—what has been going on?” Lord Waylon slithers out from behind the shadows where he lurked.

      “I believe it is none of your concern, Lord Waylon. As I am not feeling well, I am returning to my chambers now.” I pull my robes tighter around me and stomp back to my room. How dare he ask me about something he had no right overhearing?

      I make it to the doorway of my room and stare. The room is an absolute mess. I can’t imagine how we’re going to fix it. Even if the people know nothing of the curse, if they believe I’ve been lying in bed sick all day, how could we remove the broken pieces of my bed and replace it without anyone noticing?

      “Zanta?” Castel calls, distressed. Nearly sprinting toward me, he’s walking so fast.

      “I’ve changed back.” I look up at him timidly, feeling awkward and not even understanding why.

      “I assume you still can’t change at will?” He runs a hand through his hair.

      “No. Do you think I should go after Aurelio? He could be in far more trouble than any of us expected, and we have no way of finding out from here.” I bite my lip, holding back my fear and anger.

      “I don’t know.” Castel sits on one of the only chairs not broken. He sighs and rests his head in his hands, elbows on his knees. “How can I know, Zanta? I promised his father I would watch out for Aurelio. I swore I would protect him, and I would help him rule a fair and just land. And now we don’t even know if he’s alive. The curse is switching which form you’re in, so we can only assume the same is happening to him. But why? Is he being tortured? Is he trapped?” Castel looks up at me. “How can I know if we need to go after him? How can I risk leaving the kingdom without a ruler, unsure whether the king will ever return? And how can I ask you to go when I swore to Aurelio that I would take care of you?” He has tears in his eyes as he asks these questions.

      I feel my emotions bubbling, the tears welling up, and the pain becoming unbearable as I think of all the possibilities. But I force myself to clench my jaw, controlling the quiver in my lips. I kneel before Castel and rest my hand on his forearm. He looks into my eyes, questioning me.

      “I don’t know the answer to any of your questions. But what I do know is that I can’t sit here and watch over a kingdom alone. I can’t wait by idly, hoping he makes it home again. I understand that you can’t leave Dracameveo. It is your place to watch over the kingdom while the king is away, but I’m not its ruler. Not yet. I will go and find him, and I will bring him home again.”

      Tears roll freely down both our cheeks. Castel takes my hand in his and squeezes it. “I believe in you, and I trust you fully, but I can’t lose you too. If Aurelio doesn’t make it, he will haunt me for the rest of my days. Besides, as it is, the people are growing restless. They want to see their king. And now their future queen has fallen ill? No, they need to know you’re well. Tomorrow, you will greet the people, and you will tell them whatever it takes to appease them. To calm them. We will find another way, my dear. If nothing else, let’s give the king more time. And if he doesn’t return soon, we will send an entire army out searching for him. But right now, we have to be strong. We have to believe he can do this because if the kingdom finds out their king isn’t sick, that he isn’t here at all, but in some faraway land who knows where, doing who knows what, there will be chaos. Mass amounts of panic and worry. And that is something we must avoid no matter what.”

      “How can I rule his kingdom when I’m not even sure he’ll come back to it?” It’s now my turn to be weak, to ask questions, to fear the worst.

      “He loves you, Zanta. He loves you more than anything. If nothing else, believe in that because he will do anything and everything to get back to you.” He cups my cheek in the palm of his hand and pulls me closer, kissing my temple as a father might kiss his daughter.

      “Thank you.” I sniffle and wipe my face on my sleeve, making a mental note to have it washed right away. “There is another matter we need to discuss.”

      “Oh?” Castel becomes attentive again.

      “Lord Waylon was lurking outside my chambers. He overheard some of what my maids said, and now he is snooping into what’s been going on. Have you told any of the council members about my situation?”

      “No, but I feel perhaps it would be wise to hold a meeting and inform them. They will want to know this. Furthermore, we can use it to dispel any thoughts Waylon is having about how he can use this to his advantage. The little weasel has no right being a part of the king’s council, but until Aurelio returns and removes him, we must deal with him on our own.”

      “Let’s hold a meeting tonight. Perhaps the other members will have an idea of what to do now. Have we thought to ask any of them if they know what Ignacio went through that could help Aurelio now?”

      “No, I don’t think we have. But I agree—we need to meet now. Get dressed and come to the council room. I will gather the others.” Castel gets up and leaves right away. I close the door and slip into a simple gown that I can easily do up on my own.

      Once I’ve pinned my hair back, I put on a pair of slippers and find my way to the meeting room. The others are already there, waiting inside for me. And only one open seat—the king’s. I sit down, forbidding myself to feel squeamish about it. I was put in charge, I am ruling now, and while I am not happy about it and the circumstances around it, I will do it proudly. I will make Aurelio proud.

      “An odd thing happened this morning. I awoke as a dragon, unable to shift back into my human form. Only moments ago did I turn back. This is why the people were told that I, too, was ill. We cannot let them know the truth because Castel and I fear what kind of reaction it will bring. Aurelio is going to return, and we just have to keep the kingdom running until then. Now, if any of you know a single thing about King Ignacio’s adventures right after being made king, speak now. If Aurelio needs help, we must send it. But how can we know?”

      I wait for a response, but everyone stares, stunned looks on their faces.

      “Speak!” I hit the table, my anger overflowing. I’m tired and alone and hating every second that Aurelio is gone.

      Everyone jumps a little. “I was here when it happened, but not as a council member,” Lady Kiamora says. “All I know is the king left for one week. He returned and acted as if nothing had happened. Castel ruled in his place. From what I can recall, it’s almost as if the people didn’t even know their king was gone.”

      “So what’s different this time? Why are they noticing? Why are so many people coming to the castle and begging to see the king?” I ask, looking at each face as I wait for someone to respond.

      “It does seem unusual, how many people have begun questioning why their king is away. Then again, claiming that Aurelio is ill may have been a mistake. Dragons do not get sick like ordinary humans. Perhaps another excuse should have been used,” Lord Oran says.

      “That still doesn’t answer my question. What’s different this time?”

      “You,” Lady Estella whispers. “You’re different. Ignacio was not engaged when the curse affected him. Aurelio announced his engagement to you, traveled throughout the kingdoms with you to celebrate, returned with you, and woke up the next morning cursed. You are the difference between this king and the last.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      THE PULL OF my eyelids, begging to close, the tiredness calling, demanding I sleep, is strong, so much that I get up and walk in circles just to keep moving. I don’t allow myself a moment of rest despite being cramped into such a small space. I can’t sleep. I can’t close my eyes for more than a millisecond.

      I won’t give up on Zanta. I won’t let her down like this. Not when I can keep fighting. So I walk back and forth, in circles, crisscross. Whatever it takes.

      I ignore the dizzy feeling beginning to make my eyes water and the floor tilt. I ignore the burn in my muscles, begging for relief. I’ve gone in so many circles that the wall comes at me sideways until I hit it and realize it is I who is sideways.

      I blink, trying to shake the feeling as I get back up and walk again. I walk wall to wall to keep from becoming dizzy again, but as I approach the wall, I notice something. An odd marking, something that seems familiar, something that doesn’t belong.

      I run my talon across it, ignoring the terrible sound it makes. But trying to trace it, to figure out what it could mean, I look closer and realize it’s writing. I inhale sharply and take a step back, looking more clearly at the walls as a whole picture. Where I thought there was just an odd pattern to them, truthfully, there is writing in what was once smooth, much like the lower parts of the pit.

      I go back to the first word and place my talon against it once more. It’s almost a perfect fit. “Oh,” I breathe aloud. A dragon carved this. More than that, my father could have carved it himself.

      I walk around the room, scouring the walls for a beginning to the writing in hopes of reading it in order, but nothing becomes apparent, so I just begin.

      Some of it is hard to read because the carving isn’t very deep, and the letters are hard to make out. Especially when parts seem as though he tried to scratch them out. The other problem is that clearly, Father wrote in a hurry because entire words are missing.

      The first sentence mentions a curse. Undead dragon king, Jarlan. Ruler trapped. Is Jarlan trapped just as I am?

      I continue reading. Wizard’s doing. All revenge. I step back and allow my eyes a moment of rest from looking at the gibberish. Once I’ve had a moment to think on it, I go back. Game set by satyr. A gasp escapes me. Khende? Don’t trust him. Clearly, parts were never written because Father only had so much time. But how can I piece it together without knowing the beginning?

      I start again, searching for the most obvious place where he would start writing. The walls are even in length and height. Father was a larger dragon than even I. He most likely would have started higher and worked his way across one wall at a time.

      I start in the upper left corners, searching for the deepest markings because he would’ve had more strength, but as he carved, he would wear out.

      I’ve been thrown in this box entirely alone by the undead dragon king, Jarlan. And while it may seem he is evil, I fear there is more to it. He has treated the satyr who offered to help me with an odd distance, as if wishing the creature would just leave. Not something a great dragon king would do unless it is the satyr that has already harmed him.

      But alas, my concerns remain with escaping. Dragon fire, my weight flying into the walls—nothing seems to break them. With no door and no window, it seems escape is not the way out.

      One wall read. On to the next one.

      Khende joined me only for a while today. How curious that he can come and go, yet I am trapped within. I fear he is not what he seems.

      I hope to ask Jarlan, but wherever he is, Khende seems to be as well. Even when he warned me that time was running out, Khende was eager to hear every word he spoke.

      Home may be this cold, desolate place now. Escape seems impossible unless you’re a satyr.

      The second wall ends there, with something scratched off at the end. But there’s no making it out, so either Father didn’t mean to write it, he didn’t want it seen by those who imprisoned him, or his captors didn’t want it seen.

      But if Khende is the wizard, wouldn’t he erase all of this writing? Surely he wouldn’t allow me to find it here, on only the second of three tasks.

      I shake my head and continue to the third wall. But as I look closer, I realize there is nothing here. The wall has no writings scratched across it—it is completely blank, which doesn’t make a bit of sense considering how much is cramped onto the other walls.

      I lean closer, looking for any kind of marker as to why there wouldn’t be writing here. I run my talon over the entire thing, wondering if this wall is the answer. How did my father escape? It isn’t written, and thus that means perhaps he could not write it. What if he attempted to carve on this wall and failed?

      I know he escaped. I begin doing what I imagine he would’ve done. He’s trying to tell me that Khende is not to be trusted, that Jarlan is not completely evil, and that there is something special about this particular wall.

      I touch the end of my talon to it and begin to carve my name, but it leaves no mark. The wall remains bare. I inhale sharply as it appears the wall begins to bleed, though there is no visible mark aside from that.

      The dark liquid slides down to the floor, but rather than darkening it, it simply disappears. I step farther down the wall and do it again, attempting to carve my name. The dark liquid bleeds out, sliding to the floor before disappear entirely.

      I take a step back and look at the entire wall. It looks just like the other three. The same color, texture, size, and all. Or does it? I take a closer look at the seams near the ceiling and then back to the floor.

      It isn’t the same. Where the wall meets the ceiling, it’s curved, and at the floor, there appears to be the tiniest sliver of room, where the wall touches nothing. I poke at it, resting my talons in the spot, and pull up. It creaks and groans and finally breaks free, swinging upward like a horizontal door.

      And just outside, in the darkness where my eyes can find no light except directly before me, King Jarlan stands, looking quite frightened. He looks to either side of him, searching the darkness for whatever it is that haunts him, and yet he does not speak.

      “Jarlan,” I whisper. “You didn’t set this curse, did you? You’re a long-forgotten king who played the games and lost. This is your curse just as much it is mine, isn’t it?” I ask, no longer fearing him or fearing what he could do, but fearing for him. Feeling his pain as I realize that he suffered what I am afraid to suffer.

      He nods, still looking frightened, turning his head to either side.

      “Is the satyr the one who set this curse upon the kings of Dracameveo?” I look around as I ask, checking to make sure it’s just the two of us.

      “It is.” The way in which he speaks, the constant turning of his head, worries me greatly. Where is Khende?

      “We’ve got to get out of here. Show me the way, help me break the curse, and we’ll both go home,” I offer, knowing I cannot do this on my own.

      Maniacal laughing interrupts Jarlan’s reply. Slow clapping echoes throughout the room, though I fear now that everything is hidden in shadows for good reason.

      “My dear Aurelio, I daresay you figured out how to escape the room in far less time than any king previously. A feat I did not think possible, considering your father held that record before you, and it took him six days. I am so very proud of you. For a moment, as you lay and cried to yourself, I feared you were giving up, and that just takes the fun out of the curse entirely. But no, you came through—you succeeded at the second task. And here I find myself wondering, should I free him now? Or should I let the curse play out as it has for hundreds before you? But nay, I fear you will simply have to go on. However, unlike any before you, you’ll have help because Jarlan here has decided he no longer wishes to be king. Not that I can blame him. But the city needs its ruler, and that means it’s down to you two. Only one will survive because even if you both succeed at the next challenge, you won’t leave here uncursed.” Though I cannot see him, Khende seems in high spirits as he announces that Jarlan and I must fight each other if the next task doesn’t kill us.

      With a loud clap, sconces all around us are lit, revealing the large chamber we’re in. A cave of sorts, dark and dreary. No life to be seen. Only the rocks, causing a rough terrain all around. The ceiling is covered in stalactites with sharp points, hanging down dangerously.

      I can’t help the gulp that echoes throughout the entire cavern. Certainly this will be no easy task, whatever it is.

      A rumbling causes the stalactites to vibrate, causing an odd kind of tinkling sound, dust falling from the ceiling.

      Jarlan’s eyes widen as he looks at whatever it is behind me. I slowly turn and look up at the beast that shakes himself awake, seemingly unfocused like he hasn’t been disturbed in a long time. Probably in a hundred and fifty years, I think grimly, realizing that’s how long it’s been since my father was here.

      The beast has grayish wart-ridden skin wherever there aren’t scales. He seems to be part troll, part dragon. His wings span wider than Jarlan’s and mine combined. He has the head of a phoenix, a bright, fiery orange in contrast to the rest of himself. I realize that the wall that trapped me within truly was bleeding because it was his foot. The phoenix, of course. Incredibly fast healing abilities.

      The chimera takes a step forward, advancing toward us. His tail whips out, and Jarlan wraps his wings around my eyes hurriedly. He whispers, “Don’t look at the tail, for it is a basilisk, and one look into its eyes will kill you.”

      “Thank you.” I turn, and he puts his wings down.

      “I’ve seen this monster destroy many dragons, Aurelio. Even with two of us, there’s hardly an advantage. The phoenix’s tears are healing, but because the bird is part of the beast, it simply heals on its own. And with the body of a dragon and troll, its skin is unbreakable, and its scales are tightly woven. It is twice as large as either of us. What chance do we have of defeating such a monster?”

      “There are two of us, Jarlan,” I say, trying to watch the chimera without catching any glimpse of its tail. “We know its secrets. We are smaller, faster, and more agile. And most importantly, we have a reason to live. So we’re going to fight, and we’re going to get out of here. Do you understand? Are you willing to do this with me?” I look into his eyes, waiting for an answer.

      He looks back up at the monster now towering over us. “Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      I SIT UPON THE throne meant for the queen of Dracameveo and one by one address the people who have come for the king. Castel watches each person, listening, hoping to find a pattern in their words, their questions, why they wish to speak to the king.

      Some of the people genuinely have concerns and issues, but it seems the rest are looking for information, spies for the people who wish to know if I have murdered their beloved king. As if I could ever kill the man who holds my heart and soul.

      “Please, my lady.” The woman bows. “I only come to ask for food and water.” She falls at the dais, thin, dirty, and ragged.

      I lift my hand, motioning for a servant to bring her what she asks for. She bows to me repeating “thank you” as she follows the servant to the kitchens.

      “My lady, I have come to ask you something I presume only you could know,” a younger man says as he comes a little closer. “Why have you taken our king from us? Was he not fair enough for you? Did he not offer you his heart and kingdom?” The man questions me as if he expects me to answer such ridiculous notions.

      But as Castel and Estella urged me to remain calm, I answer. “I have not taken your king from you. He has fallen ill and needs time to recover. It is your king who asked me to rule in his absence with the help of Lord Castel, his uncle.”

      I wave my hand, signaling my readiness for this man to be taken from my presence so I can help the next person in line.

      A young girl approaches timidly. I step down and go to my knees in front of her so she can speak to me at her own level. But without a word, she places a single white flower in my palm and dashes off into the crowd, disappearing from view before I can thank her.

      I stand and lift my skirts as I retake my seat and set the flower in my lap.

      “When are you going to stop lying to us?” a barrel-chested man asks, his voice booming throughout the hall, silencing everyone in the room.

      I look at him, wondering how best to respond. I slowly blink, trying to come up with a possible answer for the impossible question.

      “When? When will you tell us our king is dead? Will you mourn? Dressed in black and looking forlorn, tears in your eyes? I assume you’ll talk about how much you loved him and though you aren’t queen, he appointed you as this kingdom’s ruler in his absence. Therefore, you’ll just make yourself queen, yes?” He throws questions and accusations at me, never giving me a chance to speak.

      “What is it you want? To be called queen? For us to bow to you? What could you gain from killing him? You couldn’t even wait for him to marry you—oh, no, it wasn’t enough. And either his uncle is helping, or he’s blindly following instructions you made up!” the man bellows.

      I stand, the flower slowly floating to the floor, much like my hope falling into despair. “I will not be spoken to this way. Your king is alive, and until he can address you himself, I will do my best. You think I want to rule? That I want the kingdom? You think for a moment that I want you to bow to me and call me your queen? Then you know nothing about me. Leave. Come back when you’re willing to confess the things you’ve accused me of to your ruler upon his return.”

      The man shows no regrets nor fear, but mumbling, he turns and leaves. The rest of the people file out after him, either scared of me or knowing they’ll be sent away for what they were going to say.

      I collapse onto the throne, the pain becoming unbearable. I don’t know how much longer I can continue like this. No trust from the people who loved me and welcomed me only days ago.

      I look toward Castel, who is watching me, frowning. Beside him stands Estella. She looks sad, pitying me. I lean over, resting my head in my hands, and allow the tears to come. To let my fears wash over me as every scenario runs through my mind.

      After my outburst, things are only going to get worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      “DUCK!” JARLAN YELLS, flattening himself against the ground. I turn and get down just as the chimera’s huge troll fists go swinging through the air where we just stood.

      The basilisk tail comes next, swooping over us before curling back up and disappearing behind the chimera as he turns around again.

      I fly up, flapping my wings hard, forcing myself to use them despite being unused for so long now. There’s a kind of pain, but it also feels good, freeing to be in a space large enough to open them, let alone use them.

      I go as high as I can without hitting the spikes above me, which gives me an idea. I turn and fly up beside the largest of them. “Jarlan!” I call, hoping he sees what I’m about to do and moves in time. But I can’t wait to look and find out. I beat my wings against the stones until they break free, falling and piercing the troll hide of the chimera. He shrieks in agony and begins flapping his own wings, getting ready to take flight.

      I break off another piece and watch as it falls, landing right between the chimera’s dragon wings. The rock falls a few feet, but continues toward me. The monster is almost near, reaching out his clumsy arms, holding them out, trying to grasp me. I dive before it can, swooping under it, almost flying right into the face of the basilisk. I narrowly avoid it before landing again, now beside Jarlan, who has pressed himself against the wall of the cave.

      “I need your help,” I growl, knowing I’ll never succeed on my own. The chimera has far too many advantages.

      “What can I do? I’ve not flown or fought in hundreds of years. I will only do more harm than good if I get in the way. I’m sorry, Aurelio, but I cannot.”

      I face him, standing as tall as I can like the proud king I am. I stare him down, despite the fact that he is taller. “You have to fight. You’ve been trapped down here since you became king of Dracameveo. Did you not make it beyond the challenges? Or maybe you were never given the chance to prove that you deserved to get out of here. The world wondered what happened to the king of dragon and humans. You disappeared without a trace, and only the kings who came after you ever found out the truth. Maybe you have resolved yourself to stay—maybe you believe you deserve this. But not anymore. I am your great-grandson, and I am now your king. So I am telling you to get up and prepare for a battle that has already begun. You will fight, or you will die alone. I will not give up on those I love just because it seems there is no hope to win a battle against something that is stronger, larger, and has more advantages than myself. I will fight to return to my kingdom and the woman I love until I either succeed or die in the trying.

      “You said you were with me, that you would fight. Don’t go back on your word when I need you most. The only time a battle becomes hopeless is when you stop having hope. Fight with me, Jarlan. Alone, there is no chance I can make it home again. But together, we can find a way.” Just as I speak the last part, Jarlan brings his wings forward and shoves me.

      I get up, out of breath, hurting from hitting my side against a rock, ready to take on two enemies when I discover that he pushed me away from harm as the chimera came crashing down over us.

      “Thank you,” I gasp, flying toward him.

      “You’re welcome. Now we need a plan, Aurelio. We need to figure out how we’re going to defeat something we can hardly look at without risk of death.” He looks tired, more worn out. It seems his age is beginning to catch up to him. I think of all the stories, all the speculation, everyone wondering what happened to a young King Jarlan. And now I know—he’s been in the city of the undead all this time.

      “We need to get out of here. Do you know how we can?”

      “This is much like the pit you were dropped in as your first challenge, with nothing above it. It doesn’t lead straight out of the city. We need to get out of here, back to the throne. Only then will we be able to leave, using the way you came in.”

      “So we need to go up. We need to break the ceiling. So let’s fly—the chimera will come after us, no doubt.” Speaking of which, I notice an eerie silence. I look up just in time to see the basilisk tail swinging around.

      “Fly now!” I yell before getting in the air, swerving around and beyond where the chimera can reach.

      Jarlan follows, and up we go. We fly side by side, nearing the place where I knocked down the stalactites. “We need to get him charging after us one by one. We’ll need to be agile and quick to avoid being hit by him and hitting the rocks ourselves,” I say before nosediving back toward the chimera. I swoop around his face, laughing and flapping my wings in his eyes before shooting back up. His wings create a breeze throughout the cave as he follows me closely. I’m only barely out of his reach, but it works. He’s coming after me.

      I go up and up until the very last moment, swerving to the side. The chimera plunges headfirst into the rocks, screaming in agony as many pierce him. He begins to cry, healing himself, but as he falls, some of the rocky ceiling breaks away.

      Jarlan, seeing what I just did, goes for it, following the chimera down, taunting him. When his tears have healed most of the damage and he can see again, he comes flying back up, but Jarlan isn’t as smooth as he used to be, and he doesn’t turn in time before hitting one of the crystals, scraping it along his back. The chimera bites out at him, but narrowly misses.

      I fly in front of Jarlan, coming between him and monster and beating my wings against his face until he flies back, circling us now. I fear he’s figured out our plan because he no longer flies directly up, but stays even with us.

      “I’ve got to land, Aurelio. I’m pierced.” Jarlan struggles to speak and begins his descent.

      I follow him, leading the chimera along so Jarlan can land safely. I stay with the chimera, stopping him from hurting either of us until he whips his tail back and forth threateningly, like he knows there is no defense we can use against it.

      Rather than fight it, I shoot straight up, not stopping as I near the top. Instead, I flap my wings harder, putting as much power as I can into them. I keep going and going, flying straight through the small hole the chimera created. I burst through, stones flying everywhere as I do. But I don’t stop or look back—I keep flying upward into the sky of nothingness.

      A huge boom echoes throughout the city as the chimera comes crashing through, breaking even more of the stones apart.

      Jarlan yells, letting me know he’s following. I turn and go back down, passing the chimera who now looks confused and dazed from hitting the rocks so hard.

      “Come on!” I holler to Jarlan, heading down the path that led me here in the first place.

      He follows me, as does the chimera.

      “No! You cannot leave—you cannot return. Who will be king?” Khende shrieks from the throne.

      We don’t stop as we pass him. “You’re the king now, Khende. It’s what you deserve!” I fly down the tunnel, Jarlan right behind me, the chimera catching up quickly.

      We burst through the door on the other side. I swing back, and the moment Jarlan is out of the tunnel, I slam it shut. The chimera flies into it headfirst, causing it to open partway. Jarlan helps me hold it closed. We both grunt as the chimera continues hitting it with all of his power.

      “I need the key, Jarlan. We’ve got to lock it.” But I remember now—Khende had the key. And it’s trapped inside with him.

      “What key?” Jarlan asks, putting all his weight on the door.

      “The key to open this door is inside with Khende. We have to destroy the door.” I inhale, preparing my fire. Jarlan quickly turns, using his front paws to hold the door as he does the same.

      He looks to me. I nod, and we both jump back while breathing our hottest flames onto the glass. The skull at the top droops slowly as the door begins to melt. The banging stops, and in a matter of minutes, the door is a puddle of clear liquid on the ground.

      I lie in the grass for a moment, catching my breath, trying to comprehend just what happened.

      I close my eyes and allow myself to relax, thinking of being human, being with Zanta, and wondering if the curse is broken. With that thought, I feel the dragon part of me melt away. I open my eyes and look down at my arms and legs, and a lack of wings and scales.

      When I look at Jarlan, I’m stunned. He too has turned back into his human form, and he looks so much like Father, I do a double take.

      “I can’t believe that all happened,” I mutter, unsure what else there is to say.

      “I must thank you, Aurelio. For a moment, I feared I would never leave Itrummortui. Your father was strong and smart and courageous, as was your grandfather, but never before did anyone uncover a way to free me as well. And so, thank you.” He gets down to his knees and bows before me.

      “I’m grateful I was able to discover that you were not responsible for the curse, but were a victim of it just as I was. Now, what do you say we return home?”

      “Oh, but young king, how can I? The world believes me to me be dead. It is my fault the curse ever came into existence. How could I return to a kingdom that does not want me back?”

      “How could you know that you are not wanted unless you went home? Besides, while my father has passed, I am sure Castel, Ignacio’s brother, would love to meet you, to know the truth of what happened to you. As would the world. Please, come home with me, and you will see.”

      “Very well. Thank you.” He stands and brushes the dirt off his robes.

      “If you don’t mind, we do have another stop to make.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Miraunus. I wish to speak to the king. Something tells me he will know what this was all about.”

      “Probably the only one left that will know what this is about, considering asking Khende is no longer an option.” he adds.

      “Indeed. But at least I can walk away knowing I kept my promise. I told him I would free him from Humestia if I could, and now I have.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      DESPITE LOVING BEING human again, I force myself to make the change, as does Jarlan just as we enter Miraunus. We fly low until I see the cave’s entrance. King Kryden is already standing outside it as if waiting for us.

      He watches me carefully. “It is over, isn’t it?”

      “The city of the undead has been destroyed, or at least, the door leading there. But then, if you know why we’re here, can you tell us what we wish to know?” I ask.

      “Let us walk, young king.”

      I nod and follow him, doing my best to keep up. My entire body is in pain, battered from the fight and the climbing, and certainly from not enough food.

      “Khende always liked to play games, certainly with creatures he felt believed they were above him. But he made the mistake of testing out his magic on King Kryden, my great-great-great grandfather, the one I am named after. You see, Khende thought he could take a unicorn’s horn that he could make it a treasure, something to be hunted and sold. He certainly hated our kind. It was at the celebration for your great-great-great-grandfather’s engagement where he caused the troubles that landed him in Humestia. First stealing the horn, then stealing dragon scales. My ancestor alone did not banish him, but yours as well, who had figured out what Khende was doing and told Kryden. Khende did not create the city of the undead, but he certainly used it to his advantage. And while you may have closed one door to it, I fear there are others.”

      “Well then, I must make it my mission to find and destroy all of them,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      I STAND ON THE balcony looking out over the city and bite my lip, trying to keep from crying. A riot has broken out and all the castle guards are trying to restore order, but the people will not hear of it. Their king has been gone too long. And with my speedy recovery, they have accused me of being a threat, killing the king for his riches, his castle, and his kingdom. How they could think such a thing, I may never know, but my heart is breaking as I realize that if Aurelio doesn’t return, I will have to go into hiding, leave the city, and never return. The people wouldn’t never allow me to rule. Not now.

      Someone has spread a nasty lie, and it has cost me everything. Castel steps up beside me and wraps his around my shoulder. “It’s all right, my dear. Things will calm down, and Aurelio will return. He must.”

      I turn to him, anger filling me. “What if he doesn’t? What if this is how the kingdom ends? And for what? A curse we know nothing about? How can it be that we allow the people to fight, to call us liars, when we promised to protect the kingdom?” I pick up my skirts and walk through the doors, and down the steps as fast as I can.

      I keep my head high as I stride with a mission in mind, with purpose. Renewed energy at seeing the people turn on us so quickly, at lies being told to them.

      Even now the castle staff watches me as I go by, probably wondering whether or not they should believe the rumors.

      Whoever could think I would kill Aurelio to take over his kingdom is certainly mad. And that’s exactly what I plan on telling them.

      I step out into the courtyard, passing men as they fight, whether with their fists or their voices. Many people stop their bickering to watch me. I keep walking, continuing toward the town square where hopefully everyone will hear me out.

      When I reach the cobblestone path, I go straight for the fountain. Stepping up on the ledge, I let my voice be heard.

      “Enough!” I scream, getting attention. Men stop fighting mid-punch. Jaws slack, eyes wide, they all look at me, some changing from their dragon forms, swooping down and landing beside the fountain to listen.

      “I do not know who has spread such ugly rumors, but I am here to put your hearts at ease. Listen to me. I did not kill your king, nor did I harm him. If I had wished to take over the kingdom, certainly I would have married Aurelio first to gain the crown. I was asked to help keep watch over the land while Aurelio could not. It was a trial of sorts as well, to show me what being queen is like, to teach me more about what I would do here at the castle after marrying the love of my life. If you so easily accuse me of such horrid crimes, if you so vehemently do not wish me to be your queen, then say it. Make it known to me—not through rumors, lies, fighting, not through destroying everything in this kingdom. Tell me with your words, to my face, that you do not want me to be your queen, and I will make it so. But by dragon fire, this all ends now. The chaos is over. No more will we fight with one another. Do you hear me? Do you understand me?” I look around, searching their faces, daring them to pick up where they left off.

      “How can we trust you as our queen when the king’s council members are the ones informing us that you’re taking over, that Aurelio is already gone, dead, not sick in bed at all?” someone yells.

      My heart hammers against my ribcage as I repeat those words in my head. The council? I look at the man who shouted. “Who told you those lies?” My voice has grown cold and hard.

      I step down from the fountain and approach the man, people parting and creating a path for me as I walk toward him. He begins to tremble, fidgeting as he tries to find words.

      “Who told you those lies?” I ask louder now.

      “Elder Waylon, Your Highness.” A woman beside the man steps forward, concern in her eyes. She curtsies.

      “Elder Waylon said this? He told you I killed the king?” I spin around slowly, looking at the people all around me, more filling in the gaps, getting closer so they can hear what’s being said.

      A few of them nod.

      “These are false!” I storm through the crowd, marching straight for the castle, right to Castel. He has to know.

      Gasps rise from the crowd but I don’t look back to find out why.

      Someone catches my wrist, pulling me back. I turn, ready to fight off anyone who dares touch me. But when I meet the man’s golden eyes, I can’t say anything at all. Tears begin to well up, and when I find air to breathe once more, I fling my arms around his neck.

      “You’re alive! You’re alive and home!” I sob into his neck as I hold him against me, unable to let him go.

      “As I promised I would be,” Aurelio whispers in my ear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        Aurelio

      

    
    
      WATCHING ZANTA STAND on the fountain, demanding to be listened to, I can’t bring myself to interrupt her. I watch in awe as she addresses the people, commanding respect by earning it. What I hear astounds me. How could anyone believe for even a moment that she was trying to take over the kingdom? To hear that the rumors were spread by one of my very own council members is a shock.

      When Zanta rushes through the crowd, most likely running to get Castel and stop Waylon, I reach out, grabbing her wrist and pulling her back to me.

      Waylon can wait. This moment cannot, for it’s been a week since I’ve seen the woman I love, and a moment longer is too much time to waste. Her eyes widen as she takes me in, not sure if she’s really seeing me at all.

      I embrace her, holding her to me, never wanting to let go.

      “You’re alive! You’re alive and home!” Her tears fall onto my neck.

      “As I promised I would be,” I whisper in her ear.

      “Thank you.” She kisses my jaw, burying her face against me.

      “Thank you, love.” I rock us back and forth for a moment, unable to let go of her despite the need to speak with Castel immediately.

      “We have to talk to your uncle,” she whispers, still not moving away from me.

      “I know. I heard your whole speech, but that doesn’t mean I’m any more willing to let you go.”

      “Aurelio, please explain to me what is going on,” Jarlan interrupts.

      I turn around to face him, still holding on to Zanta, though she turns a bit to see who I’m speaking to. “Jarlan, this is the woman who owns my heart. She is the foremost reason I could never have given up my life here for that of Itrummortui, my soon-to-be bride, Zanta.”

      At the mention of her name, she straightens standing a little taller as she wipes some of the tears from her eyes. I rub my thumb over her cheek, catching the few she missed. “It is a great honor to meet you, my dear.” Jarlan takes her hand in his and kisses the back of it before bowing graciously.

      “Oh, no need to do that. I am not royalty.” She blushes.

      “My dear, royalty or not, you have saved me and Aurelio from a terrible fate, and for that, there are no thanks enough that I could give you. You are a rare gift, a true queen, and you will be the greatest gift to this kingdom.”

      “I don’t know what you mean about saving both of you, but I must return to a mission I was on before this dear man surprised me.” She looks at me for a moment, and I’m content to stare at nothing else the rest of my life. But she turns back to Jarlan. “Thank you for your kindness, but please allow me to go stop a traitor from trying to ruin me.”

      My hand in hers, Zanta once again makes her way through the crowd. I look behind us to make sure Jarlan is following before devoting my full attention to keeping up with Zanta, who doesn’t stop until we’re on the castle steps. Only then does she slow, and only so the guards can open the doors for us.

      People give us odd looks, mostly watching me as we pass them which I assume has something to do with rumors of my true love killing me for the throne. But I simply remind myself to ask Zanta once we’ve found Waylon and discovered why he would lie to the people about Zanta and her intentions.

      I let go of Zanta’s hand, storming down the corridor until I’ve reached Waylon’s private quarters. I don’t bother knocking, and the scene that plays out—him jumping out of his chair, papers flying everywhere, his wide-eyed expression of panic as he realizes what’s happening—would be quite comical if not for the fact that I’m resisting the urge to kill him.

      “Speak. Now,” I demand.

      “I—I—I—” he stammers, looking at me and then Zanta, back and forth to the point that he must be getting dizzy.

      “No, let me speak.” Zanta steps up beside me. “I want to know why you lied. Why you accused me of doing terrible things I could never do. I want the truth, Waylon. What could you possibly gain by making the kingdom hate me in an already difficult situation?” She rubs at her cheeks, brushing away stray tears.

      Waylon now stands, clearing his throat and running his hands over his clothes, smoothing them out as he collects himself.

      “I do not know what you mean, commoner, but how dare you accuse me, a member of the king’s council, your elder, of such treachery?” he huffs.

      “There are witnesses to your evil ways, Waylon. And while you may be older, you are not above Zanta in any way. She is my mate, my true love. I chose her to be your queen, to help rule this kingdom, and you have made the people hate her. I demand to know why.”

      Waylon glares, first at Zanta and then at me. “You want an answer?” He growls. “I’ll tell you. I have been on this council for hundreds of years. I was loyal to this kingdom, and despite that, your father disrespected me every chance he got. He made one mistake after another, never heeding my words. And after he finally died—by dragon fire, I thought he never would—we got you, and you are no better. Marrying a commoner? This is not a free-for-all. You may be king, but you do not get to decide things that affect the kingdom without listening to anyone else. And you—”

      I hold up my hand, cutting him off. “What do you mean, you thought my father would never die? He was young. He should have lived another hundred years at least.” I take a step toward him.

      “Your father should have died a hundred years ago when he went to the city of the undead. He should have died when I sent dragons to destroy the villages. At least that task wasn’t completely useless, as it got rid of the wretched queen. Your father should have died long before you came to be. When he said his good-byes, it took all of my power not to shout for joy. The poison took far longer than it should have.” Waylon spits at my feet, angry, far too confident in his words, as if he thinks he could ever get away with any of this.

      Hatred boils within me, and more than anything, I wish to roast this lying scum. But instead, I yank my arm back and punch him in the gut. “After the horrendous things you’ve done, how dare you talk about my parents like that? You killed them as you would kill me, and you will pay!”

      “Aurelio!” Zanta screams, but I barely hear her over the pounding in my ears.

      “Stop!” she yells again. Her hand closes over my fist, stopping me from hitting Waylon again, who’s now on the floor taking the punches, not even bothering to fight back.

      “This is not you,” she says, her eyes filled with sadness. “I will send for the magistrate.”

      I stand and take calming breaths, hardly able to focus on anything but the bloody mess beneath me.

      “Why, Waylon? Tell me why you could possibly have reason to do all this.”

      “Because—” He coughs up blood before rising and standing before me. “Your family does not deserve to rule. For too long, your bloodline has sat on the throne, making stupid decisions. Marrying commoners from the street, changing policies, disbanding the council full of members who have been loyal. Again and again, my wealth and status have been threatened because you and your father haven’t agreed with me, and it is something I cannot take any longer. I deserve better. I deserve the crown. I could rule the people with a mighty fist!”

      I let myself take a moment to figure out what to say simply so I don’t beat him again. “You could have had so much more, but it is because of you that your title and wealth will be stripped from you. Only because of your actions will you live out the rest of your long, painful life in a dungeon cell rather than your large estate. It is true—you would no longer have been on my council, but you could have easily found a position elsewhere.”

      “Do not do this, Aurelio. You have no right. I am trying to protect this kingdom.” He stomps his foot like a child not getting the toy he wants.

      “You think setting dragons to destroy the village is protecting the kingdom? You think poisoning the king is protecting the kingdom? Or what of lying about the future queen?”

      “A queen who does not deserve the crown!” he wails.

      “It is because of your traitorous acts that I even met Zanta. Had you never set out to destroy this kingdom, I might never have known her, and she would not be your queen. But we did meet because my mother died saving her from your mistakes, and now you will have to live with that. It is not up to you who I marry or who rules this kingdom. Certainly, it will not be you, ever.”

      As I explain this, a look of utter shame and horror fills his eyes. “But . . . but . . .” is all he can say as he thinks it over.

      “Guards! Take him to the dungeons,” I say sharply.

      Two men walk in and bind Waylon before marching him away. I run my hand over my face and try to think of happier things, like perhaps the woman beside me.

      I turn and look her in the eyes. “I am so sorry you had to hear that. He had no right to think you weren’t deserving of the crown,” I say, rubbing her arms, trying to warm the goose bumps.

      She looks at the floor beside me as if ashamed. “It’s all right.” Then she meets my gaze. “I believe I’ve deserved the crown at this point.” She grins. “After all, I did just run the kingdom for a week.”

      “Well…” I tilt my head as if truly thinking on it. “The people were rioting when I returned.”

      “Yes, they also believed you to be dead by my hand,” she states plainly.

      “I suppose that’s true. Very well, I believe you earned it as well.” I kiss her forehead.

      “As do I,” Castel says from behind us. We both turn to find him standing in the doorway. “She has proven herself strong, willing, smart, kind, and most importantly, able to put up with me. I believe she will make a great queen.”

      Zanta’s cheeks turn red. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” Castel says to her. “For proving me wrong in every way.”

      “It was my pleasure.” She curtsies.

      “Indeed. Now, do we not have a wedding to prepare?” he asks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        Zanta

      

    
    
      THE SUN BEAMS brightly through the sliver of window not blocked by the drapes. I stretch my arms over my head, arching my back, before sliding back under the covers, rubbing at my eyes and turning so the light isn’t in my face.

      I sit up, panicked. Is it really day? What happened last night? I remember Castel asking about the wedding, and Aurelio ordering the servants to prepare as fast as possible and to re-invite all of the guests. We ate a quiet supper in the private dining hall, just me and Aurelio. After that, everything is blank.

      “Good morning, my lady,” three voices say in unison.

      I jump back, turning while still sitting in bed, to find three maids standing at the end of it. “Good morning,” I reply, looking at Georgiana, Shyla, and Imani.

      “We are here to help you prepare for the wedding, if you would like.” Georgianna steps aside, and I see my wedding dress draped over one of the chairs in the sitting room behind her. With blue fabric that shimmers, the whole gown is stunning with embroidered flowers and lace from the bodice all the way down the skirt.

      With a sense of déjà vu overwhelming me, I step out of bed and approach the dress slowly, as if fearing it will disappear if I move too quickly. I run my fingers across the chiffon over the silk skirt. I use my thumbs and forefingers to grab the shoulders and pick it up, holding it against me as I look in the mirror. “Is it really my wedding day?” I whisper mostly to myself with a smile.

      “It is, and we’d best be getting you ready for it. First, a light breakfast. Then you must bathe, and Shyla will put powders and blush on your face while Imani does your hair. Does that sound acceptable to you, my lady?” Georgianna asks.

      “That all sounds lovely,” I say, still looking in the mirror. “But first I would like to see Aurelio. Do any of you know where I might find him?” I look up, searching each of their faces.

      They all seem a bit confused. “No, ma’am. I am afraid we do not. But he instructed us to help you in any way we can, so if it is your wish, I can fetch him for you.”

      “Thank you, Georgianna. I would appreciate that,” I say, though I want more than anything to go find Aurelio myself. This can’t be happening, and yet it feels as if I am living the same day over again. But even knowing that, I finish saying what I said the first time. “I presume Shyla and Imani can help me prepare a bath in the meantime.” I look to each of them, and they both nod in approval.

      “Yes, of course,” all three say before dispersing, the tallest going to find my soon-to-be husband, and the others going to get a bath started for me.

      Shyla and Imani return in no time, a bath drawn and ready. I undress, bathe, dry, and have just slipped into my wedding gown when Georgianna returns, a bit panicked. “Lady Zanta,” she blurts out before pausing to catch her breath. “You should come with me right away.” She’s still breathing heavily, which concerns me. How far did she have to run?

      “What is it?” I ask as Shyla hurriedly does my dress up, and I me and step into a pair of slippers.

      “The king appears to be in a bit of trouble. He asked me to get you immediately. He wishes for you to meet him in the meadow just past the gardens.” The girl’s face is pale, her voice filled with worry.

      I don’t wait for more explanation, but instead, I run through the corridors, racing to get to Aurelio as fast as possible. What could happen that he would need me out there on today of all days, and in such a panicked hurry? My heart does a funny flip, beating but feeling like it’s not doing so correctly. I fear I may not make it to Aurelio before my heart stops working from worry.

      I race past servants and guards going in and out of the castle, just doing their daily chores. I run through the courtyard and into the gardens. This can’t be happening again.

      When I reach the meadow, Aurelio stands there as a human, just watching me, no expression on his face telling me something is wrong or right. I look down at my hands to make sure I’m human too.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I ask, throwing my arms around him.

      He chuckles. “Absolutely nothing. I just wanted to make sure you still want to marry me.”

      I smack his arm. “Don’t ever scare me like that again. Do you understand?” I scold, feeling angry and relieved all at once.

      He laughs again. “Of course. But you didn’t answer the question.”

      “Oh, Aurelio, of course I still want this. In fact, I want nothing more. I love you. I always will.”

      “I am so glad I let my heart lead.”

      “And together, we’ll soar.”
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          Chapter 1

        

        Aurelian

      

    
    
      THE BITTER WINDS died, leaving the air with an unnatural calm. Aurelian stood back, watching as his brother kneeled before their father’s tomb. Thick black trees lined the graveyard, their leaves covered in a dense layer of frost, drooping from the weight of the ice. The branches cast deathly, still shadows across Aurelian’s form as he rested one hand on his mother’s tomb, running the other through the black strands of his hair before shoving it in his pocket. His fingers wrapped around the glass object that sat heavy against his side.

      His mind flashed back to the look on his mother’s face the day she died. Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open in a silent scream. Aurelian watched as the light dimmed from her eyes. Her body fell to the ground in front of him. Her death came as the pain his father felt ran through her body too. The last beat of her heart ended in the exact moment as her husband’s. Onyx hair fell around her in a halo, as her empty eyes stared unseeing into the sky.

      Aurelian scoffed. It was one thing to marry, but it was another to merge your soul with another’s.

      To tie your life with another fae’s by a mutual claim was reckless. The King was a war-driven man, always looking for the next battle, the next conquest.

      Their father died fighting against the Seelie Queen. A fool’s errand with an army not designed to withstand the heat and powers of the Summer Court. To make matters worse, King Thane had waged his war not having named an heir.

      Arrogant, Aurelian thought bitterly.

      The King believed he would live forever—that he couldn’t lose. Any simpleton knew it took more than skill to do what he had attempted.

      Part of Aurelian suspected their father had done it knowing full well that it would create tension between his brother and him. Their sister, Lilith, was weak. She would never fight to declare her intentions for the throne, at least not outright. She lacked the power to stand against one of them, and she was smart enough to know she wouldn’t stand half a chance fighting against them both.

      He clutched his hand tighter around the obsidian skeleton key, the smooth glass cold, even against his icy palm. Tilting his head to the sky, he watched as a storm brewed, swirling with the anger he felt deep in his chest. Clouds converged, swallowing up the thin sliver of the moon that hung in the sky. The first flake of snow drifted down, his blue eyes following its path as it danced and swirled in the air until it landed on the frozen ground; the white, a stark contrast with the black soil.

      Aurelian had found the key while his brother was busy making a show of mourning their father. As if anyone actually cared. Though, no matter how many times Nolan had dropped his chin in respect when the King’s death was mentioned, his intention was clear—to assume the throne and create a legendary army. One capable of destroying the Seelie Court, or any other realm at a moment’s notice; an army whose strength would not be tied to the phases of the moon.

      If anyone is crowned the new Unseelie King, it will be me, he thought.

      Prince Nolan stood and strode toward him, making a show of every movement. His cloak billowed out behind him. Nobody wore one anymore and it irritated Aurelian that he did as an attempt to add a dramatic flair to the occasion. His short, dark hair glittered with the white powder that continued to fall.

      “Begin preparations for the coronation. It will happen two months from now, on the eve of the Winter Equinox,” Nolan spoke curtly and moved to walk away.

      Aurelian reached out and grabbed his arm, forcing him to stop and meet his gaze. “Don’t be so

      sure about that; it has not been decided.”

      “I will be the next Unseelie King, little brother, make no mistake about that.”

      “You have no more right to the throne than I, and I intend to make my claim,” Aurelian declared through gritted teeth.

      “It will happen, Auri, so you’d best get used to the idea. I will find the halfling and, with her, I will create the army Father only dreamed of and avenge his death. The Seelie Queen will fall!”

      Aurelian glowered, his lips parted to respond but the words died in his throat as their sister approached. Long black hair flowed behind her like a curtain of silk. The black lace of the dress flowed up her neck and reached all the way down her arms, leaving only her hands and face exposed. Silver swirling accents glinted in the waning moon’s pale light as he looked down into her face, towering over her.

      “Now boys, what could elicit such behavior on a day like today?” Lilith asked, placing a hand on each of their arms and tilting her head to gaze up in mock concern.

      “You know exactly what we’re talking about, Lil. Ignorance does not suit you.” Aurelian sneered at the transparency of her act. She was as cunning and devious as every other Unseelie fae. He didn’t know who she was trying to fool.

      “Mhmm,” Lilith grunted in a pout, sticking out her bottom lip, dropping her arms—and the act. “Fine then, I’ll get to the point. I don’t care which of you claims the throne, but Nolan, please reconsider your plan for vengeance. Father was the most formidable warrior in ages. The Seelie Queen will not venture here; she will know you seek revenge.”

      “I will not reconsider, and I expect that you will never make another suggestion like that in the future.”

      “Nolan…” she whimpered. “I don’t want to see any harm come to you.”

      “Worry not, Lil. The chimera army will destroy her.” He placed a hand on her cheek, cradling her face as she leaned into his touch.

      Aurelian swallowed the bile that threatened to rise at their false display of affection. It was no secret that none of them cared for each other. There was no one around to expect otherwise—so why those two bothered to play these games was beyond him.

      “Chimera… I thought that was just a legend,” she said breathlessly.

      “The chimera are uncontrollable, Nolan. We all know it would be unwise. Halfling warriors are the only ones who stand a chance—and they can be controlled.”

      “You think a halfling army will stop the Seelie Queen?” Nolan laughed, the harsh sound sharp against the silent night. “They, of course, would be stronger than the fae soldiers we’ve always used, but they can be destroyed.”

      “The halfling we seek is of the Seelie court. With her blood, we can make an army that will take down the Seelie Queen,” Aurelian argued.

      “No, it is only through her heart that we can create an indestructible chimera army. It will be the final army that any realm will ever know,” Nolan said arrogantly.

      Aurelian narrowed his eyes. It was insane to attempt to forge an army that could not be controlled. The chimera his brother wanted to create would be unstoppable and unpredictable. There would be nothing standing in the way of that army destroying the Unseelie court on a whim.

      “We all know I won’t be vying for the crown… and since our father lacked the foresight to name one of you brutes as the next to rule, why don’t we settle on a fair way to decide?” Lilith cut in.

      “What do you have in mind?” Aurelian asked. He didn’t care what game she wanted to play, but he hoped that, whatever it was, it would buy him a little more time to implement his plan to take his brother out of the running.

      He needed to find that halfling, and soon.

      Lilith’s game might be the only solution as arguing was useless. They could go back and forth, repeating the same points for years and never change each other’s minds. Compromising wasn’t a strong point for either man. “Whatever the outcome, we will still need the halfling.”

      Lilith clapped her hands and hopped up and down. “Oh yes! The halfling will decide! You will both search for her and bring her back before the next new moon. Then, whoever persuades her to their side will get the army he wants, as well as the throne.”

      “And how do you propose we bring her here?” Nolan demanded.

      Aurelian bit his tongue.

      It would seem my brother does not know about the key…

      Their sister let out a high pitched laugh making it obvious she was enjoying their power struggle. “You must find the key and give it to her. If she accepts, then you can bring her here.”

      “I will make her accept,” Nolan huffed, his lip turning up in disgust.

      “Oh no dear brother, she must come and agree to help you of her own free will or her blood and heart will be useless. She will decide who will be the next to rule. You cannot force this decision upon her.”

      “Why don’t I just kill him and be done with it?” He snapped, jerking his chin. “Then I would have all the time I need to ‘persuade’ her.”

      “I am standing right here, brother,” Aurelian said evenly. “And in case you’ve forgotten, I am more skilled at fighting than you.”

      “It’s true,” Lilith agreed. “He has beaten you more times than I can count.”

      Nolan turned and narrowed his amber eyes,

      ignoring her comments.

      “Very well, we will see who can locate this key and coax this halfling into bending.” With that, he turned, whipping his cloak around him and stormed off toward the castle, leaving Aurelian alone with their sister.

      “Oh, this will be such fun!”

      “This isn’t a game, Lilith,” Aurelian bit out. She turned her violet gaze to him and stared, wide-eyed.

      “Oh, Auri, you stand just as much of a chance as he does.”

      “I’m not worried about him. I have no doubt that I will reign as the next King.”

      Her mouth formed a small “o” as she inched closer.

      “Then what’s wrong?” she asked conspiratorially.

      “It is the thought of the possibility that he will create his chimera army. If he does, he will never be able to control it. We seek this particular halfling, but it would be foolish to think she is the only one to exist. If he gets his hands on one, no doubt he will create his army whether he has the crown or not. That is where the real danger lies. If the chimera get bored, he will give them a new goal, and what do you think will happen when his army has destroyed all other realms and we are the only ones left?”

      Lilith let her hands fall to her side as she straightened her spine.

      “Then, brother, you must ensure you win.”

      “I intend to.” The words came out low, but his determination could be felt in each individual utterance. He lifted his hand and slowly uncurled his fingers, revealing the skeleton key.

      “How did you know I would suggest this contest?” she asked awed.

      “I didn’t, but I wasn’t about to take any chances.” Aurelian shoved the key back into his pocket.

      He’d hoped that he would have had more time before Nolan attempted to claim the throne. It wouldn’t be enough to gain power by a small fraction; he needed to show the entire realm that his strength was above the others and needed to make sure it would never become a point of contention once it was decided. It needed to be undeniable that he alone was meant to rule the Unseelie court.

      “Do you know where the halfling is?” Lilith broke through his thoughts.

      He faced her, studying her as she fluttered her thick lashes at him. He could tell her, or…

      “That, Lil, I won’t say. You’ll have to wait and see.”

      “I wouldn’t say anything. Besides, you already have the key. Nolan will be looking for days before he realizes,” she tittered.

      “It doesn’t matter. I prefer to have the advantage—even over you.”

      “Me?” She leaned back, her fingers splayed

      across her chest in mock surprise.

      “Yes, you might not be as strong or as powerful as us, but I don’t believe for a moment that you would give up all that power so easily.”

      Lilith crossed her arms and narrowed her violet eyes.

      “What makes you say something like that?”

      “Let’s not play games. You and Nolan can pretend with each other if you like, but you and I will always be honest with each other. What you lack in strength and power, you make up for in intelligence.” He could see her mulling over his words, the corner of her mouth lifting just a fraction as she tried to hide the knowing smile.

      “Honesty it is. Intelligence will not win me the crown; we both know that power in strength is what matters most here. I intend to side with whoever wins.” She raised an eyebrow. “Nothing personal, you understand.”

      “Nothing personal,” he agreed.

      Even with their agreement, he didn’t trust her any more than he trusted Nolan. Winning the crown was worth every risk he had to take. Even if it meant putting a partial claim on the halfling and ensuring she would be drawn toward him.

      Aurelian shuddered at the thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      EVVIE HEWETT LOWERED herself onto the wooden bench encircling a massive tree in the far corner of the open quad on campus, leaning back against the trunk. Closing her eyes as she inhaled the scent of wet earth, and listened to the rhythmic pitter patter of the gentle rain hitting the leaves, the sound surrounded her and created a peaceful calm.

      Tilting her head up, she watched the clouds envelop the last of the blue sky. Gold, orange and red leaves offered her shelter as she waited under the canopy of branches.

      Students ran from their cars and into buildings, trying to dodge the raindrops. Pulling her legs up onto the bench, Evvie crossed them under her and pulled her jacket tighter against the late autumn chill.

      “Evvie!” a familiar voice called out.

      She lifted her hand, waved at the blonde running toward her and stifled a laugh as the red umbrella she carried caught in the wind.

      “Hey, Silvia,” Evvie greeted her roommate as the woman plopped down on the bench next to her.

      “What are you doing here? I didn’t think you had class this early.” Silvia folded her umbrella and ran her fingers through her curly, shoulder length hair.

      “There’s a study group before class today,” she explained.

      “Oh, I could have given you a ride,” she frowned, looking guilty.

      “It’s okay, Silv, I wanted to walk,” Evvie said reassuringly.

      Shaking her head, Silvia smiled.

      “I don’t know why you like the rain so much. It’s nice to listen to, but I would rather it be from my nice warm couch and not outside getting soaked.”

      “That’s because you’re from the desert. I grew up here. I’m used to it.”

      “Mmm yes, I can see that,” she said eyeing Evvie up and down. “The drowned rat look is tres chic on you.”

      Evvie let her mouth drop open.

      “I do not look that bad!” She playfully swatted at her friend’s arm as she ducked out of reach.

      “That depends on who you ask,” Silvia sing-songed.

      Both girls broke out into laughter before settling

      into comfortable silence. The rain thinned as the clouds began to dissipate, allowing blinding beams of light to shine down, reflecting off the water puddles on sidewalks.

      “Well, I gotta run, I have class in fifteen and it’s on the other side of campus. Oh, and next time, ask for a ride,” she said, standing to open her umbrella. “See ya tonight!”

      “See you later,” Evvie called after her as she watched her friend rush off into the distance. Leaning backward, she stretched her arms over her head, relaxing against the tree. Birds chirped, announcing their return along with the sun as the clouds parted.

      “Are you waiting for someone?” a husky, masculine voice asked, as a large figure stepped in front of her, the light of the sun blinding her to his features.

      “No,” she said, her mouth pulling into a frown.

      “May I sit next to you?” He asked moving sideways, revealing his face.

      Her mouth dropped open for a second before she caught herself and snapped her jaw closed. Too late, he’d seen, and from the expression on his face, it was a reaction he got a lot.

      He wore an all-black suit in a way that made it come across as casual. He had a strong jaw and prominent cheekbones. Nothing about him stood out as being extraordinary, but all his features together made him hands down the most attractive man she’d ever seen.

      Or, it’s been way too long since you’ve talked to a man. She thought, annoyed that she found herself so drawn to him.

      He cleared his throat and raised an eyebrow as his sparkling blue eyes darted to the bench, then back at her face. A blush crept up her neck as she realized she still hadn’t answered him and choked out a, “Sure.”

      Smooth, Evvie…

      Picking up her bag, he moved it under the bench and sat next to her, so close she would bump him if she moved her arm. Too close… not close enough?

      Stop it, stop fawning over some hot guy just because he asked to sit on a bench. She chastised herself. It really had been too long.

      “My name’s Ian,” he said, breaking the silence.

      “Evvie.”

      “Your name means life, am I right?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I’m not really into that kind of thing.” She reached up and pushed a strand of dark brown hair behind her ear, trying to find something to do with her hands.

      “You’re not into life?” Ian asked winking.

      “What? No, I meant name meanings, that stuff,” she said hurriedly, letting her words tail off as his grin widened.

      “I’ve always believed that a name can tell you a lot about a person.”

      “I’ve never given it much thought,” she said shrugging.

      “It’s fitting,” he added to himself.

      Fitting? She tilted her head to the side,

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Evvie,” he said, ignoring her question.

      “Nice to meet you too.” She held out her hand, dropping it after a moment when he didn’t take it. An awkward smile formed on her lips as she attempted to get past the weirdness of the situation. It was probably all in her head anyway—she’d spent so much time over the last three and a half years locked away in the library or her room, studying. It wouldn’t be a surprise that she was completely out of touch with socializing.

      “So, uh… Are you a professor here?” she asked, taking in his perfectly tailored suit. He certainly wasn’t a student.

      “No,” he said, but didn’t elaborate.

      “Oh… Are you waiting for someone?”

      “Something like that.” The corners of his eyes crinkled as if he’d found her amusing. His mannerisms struck her as odd.

      The faint scent of roses floated past her as a light breeze picked up. It was late in the season for roses to be in bloom, but she pulled it into her lungs, enjoying

      the sweet fragrance.

      Letting her mind wander, she tried to figure this strange man out. He was talkative but didn’t give straight forward responses. What was his motivation? He seemed to be hiding something, but it wasn’t clear if he wanted anything more than a casual conversation.

      “Your eyes are a stunning shade of green,” he said as he leaned inward, his face only inches away from hers. Her breath caught in her throat as she leaned back.

      “Thank you?” For some reason, her words came out as a question. Turning from his intense gaze, she inched away, trying to put a little space between them. Evvie’s fingers fidgeted nervously with the zipper on her jacket. The longer he sat next to her, the more her mannerisms seemed awkward.

      She shivered and rubbed her arms up and down.

      Breathe, he’s just some random guy.

      Her attempt at relaxing didn’t work as well as she’d hoped.

      “You’re cold,” Ian said frowning. “Let me buy you a coffee—or tea if you prefer.”

      “That’s okay, I wouldn’t want to trouble you.” She braced her hands at her sides on the bench to hide the fact he realized she was cold before she did.

      “It’s no trouble,” he said, placing his hand over hers. His skin lacked the warmth she would have expected, sending a chill up her arm and down her

      spine.

      “I have to get to class soon.”

      Ian raised an eyebrow, looking doubtful before saying, “If you don’t want to, you are free to say no. I won’t hold it against you, though, I hope you’ll say yes.”

      Who is this guy?

      Evvie contemplated him as he waited patiently with his brilliant, unwavering smile. The chill was starting to get under her skin, so the warmth would be nice. She looked at her watch and checked the time. There was still an hour until she had to meet with her group. A cup of tea couldn’t hurt.

      “Okay,” she agreed. “Thank you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Evvie played with the material of her sleeves as Ian browsed the glass case of pastries, waiting for his turn to order their drinks. He said he’d surprise her with a drink he knew she would love, and since it was his treat, she’d agreed.

      The dark wooden walls made the space of the cafe feel warm and cozy. Padded booths lined the inside wall, but she’d chosen one of the smaller two person tables in the corner next to the window.

      She watched him walk toward her, gracefully stepping around the throngs of students rushing about.

      Setting Evvie’s drink in front of her, he sat down across from her at the table. His legs were so long that his knee brushed against hers.

      “Mmm, thank you.” She brought the mug to her face and breathed in––rose tea. She preferred sweet coffee drinks, but this smelled so good that it might inspire her to occasionally try something different. Opening her eyes, she discovered him watching her as a faint smile played on his lips.

      “So, what do you study?” Ian asked leaning back in his chair.

      “Photojournalism,” she answered, her fingers playing with the paper tag on the end of the tea bag.

      “And why photojournalism?”

      Evvie looked him in the eye. He asked a lot of questions, but hardly gave any answers. It was unusual to talk to anyone who didn’t expect her to listen to them talk about themselves. Conversations with classmates usually consisted of them telling her about themselves and checking their phone while she spoke. She considered herself lucky if she got more than a mere “Mmhm” in return. Ian was different—refreshing.

      “I love finding the beauty, and emotion in everyday scenes, bringing it out for people who might walk past and never notice.” She took a sip of her tea, the scent of roses overtaking her senses. “When I graduate I want to work for World Wide magazine. I’d love the chance to travel to thousands of places.”

      “You want to travel?” His eyes lit up and he leaned forward.

      “Yeah,” she said wistfully. “There are so many places I’ve always wanted to see and more I haven’t had the chance to consider even going to yet.”

      “I think you will travel to places you’ve never imagined existed before.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “You think so?”

      “I have no doubt about it.”

      The smile on his face was contagious and she couldn’t help the one that formed on her lips in return. Soon, they fell into a relaxed rhythm of conversation and, for the first time in her recent memories, she felt herself connect with another person.

      After a while Evvie looked up and around the room, the clusters of students that had been there what felt like seconds ago were gone, and now only a small handful lingered. Pulling back her sleeve, she checked her watch. It was ten after.

      “Oh crap, I have to go. My group started ten minutes ago.” She stood quickly, her chair scraping across the floor loudly as she bent down, to pick up her bag, slinging it over her shoulder.

      “I wish you’d stay,” he said quietly with one hand outstretched on the table, as if he were trying to keep himself from reaching out and taking her hand.

      She stopped her hurried movements and looked at him, studying his face. Impossibly bright blue eyes, the color of tropical water, watched her as she debated his request. Jet black hair just long enough to graze his ears and a few longer strands on top, brushed across his forehead. Ian was a very handsome man and the thought of spending more time with him sent butterflies swarming in her stomach. She pinched her bottom lip between her forefinger and thumb, trying to decide.

      “I—”

      “I’ll tell you what, if you need to go now, then have dinner with me.”

      “I’m not sure… I don’t really know you.”

      “That’s why we’ll have dinner together.” He smiled at her confidently.

      Evvie’s eyes darted toward the doorway. She had enjoyed talking with him and couldn’t remember the last time she allowed herself to go out and have fun.

      “Okay. Yes, I think I’d like that. When?” she agreed, turning to face him again.

      “Excellent,” Ian beamed. “Meet me at the Glass House, in front of the sun sculpture, at seven tomorrow.”

      She grimaced, sucking air in through her teeth.

      “I can’t, I have to work tomorrow night.” Evvie paused at the slight frown on his face as he tried to hide his disappointment. “I’m free Friday. Does that work?”

      “That is perfect.” His smile widened again as he stood. “I will see you in three nights. I look forward to it.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Evvie said, surprised that she meant it. She rushed toward the door, pausing briefly to look back at the man watching her leave.
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        Evvie

      

    
    
      NERVOUSLY GLANCING AT her watch one more time, Evvie tapped her foot. Ian was twenty minutes late. She turned on the heel of her black knee high boots and examined the glass sun sculpture behind her. Swirling tentacles of red, yellow and orange were clustered around the sphere creating a fiery effect, light shining from within. It looked like a cross between the sun and a glowing sea anemone.

      Behind the sun sat the Glass House, dimly lit by the massive red and white chandelier made of glass birds that spanned the length of the building.

      Five more minutes, then I’ll leave… Ugh, why did I agree to go out with some guy I just met? He probably forgot all about me.

      Evvie watched as couples walked through, holding onto each other’s arms, snuggling close, laughing and speaking in hushed tones. That was why she’d agreed; she wanted the chance to be close to someone like that, even if it was just for one night. Evvie tugged on the thick braid that rested over one shoulder and twirled the end around her index finger.

      Pulling her long black coat tighter around her, she felt foolish for dressing up. The temptation to wear more than her standard jeans, a tee and a scarf had gotten the best of her and she’d gone with heels, a red pencil skirt and one of Silvia’s lacy, black, sleeveless tops. Now she felt silly dressed up and standing in front of the giant glass sun.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” a rich, velvety voice said from behind her.

      Whirling around she tipped to the side, losing her balance on the tall heels she wasn’t quite used to. His strong hands reached out and gripped her shoulders, steadying her.

      “Easy there,” he said smiling.

      “I thought you weren’t going to show up,” Evvie blurted out. His face fell and she immediately regretted her words. It didn’t matter if he were late—it was rude of her and she could have at least said hello first. “Sorry,” she added looking away.

      “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. I should have been on time. Unfortunately, I was unable to get away any sooner.” A knuckle lifted her chin until she met his eyes. “Will you forgive me?”

      Evvie pulled her chin away and nodded, the damp chill of the night air forgotten. The yellow light that radiated from behind her cast an ethereal glow over his face, though it didn’t suit him, it muddied the dazzling blue of his eyes to a dull grey and made his skin appear pale.

      “It’s fine, don’t worry about it,” she said waving her hand dismissively.

      “Have you been waiting long?”

      “No, just a few minutes,” she lied.

      “I’ll make it up to you.” He stepped back and offered her his arm, a smile once again gracing his face. “Shall we?”

      “Mmm,” Evvie nodded and looped her arm through his.

      They started down the path of the outside gardens, tall spires of glass in every color shooting up from the ground, some straight as an arrow, others curled and curved into floral shapes, mixed in between the live plants and bushes of the garden.

      Red glowing glass birds were arranged in a flock taking flight, emerging from one of the trees. Bright pink glass shaped like kelp lined one side of the walkway, its sweeping contours gave it the impression of swaying back and forth between gentle ocean waves.

      “It’s beautiful,” Evvie said breathlessly, awed by the delicate glass work in each and every piece. “I wish I had my camera with me.”

      “I’m glad you are enjoying it. Haven’t you been here before?” Ian asked.

      “No,” she admitted.

      He placed a hand over hers and once again his touch on her skin sent a shiver through her.

      “I’m surprised. With your love of photography, I would have expected you to have hundreds of stunning images of this place.”

      “I just haven’t had the time. Besides, it’s more of a place people go to on dates than by themselves.” She bit down on the inside of her cheek.

      Did I really just say that out loud?

      “So, this is a date then?” Ian teased.

      “Uh… I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. I thought it was just dinner, but we can call it a date if you’d like.” She paused, and turned to look up at a seven-foot high blue and white dandelion puff.

      After a moment he spoke, his voice thick and low, “I would like that, very much.”

      Evvie looked sideways from the corner of her eye, before turning to face him. “Okay.”

      Somehow, the simple reply she gave seemed to be enough for him. Chilled from the crisp air, she shivered.

      “Let’s see if our table is ready,” he suggested.

      “Our table?” She looked around.

      Please tell me he’s not one of those rich guys who does weird things to try and impress women. She begged silently.

      He pointed up, drawing her eye to the tall restaurant, sixty stories high above them that overlooked the city. A small gasp escaped her lips.

      Dining up there had never even occurred to her.

      “I suddenly feel very underdressed,” Evvie murmured.

      His hands caressed her shoulders as he leaned to whisper in her ear.

      “Don’t—you look stunning, just as you are.” His warm breath brushed against her ear, sending a tingling sensation over her as goosebumps formed across the skin of her arms.

      Placing a hand on her lower back, he guided her toward the base of the tower and past a wide circular water fountain. It had a simple round base with a sparkling pool of water, one stream of water shot up in the center surrounded by half a dozen small spurts. The sound of the water, a soft symphony, called to mind images of gentle meandering rivers.

      “I want to do something really quick,” she said pulling her purse and digging around until she pulled out two pennies. Grinning, she handed one to him and hurried to the fountain.

      Evvie closed her eyes, then flipped the coin into the water. It hit with a soft splash and sank to the bottom, the golden copper glittered against the light blue concrete bottom. Ian paused next to her and cocked his head to the side.

      “Make a wish and throw it in,” she urged.

      “Make a wish?” He raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “You’ve never made a wish in a fountain

      before?”

      It seemed strange that anyone could grow up and not have made a wish at least once in their life. She wondered what kind of childhood he’d had that didn’t involve wishes.

      “No, I don’t believe in wishes.” He held his open palm out to her.

      “It’s just fun, I don’t believe in wishes any more than fairy godmothers.” She closed his fingers around the penny. “Just make a wish.”

      He studied her for a moment, looking doubtful. Then, slowly, a grin formed on his face. Nodding once, Ian closed his eyes before tossing the coin in.

      “That wasn’t so bad was it?” she teased, slipping her arm through his again.

      “What did you wish for?” he asked.

      Evvie shook her head, and said with a wink, “Mmhm, you’re not supposed to tell, if you do then it won’t come true.”

      They walked up the steps outside the building and then in through the doors of the rounded glass structure that surrounded the base of the tower. A man in black slacks and a black vest over a white collared shirt stood in front of the elevator. As they approached, he opened the door and let them on. The doors slid closed, encasing them in the very small space. The elevator car rose and the walls of the ground floor fell away to reveal a view of the city.

      A gasp escaped her mouth at the view. Lights

      from the windows of sky scrapers sparkled against the dark night, twinkling like stars living on earth.

      His fingers pressed into her waist, pulling her closer to his side as she leaned forward on her toes, one hand holding onto the side of his jacket.

      The elevator dinged as they reached the top level. The inner part of the restaurant, blocked the city from view.

      “Do you mind waiting here for a moment?” He placed a hand on her shoulder, halting her.

      “Okay,” she said, watching as he walked up to the restaurant podium and spoke with the maître d’. The man visibly bristled at Ian. Evvie couldn’t hear what they were saying, but a moment later he was smiling and nodding at her date.

      Returning to her, Ian placed his hand on the small of her back, as if he couldn’t help himself from touching her. Each time he placed his hand on her it sent the same shiver through her.

      “Our reservation isn’t for another half-hour; would you like to go to the observation deck while we wait?”

      “That sounds great, but won’t it be cold with the wind?” she asked. Wordlessly, he slipped off his jacket and placed it on her shoulders. “Aren’t you going to be cold without it?” she asked.

      “No, I grew up in a place much colder than this. I’ll be okay,” he assured her.

      They walked out onto the open deck and a frigid

      breeze hit her, making her instantly grateful that he’d given her his jacket. She stepped up to the edge and looked over the railing. The lights from the glass garden below glowed brightly, creating a wonderland of color.

      Looking from the corner of her eye, she studied Ian. Perfect posture and completely unfazed by the temperature, he stood with his hands in the pockets of his slacks, his black tie fluttering in the wind against his white button up shirt. Embarrassment caused her to look away when he turned to meet her gaze with a sly grin.

      Looking up at the thin sliver of the crescent moon, she said, “I bet this view is even more amazing when there’s a full moon.”

      “I suppose it might be. But with the new moon—that’s when you can see all the stars. The light of the full moon dims the sky so much that it hides them.”

      She’d never thought of it that way, but he made her want to appreciate the different phases in ways she never considered before.

      “I suppose all phases of the moon can be equally beautiful.”

      The night felt unreal to her and she was glad she’d said yes to a date with this stranger. Evvie leaned into his side as he slipped an arm around her shoulder.

      “Thank you for giving me a chance and for coming up here with me,” He said as he brought a red

      rose around, presenting it to her.

      Pulling away, she took the flower.

      “Thank you,” she said breathlessly and held it to her nose, inhaling deeply as she looked into his eyes to see an expression she couldn’t read crossing his features.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said. His hand came up to brush a stray lock of her dark brown hair behind her ear. Ian leaned forward and even in the chilly night she could feel the heat rising to her cheeks. He moved closer, bringing his face nearer and nearer. She could almost feel his lips against hers as her eyelids slid shut.

      “Sir, your table is ready now,” a waiter said from behind her.

      Disappointment welled up inside her. They were just inches away and now the moment was ruined.
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* * *

      They rode the elevator to the bottom of the tower in silence. Evvie held the rose in one hand and subconsciously caressed the petals with her fingers, watching the city grow to once again dominate the skyline.

      “May I walk you home?” he asked as they

      stepped out of the building and moved out toward the glowing glass sculptures.

      “No, I’ll just take a cab. I don’t want to trouble you.”

      “It’s no trouble,” he insisted, the slightest hint of strain in his voice. “At least let me wait with you until you get a cab.”

      She nodded, pulling out her cell phone and making a call.

      “I had a really great time tonight,” she said as they waited.

      “I did too,” he said and shifted closer. He lowered his face and raised her hand, brushing his lips over her knuckles. “I hope you will call me soon. I would like to see you again.”

      “Yeah, I—I’d like that too,” she said trying not to swoon over a kiss on the hand.

      Since when do I almost swoon?

      The cab pulled up next to the sidewalk and honked its horn impatiently.

      “My ride is here,” Evvie said, finding it difficult to pull her gaze from his.

      “I hope you don’t wait too long to call. Procrastination has a way of hurting.”

      What an odd thing to say… She thought and looked over her shoulder as she reached the car. He was already gone. Opening the door to the cab she slid in. Then it hit her—he’d never given her his number.

      How would she call him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      “MMMM,” EVVIE GROANED and rolled over, pulling the covers over her head to block out the harsh light of the morning sun.

      “What’s wrong?” Silvia’s voice asked from the doorway.

      “Tired,” she mumbled, snuggling deeper into her blankets.

      “Tired? You’ve been asleep for sixteen hours.” Her friend pulled the covers back and placed a cool hand on her forehead. “You do feel a little warm. You might be getting sick.”

      Evvie squinted up at the blonde sitting on the edge of her bed, a frown pulling at her mouth.

      “No, I’m fine… I’m just tired.” Her hand reached out and pulled the blanket up to shield her eyes. “It’s just really bright out.”

      “Bright? It’s almost five.”

      “Five?” Evvie rolled onto her back, carefully peeking one eye out from beneath the blanket to examine her friends face. It had to be a joke. “Why did you let me sleep so late?”

      “I thought you needed the sleep.” Silvia’s eyes widened, “Oh, your eyes! Your pupils are huge, and you don’t look good… I think you should go see a doctor.” She stood up and walked to the door. “I’ve got to run to work, but think about it. You don’t look like you’re doing so well.”

      No way. I’m not setting foot in a hospital unless I’m dying and unconscious. She shuddered.

      “I’ll think about it,” she agreed half-heartedly.

      Crossing her arms, Silvia raised an eyebrow and said, “I know you’re lying. But… I wouldn’t suggest it unless it seemed like you were really bad. I know how you feel about doctors and hospitals.”

      Taking a deep breath, Evvie forced her eyes to open. The bright light pushed tears to the surface, stinging and blurring her vision. She lifting herself up to sitting.

      “I’ll be fine, I promise. I’ve just been staying up too late studying.” Meeting Silvia’s eyes, she projected the best ‘please believe me’ smile she could muster.

      With narrowed eyes, Silvia dropped her arms to her side and sighed.

      “Okay, fine, but if you get worse I’ll call your

      mom.” Then she strode out of the room waving, a mischievous smile plastered on her face.

      “You wouldn’t dare!” Evvie shouted after her.

      “You bet I would.” Came the reply, followed by not-so-silent laughter.

      “Ugh,” Evvie plopped back down and lay, glaring at the beige ceiling.

      Why am I so tired?

      She racked her brain, trying to remember anything that could account for this complete exhaustion. Closing her eyes, she scanned her body from head to toe, trying to pin point the source of the strange feeling. No aches or pains, just exhaustion.

      Slowly, she raised herself up to sitting again, dropped her feet over the edge of the bed and slid them into her pink bunny slippers.

      Her legs protested, lacking their normal strength.

      I feel so weak.

      She ambled over to the small shared bathroom and turned the sink faucet on. Reaching over to the shower she pulled the curtain closed, blocking out the stream of light coming through the small, frosted window. She bent over the sink, splashing cool water over her face.

      As her hand fumbled blindly for the hand towel, she bumped the light switch, squeezing her eyes shut to evade the sudden, blinding assault. She swatted at the wall until she hit the switch again, turning it off. Rubbing her face dry, she glanced in the mirror to examine her reflection.

      Her mouth dropped open at the sight. Dark circles had formed, leaving bags under her eyes and her skin looking sickly pale. It looked like she hadn’t slept in a week. Leaning forward, she examined her eyes. Her pupils were large, their blackness nearly swallowing the emerald sea of her irises. She stuck out her tongue and examined her throat.

      Tongue? Normal.

      Tonsils? Normal.

      Evvie massaged her neck, feeling for her lymph nodes—also normal. It had to be the late nights studying and the long hours at work finally starting to take their toll on her.

      Maybe a walk would help.

      She opened the old metal medicine cabinet and pulled out her toothbrush.

      After going through her morning routine, Evvie pulled her hair back into a messy bun and walked back into her room to dress, pulling on a black oversized sweater and dark worn jeans.

      Pulling on her Red Sox baseball hat, she paused, thinking of last night’s date.

      The rose, it’s probably wilted by now.

      She’d forgotten to put it in water. Reaching over to her dresser, she felt around for the flower.

      Gone.

      Silvia wouldn’t have moved it, but…

      Evvie pulled her hand back.

      A key sat where she thought she’d left the rose.

      “Where did this come from?” Carefully, she picked it up and examined it. It was a typical skeleton key, the kind that always came to mind as a child. Turning it over in her hand, the quickly-dimming sunlight reflected off the surface.

      It was made of a thick glass and had a skeleton head on the grip with two ‘teeth’ to unlock a door. It was large, taking up most of her palm, about four inches long, and heavy.

      A small piece of paper on the floor caught her attention. Bending down, she picked it up. The parchment crinkled as she unfolded it.

      Use the key to unlock the truth.

      Her eyebrows pulled together.

      “Truth? What truth? What does that mean?” she muttered out loud.

      Letting out a deep yawn she placed the key back on the dresser and stuffed the note into the pocket of her jeans. This was a riddle that required coffee, and lots of it.

      Evvie grabbed her purse from the hook on the wall and headed out, locking the apartment door behind her. It wasn’t far to the nearest cafe and the walk would help wake her up.

      Stepping out into the cool early evening air, she inhaled deeply. The chill helped refresh her, attempting to bring clarity to the muddiness of her thoughts. With a leisurely stride she went left and walked down the sidewalk to her favorite place.

      Turning the corner, she paused as the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, sending a chill down her spine. Evvie looked around. Only a few people were out, and those who were had their jackets pulled tight against the breeze, rushing to their destinations.

      A movement from the corner of her eye caught her attention. She whipped her head around to look, but it was just a woman on her porch, shaking out a rug.

      “You’re being silly, Evvie.” She let the feeling roll off her and continued onward. Watching the same people move about their lives, whom she’d seen regularly for the last four years felt foreign now, as if she was seeing it for the first time through new eyes.

      Warmth from the cafe hit her face as she opened the glass door and walked in. It wrapped itself around her like a thick heavy blanket, weighing her down. The fog that had clouded her mind since she had awoken intensified. Evvie inhaled two deep breaths and used all the energy she could muster to focus.

      Dropping her chin, she walked to the end of the line, surprised by the number of people at this time of day.

      A prickling on the back of her neck made her instantly uncomfortable as the feeling of being watched returned. A shiver ran through her, leaving her body shaking from something other than the cold autumn air. She glanced around, rubbing her hands over her arms, calming her nerves.

      The barista cleared her throat, bringing Evvie’s attention back to her. The girl wore a bored expression, as if she couldn’t be bothered to smile.

      “Oh, I’m sorry… I’ll take a large, iced, caramel mocha, please.” Evvie gave the girl a pathetic smile as she handed over her card.

      Taking the receipt handed back to her, she moved over to the far counter to wait. As she looked around she noticed that most of the tables inside were taken as night was beginning to fall, but she knew the patio would be mostly empty.

      Picking up her coffee, she made her way past the groups of quietly chatting customers and out to the fenced in area at the back of the store. A yellow glow from the lights strung across the awning bathed the area in a dingy hue.

      As she stood, the nagging feeling played over and over as she sipped on her iced coffee. Unfinished dreams danced in the shadows of her memory, teasing her with the strange feelings they left behind and yet lacking the knowledge of what had happened.

      She couldn’t shake the lingering emotions they had left behind and, like an unfinished thought, it pulled at her, begging her to remember—to remember something, to remember anything. It left her feeling incomplete… like she was missing something vital to her.

      Drumming her fingers on the table she stirred her drink with the straw.

      Evvie pulled the note from her pocket and unfolded it, flattening the paper on the metal table in front of her. Rereading the words over and over she tried to make sense of them, but couldn’t.

      Nothing came to mind as thoughts about the kiss that never happened pushed away everything to do with the mysterious message. She couldn’t focus on it; she could only think of the way Ian’s lips felt as they grazed the back of her hand.

      Folding the note, she shoved it back in her pocket, lifting her drink to her lips.

      Empty.

      Evvie sighed in disappointment. The caffeine had done nothing to help the fog filling her head.

      She rose from the cold metal chair and tossed her empty cup in the trash as she started her walk home.
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* * *

      Aurelian

      

      “So did you do it?” Lilith’s honeyed voice asked.

      Aurelian turned from the view of the black lands and faced his sister. “If by ‘do it’ you mean get her to accept, then yes.”

      “Then why the sour face? You’re one step closer to the crown. I would think that would be enough cause for at least half a smile,” she said, sidling up to him and sitting down on the ledge of the wide arched window.

      “It would have been better if I could have just convinced her to choose me there and been done with it,” he snapped.

      “You did claim her,” she clapped her hands excitedly. “I never thought I’d live to see the day with you claimed anyone.”

      “Yes, Lil, I am aware of that little fact. You also know the reason I claimed her was because it’s the only way to get the throne.”

      “Just don’t forget, she must claim you in return, before our big brother claims her,” Lilith sing-songed.

      He glowered out of the open window, one hand gripping the stone frame. His fingers dug into the cold blackened stone, threatening to crack the polished surface.

      “Nolan’s involvement will only slow the process.”

      “That is the point Auri—this is a competition.” She rolled her eyes while swinging her feet, her heels tapping the wall with an annoying thump thump, that made his teeth clench.

      If she pointed out the obvious to him one more time, he would wrap his hands around her delicate

      little throat and…

      “You tricked her, didn’t you?” Lilith exclaimed, interrupting his thoughts. “Did you lie to her? You know that’s against the rules.”

      “I didn’t lie. I just left out a few details.”

      A smirk formed on her face.

      “Leave it up to you to find a way around the rules.”

      “I have only done what was necessary to ensure that I have an advantage over Nolan. Don’t worry, I’m still playing by the rules, even if they are ridiculous. We don’t have time to waste on explaining things to her. There is only a little over a month left before the Winter Equinox.”

      “I hope you aren’t underestimating her. Besides, what will Nolan think when he finds out you’ve already found her?”

      “Nolan is more devious than I am, I wouldn’t worry too much about him. Though, the longer he stays in the dark about this, the better.” Aurelian glared at her. “If I find out that you’ve spoken one word to him about this, I will rip your throat out, little sister.”

      Lilith hopped down from the ledge, unfazed by his threat. Perhaps he had threatened her too often without following through, that it no longer meant anything to her. Yet, whether or not she believed him in this instance, he would carry it out if she didn’t keep her mouth shut.

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m just observing. I don’t plan on helping either of you.”

      Lilith was up to something, but he didn’t know what. Wasn’t she always up to something?

      His eyes traveled up to the blackened sky and to the smallest sliver of light shining from the crescent moon. Tomorrow would be the new moon; tomorrow Evvie would be ready. She would come to this realm, even if he had to drag her here and the game could officially begin. She would be his, or he would kill her to keep his brother from assuming power over the Unseelie court.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      HER SHOES CRUNCHED on the blackened gravel and a light layer of frost covered the ground. Evvie lifted her face to the blackened sky. Dark, foreboding clouds covered the wide expanse, hiding the stars.

      Spinning around, she scanned the area, a long gravel road stretched before her as well as behind and nothing but trees lay on either side. Her breath curled out before her in a smoky plume.

      “Evvie…” a distant voice called her, carrying her name through the still air.

      “Who’s there?” she called.

      Silence greeted her.

      With slow movements, she turned in a circle. Behind, the gravel path stretched out farther than the eye could see.

      “Evvie…” the voice called again.

      “Who—” Her eyes snapped open. She glanced around, trying to see through the dark. The sound of her rapid breathing echoed loudly in her ears.

      Fear paralyzed her.

      After a long moment, the racing beat of her heart calmed. Moving her fingers she gripped the soft cotton sheet in her hands—she was home, in her bed.

      It had been a dream.

      Evvie reached out to turn the bedside lamp on and recoiled. Muscles stiff and aching, she sucked in a sharp breath. Carefully, she reached out again and fumbled for the switch, her hand brushing against the wooden surface of the nightstand bumping a cold metal object. It made a soft clunk as it hit the carpeted floor.

      “Crap,” she mumbled.

      There was a soft knock on the door and a pause before it creaked open. Pale yellow light flooded through the opening.

      “Evvie? Are you okay?” Silvia’s silhouette moved from the doorway and into the room. The side of the bed depressed as she sat on the edge.

      “Yeah, I’m just coming down with a bug, I think.”

      A cold hand touched Evvie’s forehead and elicited a sigh of relief.

      “You’re burning up!”

      “No, it’s fine. I just had too many blankets on me.” Evvie kicked at the covers, pushing them off. “I

      just need water.”

      She propped herself up on her arms and fell back down unable to support herself.

      “Stay laying down, I’ll get you something to drink.” The bed leveled itself as Silvia stood up and walked out of the room.

      Exhaustion pulled at Evvie and she let her eyes slide shut. When she opened them again, she was on her side and the dim light from the hallway illuminated the room. A glass of water sat on the bedside table as condensation dripped down its sides and puddled at the bottom.

      She blinked.

      Her eyes opened again, and the glass was dry. Groaning, Evvie lifted herself up on one elbow and reached out for the now room-temperature water and lifted the glass to her lips. The liquid slid down her parched throat, not quite quenching her thirst. Murmurs floated from the hallway. Snippets of the conversation reached her.

      “Worried… check… fever… high…”

      Who is Silvia talking to? But she already knew the answer. Evvie strained to hear more, but even that effort sucked the energy from her. She set the empty glass down and dropped down onto her back, and surrendered to sleep again, allowing the darkness to take her again.
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* * *

      Evvie’s eyes shot open as pain seized her muscles and her lungs pulled air inward in one, pain ridden rush. It felt like needles and knives stabbed at every inch of her body, as freezing water splashed up around her, covering her body and flowing over her hair. She choked as water poured into her open mouth. Her hands grasped out for anything, finding only a slick surface with nothing to hold on to.

      An arm slipped around the back of her neck, lifting her, as a hand pushed the hair out of her eyes.

      “I’m so sorry! I lost my balance.” Silvia was cradling her head, keeping her above the cold water.

      “Wha—what’s going on?” Evvie sputtered.

      “I called your mom. She said to give you a cold bath. Your fever was really high.”

      “You called my mom?” Evvie looked down at her soaking, pajama-clad form floating in a bath of cold water. The pain that gripped at her muscles had disappeared and left her with a feeling of relief.

      “I’m sorry, I just didn’t know what else to do. I was really worried.”

      “It’s fine… But can I get out now?”

      Silvia helped Evvie to sit up and then reached for a towel setting it on the counter.

      “I’ll give you some privacy… uh,” she hesitated. “If you feel dizzy call for me, and I’ll help you.” Evvie waited for her to leave the room before dragging herself to her feet and pulling off her tank top and silk pants. She could feel her skin heat up as she dried off. The cool water had helped bring her mind back to her, giving her a sliver of the energy she was used to. Evvie was just thankful that she could stand on her own.
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* * *

      Aurelian

      

      Aurelian paced the hallway angrily. “Why isn’t she here yet?” he demanded as his eyes scanned the land outside the windows.

      “What seems to be the problem brother?” Nolan’s icy voice asked from behind, causing Aurelian to stop in his tracks.

      He closed his eyes and counted to three before Nolan’s heavy hand dropped down onto his shoulder.

      “Nothing, Nol. I wouldn’t want to bother you with my insignificant troubles.” He ground out through clenched teeth.

      “Oh, it’s no trouble at all. We are brothers, are we not?” he asked with a saccharine sweet tone.

      Aurelian forced his body to relax as he studied his older sibling. Nolan was up to something and he knew something… but what did Nolan know and how much did he know, exactly? He cursed silently, hating that he was forced to play by rules designed to slow his progress. Each brother was attempting to pull information from the other… and he grew tired of these games of deceit. When he was finally crowned, he would put an end to this once and for all, no matter the cost.

      “Tell me, brother, what’s on your mind?”

      “I—”

      “Oh, Nolan!” Lilith’s voice called.

      Both men turned to look, as she skipped down the hall toward them, stopping a few feet in front of them and smiling a Cheshire grin. “What are you two doing? You aren’t trying to play your game without me, are you?”

      “No, of course not. I am just checking to see what is bothering our dear brother.”

      Aurelian internally gagged. Death. For both of them, as soon as he had the power…

      “Good, I would hate to miss anything.”

      “What did you need, Lil?” Aurelian asked impatiently.

      “I just wanted to let you know that the pegasi got out again…” Lilith said nonchalantly as she examined her nails.

      “What?” Nolan yelled. “Why didn’t you say so,

      right away?” He threw his hands in the air and stormed off.

      They waited until Nolan was out of sight before meeting each other’s gaze.

      Aurelian raised an eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling that they didn’t just happen to get out?”

      “He seemed bored. I thought I’d give him something to do with his time. Besides, you already set the game in motion—the girl must come. Nolan just needed something to occupy his mind while we waited.” she said, shrugging.

      “You know if he finds out, I won’t be able to help you?”

      “I can handle myself, don’t worry about me.”

      He grunted and walked past her, already tired of her presence. Though it wasn’t much of a surprise when she followed him, skipping alongside.

      “So what is troubling you, Auri?”

      “I can’t seem to get this feeling to go away,” he growled.

      “What feeling is that?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said hesitantly. “It’s a nagging feeling that crawls up my spine.”

      “Do you think it is because of her?”

      “I know it is,” he said bitterly.

      Lilith tittered.

      “That’s normal when you claim someone, and it’s been too long without her claiming you. If you’re not careful, you will end up merging souls with her the second you see her.” Her eyes sparkled mischievously.

      Before he could stop himself, he rounded on her. His hand shot out, gripping her throat and lifting her off her feet.

      “Don’t even joke about such a thing. It will never happen.” With that, he let her go, and spun on his heel, storming away.

      “Be careful, brother!” Lilith called after him.
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* * *

      Evvie
      

      Soft light filtered through her curtains accompanied by the light tap, tap, tapping of rain. With it came with the promise of a chilly wind. Her skin radiated heat as though it were on fire.

      There was no explanation for being as tired as she was, or to feel like the world around her was a furnace. Evvie rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling.

      Focus. She told herself.

      After several moments, she’d managed to gather the most energy she’d felt in hours… days?

      What day is it?

      Swinging her legs off the edge of the bed, she

      stood on her shaky limbs. Her body felt heavy and unnatural, like a rock trying to swim in the endless ocean. The few feet from her bed to the window seemed like miles. Unlatching the lock, she pressed her palms against the cold glass and sighed.

      Evvie was grateful that the windows were older, therefore easy to open and not the newer, heavy windows. Pushing up, the breeze hit her, providing the instant relief she’d longed for. The chill in the air rejuvenated her and with small, unstable steps, she moved to the bed again and allowed herself to fall onto her back over the top of the blankets. The fresh rain-scented air filled her senses, cooling her burning skin.

      She didn’t feel sick, just drained and unlike herself. All her life a fever had come with chills, not this unbearable heat. This was something different, something she couldn’t quite identify.

      “Thank you for coming on such short notice, I didn’t know what else to do.” Silvia’s voice came from the other room.

      Who was Silvia talking to? Her eyelids felt heavy again.

      Still exhausted, Evvie rolled to her side and slipped back into the heavy sleep that she couldn’t seem to escape.

      A soft knocking pulled her from her sleep. Cracking open her eyelid she watched as Silvia walked into her room, a frown pulling at the corners

      of her mouth as Evvie’s mother followed her in.

      “You told my mom to come?” she groaned.

      “I was worried.” Silvia looked down.

      “Don’t apologize to her, you did the right thing. She’s always been stubborn.”

      “I’m all right, you two… I promise the cold bath did wonders. It’s just going to take some time.”

      “When was the last time you ate?” Her mom asked.

      “Mmm, yesterday… last night when I was on my date,” Evvie murmured. Her forehead wrinkled as her gaze turned to her roommate standing just inside the doorway with one hand gripping onto her arm. Even from this distance it was easy to tell Silvia’s fingers were digging into her flesh hard enough to bruise. “What is it Silv?” Evvie asked.

      With a slight hesitation, she stepped up to the foot of the bed.

      “Your date was three nights ago.”

      “What? I can’t have slept that long.” Evvie sat up and shook her head.

      Oh, that was a mistake, she thought. The world tilted around her and her fingers dug into the mattress.

      Evvie didn’t miss the look that passed between her friend and mother. She was all right. They shouldn’t worry so much. “What aren’t you two telling me?”

      “I want to take you to the hospital—”

      “No, I’m fine, it’s just the flu or something. It will pass.” Evvie insisted, even though she could feel the layer of dried sweat settling over her skin.

      “If you get worse, then I’m taking you in.”

      “Okay, I’m already feeling better though.” She tried to assure her.

      “You should take a cold shower, while I make you something to eat.”

      Her mom stood, pausing to bend down and pick something up.

      “Here, you dropped this,” she said, distracted, as she set the black, obsidian skeleton key on the nightstand before walking out of the room.

      The key gleamed up at Evvie.

      How did it get over here? She thought as she picked it up, her fingers tracing the cuts of the black glass. It was strange and beautiful, feeling cool in her hand. It was probably all in her mind, but she almost felt as though she could draw energy from it and that just holding it seemed to energize her. Clutching it in her hand, she stood and walked into the bathroom.

      Setting it down on the countertop, she turned the water on cold and quickly stripped down.

      Tilting her head back, she let the cold water wash over her, soaking her hair and body. Whatever this feeling was, it was making her crave the cold. It was odd, but she didn’t feel like questioning it. All Evvie cared about was that it helped calm the heat coursing through her. She stood under the shower and let it rain down on her, the pounding of water massaging her back as she let her eyes slide closed. After a long moment, her body developed goose bumps. Finally, her temperature had lowered enough to feel… semi-normal.

      Turning the water off, Evvie pulled her towel to her and wrapped it around her body. The towel was old, but also her favorite in powder blue with yellow ducks along its edges and its soft terrycloth caressed her aching body. Turning to move, her foot slipped on a small puddle of water on the tiled floor. She flailed and caught herself on the porcelain counter. Pulling herself up, she reached down to pick her towel up and wrap it around her body once more.

      The black key called her attention. The contrast against the white surface was like night and day. What did the key open? She eyed the bathroom door, it was a skeleton key after all, and there was a small chance that it would work on the doors of this old building. Bringing the key up to the door’s lock, she was amazed to see that it fit perfectly.

      She took a breath and turned the key.

      It clicked.

      The distinct sound was of the door unlocking, but how was that possible when it wasn’t locked to begin with? Evvie turned the handle and pulled it open.

      What she saw made her question her sanity and yet… tucking the end of her towel in to secure it against herself, she stepped through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      WITH BARE FEET, she stepped out onto the icy gravel and though the sharp rocks threatened to cut through her skin, there was no pain. A thin layer of frost coated the blackened world before of her.

      Where am I?

      Evvie turned her face to the dark sky, ominous clouds covered every inch, as a light dusting of snowflakes began to fall. The world around her had a soft glow to it without any visible source, allowing her to see. Scanning the area, she turned slowly in a circle as she fought to keep the rising fear from taking hold.

      Behind her the path extended for as far as she could see. A copse made of charred and blackened trees was to her right, their crimson leaves coated the forest floor in a red blanket, those still clinging to the branches fell in a steady shower as they fluttered slowly to the ground making the world look as though it were bleeding. To her left an open field stood, covered in white flakes, glinting from the frost.

      Facing forward again, Evvie squinted into the distance. A shape loomed ahead where she assumed the path led—a pointed, angular castle shrouded in shadows and thick, ghostly fog. Taking a few steps toward it the rocky ground pressed against her flesh with each step.

      “This has to be a dream… I’d be cold if it weren’t,” she mumbled, wrapping her arms around herself and holding the duck clad towel more securely around her body.

      “Tigers, and lions, and bears…” The chant making its way unbidden past her lips.

      What if there are rabid animals… or worse, what if someone is waiting in the shadows to murder me?

      Her gaze darted from side to side as the beat of her heart drummed against her ribcage. Listening intently, she heard nothing but silence, not so much as a chirp of a bird or insect or the call of any night animals. Even the snow fell, soundless, in the silent, unmoving air.

      It’s so creepy here… She thought.

      Her head pounded.

      Maybe I should go back to bed and rest… stopping in her tracks, Evvie let out a loud cackle of laughter and smacked her palm against her forehead.

      I am sleeping! How crazy do I have to be to think I’m awake right now?

      It was turning out to be the same dream as before, but the details were more vivid, more solid. Her feet began to ache from the harsh ground. What was she walking on? Bending over, she scooped up a handful of the gravel and examined it. It looked like… broken glass? It was a wonder that her skin wasn’t sliced open and shredded.

      Dropping the shards, she stepped carefully on to the wilted grass. Instantly the discomfort melted away, soothed by the frozen turf.

      The large mountain range in the distance reared up, casting darkness over the world that sat in its shadow. Her eyes traced paths from the tallest peaks down to where she stood, the shape of the land taking its features from the black and sinister origins that towered over it.

      Boulders of varying sizes lay scattered around the harsh environment, remnants of a landslide from centuries ago. Trees grew with no rhyme or reason between the massive rocks, their gnarled roots forming hollows in the ground as if they were trying to rip it open with their slow and violent existence.

      Everything she saw was void of any signs of life and nothing moved, time stood still, trapped in a never-ending moment in the most desolate winter, frozen in a single moment of time. But even that was wrong, as flakes continued to fall from above, dancing and swirling in a non-existent wind, independent of the world around them.

      Ice formed in knife-like shards, growing up from the ground as though it were organic. Stalagmites climbed, source-less, from the soil, striking in their glistening, and dangerous beauty.

      “Weirdest dream ever,” Evvie mumbled under her breath. The dreamscape took her breath away as she took it all in. Everything about it was unusual and different.

      The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, as an unmistakable feeling that she was being watched, crawled over her skin and wrapped itself around her like an anaconda squeezing its prey, ready to devour it at any second.

      Evvie spun around as the snap of a branch sounded behind her.

      “Hello? Is someone out there?” Her voice echoed in the empty space as she called out into the dark stillness of the night. White smoky plumes of her breath curled before her eyes, dissipating into the air.

      Paranoia reared its head, as thoughts of strange unknown beasts lurking in the shadows came to mind, waiting for her to get close enough—claws reaching out, catching her and slicing at her. The shapes of her imagination twisted and morphed into more familiar shapes—shapes of insane men escaped from a horror movie formed to take their place. “Stop it, you’re freaking yourself out,” she scolded.

      A branch from a tree moved, lowering and then

      slowly rising, Evvie’s eyes widened as she watched the invisible force move the limb.

      “Who’s there?”

      Only silence answered.

      “Look, I know you’re there. Come out and show yourself!” She turned in a slow circle. “Answer me!”

      Still, nothing but an unnatural emptiness was the only reply.

      “This is just a dream. This is just a dream,” she chanted over and over, wanting to believe the words, but the rapid racing of her heart told her it was the last thing her mind was willing to do.

      The open vastness of this frightening world left her exposed, and helpless, like a haunted house gone wrong. All the fears normally trapped in the winding dark halls and rooms were now in the wide open—something Evvie would have thought would lessen the fear, in fact only increased the terror she felt by adding the vast open space making her feel even more vulnerable.

      Logic here, in this place, didn’t stand a chance against her imagination.

      Shelter, I need to find shelter. I need to stop and think. Find a way out. I can do this. I can do this.

      Her thoughts rushed through her mind in a jumbled to do list.

      Safety—I have to find a safe place to think. I need to think.

      “Why are you out here alone?”

      Evvie turned, facing the way too familiar voice. Her mother, dressed in all black—a far cry from her usual colorful wardrobe—stood yards away, her hand resting casually against a dark, twisted trunk.

      “Mom?” Evvie reached her hand out and stepped forward. The second she’d moved, her mother turned and walked behind a tree.

      “Mom!” she cried and ran in the direction that she’d disappeared in. Evvie followed her away from the path. The trees grew thicker as she chased on. “Mom, where are you going? Wait for me!”

      “Hurry,” her mom’s voice called to her, laughing as if this were nothing more than a fun game.

      She broke through the thick copse of trees, her feet splashing into the edges of a vast bog. Reeds sprouted through tall withered grass, reaching toward the black sky.

      Branches scratched, clawing at her arms like talons.

      Why isn’t she waiting for me?

      Tears burned her eyes as grimy water splashed up over her ankles, but she couldn’t catch up. She moved deeper into the slimy marsh, the water moving up to her mid-thigh and darkening the edge of her towel with its slime.

      No…

      This was a dream. Her mother wasn’t here—no one was.

      It’s not real. She reminded herself.

      This was all in her head. In her heart, she wished her mom was there to stand next to her and she regretted ever giving Silvia a hard time for having called her.

      Evvie backed up, the need to get to get out and away from the situation was overwhelming. The mud suctioned her feet to the earth, urging her to stay, not willing to surrender its hold. Tugging on her legs in an attempt to escape from the mire, she panicked. It refused to let go.

      A bright light flashed nearly blinding her.

      Lightning?

      Slowly, she was able to move one foot, then the other, making progress one inch at a time. Her blood coursed violently through her veins as she fought to be free, its thrumming, a never ceasing beat, pounded in time with each step. It was much harder going back than coming in as she fought against the pull of the sinister force.

      Running as fast as her feet would carry her, Evvie darted around the twisted trees, jumping over the gnarled roots that threatened to reach up and grab her. Breathless, she burst through and stopped on the sharp glassy trail before bending over and resting her hands on her knees, panting. Thin cuts stung her arms.

      Straightening up, she opened her arms wide and turned slowly in a circle facing every direction.

      “I’d like to wake up now!” she yelled into the

      empty wasteland.

      As she expected, the only thing that greeted her was a deafening silence. This was her nightmare. A pleasant dream would have given her comfort, a friend, the sun… and clothes. The towel should have tipped her off.

      “I need to wake up… but how? Bringing one hand up to the other arm, she pinched hard. “Ouch!” She cried out, massaging the pain from her arm. “Well, that didn’t work.”

      Time to find my bathroom door and get the heck out of this creepy place.

      “Where is the door?”

      Evvie scanned the area. She couldn’t remember if there had even been a door once she’d stepped through.

      Everything looked the same, how would she figure out where she started? Turning to the right, she took a few steps and stopped to look behind her. The bathroom door she’d walked through was nowhere in sight, vanished as if she’d materialized in this place from thin air. Hopelessness embedded itself in her heart.

      Moving off the path to the nearest knotted tree, Evvie fisted her hands in her hair and pulled, letting out a frustrated growl.

      “Arrug! What is this place?” she demanded from the emptiness.

      The realization of how she got here hit her—

      she’d used the key, but it was gone now and even if she did have it, where would she use it.

      Did this dream have rules it expected her to follow? Why couldn’t there just be a door on the path and the key in her hand?

      “It doesn’t make sense!” she whimpered, dropping to her knees.

      Scooting backward, she pressed her spine against the trunk of a charred tree and pulled her legs up in front of her wrapping her arms around them. Tears burned the back of her eyes as she squeezed them shut, letting the salty liquid slide down her cheek.

      Evvie let herself cry until there was nothing left.

      How had a dream that had been interesting, unique, fascinating even, turned into a nightmare so quickly? She wanted to go home, to wake up and to be wearing something other than her blue towel with yellow ducks. It left her feeling exposed and more vulnerable than she was okay with.

      This is exactly like one of those nightmares about showing up to school naked.

      The only thing she had to be thankful for was the absence of dozens of people, pointing and laughing at her.

      Stop crying. It’s just a crap dream and your emotions are all over the place. Freaking out won’t help. She admonished herself. It’s a dream. Pick something to do and if it’s interesting, I’ll wake up… that’s how dreams work, the second you want them to

      continue, they end… I think.

      She was practically having a two-sided conversation with herself at this point. Full-blown insanity was right around the corner.

      Evvie looked toward the only shape that offered her anything resembling a solution; the angular castle. Tightening the towel around her again she moved forward, following the path of the gravel as she walked on the wilted grass. She didn’t expect to make any progress, after all, nightmares were just a series of goals you attempted while getting nowhere. It didn’t matter that this exercise was pointless, it was something for her to do. If she had to play by the rules, she would do her best if it meant the slightest chance at waking.

      The castle grew larger as she walked.

      That isn’t how dreams are supposed to work.

      Was this nightmare just herding her to its destination where it would take over her mind and break her? The thought made her stop in her tracks.

      How messed up is my brain right now? Did I fall and hit my head? Am I lying on the floor of my bathroom bleeding to death? Am I in bed?

      She slowed her pace. Going anywhere in this dark, horrible place had only led to more confusion and wasted effort. If she continued toward the castle, the only thing that waited for her there was more insanity.

      Mind made up again, Evvie nodded at her

      decision. Turning, she walked with hurried steps back to the beginning of the dream. There had to be a simple answer there. Something she’d missed the first time that would return her to the waking world. If she just stayed in one spot long enough, her dream would have to end.

      Exhaustion settled into her muscles, urging her to rest.

      At the beginning, where I first stepped into this crazy nightmare… I can rest when I get there.

      “Evvie,” a voice whispered with an ethereal quality.

      It’s the voice from... I’ve had this dream before. It’s just in my head.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” the deep voice said firmly from behind, more real this time… and close.

      Evvie spun. The sharp rocks scraped the bottoms of her feet as her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      “IAN?” SHE ASKED, as her brow creased in confusion. “What—what are you doing here?”

      He walked up to her, taking both of her hands in his and let out a relieved sigh.

      “I’m glad you finally made it.”

      “Made it? Where am I?”

      “This is where I live,” Ian said patiently, a broad grin still on his face. It was hardly what she would have called a satisfactory answer.

      “Okay, then wherever this place is that you live,” she made a wide sweeping gesture with her hands, indicating the world around them. “I’d like to wake up and go home now. I’ve had enough.”

      Ian frowned. “I’m sorry, you can’t go home.”

      Ice chilled her veins and for the first time in days she felt a shiver. Though, this one was caused by the fear that coursed through her and down her spine, rather than the freezing temperatures.

      “What do you mean, I can’t? You can’t hold me here. This is my dream.”

      “If it’s your dream, then just tell yourself to wake up,” he bit out. The haughty answer caught her off guard, it was far from his usual charming personality. Though, what did she really know about him anyway?

      Ridiculous. He’s not even really here.

      “I’ve tried. I think something is wrong. I can’t wake up. I need help.” Her words came out weaker than she’d meant them to.

      Ian watched her for a moment before speaking.

      “Come with me, and I will do what I can to get you home when I am able.” Each word was spoken carefully, leaving her feeling as if there were a lot more meaning to his intent than what he had said.

      “Okay,” she agreed, not knowing of any other option she could take.

      “Good, now—”

      “What’s wrong with your ears?” she asked staring at the side of his head.

      The tips were pointed, sticking out through his hair that was now slightly longer, like it had been months since he’d had it cut.

      I definitely would have remembered that.

      His mouth pinched tight.

      “There is nothing wrong with my ears,” he said pointedly. “It’s quite normal here.”

      “Yeah? And where is ‘here’?” Evvie asked again.

      “You are in the Winter Court.”

      That explained the weather at least, but other than that it meant nothing. She’d never heard of a Winter Court before. Evvie shook her head.

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “You are in the Winter Court, though most just refer to it as the Unseelie Court. I am an Unseelie Prince.”

      “An Unsee—what?”

      “An Unseelie Prince—Or fae, if you prefer.”

      How could he say something like that with a straight face?

      The corner of her mouth tugged up into a half smile.

      “Fae? You mean,” she said, unable to stop herself from giggling, “You’re a… fairy?”

      His smug expression slipped.

      “Uh, yes, however, we prefer the term fae—”

      “You’re a fairy!” she exclaimed, unable to hold back her laughter any longer. It was insane. It had to be some crazy dream caused by her fever. Her brain was melting, and it had turned Ian into a freaking fairy.

      When she managed to stop laughing and catch her breath, Evvie swiped the back of her hand across her eyes, drying the tears that had escaped. Glancing up at his face, it was obvious to her that he was anything other than amused by her reaction.

      “Ah, I’m sorry, I just wasn’t expecting you to say

      fairy.”

      “Fae,” he corrected.

      “Right…” Evvie paused and glanced around. “If you’re a fair—fae, why is everything here dying? Shouldn’t there be large trees, toadstools, and flowers everywhere, maybe a couple of woodland creatures bounding around?”

      “No, this is the Winter Court.”

      “Snow pixies, or arctic animals playing in hills covered with snow?”

      He cleared his throat, looking more uncomfortable than she’d seen him in the few hours they’d spent together.

      “We are in the Unseelie realm, not the Seelie realm.”

      “And that means… uh, what exactly?” Evvie prompted.

      Aurelian swore under his breath, “The Unseelie are dark fae. Not the happy, singing, and fluttering about fae you are thinking about.”

      She took a step back.

      “I knew it… this was too good to last,” Tears formed at the corner of her eyes, stinging. Squatting down, she gripped her head in her hands as she felt an anxiety attack coming on.

      “I am not evil,” he said defensively.

      “Excuse me, but announcing that you’re a ‘dark fae’ doesn’t inspire me to have loads of warm fuzzy feelings about you… or any of this!” she snapped,

      tilting her head up to meet his gaze.

      Kneeling down in front of her, Ian took her face in his hands.

      “I promise that I will not hurt you. I need you safe.”

      “You need me safe?” Evvie knew it wasn’t something she should question, but what could he really do to her in this dream? Everything felt so real. She couldn’t control her reactions or feelings and it was getting harder by the second to remember that it was just an insane dream. “Why?”

      “Just trust me, Evvie. I need you safe.”

      Seeing he wasn’t going to answer her question, she nodded. The only thing she could do was accept that for now, but once she was able to dream herself a new outfit she would insist.

      “Good,” he said, lifting her to her feet.

      Evvie studied him, scanning him from head to foot and frowned.

      At her confused expression, he raised an eyebrow and asked, “Is something wrong?”

      “You mean, besides the obvious?”

      He nodded.

      “Where are your wings?”

      “My… wings?” he asked, taken aback.

      “Yes, you’re a fairy, right? Aren’t fairies supposed to have wings?”

      “Fae—and that is a common misconception. Pixies have wings; I am not a pixie.”

      “Mmmmm, if you say so, Tink,” Evvie said with a smirk. Her emotions were a roller coaster ride, racing between amusement and fear as her mind and imagination warred between what was real and what was surreal. Dark fae, light fae, real, insane dream manifestation of her most recent date—it didn’t matter. If she continued to fight it as she had been, things would just worse and worse. She would trust her questionable instincts for now, and right now they were telling her that Ian would keep her safe.

      “Tink?” he asked.

      “Yeah, you know, Tinker Bell—Tink.”

      He shook his head, uncomprehending.

      “I don’t—”

      Waving her hand dismissively, she laughed, adding, “Never mind.”

      Once again, her dream morphed into something different. Only this time, it was comfortable and not one full of terror.

      “I was worried you wouldn’t make it here in time,” Ian said as he watched her, no doubt seeing the rush of emotion going through her as each one skittered across her face.

      “In time for what? This is just a dream.”

      “Before something bad happened to you.”

      “Ian?”

      He hesitated, “Actually, it’s Aurelian, but you can call me Auri.”

      “You lied to me about your name?”

      “No, I merely used a less common nickname.”

      She crossed her arms, uncharacteristically upset about such a small thing. “It was still deceptive.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way. I will promise you now, that I will never lie to you.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “But what about the full truth? Or will you ‘conveniently’ leave things out?”

      His sudden laughter startled her.

      “That remains to be seen.”

      “Why?” she demanded.

      “It depends on what you wish to know and what you need to know.”

      She frowned but let it go, something heavier weighed on her for the moment.

      “Auri, I’ve had a high fever for days, I think this is the something bad happening right now. I can’t wake up, what if I’m in a coma or worse…”

      “Then you need to make sure that this becomes something good.”

      Evvie supposed there were worse ways to go and worse dreams to have. She felt the corners of her mouth turn up into a wide grin.

      Something good…

      The broad smile that stretched across her face faded.

      Sorrow seeped into her at that last thought. She would die and then that would be it. No more movie night marathons, no more late nights studying before a final exam, no more girls’ nights in, no more

      dates… no more first kisses. No more anything.

      Eyeing the man in front of her, she regretted not having kissed him on their date. She’d chickened out. He would have kissed her, but she’d pulled back, offering him nothing more than her hand and had run off, leaving before he had a chance.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid!

      There was nothing left now except this, right here, in her mind. If all she had was this crazy, fever induced dream, then she would take it. She would take everything she that could from it.

      “Shall we go?” He asked, holding his hand out.

      Evvie slid her hand into his and let him pull her closer.

      No more last kisses… tugging on his arm, she pulled him to a stop.

      “What—”

      She gripped the lapels of his suit and lifted herself up against the front of his body. Pushing up on her toes, she wrapped an arm around his neck, pulling his face down to meet hers and pressed her lips to his.

      At first, he didn’t react, but seconds later, his arms wrapped around her waist, lifting her off her feet. She kissed him with all the passion she could pull from her soul, with all the desperation one might expect of having been trapped underwater and suddenly finding air. One of his hands snaked up her back and tangled itself in her hair as he deepened the kiss. Fire coursed through her veins, making the beat of her heart frantic. In the back of her mind, she wondered if he could feel it pounding. Every inch of her that he touched burned with the memory, instantly longing for his hand to return.

      Breathless, she pulled back and studied his pained expression as though he was warring with himself over whether to continue the kiss or end it.

      “What was that for?”

      “If I’m going to die from a fever then I at least want to enjoy whatever hallucinations I have, while I can.”

      Aurelian pressed another kiss to her lips before setting her back down to her feet.

      “Evvie,” he said, his voice hoarse. “This is not a dream. This is as real as anything you’ve ever experienced.”

      “No, no. No. This is a fever induced dream,” she insisted, feeling heat rise up her neck and stain her cheeks. Why would her dream insist it was real? How fried was her mind? “I know this isn’t real. Fae aren’t real; they don’t exist.”

      Aurelian sighed.

      “Fine, I will let you think that, for now. But we really do need to get you back. I was afraid you wouldn’t learn how to use the key.”

      “Key?” she mumbled, as she allowed him to take her by the hand and lead to toward the foreboding castle ahead.

      “Yes,” Aurelian answered, bending down and picking up the key that had somehow followed her to this place. “Take this. Do not use it until I tell you.”

      “What, why?”

      Whatever his answer was, she didn’t hear it. The second he placed the skeleton key in her hand, pulsating energy flowed through her, filling her ears with a loud buzzing. Flashes of their encounters, their date, everything, came flooding back. He was no longer the man she remembered and the veil that had been over her eyes lifted, showing him as he was, here in this world. When he spoke with the maître d’, when he handed her the rose on their date, a flash of light followed. It was his magic.

      Unsure of why she believed the images freshly painted in her memory, she knew deep in her gut that this wasn’t just a dream.

      It was real, and she’d kissed him—in her towel.

      Blood drained from her face and the world began to tilt.

      He paused to look back at her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I—I—” Her mouth dried and the words she wanted to say stuck in her throat before vanishing, as if they died from the embarrassment.

      The look of concern on his face grew. Aurelian gripped her shoulders firmly, dipping his head to look her in the eye.

      “What’s wrong Evvie?”

      “This isn’t a dream?” she asked.

      “No,” he said confused a frown tugged at his lips… lips she had shamelessly kissed as if they were more than the mere strangers that they were. Much more. “I tried to tell you…”

      “I… but… but I—” She clamped her mouth shut to stop stuttering.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Aurelian

      

    
    
      “HOW LONG HAVE you been out here? You’re filthy,” Aurelian asked.

      She cringed slightly at his tone, tugging on her hand, but he tightened his fingers, interwoven through hers and refused to let go. He didn’t need her running off the path and from the looks of her bare legs, patched in a dark muddy substance, she’d already been to the bog. How she managed to get so deep into the waters and back out alive was nothing short of a miracle.

      “I—I don’t know,” Evvie mumbled. “Where are we going?”

      “We are going to the Winter Court.” Aurelian couldn’t account for his sudden mood change, but something about that kiss... about her when she touched him made him feel strange and unlike himself.

      “I thought that’s where we were.”

      “No,” he said sharply.

      “Why are you being like this?” she asked, jerking her hand from his grip, forcing him to stop and turn to look at her.

      “Being like what?”

      “Like this.” She waved her hands up and down indicating everything about him. “So… angry. Are you mad that I’m here? Because if I had my way, I would be back home—in bed.”

      Her accusation caught him off guard. Was he angry? Aurelian knew he felt different, but he wouldn’t have called it anger. Processing her words, he made the effort to relax his features. The last thing he needed to do was alienate her, especially when her cooperation was the key to getting what he wanted.

      “I apologize.” His words were strained as he watched her, blinking up at him with big, green eyes surrounded by thick, dark lashes. Being sorry for anything came unnaturally to him and remorse was a foreign feeling. It was weak and pathetic. “It is dangerous out here.”

      “Dangerous? How? I didn’t see anything.” She turned away to scan the area.

      Aurelian hesitated, debating on how much to say. Telling her too much would only frighten her, but she needed to know enough so that she didn’t try anything stupid, like run off alone. Again.

      “The forest isn’t safe for you. You could have been killed.”

      “Killed? By what?” Evvie asked, panicked. Her

      hands came up to grab his sleeve, a gesture she seemed completely unaware of.

      He sighed and took her hand from his arm, weaving his fingers through her small ones.

      “The swamp has a way of pulling you in and refusing to let go. I am surprised you made it in as far as you did and managed to escape on your own,” Aurelian said, eyeing the dried muck splotching the skin of her legs.

      “The swamp would have eaten me?” she asked in a high pitched squeak.

      Furrowing his brow, he answered, “No. The carnivorous trees would have eaten you, the swamp would have pulled you under and drowned you.”

      The look on her face as it twisted in fear and horror made him instantly regret how much information he’d just divulged. Clearly, it was more than Evvie had needed.

      “What is this place?”

      “Don’t worry, I will keep you safe,” he said, pulling her closer to him as they started walking again.

      After a few moments of silence Evvie asked, “How long have you been watching me?”

      “Why would I watch you?”

      “Were you there… when I was running around in my towel?”

      He looked at her, perplexed. “No, I approached you the moment I found you. Why would you think

      that?”

      “I… just felt like I was being watched. It was so silent, but I could hear things.” She looked down.

      “Don’t be bothered by it. You were alone until the moment I approached you. I wouldn’t have risked your life with the swamp.” There were many dangers in the Vermillion Marsh, but being watched wasn’t one of them. There were no living beings within half a day’s walk.
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* * *

      Evvie

      
      

      The dark, brooding structure adorned with dozens of knife-sharp spires came into focus as they approached. The fog that surrounded it thinned and the moisture hung heavy in the air, clinging to her skin and sending a tingle down her spine as they passed through.

      “What was that?” she asked breathlessly.

      “What?” Aurelian paused.

      “It felt like I walked through some kind of… science-fiction force field.”

      “Force field—Ah, yes, I suppose you could call it that. It serves as an alarm and lets us know when any non-Unseelie fae get close to the castle.”

      “Oh,” she said, at a loss for words.

      Evvie welcomed the change of surface under her aching feet when the path became smooth black glass brick. The surrounding forest dropped off into a wide ravine so deep that the dim light couldn’t reach the bottom. The walkway was open with no railing—a strong gust of wind could easily knock someone off the thin overpass.

      Subconsciously, Evvie’s hand gripped his tighter as she pressed the side of her body into his.

      Ahead, she realized that the castle was set in the side of the mountain and that the end of the bridge was leading through the cascade. Evvie slowed her steps as they approached, not wanting to get swept over the edge from the surge of water.

      “Auri…” she whispered, the words getting stuck in her throat as she pulled back, trying to stop him.

      Her mouth dropped open in shock as he continued straight ahead. With a wave of his hand an invisible force parted the water and created an opening for them to walk though. All the struggle left her body as she followed Aurelian without further resistance.

      The moment they stepped through the liquid curtain closed behind them. Inside, the roar of water had been silenced and the absence of noise was

      almost deafening after it’s thunderous crashing.

      “Why are you slowing down?” he asked, as they stepped through the short tunnel-like area and into a wide, open foyer the size of a grand cathedral.

      She hadn’t noticed until this moment, that it still hurt to walk on her bare feet and, while the cold of the floor calmed them, she had started to limp.

      “Uh, my feet hurt, from the glass trail.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” Aurelian admonished.

      “Because I didn’t see you holding any shoes for me.” Evvie looked away from him. Exhaustion seeped into her muscles, she still felt so weak.

      Aurelian grunted and swept her up in his arms.

      “I would have carried you.”

      Letting out a surprised squeak, she wrapped her arms around his neck as he effortlessly lifted her from the floor. The warm scent of roses surrounded her.

      Is that Auri? Evvie wondered, distracted by her surroundings. She tilted her chin upward to take everything in as he carried her through the main room.

      It was a wide open space with a tall, skinny stained glass window that ended in a pointed arch at the top. Roses, jasmine and lavender flowers decorated the panes and the soft light shining through it cast reds, violets, and milky opal colors on the glistening black floors. Arcading stretched from obsidian wall to wall on either side and deep red cloth was pulled back and pinned to the sides of each arch. Second and third level atriums spanned the length of the three inner walls. Twinkling chandeliers made of ice hung low on black and silver cords, casting a dim blue light over the room.

      A movement caught Evvie’s attention as she scanned the enormous space. Tilting her head up, she spotted a small figure dressed in black, leaning over the balustrade on the top level’s overlook. Curly black hair hung over the woman’s shoulders, creating dark shadows that covered her face. Evvie blinked and the figure was gone.

      “Who was that?”

      “Who?”

      “There was a woman up there.” Evvie pointed to where she had been.

      “That was only Lilith. Never mind her,” he said in a strained voice.

      “Who’s Lilith?” She turned her face back to meet his gaze. Aurelian was studying her intently with his sparkling blue eyes.

      A frown formed on his lips.

      “My sister—you should ignore her.”

      They passed under one of the arcading arches and moved down a long corridor. To the right was a spiral staircase and stepping forward once more he moved to ascend its curves. As they climbed she saw another passage off to the left. A bright light shone through the opened doorway. One side of the red curtains that adorned the arch was down, hiding most of the room from sight.

      “What’s down there?” she asked, unable to help her desire to explore this strange new place. Part of it still seemed as though it could only be in her mind, but everything she saw and felt was too clear for her to deny, reinforcing that this was all too real.

      Aurelian paused and looked to where she was pointing. “There will be more than enough time for you to explore, you should get cleaned up and…” he eyed the length of her body, sending heat rushing along her skin where his gaze traced a path. “Change your clothes.”

      Evvie sighed; he was right.

      “I am tired. I actually would like to sleep.” Her eyes widened as she wondered where exactly she would be staying. “Will I have a place to sleep here?”

      “Of course, but you’ve slept for days. You shouldn’t need rest.”

      “I’ve been sick, and this experience has been… exhausting. Please, I just need to lie down for a little while. I still feel under the weather.”

      “There is no weather in here; you are inside.”

      Her mouth quirked up in a half-smile.

      “I meant I still feel sick.”

      “Your idioms are strange. You should avoid them.”

      Her eyebrows shot up.

      “Uh… I’ll try to remember that from now on.”

      Aurelian carried her down a wide hallway at the top of the stairs with large arched windows that looked over the path that led back to the forest and swamp. Other windows were solid, made of slabs of black obsidian stone and lit with sconces that lined the walls.

      The sound of his shoes echoed off the walls, as they tapped against the stone floor and, combined with the gentle sway of his gait, lulling her into a relaxed state. She could fall asleep in his arms like this, but fought to stay alert. It would be her luck that she would give in and miss the most incredible thing about this world—something she couldn’t even imagine at this point.

      “This isn’t what I thought a fairy castle would look like… even for a dark fairy.”

      “What did you expect from an Unseelie fae castle?” he asked, stressing the word fae.

      “It’s very gothic, I thought it would be more… magical,” she murmured as she rested her cheek against his shoulder. “Other than the waterfall, this castle could be in the human realm.”

      “Don’t judge so quickly, there is much you haven’t seen yet.”

      She nodded against his shoulder and felt her eyes grow heavy, drifting shut.

      “Ugh, I don’t know what happened, but this fever is so different from anything I’ve had in the past.”

      “The longer you are here, the better you will feel.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were only sick because you were not here. If you had come sooner, you wouldn’t be so worn down.”

      Evvie leaned back, suddenly wide awake and looked at him incredulously.

      “Excuse me? Why would I be sick if I wasn’t here? I haven’t ‘been here’ my whole life, why would that change now?” Anger boiled up inside her. There was a reason to do with him that explained why she’d been so sick for days. Whatever had happened to her could have killed her and she’d come to this weird, scary, fairy land by pure chance.

      Evvie squirmed in his arms, pushing away but his strong arms held her close.

      “Put me down, Auri.”

      Obediently, he set her down.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Confusion clouded his features, as he processed her sudden anger. She didn’t care if it threw him off. Being sick, being here, had turned her world upside-down.

      “I would have come to get you, had you been any longer. In fact, I was on my way to you when I found you on the paths.”

      Evvie glared up at him, once again lost for words.

      This is all too much, she thought.

      Rest first, then she could deal with this… with him.

      “Just, please take me to my room now.”

      Aurelian nodded and his hand reached out toward her as she stepped to the side and walked, putting distance between them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      EVVIE HELD HER towel tightly in place around her and trailed behind Aurelian as he led her through the massive castle.

      It’s his fault I’ve been sick… but why? Why would he do that to me? What is the point in making me come here? she thought, as her fingers anxiously played with a frayed edge of her towel.

      Aurelian cleared his throat, causing her to look up at him. He was standing in front of a set of massive double doors.

      “This will be your room,” he said, pushing both sides open.

      Temporarily forgetting her anger, she let her jaw hang open in awe of the opulent room. Stepping past him, she entered the large room.

      It was adorned with a table in the corner, two plush, black couches facing each other in the middle of the open area, a dark oak coffee table between them topped with a vase of red roses, and a door on the left side of the room. Directly across from her were ceiling-high, glass, French doors with one side open, letting a soft wind inside and making the wine colored, chiffon curtains dance on the soft breeze.

      A king-size, four-poster bed was placed against the wall to the right. Thick black drapes hung from each post, just as they had from every arch she’d seen so far. Three of the sides were down, leaving only one side open to expose what had to be a dozen pillows layered against the headboard. A thick, fluffy comforter topped the mattress and she was willing to bet that if she lay down on top, she would sink into the blanket and it would surround her like a giant, cloud-like nest.

      The entire room was minimally decorated in shades of black and the darkest reds with silver flourishes accenting the room like a thin layer of frost. Every detail was perfectly arranged, making the room a beautiful piece of art.

      She crossed to the center of the bedroom and turned slowly to take it all in.

      “This is… my room?”

      “Yes, I hope it is suitable for your needs,” he said.

      “This is more than I expected… I don’t need anything this big.”

      “Think nothing of it. It was designed with you in mind.”

      Torn between being upset with him and amazed

      by the room, she turned to him and eyed him suspiciously.

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked with a tilt of his head.

      “I mean… why design this for me? Why bring me here? I don’t understand.”

      He stood, silent for a long moment, watching her until she shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny.

      “You should clean up and get some sleep. Everything you need is in this suite.”

      “Aurelian, tell me why I’m here,” Evvie demanded in a slow, even tone as she tried to push her anger back down.

      “Rest first.”

      “No,” she said firmly. “Tell me, now.”

      His jaw ticked as indecision darkened his features, then, dropping his gaze to the floor, he said, “Very well. The Unseelie King is dead and, by the Winter Solstice, a new Ruler must be crowned. You are the key to that decision and you must choose between my brother and me.”

      “Why can’t I just make that decision now and go home?”

      “It must be a fair decision because it will affect your future. You know me, but you do not know him.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      “There will be time enough to explain in more

      detail once you’re fully recuperated,” he answered sharply, turning and striding out of the room before closing the door behind him with a soft click.

      Evvie blew out a puff of air in frustration.

      I’m the key? What’s so special about me? Wait… he has a brother?

      A million questions raced through her mind. Opening her palm, she examined the skeleton key in her hand. Why had Aurelian given this to her? He seemed to know a lot more about it than she did.

      She placed the black, glass key on the coffee table and crossed the room to the inner set of doors.

      Inside was a much smaller L-shaped room. Polished silver lined the wall just inside the doorway, serving as a mirror above a long counter with a sink. The reflection that greeted her was pale and ghostly in the cold, dim light of the room. Dark circles had formed under her eyes, making it look like she hadn’t slept in weeks. Placing her hands on the black granite counter, Evvie leaned forward. Her skin appeared almost translucent and she was gaunt—much thinner than she remembered. It was a wonder that she could even stand on her own with how sickly as she looked.

      She reached toward the sink to turn on the faucet and paused. It was a simple silver bowl with thick, black, thorny vines holding it into place and setting it into the counter. A large leaf curved from behind the basin, the center, a tall arch where a faucet would be in a standard sink. Touching the leaf with her fingertip produced a gentle stream of flowing water. Evvie placed her hands under the current and splashed the water over her face a few times, gently scrubbing. A quick glance at her face in the mirror told her it hadn’t helped, not that she’d expected a miracle cure. She tapped the leaf once more and the flow of water ebbed, slowly trickling to a halt.

      Shaking her head at the girl staring back at her with an unearthly gaze, Evvie followed the silver-tiled floor around the corner until she came to an oval, ground level tub which was large enough to be a small swimming pool. The thing that struck her as odd, even for this place, was the green grass with tiny white daisies scattered throughout the bathing area floor. The color seemed too cheerful to belong here in this world where most things were dark and dead. Two black towels, next to an assortment of small bottles, sat on the grass next to the bath.

      Kneeling down, she picked up the containers one by one and sniffed them. Essential oils. Rose, lavender, jasmine, sandalwood, lily and more. Taking her time, she selected the jasmine and poured a few drops into the water. Shedding her filthy excuse for a towel, Evvie crumpled it up and tossed it into the far corner.

      She sank into the cool water, letting the refreshing liquid wrap around her. The pain in her feet faded immediately.

      Examining her feet, she watched as the small cuts

      and raw skin as it healed itself before her eyes.

      The water swirled and bubbled around her, dissolving the dirt and grime that coated her legs from the excursion into the swamp. Evvie leaned back against the edge of the porcelain tub, letting out a heavy sigh.

      As the stress of the journey left her body, she could feel her eyelids growing heavy. Lifting her hand to her face, she examined the pruned tips of her fingers; it was about time to get out. Evvie stood and wavered on her feet, as she climbed out to dry off. She took a step forward and lowered herself to her knees as the world tilted around her.

      “Wh—what’s happening?” she murmured, pressing a hand to her clammy forehead. Her head pounded and the heat that had been plaguing her for days came back in full force. If what Aurelian had said about her being sick because she was away were true, then… why had the feeling come back?

      Minutes ticked by, feeling like hours, as she knelt down on her hands and knees waiting for it to pass. Every muscle ached, as if a fire had ignited in her veins and the heat was scorching every fiber of her being. Unable to take it any longer, Evvie rose and walked on shaking legs, holding onto the wall as she made her way to the large bed. Falling onto her back she sank into the soft mattress and let the blankets cradle her.

      That took way too much effort. She thought.

      Her outstretched hand touched a cold, silky material. Lifting it above her head, she realized it was a large shirt. Pushing herself up to her knees, she slid the black, button-up, silk top over her head. The crisp material felt exquisite on her burning skin. Seeing that the length of the shirt barely hit the top of her thighs, she looked around for more of the outfit and spotted a pair of matching black shorts.

      Finally washed and dressed, she laid back down on the top of the comforter and let the exhaustion that had been consuming her for days take over. As her eyes slid closed, she saw a face.

      Blue eyes, black hair… an all too serious expression.

      Aurelian was a puzzle, both protective of her and dangerous. Should she trust him, even though he was the one responsible for her being in this state and bringing her here, or should she run as far and as fast as she could? Her mind yelled at her to get up and run, but her heart wanted to believe him when he’d said he would keep her safe.

      Stupid heart…

      [image: ]
* * *

      Aurelian

      

      Aurelian slowly closed the door as he watched Evvie

      turn over on top of the covers through the narrow opening. Her long brown hair fanned out behind her head as she tucked her arms underneath her pillow. A warmth started at the center of his chest, radiating outward.

      “Are you watching her sleep?” Lilith asked from behind him, her voice infuriatingly loud.

      Aurelian turned his narrowed gaze on her. “I was checking on her.”

      His spine straightened, already annoyed with her presence. The strange warmth that spread across his chest moments before evaporated, leaving behind the cold, hardened feeling he was used to.

      “Oh, is that what you call this?” she asked moving toward the door frame and leaning against it.

      “What do you want, Lil?” he snapped, as he closed the door rougher than intended, and hoped it wasn’t enough to wake Evvie.

      “I just came to see how you were feeling,” Lilith said as she smiled up at him.

      “I’m fine. Now you may go about your business. Don’t you have pegasi to set free or another brother that you can check up on?”

      Lilith tilted her head to the side.

      “I could be doing those things, but it’s more interesting to see how the claim is affecting you.”

      “It’s not,” he said harshly.

      “Then why, dear brother, are you rubbing your

      chest like that?”

      Aurelian froze, as he realized his hand was pressed over his heart, he quickly dropped it down to his side.

      “Even if it were affecting me, it would be necessary. I need her if I am to be crowned King.”

      “Yes—the blood of a halfling. I wonder… have you told her yet what you want from her?”

      “No, she needs time to adjust. She waited longer than she should have before coming here.”

      “Whatever you say… you’re not afraid of her reaction are you?” she asked, mocking him.

      He glared at her, ignoring her question.

      “Does Nolan know she’s here yet?”

      “Not as far as I am aware, but don’t think you can keep her from him. He will find out soon enough and then you will have to share your precious halfling.”

      “I have no intention of sharing her any more than required. As of right now, I will take as much of an advantage as I can get.” Had he detected venom in her words? The careful, innocent, child-like exterior she worked so hard to present at all times had slipped… or was it his imagination?

      “Anyway, you probably shouldn’t be standing right outside her door when she wakes up.”

      “And why is that?” he bit out.

      “Because she’ll either think you’re a creep or that you’re trying to keep her prisoner.” Lilith tittered

      before dancing off.

      She could be right about that… he thought. Looking back at the door, he realized that he hated to leave, wanting to be there the moment she woke up and to make sure that Nolan wasn’t the first one she saw. Aurelian needed to get her cooperation as soon as he was able and preferred to be as close as possible to her at all times. She was tired. Her body needed to heal, to adjust to having magic surrounding her for the first time in her life.

      Lilith was wrong about the claim… or was she?

      The heat Evvie sent into his veins from just touching him was addicting. On their way to the castle, Aurelian had insisted on holding her hand or maintaining contact as much as possible. He hadn’t even been aware of it at the time. All he knew was that every time she pulled away, it left him feeling foreign in his own skin.

      Was it the claim affecting him? It was becoming harder by the minute to deny it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      EVVIE STRETCHED OUT her limbs, sliding them along the cool silken sheets as her sore muscles protested from the movement. She had been in one position for… her forehead wrinkled.

      How long have I been asleep?

      As if in answer, her stomach growled loudly and she wrapped her arms around her middle to stifle the noise.

      When was the last time I ate?

      Thinking back, she couldn’t remember. Had it been their date on Friday?

      What day is it now? Evvie shook her head, she didn’t even know what time it was.

      Evvie sat up and slid her legs off the edge of the bed, looking around the room.

      A dress was laid out across the back of one of the couches. Standing, Evvie walked over and picked up the delicate gown. The material was thin and airy, blood red and the cut of the material resembled rose petals. On the floor sat a pair of simple black flats.

      “A dress?” Evvie groaned. They were fine for special occasions, not that she ever went to any. Besides, she usually preferred jeans and a hoodie. Quickly changing into the dress, she slipped on the shoes and looked down at herself. The material clung to her body, hugging every curve. She’d definitely have to talk to Aurelian about his wardrobe choices.

      The hall outside her room was empty as she stepped out into the large corridor and each end of the passage stretched out, leading to a staircase. She couldn’t remember which way she’d come the night before. With a shrug, Evvie closed the door behind her and picked a direction.

      As she moved to descend the nearest flight of stairs, her foot slipped. Her lips parted to call out but no sound escaped as time moved in slow motion and she fell backward. Squeezing her eyes tight, Evvie prepared for the impact.

      Two strong arms wrapped around her and held her in mid-air. Her eyelids snapped open to find herself pressed against a hard chest.

      “You should be more careful. This is the Winter Court and there are always patches of ice,” a deep voice said, rumbling with a charming laugh.

      Evvie looked up into the face of a man she didn’t know. He looked so much like Aurelian, but his jaw was more defined and his eyes were a golden shade

      of amber that sparkled down at her.

      This must be Auri’s brother.

      “You smell lovely, is that jasmine?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Uh…yes,” she stuttered.

      “You must be Evvie. I’ve heard so much about you,” he said, steadying her as he took a step back and bowed. “I am Nolan.”

      He’s heard of me?

      Until the night before, she hadn’t even realized Aurelian had a brother and the extent of her knowledge on the subject was merely his existence.

      “Thank you for catching me,” she blurted out.

      He smiled at her. Nolan’s demeanor was more relaxed than she’d expected, especially after her experience with Aurelian.

      “The pleasure is mine,” he said, jutting out his elbow and offering his arm. She took it and let him assist her down the stairs.

      “I’m usually not that clumsy, I must still be weak.”

      “You are not well yet?” he asked, turning her to look at him.

      Heat flooded her face as he examined her. She wasn’t used to this type of attention from complete strangers.

      “No, it’s okay—”

      “No, it’s not,” he said with a hard edge to his voice. “Auri should have taken care of you when he

      brought you here. Didn’t you tell him?”

      “I thought resting would take care of it.” Frowning, Nolan lifted his palm to her forehead. A chill raced through her, calming the fire that raged through her veins. Relief flowed from her head all the way down to her toes, easing the ache in her muscles.

      “What did you just do?” she asked in awe as he dropped his hand.

      “You were poisoned. I cleansed it from your blood.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Nolan had said it so casually.

      What kind of place is this? Forced to come here and in less than a day I’ve already been poisoned!

      “Poisoned? Who would poison me?”

      “Do not worry, it was not a lethal dose.”

      “That hardly fills me with comfort. Lethal or not, I’d rather I wasn’t poisoned in the first place.” The pitch of her voice rose with each word, as the implications of what could have happened sank in.

      “I wouldn’t let any harm come to you. You are needed.”

      “Thank you,” she said sheepishly.

      “What did you touch?”

      Having someone she didn’t know declare himself a protector of some sort was odd and she couldn’t form words to respond to his declaration. Not wanting him to see how awkward she felt, she backtracked to his comment from a moment before.

      “How did you do that?” Evvie asked as they started walking again.

      “We are fae. You didn’t think we would be without magic, did you?”

      That explains the clothes as well… She thought. “Should I worry about another attempt on my life?” Evvie stopped in her tracks and her hand reached out to grip a window frame.

      She looked out the through the clear glass and over the strange world of blackened trees casting shadows, their fiery leaves blanketing the ground as if the land was bleeding.

      “What did my brother tell you?” he asked, breaking the trance the landscape had over her.

      “About what?” she asked, turning to him. Her fingers gripped the window’s ledge as she tilted her face up to look at him.

      “About why you are here.” Nolan’s hand reached up and twirled a piece of her hair before letting it slide from his fingers.

      “H—he told me that I was the key. That I had to choose between you and him. That my decision would decide who would be the next King.” Evvie dropped her eyes as embarrassment continued to flood her cheeks. Nolan was handsome, but in a different way than Aurelian, he was also nice… maybe nicer. She was glad she hadn’t made a hasty decision.

      It’s always better to take your time and weigh the

      odds, right? Especially if they were going to affect my future... but how could anything in the fae world affect me?

      She frowned. They would let her go home after she’d made the decision… wouldn’t they?

      Nolan stepped closer, his fingers trailing along her neck and over her shoulder.

      “That is all he told you? I’m surprised he wasn’t more forthcoming about what your decision would cost you.”

      “Cost me? What do you mean? He just said that I had to decide and that it would affect me… he didn’t say it would cost me anything.” Her gaze shot up to meet his. Nolan was too close for her comfort, becoming almost predatory. She turned from him to face the window again.

      “You will have to decide—that much is true—but he failed to tell you about the army.” His voice trailed off on the last word.

      “Army?” She echoed.

      “Yes, you are the key to the creation of the most powerful army. Whichever you decide will cost something from you.”

      She shuddered, “What will it cost me?”

      A cold sweat broke out on her forehead.

      “One of us needs your blood and the other,” his hand slipped up her arm and rested above her heart. “The other requires your heart.”

      She gulped and moved to the side, slipping out of

      his intimate embrace but Nolan was still too close.

      “No thanks, I’m kind of using them both right now. I’ll pass—but thank you for the offer.”

      “One will cost you, your life, the other will cost you a lifetime beyond anything you have ever thought possible.” He stepped forward and placed his hands on her arms.

      “And which do you want? My heart or my blood?” She could feel a bead of sweat rolling down her temple as her heart beat furiously against her ribcage.

      “Me?” Nolan asked, a surprised look on his face, almost as if she’d offended him. His hands slid up her arms and rested on her shoulders. “I want your heart, dear, Evvie. It is Auri who wants your blood.” His voice dripped with honey as his fingertips grazed across her skin, tracing a line from their resting spot on her shoulder to her heart. “Did he not tell you that?”

      Evvie shook her head, licking her lips nervously.

      He was so close…

      The smell of jasmine wrapped itself around her. She hadn’t noticed it at first but the scent was warm and sweet, almost overwhelming her.

      Is… that him?

      “Yes, I’m afraid it’s true. Auri brought you here for your blood.” He turned her to face him again.

      “He wants my blood?” Evvie asked in disbelief. “Why didn’t he tell me?”

      She started to slide down the wall as her knees gave out. Nolan reached out and lifted her up, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her closer.

      Tears prickled in her eyes. She tried to blink them away but a single tear escaped and traced a path down her face.

      “Why are you crying?” Nolan asked softly.

      “I—I thought I could trust him, but he lied to me.”

      “Did he lie to you?”

      Evvie thought back to his words. Aurelian hadn’t lied, but he omitted the information he knew would make her decide against him.

      “No,” she admitted.

      “We may be the Unseelie fae, but we must still play by the rules.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what, my dear?”

      “Telling me the truth—all of it.”

      Nolan hummed and considered her words before speaking, “It was in my best interest to tell you.”

      “I don’t know why Auri didn’t tell me,” she murmured.

      “I think we both know why he didn’t—he wants your blood, Evvie.”

      She looked up at Nolan with blurred vision.

      “But…”

      “Tell me, honestly. Would you have even considered backing him if he had told you as much?”

      Evvie gulped and shook her head.

      “No,” she choked out. As much as she’d wanted to say yes, she couldn’t. Lying to herself would be pointless. Did she care for Auri? It was crazy, it was impossible, it was too soon… but she had felt a connection with him, even after finding out that he wanted her blood. The attraction she felt for him could be her undoing if she didn’t fight it. Evvie knew she had to choose logic if she were going to make it out alive.

      “He was doing what he thought he needed to. Keeping it from you served his cause, just as telling you benefits me.”

      It was a cold, hard truth that she didn’t want to know. Already, she was beginning to hate whatever game this was, hating that she was dragged into the middle of it, and hating that she had to decide the future of this place.

      “How can I trust either of you?”

      “We can’t lie to you.”

      “I have so many questions.”

      “As you should,” he said, stepping closer.

      “Why can’t you lie to me? Why am I the key? What’s so special about me that I have to be the one to decide? Why do you need an army? How can I be responsible for building an army? What will happen to me?”

      Nolan chuckled placing a finger to her lips to silence her.

      “You will get answers in due time,” Nolan said, as he wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “Why can’t you just tell me now?”

      Nolan pulled her closer, her hands pressed against his chest. He lowered his face to hers, his lips resting now only a breath’s distance away. His intoxicating scent permeated her senses, clouding her judgement. She felt drunk as her heart beat loud in her ears and her eyes locked onto his lips as he moved closer.

      A thunderous crack startled her, causing her to jump and move away, but Nolan’s arms held her tightly in place. Evvie’s gaze darted to the bottom of the stairs. Aurelian stood at the landing, looking up at them with narrowed eyes. His fist was pressed against the wall where ice had formed and radiated outward, cracking the obsidian stone.

      “Auri…” Evvie whispered breathlessly. His mouth twisted into a scowl as she stared into his icy, anger-filled, blue eyes.

      Pushing out of Nolan’s embrace, she chased after Aurelian as he strode from the stairwell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        Aurelian

      

    
    
      “AURI!” EVVIE YELLED. The padding of her shoes struck the floor as she ran toward him. Aurelian wouldn’t run from her, but he wasn’t about to wait for her to catch up. Anger boiled over and he lifted his hand, throwing a blast of icy power outward. The blast hit the wall, sending shards of ice and glass raining down around him.

      Another explosion. Another eruption of power.

      He could hear Evvie’s cry of surprise from behind.

      “Stop, Auri!” she yelled, but he ignored her and kept walking.

      As he neared the end of the hall, her small hand landed on his arm and pulled at his sleeve. The burst of energy he’d conjured left his hand and flew into the wide open throne room he’d been heading toward. Rounding on her, he sneered.

      “What do you want Evvie?”

      He couldn’t control his anger. The thought of Nolan getting so close to her… holding her like that. It made him sick. Aurelian wanted to end this contest, take the crown and be done with it. A game was no way to settle something so important.

      She straightened her spine and opened and closed her mouth.

      “Are you serious? Are you really going to stand there and be mad at me? For what?” He opened his mouth to speak but she held up her hand, silencing him. “No, you don’t get to be upset over any of this! After everything I’ve gone through—everything that you have put me through—You don’t get to be mad. I do.”

      Aurelian advanced toward her until her back was pressed flush against the wall. Pressing his hands against the black surface, he caged her between his arms as ice crackled, spreading out from his palms. He stared down into her frightened emerald eyes.

      “You’ve known him for minutes,” he snarled.

      “I—”

      “Why did you let him get so close to you? A few pretty words? Is that all it takes for you?” he snapped. Moving his arms around her waist, Aurelian pulled her against him. “All you had to do was say so…”

      “Why are you doing this?” she whimpered, her warm breath caressing his cheek. He brought his face to hers, nuzzling her.

      It made him sick to see the terror in her eyes that

      he had inspired. Why should he care about her feelings? She was a means to an end. The only reason he had even gone to the human world was that he needed her blood and she was the halfling that could make everything possible. With her half-Seelie, half-human blood he would be able to create an unstoppable army.

      Warmth spread across his chest. If only he could forget about Nolan and just focus on her at this moment.

      “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

      “Stop it!” Evvie moved her hands up to his chest and her fingers curled into the material of his shirt.

      He stumbled backward as she shoved him. “I know you need me to choose you, and this,” she waved a hand at him, “Is not going to convince me. I have a brain, and I’m not going to make a decision based on who is the best flirt. Neither of you can seduce or bully me into doing what you want.”

      He expected her anger; he wanted it… deserved it even, but hadn’t expected to her to do more than scold him. The desire to push her until she was forced to unleash all the rage she held back overwhelmed him.

      “Really? It seemed to be working so well for my brother.” Aurelian knew he was baiting her and that his words would only drive her further from what he wanted, but he couldn’t stop himself. Seeing Nolan with his arms around her, leaning in…

      Standing still, he hardly allowed himself to breathe as he locked his gaze on hers, willing himself to calm.

      “Are you jealous?”

      “Jealous of what?” he spat, immediately regretting the disgusted tone of his voice.

      Jealous… of Nolan?

      He’d never had a reason to want anything that his brother had; there was never anything that Aurelian couldn’t have.

      Evvie’s fists clenched and unclenched at her sides. He watched as she worked through her emotions, her expression changing as anger turned to fury, then to confusion, sadness and finally pain.

      “Then why are you so angry, Auri?” she asked, barely speaking above a whisper. “I thought you were… you’re an idiot if you think I would make my mind up based on a kiss.”

      Aurelian froze. He’d assumed he had walked in before Nolan had claimed her... but had he come across them after the fact instead? If his brother had kissed her, then the fight was already lost.

      “He kissed you?”

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Throwing her hands in the air, she groaned. “Why are you acting like this?”

      “Did he?” Aurelian demanded.

      “Whether or not he kissed me isn’t important.”

      “Answer the question, Evvie.” He cleared his

      throat nervously.

      The scowl dropped from her face and turned to a look of curiosity.

      “I don’t know what the stakes are between you two, but I’m going to find out.”

      “Evvie… please…” he begged.

      “I know, Auri.”

      His question was shoved from his mind as the words fell from her lips. It felt as though a had hand reached up and wrapped itself around his throat, cutting off his air supply.

      “What do you think you know?”

      “I know what you want from me.”
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* * *

      
      “And what is that?” Aurelian asked as he took a step back away from the pale moonlight that shone through the window and shrouded himself in shadow.

      She looked up at him and his face, a neutral mask half hidden in darkness, matched his emotionless tone. Was this reaction because he had tried so hard to hide the truth from her? He had purposely misled her since the moment they had met, even after he said wouldn’t lie to her and promised to protect her. Evvie hated that what he wanted from her was something she could never give him.

      What had happened to the sweet man she was getting to know? The moment he’d walked out of her room last night was the moment that person had disappeared. Though, looking into his eyes, her heart didn’t want to believe it.

      How stupid am I? I hardly know him.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded.

      “Tell you what?”

      “That you want my blood.”

      Evvie watched Aurelian, curious if he would lie to her. Even if he pretended he didn’t know what she was talking about, deep down it wouldn’t change how she felt. He wanted her blood, and it hurt to know that he wanted to use her for his personal gain.

      “Yes,” he said, stepping forward out of the shadows. The tone in his voice was unapologetic; he wasn’t even trying to hide his intentions.

      “Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I’m using it right now and I don’t see that changing anytime soon.”

      Aurelian watched her a moment, before a loud laugh burst from him, a rare smile gracing his lips.

      Her forehead creased in confusion as she took a step back. He’s crazy…

      “I told you that I wouldn’t lie to you—”

      “But you haven’t been entirely honest either.”

      His eyes darkened, but it was impossible to tell if

      she’d struck a nerve or made him angry. Her heart cracked in her chest. Why did she continue to feel something for him? Evvie searched his face, hurt and betrayed. It would be an easy choice if she could separate her heart from the decision. What if it had been Nolan who’d come to her first? Nolan who’d embedded himself on her mind and in her heart instead of Auri?

      “I haven’t lied,” he said heatedly. “I told you I would always tell you the truth, but I would withhold information if I needed to.”

      “Information like if I chose wrong, it would cost me my life?”

      “I didn’t want it to play a factor in your decision. You need to choose based on who will be the best to rule.”

      “You don’t think whether I live or die should play a role in my choice? Because I think it should. I happen to like living.”

      “Good.” He nodded once and turned away from her. “You should want to live.”

      “You—you don’t care what my decision is then?”

      He faced her, a sneer forming over his lips. “Of course I care, but I can only try to persuade you to make the choice I want you to. I can’t force you. I want you to choose me.”

      Tears stung her eyes. How could he want her to choose him when it meant giving her blood… her

      life?

      “I feel sick…”

      “If you are ill, then—”

      Evvie held up her hand as he reached out to her.

      “No, stay away from me. I… I need time to think—away from you.”

      “Very well, but—”

      I can’t listen to him anymore… I need to get away from him.

      She could feel the panic rising up inside of her. Turning on her heel, she ran down the hall away from Auri and the hurt look on his face, away from Nolan, and away from the decision they were forcing on her.

      Throwing the red curtain aside, she burst out into a large room and the vast open space caught her off guard. Slowly, she came to a halt in the center of the perfectly symmetrical space. Two thrones made of tangled, black thorny vines were up against the wall. The floor was made of small, intricately laid tiles in a circular pattern, starting in the center of the room where she stood and radiating outward.

      A few flakes of ice floated down around her and speckled the floor like glitter as chimes softly echoed throughout the chamber. Evvie glanced around looking for the source of the noise, stopping when she saw Aurelian standing under the arch she’d run through. His face was contorted into an emotion she couldn’t place. The sound grew louder, drawing her attention overhead. Tilting her face up, her gaze met the baroque chandelier hanging above, swinging on its chain as it glistened with frost.

      Her eyes traced the path of a single crystal as it fell, shattering at her feet.

      “Evvie!” Aurelian’s voice called to her.

      Frozen to the spot, she watched as the thousands of delicate crystals shook. He called her name again as the large fixture snapped off the thin rope that held it overhead.

      A scream ripped from her as she squeezed her eyes closed and covered her head with her hands in an attempt to provide some semblance of protection.

      Blinding light surrounded her, sending her flying backward.

      Gasping, her hands clutched at her chest as she struggled to breathe, her back arching with the effort of trying. Aurelian’s face hovered over her, but the ringing in her ears blocked out his words. He placed a hand over her chest and the pain eased, allowing her to draw a breath.

      “Wh—what happened?” she stuttered.

      “Shuush,” he cooed. “Don’t try to speak yet.”

      Gently, he lifted her up and carried her around the countless shards of fragmented ice littering the black stone floor like millions of stars in the night sky.

      Her body shook as tension took hold.

      I almost died… The thought echoed around the inside of her skull. Evvie glanced up at his face, watching him as he stared, straight ahead and determined.

      Blinking rapidly, she looked around as he sat her down on the soft bed. Evvie wondered if she’d blacked out because the walk to her room should have taken much longer.

      “Wait…” she said weakly, grabbing on to his arm as he moved to leave.

      His blue eyes darkened as he looked down at her hand. “Rest.”

      “What happened?” Evvie asked as tears filled her eyes. It still hurt to breathe, she felt disoriented and lost. She wanted comfort and to not be alone.

      Aurelian sighed and sat down at the edge of the bed and placing his hands on either side of her face, he closed his eyes and concentrated. The pain eased as his magic flowed through her.

      Opening his eyes, he let his hands slide down and rest on her shoulders.

      It was impossible to know what was going on. Aurelian had said he would protect her, but he wanted her blood… and now this. Evvie threw her arms around his neck and pulled him to her.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      She inched back until she could look him in the eyes again.

      “For saving me,” she replied.

      Aurelian leaned his forehead against hers and sighed. Evvie closed her eyes. His closeness was intoxicating, casting a thick fog over her mind that blocked out the rest of the world. She felt his lips brush against hers, like a ghost of a whisper. Once. Twice.

      Slowly, she melted against him as he wrapped an arm around her back and one hand cradled her head. She wanted to pull away but her body ignored her and followed his lead. Before she could convince herself of the stupidity of her actions, she pressed her lips against his.

      If he was crazy… what did that make her?

      He was a magnet pulling her toward him by forces she couldn’t identify. Evvie tried to deny her attraction to him even as he moved in further, reaching the recesses of her heart. She wanted the Auri she knew from before. The one without the agenda, the one who was kind and the one that made her heart beat furiously against her chest like the thundering of a million drums—the Auri he seemed to be as he kissed her in this moment.

      Pulling back, he broke the embrace, gently lifting her hands from the back of his neck and set them down in her lap. One hand reached out and stroked her hair.

      Abruptly, he stood and took several steps back.

      “You should get some rest. I will see you when you wake.”

      She sat curled up on her bed and watched wordlessly as he closed the door behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        Aurelian

      

    
    
      AURELIAN CLOSED THE door softly behind him. The warmth in his chest grew in intensity with every second he was near her.

      “I want my time with her too.”

      Sneering in disgust, Aurelian turned to face his brother.

      “You will get your time.”

      Nolan narrowed his eyes, “When? You still haven’t told her anything about what she needs to do. I want my chance. The Solstice is fast approaching.

      “Tsk, tsk, Auri. You haven’t explained her duty to spend an equal amount of time with both of you?” Lilith chimed in.

      “It is hardly my fault she always comes running to me,” Aurelian said through gritted teeth, though it didn’t bother him in the least that he was the one that Evvie’s ran to… it was better than her going to Nolan.

      “You wouldn’t be trying to persuade her to avoid me now, would you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then you wouldn’t mind giving me some space,” Nolan said, his tone dangerous.

      “You’ve had space. I can’t be blamed if you don’t take your chances.”

      “I will wait here until she wakes up. You can disappear.”

      “Not on your life,” Aurelian growled, clenching his fists.

      “Now Auri,” Lilith said, placing a hand on his arm. “You’ve had the advantage of bringing her here…”

      He looked from Lilith to Nolan. There was no way he would win this argument.

      “Very well.”

      Nolan’s lips twisted into a self-satisfied smirk.

      “I will wait here until she wakes. Don’t worry, Brother, I will make sure she is taken care of.”

      Spinning on his heel, Aurelian stormed down the hall before he did something he would regret, like making them think he felt more for this halfling than he did. She was just a way to get what he wanted—the throne.

      “Oh, brother!” Lilith’s voice sang as she caught up to him.

      “What do you want, Lil?”

      She fell into step next to him, her hands clasped

      behind her back. “You know the rules—”

      “Whose side are you on? I thought you didn’t want him to get the crown.”

      “You know I don’t, but the rules were agreed upon.”

      “And I never should have agreed to them.”

      “Don’t sulk, Auri. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you had feelings for her.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Am I? Or is the claim finally starting to affect you?”

      It wouldn’t affect him—ever—not if he had anything to say about it.

      “Make no mistake, I will get that crown and I will get my army. Now, leave me alone, Lilith.” Turning on his heel, he walked swiftly away.

      “Keep your distance until Nolan gets his time with her,” she called after him.
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* * *

      Evvie

      

      Steady pounding dragged her from her dreamless sleep. Evvie groaned and then rolled to her side, pulling a pillow over her head. A knock on the door sounded again, louder this time. Propping herself up, she scanned the room. It wasn’t her tiny room in her apartment. Sleep clung to her, as she tried to remember how she had gotten there.

      Aurelian… something about an army and fae…

      The knocking persisted, growing impatient. She slid off the bed and shuffled her way to the door opening it just enough to look out with one eye.

      “Yeah?” she asked, groggily as she stared into warm, amber eyes.

      “May I come in?” Nolan asked, bowing.

      Blinking rapidly Evvie stared at him through the narrow opening until he raised an eyebrow.

      “Uh, I… right now isn’t a good time.”

      “Are you all right in there? Is something wrong?” he asked. It was hard for her to tell if he was concerned or angry.

      “No, nothing is wrong. I was sleeping and I would like to take a bath before I see anyone.” She paused, watching him stand there. Without moving or speaking, he portrayed a sense of determination and insistence. “Maybe later?” she asked, hoping it would be enough to get him to leave.

      With a heavy sigh, he agreed.

      “That will do. I will meet you in the gardens below. If you have trouble finding them, I will come for you.”

      “Ah, I think I’ll be able to find it just fine. I’ll catch up to you later.”

      Weird… He doesn’t really understand

      boundaries, Evvie thought as she closed the door.

      She hadn’t noticed before but there wasn’t a lock, not that it would matter. She supposed that they’d be able to unlock it with their magic.

      Evvie walked over to the edge of the bed and picked up the folded shirt and shorts she’d worn the previous night. She’d completely ruined the red dress by falling asleep in it. Slipping the dress off, she moved to change back into the silky pajamas, stopping when she spotted another dress draped over the back of the couch. It hadn’t been there a moment ago… or had it?

      Picking up the new dress she slipped it on. The crimson material slid over her body, clinging in much the same way the other dress had. This new dress was sleeveless and the material bunched into a cowl neck over her cleavage before dipping down low with an open back.

      Now wide awake, she stood in front of the window, looking up at the moon high in the sky and shining into her room. It had been night ever since she arrived in this place.

      Does the sun exist here? Evvie wondered.

      There were too many questions she wanted answers to… but where should she start? Plopping down in an oversized chair near the window, she curled up, bringing her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them.

      “I don’t understand anything,” she whispered to

      the moon as a dark lonely cloud floated past.

      Was Aurelian jealous? Had that been the reason why he had acted so differently from the man she thought he was? Her lips burned with the memory of his kiss. He’d been the person she remembered.

      That’s crazy…

      Groaning, Evvie dropped her forehead onto her knees. “I didn’t even know him that well. What am I thinking?”

      Do I like him, or do I like the idea of him?

      She’d kissed him after he had acted like a complete jerk. If that wasn’t stupid enough, if they forced her to choose now she was seriously considering him. Where were the self-preservation instincts she was supposed to have been born with? Choosing Aurelian would be a death sentence. Nolan wanted her heart… a lifetime of being…

      What? His lover? Evvie gulped.

      It was better than death, but the fact she was even debating anything else just proved that she wasn’t as sane as she’d thought.

      A knock on the door pulled her out of her trance. Evvie wrapped her arms tighter around her legs as she sat curled up in the chair and ignoring the tapping. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with any of this, Nolan could wait for… whatever it was that he wanted.

      The knocking persisted.

      He’s clingy, why wont he just stop?

      Blowing out a puff of air in annoyance, Evvie stood up from her chair and crossed the large room to the door. With excuses asking to be left alone already on her lips, she took one, deep, calming breath and then turned the handle, pulling the door open.

      Evvie opened her mouth and the door at the same time, “Sorry I—”

      The words died on her lips as she saw bright blue eyes staring down at her.

      “Oh, it’s you.” She cringed at the rude tone in her voice. “I just want to be alone right now.”

      “I would not have bothered you, but I would like to talk to you.”

      “Can it wait? I’m not in the mood for whatever you and your brother want from me.”

      Aurelian’s expression darkened.

      “It isn’t about why you’re here, not directly.”

      “What do you mean, not directly?”

      “May I come in?” he asked, pleading her with darkened eyes. “When I finish, I will leave if you still want me to.”

      She contemplated his words for a moment before giving in and swinging the door open to allow him through as she stepped back.

      He walked to the center of the room and waited. When he didn’t move or speak, she closed the door and walked back to the window, facing away from him.

      “Evvie, may I speak with you?”

      “Yeah, sure… What’s up?” she said coolly, trying to hide the effects that his deep baritone voice had on her.

      He crossed the room and stopped a few feet away from her. Watching from the corner of her eye she could see him waiting for her to look at him, but she still fumed over what had happened earlier. She wasn’t about to let him act as if he wasn’t a maniac who wanted her blood.

      After several long moments Evvie sighed and said, “What do you want, Auri?” She could hear the weariness and defeat in her voice.

      “How did you get free of the swamp?”

      That hadn’t been what she expected.

      Why would he ask me that? It’s such a strange question…

      Facing him with a raised eyebrow, she spoke slowly, “I turned and ran.”

      “Evvie… that isn’t possible. Once the swamp has you, there is no escape.” He studied her face as if he was certain there was more she wasn’t saying.

      “Obviously there is a way… I did it.” She shrugged, taking a step away from him. The intensity of his demeanor was intimidating.

      He sighed and shook his head.

      “Unless you are an Unseelie Queen, there’s only one way you could have escaped,” Auri paused and looked into her eyes. “Do you know what that is?”

      “No, you just said there’s no way and now you’re

      saying there’s actually two ways. I have no idea what you’re talking about!” She rambled as she backed up to the window, the frosty glass pressed against her back.

      Aurelian reached out and clasped her hand.

      “I’m not being clear. I just need to know if you understand what happened in the swamp. You have a right to know.”

      She swallowed hard. “No, I have no idea… Auri, you’re scaring me. Please tell me what’s going on.”

      He pulled her closer to him and led her to the chair she had been sitting in before he came to her. Smoothing a hand down over the back of her head, his fingers combed gently though her hair in comforting strokes.

      “Seelie magic is the only thing that could have saved you.”

      “Why would another fairy save me?”

      “It wasn’t another fae.”

      Why did he always talk in circles?

      “Before you say anything else, can I ask you a question?” She stared at her hands in her lap, unseeing.

      “Anything,” he said.

      “Why me? Why not someone else?”

      “Because you are of the Summer Court,” he said simply, as if that was enough to answer the millions of questions she had.

      “Summer Court?” Evvie prompted.

      Aurelian clasped both of her hands in his.

      “What do you know of your family?”

      Why was he asking about her family now?

      She thought about it for a moment before answering.

      “My family? I have my mother but she was an only child. I never met my dad’s side of the family or my father, he left before I was born. But Auri… what does this have to do with anything?”

      Nodding, he said, “He didn’t leave, not by choice at any rate.”

      “What do you mean?” How could he know anything about her family? Was her family being stalked by these dark fairies?

      “He died.”

      “Excuse me? He died? How could you possibly know that?” she asked, a sinking feeling growing in the pit of her stomach.

      “He was a Seelie Prince. He died in the first war against the Unseelie King.”

      “What do you mean he was a Seelie Prince?”

      “You are a halfling, half-human, half-fae.”

      “And that’s why you picked me?” Evvie asked, as the pieces of scattered information started to fall into place.

      “Yes.”

      He waited for her as she sorted through the information. She wanted to say something meaningful, something profound, but all that came

      out of her lips was a single word.

      “Why?”

      Aurelian’s eyebrows drew together.

      “I explained why.”

      “No, I mean, if I am a halfling like you said… then why did you need me? What do I—a half-human, half-fairy—have to offer?”

      “That would be the reason I brought you here. I will explain later—”

      “Auri, just tell me now. You can’t say all of that and then stop.”

      He had the decency to avert his eyes before explaining.

      “You are needed to create the final army that will ever walk the earth. With your blood, the army will be of three realms, able to cross at will and stay without limits. The army of the Winter Court will be of Seelie, Human, and Unseelie blood.”

      “Oh.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        Aurelian

      

    
    
      CROUCHED DOWN IN front of her, Aurelian held his breath as he watched Evvie. Her forehead scrunched and a frown pulled at her soft lips as she processed the information about her origins. He hadn’t planned on telling her so much, but if he were to stand a chance at gaining the crown, she needed to know that she wasn’t ordinary. Evvie was special, in more ways than he could express.

      Several minutes ticked by as he waited for her to react.

      Lifting her eyes, she met his gaze.

      “Seriously? You want me so that you can take over the world? Are you kidding me?”

      “No,” he said flatly. “My goal isn’t to take over the world, but to have the power to keep anyone out of my realm. If someone wants a fight, I will end it—immediately.”

      “Oh…” she said for the second time.

      Aurelian worried that he had given her too much information at once. She seemed to be rendered speechless sooner than he would have expected.

      “Are you some kind of freaky vampire?”

      Reaching up, he brushed a lock of hair behind her ear and his knuckles caressed her cheek as he dropped his hand and placed it back over hers.

      What am I doing?

      Aurelian was horrified that such a tender gesture had come so naturally to him when he wasn’t concentrating. The warmth he’d been feeling at her presence, radiated from his chest, all the way through his body. He dismissed the thought at the back of his mind, telling him that the claim was starting to catch up with him. It was the last thing he wanted to admit to himself, but he knew Evvie was the catalyst that created this feeling and it was about time he considered it as a possibility.

      Aurelian needed a distraction from this dangerous train of thought.

      “Why did you go into the swamp to begin with? It’s not a pleasant place. I would think you’d want to avoid it.”

      “I—” she hesitated, “This is going to sound so stupid… but I could have sworn I saw someone I knew. It’s crazy, I should have known better, but I thought I was dreaming…” Her voice trailed off as dark pink stained her cheeks.

      Aurelian’s jaw tightened.

      Will-o-the-wisp. Someone lured her to the swamp… but who? Nolan needed her alive. It couldn’t be possible that he’d used it as a tactic. His brother had been nowhere near the Marsh. Nolan was capable of deceit and unspeakable schemes, but he wouldn’t risk what he wanted from Evvie so carelessly.

      Shaking his head, he cast the thought aside, deciding that it was nothing more than the swamp looking for its next meal.

      “I know that this is a lot to take in, but there is more—”

      “Because telling me that I’m not who I thought I was isn’t enough for one day?” she asked dryly.

      “You needed to understand where you came from first.”

      “What else is there? Am I a magical unicorn that rides rainbows who just thought she was human?”

      He wrinkled his forehead and frowned.

      “No, what I came to tell you is that it was your magic that saved you from the Vermillion Marsh. I’m afraid I would have been unable to get to you in time.”

      Evvie gaped at him.

      “That’s impossible… I don’t have magic,” she breathed.

      “You are the daughter of a Seelie Prince—you were born with magic.”

      “I have magic?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve never had magic before.”

      “Living in the human realm, your magic had lain dormant your entire life. It’s your presence here that has awakened your powers. It is also what saved you from the chandelier, not me.”

      “I feel like it showed up fast… shouldn’t I have to train or something to use it?”

      “It was self-preservation.”

      A long silence passed between them. Aurelian didn’t want to rush her, but he’d risked forfeiting just talking to her. It was stupid and irrational, he should have waited, but the pull to tell her everything was too strong and, before he knew what he was doing, he was inside her room. The small window of time he’d found was running out now.

      Evvie searched his face then asked, “So, then I saved myself… but you took the credit for it?”

      “I—no… that’s not—”

      Her bright laughter startled him into silence before he unexpectedly joined her.

      Evvie let out a slow breath once the laughter died down, but a contented smile still graced her lips. Slowly, her grin faded and turned into a frown.

      “I think I would like some time to think about this. There’s a lot to take in.”

      Aurelian stood, disappointed she was asking him to leave, even though he understood why.

      “I will be around if you need me.” With that, he

      walked to the door. His hand reached up to rub his chest as he paused at the door and looked back. Evvie was curled up in the large chair, her chin resting on her knees with her back to him as she stared out of the window.

      If invisibility were possible, he’d stay for hours, in this spot, just watching her. He shook his head. That was an unnatural thought. He couldn’t argue that his claim over her was more than possibly affecting him now. It was an undeniable pull that was changing him with every passing minute. If either of his siblings found out how deeply it controlled him, all would be lost.
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* * *

      Evvie

      

      It was all just a game. It didn’t matter how at ease Aurelian’s presence made her feel, or how much she wanted to spend time with him. Her thoughts were free to form and develop without him around. With him near, the important issues that were the cause of her being here—forced to decide between life and death—were pushed from her mind and forgotten until she was alone again. The fact of the matter was that she was nothing more than a chess piece that the

      two brothers were fighting over.

      Feeling restless, Evvie stood and paced the room.

      Aurelian wanted her blood! It was more than a little creepy. Was it a process similar to giving blood, just the occasional vial here and here? Or was it a ‘drain every last drop and toss her away like yesterday’s junk mail’ process?

      It seemed like the more gruesome of the options for sure. She didn’t want to think Aurelian was capable of killing her, but she couldn’t come to any other conclusion.

      Nolan had made it clear he wanted her heart. In the brief moments she’d spent with him, he was intimidating and perhaps a little clingy, but he had been more upfront about what her decision would cost her. A lifetime, or her life.

      A nagging feeling in the back of her mind whispered to her, telling her to choose Aurelian, but she knew that was insane. To give up her life because she knew him better than his competition was absurd. Her brain knew that the wise choice was to pick the option that would allow her to live.

      Or was it? Was it better to live a lifetime belonging to someone she didn’t even know, if she could stand to be near or was it better to die? Looks would only get him so far. She needed more than that.

      What girl wouldn’t want two insanely hot guys fighting over her?

      The only problem with this situation was the end result.

      The real question she knew that she needed to answer was if it would be better to die or to live the remainder of her life as a possession to a man she had known for five minutes. For all she knew, Nolan was sweet and kind… or a monster. If that was the case, she needed to decide if that was worth the risk.

      A lifetime beyond anything you could imagine.

      His words echoed back to her. It was a promise that sounded both wonderful and terrifying and had the ability to imply endless joy or pain. Knowing which one it was, with her lack of information, was proving to be a bigger puzzle than she anticipated and one that had many important pieces missing.

      Throwing her hands up in the air in frustration, she plopped down on one of the dark couches and propped her feet on the coffee table. A small tray of fruit was displayed on a silver platter, with what looked like berries the size of apples in an assortment of colors. Things she had never seen before.

      Evvie plucked a large pink fruit with the texture of a blackberry off the tray and inhaled. It smelled sweet and fragrant. Lifting the plump berry to her lips, she paused as the faint hint of bitterness reached her nose, then set it back down. She should be starving, but her appetite had vanished. There was too much anger flowing through her veins for her to stomach food.

      Did they think she should be flattered… did they care what she thought or felt about them fighting over her? Maybe if all they wanted was her affection, and she knew without a doubt that they were good, decent men, then it might have been an easy decision.

      At this point, all she could do was speculate. Aurelian called them Unseelie fae and said they were dark. Did that make them evil or just winter fae? He had called this place the Winter Court. Perhaps it just meant they belonged to the season.

      Regardless, it was insulting to be used against her will like this. Was being picked because of something she had no control over better than being picked at random like some messed up lottery?

      Sneering at the food, Evvie felt the need to lash out in some way. They were using her. Not that they came out and said it like that, but when the pretty words were stripped away and only the meaning was left—that’s all there was. Using her to further their selfish goals of who gets to play King of the Mountain.

      Anger burned its way through her like wildfire. Aurelian and Nolan were using her. They had trapped her in this impossible situation when they should have asked and been straight forward with her. She was being used and it sucked.

      It hurt. An ache grew in her heart like a shard of ice, stabbing at her but refusing to melt.

      She scanned the room.

      Nothing…

      Annoyed, she picked up one of the pillows next to her and lobbed it at the wall. It hit with a dull thump and fell to the ground.

      Hardly satisfying.

      The shining glass key that brought her into this world gleamed up at her from the coffee table.

      I’m not playing this game anymore. They can find someone else who would be happy to sacrifice themselves for their quest for power, but it’s not going to be me.

      It didn’t matter what they wanted. So far, what she’d wanted hadn’t made a difference, so pretending to care that anything they wanted mattered was a joke.

      Evvie picked up the skeleton key and held it in her hand. The cold black glass felt heavy in her palm. A calm washed over her at the weight of it.

      I’m done.

      Standing, she looked around until her gaze stopped on the black door across the room. It seemed fitting to leave this crazy place the same way she’d come in—the bathroom.

      Evvie marched with determination to the door and lifted the key to the lock, inserting it.

      Hesitation kept her hand frozen in place and unable to turn it. Aurelian had said not to use the key… but he never said why.

      It made sense that it was just another half-truth designed to keep her here without force.

      Annoyed at ever having listened to him at all, she turned the key. A dark energy emanated from it, casting an eerie glow before it faded. Moving her hand to the door handle, she turned it and watched in horror as the key faded before her eyes.

      “No, no, no, no, no!” she cried.

      Desperately she clutched at the vanishing key, as the glow surrounding it turned into a black crystalline dust that slipped through her and onto the floor. Evvie fell to her knees, grasping at the pile of powder as her breath came in short, shallow bursts, leaving her gasping for air.

      It can’t be… it can’t… her mind grew numb as her limbs began to shake with rage and panic.

      Her only escape… was gone… all she had now was a pile of glittering dust.

      Why didn’t he say anything? Why didn’t he tell me? He had to know…

      Once again the knowledge that Aurelian had withheld information that he knew she needed infuriated her. She scooped up as much of the powder as she could, holding it tightly in her fist.

      Pushing herself up from the floor, she stormed out the main door and into the hall. Nolan was approaching her from the opposite direction, but she didn’t have time for him. Evvie didn’t know which way to go, so she turned toward Nolan with hurried steps.

      She was on a mission. Find Aurelian and make him answer for the crap he pulled. She would get him to send her home even if it killed her. She wasn’t going to get out of this alive if she stayed. There was nothing left to lose.

      “Evvie?” Nolan asked as she brushed past him.

      “Not now,” she snapped. Her fists clutched at her side as she stormed down the hallway and past him without so much as slowing her pace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        Aurelian

      

    
    
      “AURELIAN!” SHE YELLED. Her voice strained with anger, bounced off the walls of the corridor.

      The urge to run to her pulled at him, though staying away was the best course—both for his chances to overtake his brother and to avoid her rage. With effort, he turned his back to the sound of her voice and leaned his shoulder against the black wall, facing the waterfall and allowing enough of the roar of its cascade to enter the entryway to block her calls from his ears.

      The louder her voice grew, the more of the thunderous crashing of the water he allowed to penetrate the space, as he weakened the barrier that kept the sound out. Aurelian stepped forward and further into the shadows, as he closed his eyes trying to ignore her.

      “Auri!” Evvie’s voice sounded directly behind him.

      Slowly, he turned to face her, keeping his features impassive.

      “Evvie, what are you doing?”

      “I’m looking for you,” she bit out. Her body was tensed with a slight tremble and her were fists clenched at her sides.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, heart pounding against his chest.

      It infuriated him that his heart beat faster at the knowledge she wanted to seek him out, but every moment he had with her was another moment Nolan would insist on having as well.

      Evvie’s mouth dropped open, as if she’d expected him to know. Lifting her hand, she slowly uncurled her fingers as black glittering dust slipped from her open palm, falling onto the ground between them.

      Aurelian narrowed his eyes and swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. A hollow feeling developed in the pit of his stomach as he managed to form words.

      “What did you do?” he asked slowly.

      “I’m not doing this anymore.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      A long silence passed as he held her gaze until she dropped her own to the floor. Standing perfectly still, he begged her silently to tell him what she’d done and, though he feared the worst, he still held the hope that it was something unimportant.

      “I tried to leave—” she spoke so quietly her voice was almost drowned out by the now gentle rush of water.

      “You used the key?”

      “Yes—”

      “What were you thinking? I told you not to,” he snapped, his voice sharp with frustration. She had ruined everything in one stupid move… and she would end up blaming him for it.

      “What was I thinking?” she asked incredulously. “I thought that I didn’t want to be used. I’m not a sacrificial lamb to be used in your search for power.”

      “I told you not to use it.”

      “You also said you would protect me, but you’re the biggest danger to me here. I’m here to die, or what... be a prisoner for the rest of my life?”

      “That’s not—”

      “Send me back now. I’m not going to be part of this game. I’m not a chess piece. You can’t force me to stay here any longer.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t what? Force me to stay here or you can’t send me back?”

      Aurelian paused and took a slow breath before answering quietly,

      “I can’t send you back now.”

      “Then when?”

      “Never...” He hated giving her the one answer he knew would crush any hope she had.

      “Why not? You brought me here, and you can send me back.” Her voice caught, straining and hoarse from the volume. She wasn’t listening.

      “That’s not how it works!” he yelled back, effectively silencing her.

      She glared up at him, her body inches from his now as she’d moved closer in her anger. With a slow, measured tone that failed to hide any of her emotions she spoke. “Tell me why, right now, Aurelian, or I will make my decision and you will regret it.”

      Fuming, he ground his teeth to keep from lashing out with words he knew would only push her toward his brother. The fire flashing in her eyes told him that she meant every word of her threat. Evvie was mad enough to make her decision blindly.

      “Fine,” he said between clenched teeth. “I will tell you.”

      Her mouth formed a small ‘o’ as she took a step back. Aurelian watched her back up until she was against the wall, her delicate fingers grasping at the cold obsidian stone.

      He paced in front of her, the weight of those bright green eyes watching him intently, expecting words she wanted to hear but also words he couldn’t give her.

      “Do you remember when you began to feel sick?”

      “Yes,” she said uncertainly.

      “Tell me,” he commanded, stalling as his mind

      raced to find a way that would keep her calm.

      “It was after our date, I woke up the next day tired and then I developed a fever,” she spoke in a suspicious tone.

      “The night of our date I gave you a flower, and when we parted I kissed your hand.”

      “What does that have to do with me being sick… or not being able to leave?”

      He stopped, pacing, and stood in front of her, meeting her gaze with his icy-blue stare.

      “When you accepted that rose—and the kiss—you allowed me to begin to claim you—”

      “Excuse me, what was that?” she interrupted, pushing away from the wall.

      “Please, Evvie, let me fin—”

      “No, no… you need to back up. What do you mean you claimed me? How could I allow you to… I was being nice… I didn’t know… why didn’t you tell me?” Her voice rose in pitch with each word.

      “It was the only way.”

      “No, Aurelian, it wasn’t. You could have told me what you wanted.” Her face fell as she wrapped her arms around herself. “You didn’t have to take everything from me…” she trailed off.

      “The claim changed your blood, it called to your fae lineage. It is what allowed you to come here.” He stopped and waited for her to react but she stood frozen in one spot, head bowed.

      “Are you kidding me? Why do I even bother?”

      Evvie mumbled under her breath.

      Not daring to breathe, Aurelian stepped forward and tilted her chin so he could look into her eyes.

      “I’m being serious.”

      “I know you are, that’s what bothers me.” She stepped back. “You tricked me into accepting your stupid flower to ‘claim’ me like I’m some kind of object. Did it ever occur to you to just ask me for my help?” She dropped her arms to her sides and looked up at him. All the sadness had melted away, replaced by anger.

      He blinked a few time before answering, “No. I am an Unseelie Prince… you are Seelie—you would never have agreed.”

      “Maybe not, but I might have.” She rubbed her forehead. “You never gave me a chance to decide to help. You just forced me into this. You withhold information from me, but how do you expect me to make a decision without knowing the consequences of my choice?”

      “I always planned to tell you what you needed to know in time. I needed you well first. I tried not to overwhelm you.”

      “That’s kind of impossible in this situation.”

      “The claim made you ill; I wanted you stronger—”

      “You made me sick?”

      “It was not my aim to do so. I wanted you here sooner than you were. The claim, once made, is a force that pulls two fae together, your prolonged absence from this realm—from me—is what caused you to become sick.”

      “This just keeps getting better, doesn’t it? Tell me Auri, do you ever have good news to deliver, or will the rest of my life consist of you telling me nothing but bad news?”

      He pinched his lips together.

      Evvie let out a loud groan.

      “What else is there, Auri? That pathetic guilty look doesn’t suit you. Just tell me.”

      “The key disappeared because I claimed you.”

      “So break the claim!”

      “That is not possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize it would be so powerful.”

      “Auri…” Evvie pinched the bridge of her nose. “Why would you do something like that without knowing anything about it?”

      “Once it has begun, it is impossible to stop unless another claim takes its place.”

      Her mouth opened to respond and then snapped shut as the meaning hit her. The urge to reach out and pull her close made every nerve in his body stand on end, but he held it back, keeping his arms tightly at his sides.

      “Find another way then, Aurelian,” she commanded quietly.

      What she wanted from him was impossible, but he couldn’t argue with her because she had every right to demand it.

      “I will do my best, but it is doubtful I will be able to.”

      “Just try, and if you can’t find one, then keep looking until you do.”

      With jerky movements she spun on her heel, turning away from him, but not before he saw the glimmer of a single tear as it rolled down her cheek. He took an unwilling step forward, the force of the claim tugging at him to run after her and wrap her up in his arms as he wiped away the tears. The feeling was more overwhelming than he had ever thought possible.

      “If she doesn’t decide by the Winter Solstice, she will die,” Lilith’s voice chimed from behind, breaking the spell.

      “Don’t you think I know that, Lilith? I can’t tell her that,” Auri snapped.

      “What’s the matter Auri? You seem tense.”

      “Nothing for you to worry yourself about.”

      She danced circles around him like a giggling summer pixie, before stopping in front of him.

      “You’re staring at her like a lost sun sprite.”

      “Don’t be absurd.” Aurelian stared past her as Evvie crossed the large hall.

      “Then tell me what has you so twisted in knots.”

      Aurelian sighed and brought his attention to the

      annoyance in front of him.

      “You’re enjoying this entirely too much.”

      “Maybe so, brother, but you have to admit that this is the most excitement we’ve had in a while,” Lilith said, turning serious.

      “She can never leave our realm; the key has been destroyed.”

      “Were you ever planning on letting her leave?” she asked tipping her head to the side.

      “Yes… No.” He sighed. “I’m not sure. I never planned for it, but it had always been a possibility.”

      “You know better than that. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “What are you babbling about now?” he asked.

      “She was never going to leave this realm while you are connected.”

      “After she served her purpose, I would have dissolved the claim. Evvie would have been free to go if she wished to.”

      Lilith’s high pitched laughter shattered the quiet.

      “What is so funny?” Aurelian snapped.

      “You are a fool, brother. A claim cannot simply be dissolved at will. Even if it could, you wouldn’t have the power to do such a thing.”

      “Stop playing games and tell me what you’re talking about,” he demanded.

      “Because of your claim, she was never going to leave. Not while you still live.”

      “Claiming her was a mistake…”

      “Oh, you didn’t claim her; you allowed her to claim you.” Her laughter resonated around them once more.

      “What?” he asked in disbelief, slowly turning to meet her gaze.

      “You’re a fool, Auri. You can’t claim anyone against their will. You can only offer your own claim and hope they return it. You should have done your research before attempting such strong magic.”

      He glared at her. “Why did you not say that before?”

      “You should stop fighting it,” she said. “If you accept it, you’ll always be with her.” She shrugged, ignoring his question.

      “I—” Aurelian stopped, all thoughts lost as he spotted their brother on the second level atrium, watching them.

      With a graceful leap, Nolan vaulted over the banister and landed in a crouch. Straightening, he glanced toward Aurelian with a slow smile spread across his lips.

      Aurelian’s fists tightened at his sides as he watched Nolan turn and walk in the same direction Evvie had gone.

      Lilith’s small but strong hand gripped his arm, holding him back.

      “He is owed time with her,” she warned.

      “He’s up to no good.” He felt the panic curl up and sit heavy in his gut.

      “If you do not allow this, you will have to forfeit.”

      “Nolan can’t be trusted. I won’t leave him alone with her.” Aurelian ripped his arm from his sister’s grasp and ran. The only thought on his mind was keeping her from his brother. Rules be damned, he was going to protect her.

      Reaching the end of the open hall which led to the garden in the center of the palace, he scanned the area. Nolan was nowhere to be seen.

      Evvie’s form was concealed by the darkness of the trees, but flashes of her red dress showed through leafless branches.

      “Evvie!” he called, running toward her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      EVVIE WANDERED DOWN the winding path that led to the most depressing garden she’d ever seen. Black trees cast shadows across the lawn and roses so dark they were almost invisible against the ebony background bloomed, releasing a sweet aroma. A wide, gnarled tree in the center with its branches reaching out created a broad umbrella, stretching over half of the open space.

      “Evvie!”

      Aurelian’s voice startled her, making her jump. She turned and peered through the thick branches, watching as he ran toward her. All she wanted was time to sit, think, and be alone. Evvie pressed her back against the trunk hoping he hadn’t already seen her.

      Playing their game was the last thing she wanted, even just thinking about it zapped all the energy from her body, as if it too refused to go along with it any longer, fighting against whatever evil they had planned with their army.

      “Evvie…” Aurelian appeared at her side.

      She sighed heavily and closed her eyes, forcing herself to remain calm.

      “What is it Auri?”

      When only silence answered, she opened her eyes to see him standing in front of her, seeming to be at a loss for words. He stepped forward, seeming uncertain. Evvie lifted one hand and opened her mouth to protest, but before she could get a single word out, his arms were around her, his face buried in her neck as he whispered words she didn’t understand against her skin.

      The move was so out of character of the man she first met, and the man he had ended up being the more she got to know him. His embrace tore down the fragile remains of what was left of her guard and left her utterly disarmed. The air left her lungs in a whoosh from the effects his vulnerability had on her.

      “Wha—” Evvie pulled back to look at him. His expression was unreadable. Something was wrong… his once bright eyes were now darkened with secrets she didn’t know—and might never know— because he hid all traces of his thoughts from her.

      Aurelian pressed his lips against hers. It was a kiss filled with longing, with desperation… and with a finality that she didn’t understand.

      After several intense moments, he broke away,

      leaving her breathless.

      “Auri…” she murmured.

      “I will send you back with a protection spell, so that no part of you can ever enter the Winter Court again.”

      “How? I thought you said it was impossible.”

      He hesitated before speaking.

      “I will make it happen.”

      “What about your army?” Even knowing she shouldn’t question him, it was obvious something had happened.

      Swallowing loudly, he let her go and stepped back.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, he turned and swiftly walked away.

      Doesn’t matter anymore?

      Evvie’s brow furrowed. After everything he did to trick her into coming here… and now it didn’t matter. Only minutes before it had mattered. Confused, she watched him walk away, attempting to find a reason for the sudden change of heart.

      She came up with nothing.
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* * *

      Having sat in the garden for hours unable to understand what had made Aurelian decide to send her home, she stood and wandered back into the castle to roam the halls aimlessly. Thoughts raced through her mind, ranging from insanity, to him being a changeling. Aurelian was fae—that was something they did, not something that happened to them. A frown marred her features as she racked her brain, unable to remember the details of such things that, up until several days ago, had all been nothing more than… fairytales.

      Evvie turned the corner and managed to stop inches before she ran into another body. Her eyes traveled up the broad chest until she met warm amber eyes.

      “Nolan.”

      “Hello, Evvie,” he said cheerfully. “I was just looking for you.”

      “Oh…”

      “I was hoping we could talk.”

      “I don’t know… now isn’t a good time,” she mumbled.

      “You’re upset about something,” he said eyeing her.

      “No…” She paused when he arched an eyebrow and looked doubtful. “Okay, yes. Something is bothering me,” she admitted.

      “Come, I will fix you some honeyed tea, and if you wish to talk it over with me, I will be more than happy to lend an ear and help you sort through everything.”

      Evvie thought about protesting, but looking up into his smiling face she thought he might provide enough of a distraction to get her out of this dark mood. Nodding, she agreed. Nolan placed an arm around her shoulder as he led her down the stairs. His hand on her arm send a chill through her. It was a far cry from Aurelian’s touch, which just added to her emotional turmoil. Auri was bad for her health, but she was drawn to him in a way she couldn’t avoid.

      As they entered the lower level, the view left her gaping as they entered an open hallway. She’d expected a dark, closed off dungeon this far underground, but the sight before her eyes was anything but a prison.

      The railing, made of the stone from the mountainside, looked over a sharp drop off. Evvie approached the balustrade and leaned over. The waterfall that guarded the entrance poured over the edge creating a soft mist that dampened her face, and obscured the bottom of the ravine between the castle and the rest of the mountain. Burnt emerald green vines, covered in frost, climbed the outside rocks, and wound themselves around the open arches.

      “Come, we will sit in the atrium balcony,” Nolan said taking her arm and leading her farther down the hall.

      She kept her eyes locked on the view, unable to

      look away from the precipice, that was both stunning and terrifying until they came to a stop. Evvie turned her head to look at Nolan, who had dropped her arm and was standing in front of her, holding open a curtain of Ivy, revealing a large rounded room much like the hallway they’d just walked through.

      Stepping through, Evvie waited at the edge of the chamber taking everything in. The view was the same, only more awe-inspiring with a much wider expanse of the cliffs. In the center of the circular room, pillows made of opulent fabrics, were layered around a small table with a tray and two silver grey cups in the shapes of flowers, and a carafe, made of the same metal with the vines making up its shape, between them.

      “Have a seat,” Nolan’s deep voice came from beside her. He gestured for her to sit.

      Evvie sat in silence as she watched him pour each of them a cup of golden liquid.

      “Tell me what is on your mind,” he requested handing one to her.

      She took the proffered drink and sipped it. It sent a shiver down her spine as the spicy, sweet liquid slid down her throat. Expecting it to be warm, or at the very least, room temperature, she was surprised to find that it was icy cold instead.

      Holding the drink in her lap, she ran her finger around the rim. “I’m not sure. I don’t think I’m ready to talk about it.”

      “That’s all right, we can talk about other things,” he said. “How are you enjoying your stay?”

      “Uhh…” Stalling for time, she sipped on her drink, then set the cup down on the table. “This drink is really good,” she muttered.

      “I’m glad you like it, have some more,” he said as he refilled it.

      As she lifted the drink to her lips, she peeked at him through her lashes. He was watching her intently. Nervously, she lowered the cup to her lap again and dropped her eyes. A wave of dizziness washed over her.

      “I…” she started, then shook her head. “I would like to go home now.”

      “I understand why you would feel that way. But I promise you, once you determine which of us will be King, you will feel differently. However, if I am wrong, you will be free to decide.”

      Looking up into his eyes, hope sparked in her heart. “I’ll be free to go? Just like that? But I thought… what if I choose wrong?”

      The room tilted as he smiled at her. Evvie reached forward to set the cup back down on the table, knocking it over as she brought her hand to her forehead. “Sorry,” she slurred. “I’m just… I feel dizzy.”

      “You will be fine. The drink can take some getting used to.”

      Her skin felt hot. She wanted air. That’s

      ridiculous… I’m already outside, she thought. “What

      was in that? What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do a thing. Perhaps you are sick again,” Nolan offered.

      He could be right; she still hadn’t felt like herself even after coming to this place… but the dark glint in his eye told her that something was off, and it wasn’t her health.

      Pushing herself up on her hands and knees, Evvie scrambled to stand, stumbling over a loose pillow and falling to her knees. She hit hard, the crack of her bone against the hard rocky floor sent sharp pain through her legs. Her arms shook as they fought to hold her up.

      “Evvie? What’s the matter?” Nolan’s voice sounded distant, even as he took her arm and helped lift her. The sudden movement made nausea roll in her stomach.

      “You must be exhausted,” he murmured. “Let me take you back to your room.”

      She felt herself being lifted off the ground and cradled by two strong arms, rocking her with the movement of his steps. Evvie struggled to move her limbs that felt numb.

      Darkness overtook her, and unconsciousness took hold as a feeling of dread chilled her heart.
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* * *

      A rough, hard surface pressed against her back, causing her to arch her spine.

      “Mmm,” Evvie mumbled, unable to form words in her parched mouth as her dry lips threatened to crack even at such slight movement. The slow beat of her heart pumping blood through her body, hammered within her head.

      Shuffling sounded from several feet away. Slowly, Evvie managed to peel open her eyes and blink several times in an attempt to focus. Dim flickering lights danced in the corners of her vision.

      Trying to lift her hand to her pounding forehead, she was met with resistance.

      The clack of footsteps on the floor echoed throughout the room as they approached her. Adrenaline spiked through her and she let her head flop weakly to the side. A tall figure moved from the shadows into view.

      Nolan?

      Desperately, she groaned, unsure why he was in her personal space.

      Where is Auri? What’s going on?

      “Ahh, I’m surprised to find you awake so soon,” he said, casually leaning over her as his cold fingers brushed a strand of hair from her face. Nolan ran his palm over the top of her head and around to the back to cradle it. Lifting her slightly, he pressed a glass to her lips.

      “Drink,” he commanded.

      Unable to resist, she did as he said.

      Water. He’d given her water. Thankful, she let the liquid quench her thirst.

      Instantly, her throat felt relief, and she let out a sigh as he gently placed her head back down on the hard surface.

      “Wha—what happened?” she croaked out.

      “You passed out. You are still quite weak.”

      “Where am I?”

      Her addled brain knew his face, knew Aurelian, but she couldn’t remember what she’d been doing before she woke up here, or where she was.

      “You are safe,” Nolan said, his hand sliding down the length of her arm as he stepped out of view.

      She tried to sit up, but her arms and legs felt like thousand pound weights.

      “Why can’t I move?”

      Silence greeted her and she wondered if he’d left her room.

      Is this my room?

      Her eyes darted around as she tried to see anything that would tell her where she was, but the lights were positioned near her, too weak to give her any hint at the location.

      Think, Evvie, where could I be? The haze that clouded her mind refused to lift.

      The dim room brightened slightly as Nolan’s footsteps returned and he leaned over her once more. He sighed sympathetically, but something about his body language told her it was inauthentic and a sinking feeling settled in her stomach, making her heart race.

      With a cat-like grin, he leaned forward until he was inches away and said, “That is a little more difficult to explain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      “WHY? WHAT’S WRONG?” Evvie said, panicked.

      Nolan’s smile dropped from his lips as he let out an annoyed sigh.

      “I was trying to spare you. But if you insist on knowing…”

      Her stomach tensed, knowing that whatever words he was about to say would be the last thing she wanted to hear. The feeling of dread made her entire body quake.

      “You are being restrained.”

      The words fell so casually from his lips that it took a long moment for their meaning to register in her mind. Forcing her head upward, she looked down, noticing that a silvery glow hovered over her body.

      “I… I don’t understand. Why?” She dropped her head back down onto the rocky surface.

      “Evvie, you shouldn’t ask so many questions.”

      “Let me go… I need to find Auri,” she demanded weakly. As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew it had been a mistake.

      A sneer formed on his face, curling his lip back. “Aurelian isn’t here. I’m here, and that’s all that matters.”

      She gulped.

      “You said I could go…”

      “I said if you choose one of us you, could go. I didn’t say which one.”

      “Aurelian… I pick Aurelian.”

      He let out a sudden barking laugh.

      “It’s too late for that now. I don’t need you to decide. It was only my dear brother who needed you to pick him.”

      “Let me go,” Evvie pleaded. Tears prickled her eyes, stinging.

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why?”

      “I still need your heart.”

      Evvie squeezed her eyes shut, trying to focus. “This isn’t the way…”

      Cocking his head to the side, Nolan said, “It is the only way. No matter, I will have your heart soon enough…”

      “I’ll never love you,” she spat.

      “Love? Did you think I meant love?” His laugh chilled her down to her marrow. “I am a Prince of the Winter Court. Love is not on my agenda and before you ask; no, it was never in my brother’s plan either, in case you were wondering.”

      “I… I thought you said I would live. You said only one choice would cost me my life…”

      “I believe I said, ‘One will cost you your life, the other will cost you a lifetime beyond anything you have ever thought possible.’ Or something along those lines.” He waved his hand dismissively. “I didn’t say which choice would allow you to live. You assumed I wanted your heart metaphorically.”

      Understanding hit, making her sick.

      “Then I never would have lived?” she asked.

      “Oh, you would have lived if you’d chosen Auri.”

      “But he wanted my blood… I don’t understand.”

      “He wants your blood. To be more specific, he wants your bloodline. It was all a matter of word play. Details left out to ensure that you would misinterpret. After all, it would have been no contest if you knew everything up front, would it?”

      “He… doesn’t want to drain me of my blood?” Evvie knew there were more important questions she should ask, but her mind was stuck on Aurelian—he didn’t want to kill her as she’d assumed.

      “No, his plan is much slower than mine. If you had chosen him, you would have been the next Unseelie Queen.”

      “Why didn’t he just tell me?”

      “It was against the rules, and he always played by

      the rules. He could have been stronger than me, but his warped sense of principles always got in his way. Aurelian never had the strength to just take what he wanted. It makes him weak. He doesn’t deserve to be King.”

      “This is crazy… you can’t do this.” Evvie shook her head, disbelieving.

      “Enough, time is wasting and the sooner this is over, the sooner I will have my army.”

      Nolan’s fingers traced along her neck and collar bone, his hand stopping over her heart as he listened the beat. Evvie squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out his touch.

      “Your heart is strong,” he said.

      His fingers pressed into her skin and a sharp pain burned its way across her chest as her heart ached, pounding as if he already held it in his hand, squeezing. Nolan’s fingers pressed harder into her flesh, his nails, sharp like iron, burned her as they pierced her skin.

      Evvie cried out in pain, arching her back in an attempt to free herself from the powerful force keeping her pinned down. The pain stole her breath, cutting off her scream. Tears forced their way out from the corner of her eyes as her body writhed from the pain.

      Loud metal clanged as light flooded the room.

      “What are you doing? You need her willing—” a shrill female voice shrieked.

      “No, I don’t, Lilith. It is only Auri who does. As long as I have her heart, it will work.”

      Her body went limp as Nolan removed his hand from her chest and turned to the woman, leaving Evvie panting for breath.

      Their sister! Had she come to save her?

      “You’re not playing by the rules…” Lilith admonished.

      “I’m done playing by your rules. Without them, he doesn’t stand a chance against me. If he can’t win against me through his own power, then he doesn’t deserve the throne.”
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* * *

      Aurelian

      

      The moment Lilith had told him to stop fighting the claim, Aurelian could feel the words resounding in his heart. Feelings that only days ago he would have mocked and laughed at, became an inseparable part of his being. He knew his sister had been right and, as soon as he’d accepted that fact, the pull toward Evvie had become unstoppable. The rules didn’t matter anymore.

      No longer in control, he raced out to the gardens, an unseen force leading him to her.

      When he’d caught up to Evvie, he had been relieved to find that Nolan was nowhere near her. Before he knew what he was doing, Aurelian found his arms wrapped around her and his face buried in her neck, inhaling the faint scent of roses that emanated from her smooth skin.

      Her hesitation was evident in the tense muscles of her body. Gradually, it faded and Evvie had relaxed into him. The look of concern in her eyes as she had pulled back to look at him crumbled the layer of ice that had surrounded his heart for as long as he’d been alive.

      Emotion overwhelmed him as it flowed through his veins. Leaning forward, he had pressed his lips against hers, giving her every part of his heart and taking anything she was willing to give no matter how small. Everything he never knew he could possess was in that kiss—love, hope, sorrow and a longing for a future he could never have with her. The return of warmth that had been long repressed came back, it was slow and uncertain, but it was there nonetheless.

      Pulling away, Aurelian scanned her face, hit by the realization that, knowingly or not, she’d opened herself up to being claimed by him in return. This whole time he’d been fighting her claim on him and yet he’d failed to notice that it was so much more than that.

      It was plain that she had no idea what had

      transpired between them. But he knew he would die to give her what she wanted most and the words came tumbling from his mouth as he gazed into her bright emerald eyes.

      He’d promised her the impossible… swearing his life to her at that moment, knowing that she couldn’t understand the significance of his words.

      A sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach tore him from his recent memory. Something was wrong.

      “Evvie…” his voice came out a hoarse whisper.

      Blinking, Aurelian looked around. Lost in his thoughts, he’d ended up in the furthest reaches of the castle. Spinning on his heel, he ran through the halls, leaping down the stairs and into the castle’s bottom most lair.

      Murmurs at the far end of the passage caught his attention and a dim light flickered through an open doorway. His feet pounded against the stone floor as he raced toward the room where he could feel Evvie’s presence.

      His hand grabbed the black iron handle and jerked the door open.

      Nolan stood over Evvie as she lay on a ceremonial table, held in place by his brother’s magic. Nolan turned to face Aurelian as he stood, panting in the open doorway, a menacing grin formed on his lips as he greeted him.

      “The claim has made you weak, brother.”

      Aurelian’s heart raced.

      “Don’t be absurd.”

      Years of dealing with his brother made his voice low and calm as he attempted to hide all traces of what was going on under the surface.

      Nolan laughed, a loud, sharp noise that echoed off the walls.

      “You can deny it all you want, but it remains true. The lost, forlorn expression that’s been plastered all over your face since she’s been here has given you away.”

      “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. It was necessary to bring her here.”

      “Yes, and it is quite fortunate for me that it was you who brought her here. I was wondering how long it would take you to find her.”

      “You knew where Evvie was?” Aurelian asked in disbelief.

      “Of course, I did. I had faith that you would find her in time, and if not, I would have dropped you a hint. Thankfully, it didn’t come to that. What a disgrace to our bloodline it would have been.”

      “You found her? Then why didn’t you claim her then?”

      “I would never have risked claiming her and weakening my powers,” he mocked, though no humor permeated his tone. “You actually stood a chance at winning this until the moment you claimed her.”

      Willing himself to stay calm, Aurelian spoke

      with slow, measured words, “Let her go—this instant.”

      “Are you going to make me?” Nolan mocked.

      “I won’t let you take her heart. I will make sure you will never be King.”

      Nolan burst out laughing. “There’s nothing you can do to stop me, little brother,” he spat. Deliberately, while keeping his eyes locked on Aurelian’s he moved his hand to hover over Evvie’s chest. With lightening quick reflexes his hand connected with the area just above her heart, causing her to cry out and arch her back until she went limp, unable to stand the pain.

      A shard of ice flew past Aurelian, striking Nolan in the shoulder. He spun around, noticing Lilith at his side for the first time, her face twisted in fury.

      “Lil?” Aurelian asked, but she ignored him and her eyes focused on their brother as Evvie’s voice faded from the hoarseness of her scream. She was still in agony even though the hit had knocked Nolan away.

      “What do you think you are doing, Lilith?” Nolan demanded. “Are you taking sides now?”

      “You’re not playing by the rules!” she shouted.

      He panted as he stumbled back toward Evvie’s now-unconscious body.

      “This isn’t a game. I will not surrender over stupid rules you made up on a whim!”

      While they argued, Aurelian ran down the steps

      and into the main part of the room, reaching Evvie as she groaned, waking.

      Waving his hands, Aurelian countered Nolan’s grasp on the power shield holding Evvie in place. Finally free of the pressure holding her down, Evvie managed to roll off the edge of the table. He knelt down, catching her in his arms before she hit the floor and lowering her slowly to the ground.

      “You will pay for that,” Nolan hissed, raising his hands and shoving a blast of power at him. Throwing up his hands, Aurelian managed to block the wave of power before it hit.

      “You were wrong, brother.” He lifted himself to standing, holding the attack back with less effort than he’d ever had to use against his brother.

      Fear sparked, shining in Nolan’s eyes as shock and then fury twisted his older brother’s face.

      Aurelian stepped forward.

      “You were wrong, Nolan. The claim didn’t make me weak. It gave me strength.”

      As he spoke the last word, he flicked his wrist, turning the field of energy into sharp daggers of ice and flinging them at Nolan.

      The sharp points pierced him and he let out an ear piercing scream before falling to the ground.

      Not a single fiber of Aurelian’s being held any sorrow or regret for the shard of ice that pierced his brother’s chest.

      Aurelian dropped to his knees, dragging his gaze

      from Nolan’s body to Evvie. The look on her face, as she clutched her chest from the lingering pain, sent relief through him.

      She reached out to him, urging him to go to her as he lifted his hand and froze in mid motion as pain radiated from his back, spreading throughout his body and zapping all of his strength. He collapsed, barely managing to hold himself up on all fours. Aurelian examined the shard sticking out of his chest as Evvie’s voice cried out, but the sound was already fading as he felt himself weaken. Slowly, he turned his head to look over his shoulder, watching as Lilith sauntered up to them.

      “Lilith,” he cursed her name. “Why did you do this?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I wanted the crown, but I needed both of you out of my way. I knew I couldn’t defeat either of you together with just my power, so I set you against each other…”

      “You aren’t strong enough to rule,” Aurelian spat.

      “Oh but I am, I’ve been just as powerful as both of you for a long time now, but why risk it when I could use your precious halfling to get you two out of my way?”

      “I won’t let you do this…”

      “You have no choice now.” She grinned down at him with all the confidence he’d never seen in her before, blinded by what he thought he knew.

      Black hovered at the edge of his vision as he fell to his side.
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* * *

      Evvie
      

      “Auri!” Evvie cried, the effort of her exclamation burning her raw throat as she crawled the remaining distance between them. Forcing her muscles to cooperate, she lifted Aurelian’s head, cradling him in her lap.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me everything?”

      “You needed to choose me because you wanted to, not because I told you to. You had to be willing.”

      Evvie sniffled and shook her head. She had no idea what she could do to save him. She wanted to ask him so many things and tell him even more. To just be… next to him. It had only been days, but her heart knew his better than it knew itself. The thought of losing him was unbearable and she could feel her heart breaking, shattering into countless pieces of glass as he gazed up at her. He was in so much pain, she could see it in the darkening blue of his eyes, but even through it all, his lips pulled up into a weak smile.

      “What did you wish for?” he asked.

      Tears burned her eyes.

      “To not be lonely anymore.” She sniffled, fighting the tears she knew would come.

      A pained look formed on his face.

      “I wished for you to choose me.”

      Aurelian’s words tore at her heart and she was unable to hold back any longer. Tears flowed freely from her eyes, falling onto his face.

      “I’ll do better next time,” he promised.

      Lilith’s shoes clicked on the floor as she walked up to them. Evvie lifted her head to glare at the delicate woman in front of her, crossing her arms as she smirked down at them.

      “See you in another life, brother,” she said.

      Heart racing, Evvie turned her attention back to him and watched him close his eyes as he let out a long, slow breath. His body went slack.

      “No…” The denial slipped from her parted lips.

      He’s dead…

      “Do you have any idea how hard you are to kill?” Lilith asked.

      Evvie’s heart pounded in her chest.

      “I tried to get rid of you from the moment you stepped foot into this realm… my realm. But I needed it to look like an accident.”

      “What?”

      “I thought for sure when you fell for the will-o-the-wisp trick you would be an easy target, but somehow you always managed to make things go in

      your favor, allowing you to go free.”

      “You… tried to kill me?” Evvie asked, dumbfounded. What had she done to deserve being murdered?

      “Yes,” Lilith said matter-of-factly. “The swamp, the poison in the bath oils, the ice on the steps, the chandelier, the food in your room and so on and so forth.” Lilith waved her hand dismissively as if she were bored.

      “But… why? What did I do to you? I never even wanted to come here.”

      “It was nothing personal. I needed you out of the way. I couldn’t very well have my brothers building their ridiculous armies and ruling this realm. It’s all about maintaining an equilibrium. We may be Unseelie fae, but we still need balance as much as every other realm. Though, I think Auri would have just been happy to have you in the end… still, it wasn’t worth the risk.”

      “Please don’t kill—” Evvie begged.

      “Relax,” Lilith cut her off. “I don’t need to kill you now that they are both dead. I will send you home.”

      “But I thought…”

      “That the claim was keeping you here? It was, but you never allowed him to claim you fully, so with him dead, you are now free to go back.”

      “You—you would do that?” Evvie’s head reeled.

      Lilith dropped her arms to her side and sighed as

      if everything were painfully obvious.

      “Yes. I’m not entirely heartless. My attempts on your life weren’t personal; it was just business. Now that I have what I want, killing you would be a waste of effort.” Squatting down to meet Evvie at eye level, Lilith placed an icy hand on her forehead.

      “Go home. Go home to your world and forget about him. Forget about this place.”

      The world around her turned frigid as Evvie fell to the side, her head hitting the cold, stone floor.

      Then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        Evvie

      

    
    
      EVVIE GROANED AND rolled over, her pulse pounding violently against her skull. Slowly, she cracked open one eye and near blinding red light filtered in through her lashes. Blinking rapidly, she opened the other and looked around. After her sight had adjusted, Evvie realized that the warm hue of the light was just the orange fire of the sun as it started to rise.

      Her dresser stood in the corner and the door to her closet was cracked open… everything looked exactly the same as it always had. While nothing had physically changed, the space she’d known for almost four years now felt different, foreign. There were no signs left for her to indicate how much time had passed. Days, weeks, years…

      Was everything just a crazy fever dream? She wondered, as she pushed the blankets away and stood. A wave of dizziness shuddered through her body, then vanished. Shuffling her feet against the carpet, Evvie made her way to the bathroom.

      Maybe a shower will wake me up and I’ll be able to figure this all out.

      Pulling the shower curtain back, she turned the cold water on high and undressed. The second the ice-cold water touched her skin she recoiled, nearly slipping as she moved to avoid the unpleasant temperature. Quickly she turned the handle, raising the temperature.

      It had to have all been a dream. There was no way any of the stuff she’d gone through had been real.

      Why did I think I needed a cold shower? She thought, as she eased into the warming stream.

      The pounding water beat against her, massaging her sore muscles. Turning to wash her face, she winced, looking down at her chest. A large bruise had formed on the area above her heart.

      “No way…” she whispered, her fingers tracing the edges of the purple skin.

      It had been real, all of it.

      After dressing, Evvie left the sanctity of her room, ready to face the murmuring voices coming from the kitchen. Timidly, she stepped into the open, uncertain of how she would face the world now. Everything Evvie had always thought she’d known had been turned upside down. Life was forever changed and she’d never be able to look at anything

      the same way again.

      “Morning sweetie,” her mom announced cheerfully. “How are you feeling? I heard you moving around, so I made you some tea.” Her mom stood and walked around the counter, reaching in the cupboard for a mug.

      “Hey, stranger!” Silvia said as she buzzed around the kitchen.

      “Hi Silv,” Evvie said warmly to her roommate, before turning to her mom. “Uh, thanks, I thought I’d go out for coffee. I could use some fresh air after being cooped up for so long.”

      The effort of trying to hide her disapproval was evident, but she didn’t press the issue.

      “Okay, just take a warm jacket. It’s chilly outside, and I don’t want you getting sick again.”

      Evvie nodded and grabbed her warmest jacket as she headed out the door.
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* * *

      Walking aimlessly, Evvie sipped her coffee as she let the sun soak in. She’d been surrounded by darkness for too long and the bright light of day felt healing.

      The sun was almost overhead by the time her legs started to tire. Glancing around at her surroundings, Evvie realized she’d walked clear across the city, only to end up at the fountain at the base of the tower.

      “Auri…” she whispered.

      Closing the distance, she stood in front of the bubbling pool, watching as drops of water splashed, creating infinite ripples. Sitting on the edge of the stone, she let the soft music of the water surround her. Evvie reached into her pocket and pulled out a shining, copper penny. With a wistful smile she flipped the coin into the air and closed her eyes as she listened to the plop of it hitting the water.

      The soft scent of roses in the glass garden drifted on the gentle breeze. For a moment, she could believe that Auri was standing next to her.

      “Mind if I sit here?”

      Great, now I’m hearing his voice… she thought. Nodding her head, she didn’t bother to look up, the disappointment of seeing a stranger’s face would be too much to bear. So much had happened in the span of a few days. She was exhausted, emotionally, to a point she didn’t realize she was capable of feeling. Her heart ached.

      “What did you wish for?” the man asked as he settled down next to her.

      Evvie sucked in a breath and held it before turning to the man sitting next to her, ready for disappointment.

      Blinking several times, she squinted up into his

      face. The sun positioned right behind his head created a halo of blinding light. Shielding her eyes with her hand, a chill ran through her as she stared, open-mouthed at the man before her.

      Instead of the clean-cut look he had when they’d first met, he looked more like the Aurelian she’d come to know and, even though the tips of his ears stuck through his hair, they weren’t pointed. The jaw line, the perfect bridge of his nose… his hair styled just as it had been when she last saw him.

      “Auri?” her voice caught.

      He turned his face toward her. “Pardon?”

      “Auri?” she asked again.

      Smiling warmly, he said, “No, I think you have me confused with someone else. My name is Ian.” He held out his hand.

      Reluctantly, Evvie placed her hand in his. The feel of his touch and the way his fingers wrapped around her felt familiar.

      “Is something wrong?” His brow furrowed.

      Evvie clamped her mouth shut, realizing she’d been gaping at him and cleared her throat.

      “Uh no, sorry… You just look like someone I used to know. I’m Evvie, by the way.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      He let go of her hand and faced forward again.

      Minutes passed as she continued to watch him from the corner of her eye and his gaze followed small groups of people walking past.

      How can this man look just like him and not be him? Did Auri possess his body?

      The thought was a little creepy. She had no idea if fae could take over a person’s body like that and part of her just didn’t want to know.

      “Uh, excuse me… Ian, was it?”

      He faced her, an expectant look on his face.

      “I know this might seem crazy but…” her face burned.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this!

      “Would you like to… uh, maybe go out for… coffee or something. Not right now, I mean, obviously, you’re busy… but sometime, maybe soonish?”

      Shut up, shut up, shut up!

      “I would love to.” Ian slipped his hand into his suit jacket and pulled out a small business card. Every movement he made was graceful, exactly as Aurelian’s movements had been. Evvie licked her lips nervously and took the card.

      “I look forward to hearing from you.”

      With that, he walked away, leaving her sitting on the edge of the fountain.

      She couldn’t let him go. He might be human and he might not remember anything they’d gone through together, but she knew without a doubt it was the same man. His movements were too similar, his voice too uncanny. Everything about this man was a reflection of Aurelian. She wouldn’t let him get away. Waiting another day would be stupid. The card could get lost in that time; she could lose her nerve… a million things could happen to keep her from seeing him again.

      Standing, Evvie ran after him. He stopped walking and turned to look at her as she placed a hand on his arm. A look of concern pulled his lips into a frown.

      Evvie racked her brain trying to think of an excuse for her strange behavior but her mind remained blank. There was nothing she could say that would make sense.

      Evvie had freaked him out and now there wasn’t a shadow of doubt in her mind that he wouldn’t want to see her again. Letting that fact fill her with an uncharacteristic confidence, she reached up and grabbed the lapels of his jacket, lifting herself on her toes and pulling him toward her. If nothing else, she would have this last kiss. A kiss that would allow her to say goodbye to the man who’d stolen her heart, and kept it by winning her over.

      The kiss ended before she would have liked, but she couldn’t stand here in public kissing this stranger. Pulling back, Evvie lowered herself and stepped backward, horrified that she’d made such a spectacle, but not regretting it in the least.

      He stumbled back two steps, a look a shock on his face, then confusion. Lifting a hand to his forehead, he massaged his temples. When he met her gaze again, the corner of his mouth lifted into a crooked smile.

      “I’m so sorry, Ian…” she mumbled apologetically, an unwelcome blush creeping into her cheeks.

      “Call me Auri.”

      “What? But…” Evvie shook her head, not understanding.

      “I didn’t remember before.”

      “Before?” she said frowning.

      Instead of an answer, he stepped forward and gathered her into his arms, murmuring her name into her hair.

      “How is this possible? You died,” she choked out, pulling back enough to meet his eyes.

      A slow smile formed on his lips as he considered her question.

      “Lilith was right… opening myself to the claim kept me with you.” He laughed. “That sneaky sprite! She planned it this way all along.”

      “What?”

      “It’s not important. I’m here now, with you, and I never plan on letting you of ever again.”

      “But how are you human? Did you just leave this body parked somewhere? Is it even your body, or did you take it?”

      “No, the claim you had over me, kept me alive long enough to remove my fae blood and heal my injuries. By turning me human, Lilith made sure that

      I would never be able to return to the Winter Court.”

      Evvie wasn’t even going to pretend to understand everything that had happened.

      “So, you didn’t just leave this body parked somewhere waiting for you to return?” she asked, picturing a seemingly lifeless body sitting around for days or weeks at a time as people walked passed.

      “This is the same body I’ve always had.” He smiled, his eyes sparkling with amusement.

      For the first time since meeting him the air around him was light, as though the weight of the world had finally been lifted from him, giving Aurelian the freedom to feel and breathe.

      Evvie opened her mouth to speak, but before she could ask anything more, she was silenced when he held a finger to her lips.

      “Stop over analyzing, Evvie. It’s magic. Just accept it.”

      He was right. What could she expect from someone who tried to kill her as if it weren’t a big deal, then discuss it nonchalantly? They might never know what went on inside Lilith’s head, but it didn’t matter.

      Aurelian tightened his embrace around her, crushing her to him and pressing his lips against hers. When her knees threatened to buckle from under her, she wrapped her arms around his neck.

      Evvie pulled back to look at him; his knuckles caressed her cheek as he gazed into her eyes with more love than she had ever thought possible. She let out a contented sigh as he rested his forehead against hers.

      “Auri…” she wanted to tell him everything she felt.

      His eye’s sparkled as they filled with love.

      “I know,” he whispered. “I love you too.”

      Her heart welled up, overflowing with more emotion than she knew how to handle. Aurelian’s words were etched into her heart at that moment and she knew they would remain until her last breath.

      Pushing up on her toes, she kissed him, savoring the moment. One of many she knew the rest of her life would be filled with. She would never let go. Her wish had come true in the least likely of places.

      With him, she had gone into darkness, coming out once more into the light and bringing him with her.
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          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      I wiped the tears from my cheeks as I sank into the large soft seat of my Pontiac Bonneville. It was a sunny June day in central Virginia. I shouldn't have been sitting in my car crying. Unfortunately, I found myself there more and more often.

      I opened a browser on my phone and flipped through my bookmarks looking for the one thing that always cheered me up - photographs of Chateau du Soleil. I had been obsessed with the building since I was a child. Sometimes Mom used to drive past it on the way home from school when I was younger. No matter what we did in school, driving past that castle was always the highlight of my day.

      Chateau du Soleil was a 19th century Victorian castle that had been brought over from France, piece by piece, two hundred years ago. I had never been in the building before, but something about the way the sun reflected off the slim stained glass windows made it feel like home to me.

      I flipped through the pictures online, expanding some so I could see the detail better while passing others I had seen time and time again. I was always on the lookout for new pictures of it, especially of the interior, but those were extremely rare.

      My phone started to vibrate and sing as the timer went off.

      Damn, has it been fifteen minutes already? I thought. Time to head back in.

      Mom's Alzheimer's had been getting worse in the last few months. The more it affected her, the more she took it out on me. I knew it was her illness and not really her, but as her caregiver, I was directly in the line of fire.

      The nurse arrived at 10am, as scheduled, and I took the opportunity to leave the apartment to take a couple of breaths outside to calm down. But as soon as I stepped out the door, the weight of everything became too much for me. I needed to decompress. I had to scream.

      The faded green Bonneville belonged to my grandparents before they passed away a few years ago. I found comfort in the old car. What made it even more special was that I could put the windows up and release my frustrations without anyone hearing.

      Screaming released all of my frustrations, but it always led to tears. I took another swipe at my tears with the back of my hand, then took a couple of deep breaths before checking the clock on the dashboard. Yup, I had been gone for fifteen minutes. That was long enough, I needed to get back inside.

      As I entered the small apartment Mom and I shared, I was surprised to not see Mom or the nurse. The apartment was a one bedroom in a decent area east of Richmond. It had an oversized great room for ease of movement from the living room to the kitchen and vice versa. I expected to see them there. Instead, I was greeted with silence.

      She must be helping her in the bath, I thought.

      I dropped the keys into a crystal bowl that my mom won in a raffle years ago. The apartment was cluttered with all sorts of tchotchkes that she won at bingo and church raffles before she became too ill. The amount of things drove me crazy, but sometimes, even on bad days, Mom could find something that brought her some level of comfort, so I didn't touch them.

      The keys clanked instead of the usual jingle they made in the bowl. I looked into the bowl and found something in there. It was about four inches long with a smiling skull looking up at me at one end. On the other end were two teeth.

      It looked like it was made of glass so I carefully picked it up. The key was much heavier than I expected, especially for such a delicate material. It fit perfectly in the palm of my hand as I examined it.

      I tried to think about all the things Mom had won but couldn't remember seeing anything like this skeleton key before. I definitely would have remembered seeing it. I wondered if Mom found it earlier and remembered anything from it.

      Carrying the key towards the bathroom, I realized how quiet the apartment was. Something wasn't right. I didn't have to get where I was going, I knew Mom and the nurse weren't there.

      I ran down the hall to my mother's room. As I pushed open the door, I saw my mother lying on her side, sleeping.

      Not wanting to wake her, I turned around and walked back to the kitchen. On the counter was a note from the nurse.

      

      
        
        Lilac,

        I'm sorry, but I just got a call that I'm needed elsewhere in an emergency situation. Rose said she was feeling tired and went to her room to take a nap. I know you're right outside so I figured it was alright if I left. I'll be back tomorrow.

        

      

      Mom didn't usually take naps. I couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. The key dropped from my hand onto the wooden kitchen floor and slid out of my sight.

      "Shoot," I muttered.

      I grabbed the broom, expecting the glass key to have shattered, but when I found it it was still in one piece. Even the delicate teeth were still in place.

      As I picked it up, the thick glass looked blue, which was my mother's favorite color. I had this sudden strange feeling that I had to check on her. I rushed over to her bedroom and stepped inside.

      She was still. Too still. The way she was lying down was exactly how she usually slept, but I knew she wasn't sleeping. I touched her arm and shook her gently.

      "Mom? Please wake up, Mom," I whispered. I didn't need to check her pulse to know she was gone. I touched her face, which was still warm, but she didn't move. She wasn't breathing. She was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      Three days later, I was parking the Bonneville at the same cemetery Mom and I had buried my grandparents at. The last few days were a blur, but I didn't mind.

      It was a dreary and grey Saturday afternoon, the perfect day to bury my mother. The parking lot was empty except for a few cars. I didn't see anyone around. Wearing a black skirt, flats, and a simple short-sleeved black blouse, I stepped out of my car as a gust of wind whipped through me.

      "Excuse me, Miss Martin," a raspy male voice said.

      I turned towards the man as I wondered where he came from. I had been so numb lately that I barely knew what was going on around me.

      The man had a slight build and wisps of grey hair. He was wearing a black suit that hung loosely on his thin frame.

      "I see you found the key," he said.

      I reached up and grabbed the glass skeleton key I now wore around my neck like a pendant. Did I hear him right? I had become attached to the key in the last few days. I imagined it being in the glass bowl because my mother wanted to show it to me. Maybe it meant something to her, I didn't know, but it now had meaning to me.

      "Are you with the funeral home?" I asked.

      "I've been waiting for you," he said

      "We're ready for you, Miss Lilac," said a familiar voice from behind me.

      I turned around and found Wyndham Bickle, the funeral director, walking towards me. I met him halfway, expecting the man who was talking to me to join us. But when I looked around for him, he was gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I sat on the small metal folding chair the funeral home set up beside the gravesite staring at the simple coffin in front of me. She would have hated that coffin. I remembered her showing me the ones with thick glossy wood and silk interiors when I was younger and telling me that was what she wanted to be buried in, but I couldn't afford that. This would join her list of ways I disappointed her.

      Reminding myself of the few negative things about her was the only way I was able to get through the past few days. She was my best friend and confidant. I didn't know what I was going to do without her, but I knew I had to keep living.

      She had followed me to Arizona twelve years ago while I earned my bachelors and masters degrees in Architecture. She didn't want me being so far from home so she decided if she couldn't convince me to stay, she would move too.

      Shortly after her diagnosis, Mom told me she wanted to return to central Virginia. She found comfort in the tall trees and lakes where she had spent most of her life. She missed it and hoped being surrounded by all her memories would help. I would do anything to help her.

      I left my job as an architect behind and got a job working in our local grocery store to make ends meet. It was the only way I had the flexibility to take her to her doctor appointments and make sure she was getting the best care possible.

      Behind me, Wyndham cleared his throat. I ignored him. I maxed out my credit cards paying for everything for the funeral. He was probably ready to leave. I didn't care, he could leave if he wanted to, but I wasn't going anywhere just yet. He would have to pick me up and carry me away if he wanted me to go.

      As the waft of his clean scent hit me, I planted my feet on the ground and wrapped my fingers around the edge of the seat.

      "Excuse me, Miss Lilac," Wyndham said, his slight Southern accent coming through fuller when he pronounced my name. "I don't mean to rush you, but the cemetery folks are ready to lower the casket. They're only here for a limited time and--"

      "Then let them lower it," I said.

      "It's not customary."

      "Trust me, I'm not going to throw myself onto her casket or anything. I just don't have anywhere else to go right now."

      His right brow shot up as he eyed my face. He didn't like my answer, but I didn't care. Wyndham had acted fatherly since I first stepped foot into the funeral home. I didn't need it. I never knew my father, I didn't need some stranger acting like one now.

      "Are you feeling alright?" he asked. "You look a little pale."

      "That's normal for me. Can you please leave me alone now?"

      My voice cracked and he looked at me with pity. I pushed my straight black hair behind my ear and looked away.

      Pompous ass. I don't need your pity, I thought. I have enough problems.

      Behind him, a few men in jeans shuffled their feet. They stood next to a covered pile of dirt, several shovels neatly stacked behind them.

      Like covering it hides what the dirt is there for.

      A corner of my mouth tugged up at the thought of anyone being gullible enough to not recognize a large mound of dirt. I covered my mouth with my hand and forced myself to keep a straight face.

      Only a freak would start laughing at a funeral.

      Wyndham shrugged and signaled to the men to pick up their shovels. He pressed a button near the grave that I hadn't seen before and a quiet motor turned on.

      I picked up the bouquet of bright yellow daisies, Mom's favorite, from my lap as I stood. As the casket began its slow descent into the ground, I tossed the flowers on top.

      I spent the past five years helping my mother as she struggled with Alzheimer's. Now that she was gone, knowing that she was finally at peace, I didn't know what to do with myself. I had no one else to worry about but myself. I didn't know how to do that.

      As much as I didn't want to look at it, my eyes were drawn to the gravestone. Our family name, Martin, was carved boldly across most of the stone. Underneath was what I didn't want to see--my grandparents' names with their birth and death dates. The funeral home assured me my mother's name would be added soon.

      As I looked at my grandparents' names, Lilac and John, I realized I should have brought something for them too. I always brought them gifts to their graves on their birthdays. I should have brought them something now.

      Remembering something my grandmother used to do, I knelt in the grass. As I moved my hands over its thick, cool blades, I found what I was looking for. I dug my fingers into the earth and pulled up a stone, brushed it off, and placed it on the headstone.

      "I miss you," I whispered to my grandparents. "And Mom, try to behave yourself."

      As I said goodbye, I realized the only thing left for me in Virginia were my memories.

      "Are you sure you're alright?" Wyndham asked as I turned away from the grave and returned to my seat.

      His brown eyes looked sad, and I could tell it wasn't just part of his job. He was genuinely concerned.

      "I'll be fine," I said. "I just have a lot of things to figure out."

      "Do you have any friends or family you can visit? Maybe it would help if you spent some time away."

      "No, I have some friends back in Arizona, but that's about it. This is where my family is now. Plus I don't have the money to go anywhere."

      I looked back at the grave as he nodded.

      "I imagine you haven't had much time to socialize the past five years you've been back," he said.

      "I haven't. And now I need to figure out what to do with myself."

      "You'll be fine," he said. "I'm sure of it."

      He patted me on my shoulder before walking away.

      I sat back on the folding chair as the men shoveled dirt over my mother's coffin. I didn't know what to do with myself. I never thought this day would actually come, and I hated myself for feeling relief from it.

      I had my life back. I was thirty-two and could do anything I wanted, but I was too numb to think. I wanted to get back to my career and restore historic buildings, but how could I? Who would even hire me when my sabbatical was longer than the two years experience I had?

      The sky darkened over the tall trees surrounding the cemetery. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck in a downpour, no matter how fitting it was. It was time for me to go.

      As I walked back to the green Bonneville, I heard footsteps behind me. I didn't turn around. I kept my eyes on the car and kept walking towards it. They had all my money, they didn't need anything else from me.

      The footsteps quickened as they came closer. The tiny hairs at the back of my neck stood. My heart raced. Why was I acting like this? What was going on? Thick black clouds moved overhead. As I got closer to the car, I put my hand out towards the door, ready to jump in. I was shaking.

      A gust of wind whipped past me, taking my breath away. As I gasped for air, I spun around, expecting to see whoever was behind me, but no one was there.

      I turned back towards the car and the man from earlier appeared out of nowhere.

      "Jeez!" I exclaimed, taking a step back from him with my trembling hand over my pounding heart.

      "Pardon me, Miss Martin," he said. "I didn't mean to frighten you. I was hoping to speak to you before you left."

      His voice had a calming lilt to it as if he was singing a lullaby, but there was an underlying tone that said he was lying. He meant to scare me and he enjoyed doing it. He grinned, revealing large perfect teeth behind his chapped lips.

      "You didn't frighten me," I lied. "Are you with the funeral home?"

      "Who I am is unimportant, but who I represent is. I am Julien Lambert's attaché."

      His eyebrow cocked up as if he was expecting me to be impressed. I wasn't. I didn't know who Julien Lambert was or why I should care.

      "So?" I asked.

      The moist air stood still, clinging to me like a wet blanket. I wanted to get into the Bonneville and blast the air, but I couldn't help but be curious about this man.

      His eyes flashed with annoyance before his features relaxed into a patronizing grin.

      "My dear, surely you have heard of Chateau du Soleil."

      "Of course I have. Anyone who grew up in central Virginia knows about Chateau du Soleil," I said, not admitting I was obsessed with the place.

      "Well then you should know that Julien Lambert is the owner."

      "Someone owns it?" I asked, surprised.

      Chateau du Soleil was the reason I specialized in Historic Restoration for my master’s degree. I always dreamed that one day I would see it from the inside. I was shocked to hear it had an owner. As far as I knew, it had been abandoned long before I was born.

      "Of course someone owns it," he scoffed, then looked up at the sky as the clouds began to break. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card and held it out to me. "I must be going, but here's my card. I'll cut to the chase--Mr. Lambert wants you to repair Chateau du Soleil. He is familiar with your work and is offering for you to move in with the expectation that you will focus on this project and only this project."

      "Wait, what?" I couldn't have heard him right. "You want me to restore Chateau du Soleil?"

      He pursed his lips as his brow wrinkled with annoyance.

      "That is what I said, miss." He spoke slowly, carefully enunciating each word as if he believed I had no ability to understand him.

      "And this is my mother's funeral," I said, speaking just as slowly. "Only an asshole would track someone down at a funeral to talk about work."

      He stared into the cemetery with a dumbfounded expression. Restoring the castle would be a dream come true, but why track me down here? It had to be some kind of scam or a joke.

      As I opened the car door, his hand slammed against the window, closing it.

      "You'd be a fool to let this slip by. You have the key, you were meant for this. I would give anything for the chance. I would do anything for him," he said.

      His words were quick but hushed. His eyes darted back and forth with a mixture of suspicion and paranoia. He shoved the business card in my hand.

      "It is your choice," he said. "Just know that the offer stands as it is."

      He walked backwards, his eyes still locked on me. The wind picked up again, making me shiver. I jumped into the car as I looked for the man again, but he was gone.

      "What was he talking about? Just my luck that the crazies always find me," I said to myself.

      I turned the car on and started to drive, not caring where I was going. I was too numb to think, too tired to care. I let the road lead the way.
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      I drove on autopilot to the apartment Mom and I shared until a couple of days ago. As I pulled the car into a parking spot near the building, I realized I still had the business card in my hand.

      It was a plain white business card with small black lettering centered on one side and nothing on the other. To my surprise, the name was Julien Lambert and not the weirdo who was at the cemetery. The offer was too good to be true and the man sounded so crazy, I didn't think I could believe him, but I wanted to. Restoring the castle would be a dream come true.

      As I got out of the car, the sky finally opened up. Rain pelted my skin as I walked to the small porch. I always liked the rain.

      I entered the apartment and dropped my keys into the crystal bowl by the door before heading to my bedroom. Intending on changing clothes, I grabbed an old grey sweatshirt I had from a trip Mom and I had taken to Williamsburg years ago, but got distracted by an old photo. Everything around me reminded me of Mom, and I took comfort in it.

      The photo reminded me of Mom’s old photo albums. I grabbed an old one she kept in the living room and set it on an end table. When I wasn’t thinking about Mom, my mind turned to Chateau du Soleil. Sitting on the old tweed couch with my legs tucked under me, I pulled the business card out again.

      Could this be for real?

      I flipped it over, held it up to the light, and then bent it between my thumb and middle finger, looking for an answer. None came. The kitchen phone rang, startling me, and I jumped up to grab it before I had to hear the loud piercing tone again.

      "Hello?" I answered, my voice hoarse.

      "Lilac? Are you sick?" Robin asked.

      Robin was one of the few friends I still had. We met in college and tried to talk on the phone a couple of times a week now that I was so far away.

      I cleared my throat. I lost my voice momentarily whenever I was surprised.

      "No, it's nothing," I said. "You know we have this old-fashioned rotary phone. Damn thing scared the crap out of me."

      "Ahh, that explains it. How'd it go today?"

      "Weird. I don't know. I wish you could've flown out here."

      "I know, me too. I really wanted to be there for you. You know I loved your mom."

      "She loved you too. You were one of the few people she seemed to remember properly. I know you would've been here if you could have, but I was fine on my own anyway."

      "You sure? I know you and I know you say you're fine when you're really not," she said.

      I sighed and closed my eyes for a second before shaking my head.

      "You're shaking your head, aren't you?" she asked.

      "I am. You're right, I'm not okay. I just feel so guilty. Like maybe I didn't do enough, maybe I should have done things differently."

      "You did the best you could. I know it was tough especially the last year or so, but you did everything you could. Your mom would've been proud of everything you did for her if things were different."

      I shook my head.

      "You're doing it again, aren't you?" she asked. "You're shaking your head."

      "I am."

      Robin couldn't really understand, she didn't know everything that happened. Mom made it clear that she wasn't proud of me. She reminded me of how much of a disappointment I was to her. I couldn't tell Robin that, I couldn't tell anyone. I knew it was her illness talking, but it didn't make it sting any less.

      "Don't be so hard on yourself, Lilac. You know your mom loved you."

      "Maybe," I said, deciding it was time to change the subject. "I sometimes wonder if she really didn't like me. She did name me Lilac."

      Robin laughed. "She named you after her mom."

      "Obviously. I just wish Grandma didn't have such a silly name." It felt good to laugh. I couldn't remember the last time I had. Stretching the phone cord as far as it would go, I sat on the couch and picked up the business card again. "Oh hey, you've got to hear this. So I was walking to my car and this freak comes up to me."

      "You've got to kidding me. I'm telling you, men hit on you everywhere. I bet it's those high cheekbones and warm brown eyes."

      "Nooooo, no, it wasn't like that at all. I'm pretty sure this guy escaped from the loony bin and if it wasn't for what he was offering, I would have thrown the card away. Remember I told you about that castle, Chateau du Soleil? They want me to renovate it."

      "No way, how'd that happen?" she asked.

      "I have no idea. I've barely done anything and I've spent the past five years working at the grocery store, but he claims the owner knows my work."

      "You think it's a scam, don't you?"

      "What else could it be?" I asked. "I barely got started on my career when Mom got sick. Just seems like a lot of work to find out about me and track me down at my mother's funeral."

      "Not to mention rude."

      "Exactly. I mean, who would do that?"

      "But you're still thinking about calling? Just in case it is real, right?"

      I chewed my lip while I thought about that. This was Chateau du Soleil. If I ignored it and it turned out to be the real thing, then I'd never forgive myself. Slowly, I started nodding.

      "You're nodding, aren't you?" Robin said.

      "I am. I'm going to call the owner. I'll call you back if I find out anything."

      "You'd better."

      I got up and placed the phone back on its cradle on the kitchen wall, then picked up my cell phone and started dialing. The phone rang three times and I quickly looked at the business card to make sure I dialed the right number. I did. After the fifth ring, I heard a click and then silence.

      Did someone pick it up? Maybe I didn't hear them answer.

      "Umm…hello?" I asked, unsure if someone was there or if I got disconnected.

      A breath caught on the other end and then there was more silence.

      "Is someone there?" I asked nervously. "I...umm...was given this business card by..." That jackass didn't give me his name! "The…uhh…attaché to Julien Lambert--"

      "Lam-BERT?" he scoffed, interrupting me. "You silly Americans destroy every beautiful language. It's pronounced Lam-BEAR."

      "Oh. I'm sorry, I didn't know." I wracked my brain trying to remember how the man this afternoon pronounced the name, but I couldn't remember. "I didn't mean any disrespect."

      "And who are you?" he asked.

      "Lilac Martin. I was told--"

      "Ahh, the architect. Dinner is in an hour. It is in your best interest to attend."

      The line went dead and I stood, still in the kitchen, staring at the phone in my palm. I didn't have time to change or even think. If I wanted this job, I had to get to the castle within the hour.
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      Even though they were expecting me, I was still skeptical about the offer. The chateau faced the James River, giving it an incredible view. The gravel driveway ended at the side of the castle, in an alcove between two tall turrets.

      As I stepped out of the car, I realized I had no idea how to get into the building. Worried I would twist my ankle and end up embarrassing myself, I took small careful steps on the gravel. I remembered in the fall when the trees were bare, the front of the chateau was visible from the road. I just needed to figure out which direction that was.

      A tall thin man in a bright blue suit came running through the grass. His black hair was slicked back from his forehead and he had an air of seriousness about him. I couldn't imagine him ever telling a joke.

      "We've been waiting for you, mademoiselle," he said with a thick French accent. "Dinner will be served in five minutes. You do not want to disappoint Monsieur Lambert."

      With how he pronounced Lambert, I knew this was the man who answered the phone earlier.

      "I'm sorry, I got here as fast as I could," I said.

      As I approached, his eyes wandered up and down over my outfit. He frowned and shook his head disapprovingly.

      "That's what you chose to wear? You look like you just came from a funeral."

      "Actually, I did."

      His cheeks flushed for a moment as his eyes widened.

      "Oh, my deepest apologies," he said. "I forgot where Hugo said he contacted you."

      "Hugo? The weird man at the cemetery?"

      To my surprise, he chuckled softly before sweeping his arm towards the front of the chateau.

      "Hugo is…shall we say intense?" His hazel eyes twinkled and I realized I read him wrong before. "We don't get out much, so please forgive my manners. I am Alexander, Monsieur Lambert's butler."

      Chateau du Soleil was a light grey brick neo-gothic building with six tall pointed turrets and an oversized iron double door entry. The combination of the turrets with the gothic architecture made the chateau look like it belonged in a fairy tale.

      The windows were tall and thin, similar to the churches of the time period. The turrets were dark, almost black, and reminded me of witches's hats. The castle was even more beautiful up close than I ever imagined, even if it was in disrepair.

      As we entered the chateau, I didn't know where to look first. The main hall had a brown and beige Spanish mosaic tile floor, wood-beamed ceiling with iron accents, and three large but simple chandeliers. Across from the entry was a large curved staircase with red carpeting that led to a balcony overlooking the entry. The main wings had tall archways before the carpeted halls. Lastly, all the keyhole doorways had thick wooden spiral molding along the sides.

      It was easy for me to look past the broken and missing tile, the cracked walls, and torn carpeting. The chateau had so much potential to be beautiful again. It just needed a little love.

      A woman with her grey hair swept up into a bun and a large white apron over her sky blue dress ran over to us. Her brown eyes were filled with concern and she wrung her hands together as she turned and looked towards the large archway she came out of.

      "What is it, Elyse?" Alexander asked.

      "He is--" she said before getting interrupted by a loud crash down the hall she had emerged from, "in a bad mood."

      "Does he know?" he asked.

      "No, I just told him it was time for dinner."

      "Good, he'll come. Is everything set?"

      "Yes." She turned to me and smiled sweetly. "We're delighted to have you, miss. We don't get many visitors. I hope you're hungry, I made my specialty."

      She hurried off before I could answer. Alexander cleared his throat and looked down the hall with apprehension before taking a step in that direction.

      "This way please," he said. "I'll show you to the dining room."

      The chateau looked worn, but not in too bad shape. The walls were stone with some rugs hanging to give the place warmth. The floor was constructed of tiny tiles in a herringbone pattern. There were cracks in the walls and some missing tiles, but for a castle that had been transported and rebuilt centuries ago and then not lived in, I expected it to look worse.

      Alexander stopped at a doorway and extended his arm, signaling me to enter the room. The dining room had a long wooden table in the center. Above it dangled a candle chandelier that was the only source of light in the room. Three ceiling-to-floor stained glass windows of purple flowers drew my attention. They were reminiscent of Tiffany glass windows from the 19th century and as I got closer to them, I realized the flowers were lilacs.

      "These are incredible," I said.

      "Ahh yes, they are. Monsieur Lambert had them installed after Chateau du Soleil was rebuilt."

      "After it was rebuilt? Do you mean this has been in the family for all these years?"

      Alexander looked away nervously.

      "Oui, that is exactly what I meant," he said. "Let me show you to your seat."

      He pulled a heavy wooden chair with a thick leather seat out for me. As I sat down, he pushed the chair in. Stomping feet echoed from the hall.

      "Ahh, here comes Julien now," Alexander whispered.

      "Dinner? You want me to sit for dinner?" Julien's voice was deep and boomed through the dining room as he entered wearing a pair of dark jeans and a crisp white button-down shirt. Elyse followed, looking frantic behind him.

      "Sir, we have a guest," she said.

      Her eyes widened and darted in my direction. His eyes followed and when our eyes met, my breath caught in my throat. Without realizing what I was doing, I stood from my seat and walked towards him.

      His long legs cut across the room quickly. As he reached me, I thought he was going to take me into his arms, but instead he took a step back and stared at me intensely.

      He was easily over six feet tall. His eyes were an icy blue, almost like they didn't have any color in them. With his wavy dark hair that brushed the tops of his shoulders, his skin looked paler than anyone I had seen before. He had a tight beard, an aristocratic nose, a dimple on his chin, and lips that curled up as he looked at me.

      Julien was devilishly handsome, but the reason I reacted how I did was because he had the familiarity of someone I knew. I had never met him before, but I felt like I knew him intimately.

      "What is she doing here?"

      His eyes were still locked on mine, but then slowly drifted down to my neck.

      "I haven't seen this in…" He shook his head in disbelief. "Where did you find this?" He reached for the skeleton key still hanging from a chain around my neck. "I must have it."

      I jerked away and took a step back.

      "Over my dead body," I said.

      He laughed as he lowered his head and his eyes bore into me.

      "That can be arranged," he said.

      He smiled, revealing sharp points on two of his teeth.
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      I stepped back from him. I couldn't take my eyes away from his teeth. Suddenly his skin wasn't just pale anymore, but deathly. Could he be a vampire? I was crazy just for thinking it.

      The thought of running from him or screaming for help never crossed my mind. The familiarity I felt for him also told me I could trust him.

      He moved closer to me and I punched him in the chest.

      "Stop it! You're not going to bully me into giving you this key," I said.

      His expression softened and I couldn't see the pointed teeth anymore.

      "Oh, you'll give me the key," he said confidently. "No one ever denies me what I want."

      "Well then you better prepare yourself for disappointment."

      He laughed then turned from me and with his hands behind his back, he looked at the food Elyse had spread out on the table, then back at me.

      "Please sit, join me for dinner. That's why you're here for anyway. We can discuss the key later while I show you around my home."

      "No," I said as I folded my arms in front of me. "I'm not joining you for dinner. You obviously take pleasure in screwing with people's minds. You want me to think you're a vampire, don't you? I don't understand it, but I have a feeling you're not going to explain it."

      He looked back at me and grinned slyly as he nodded.

      For a moment I thought about leaving Chateau du Soleil and letting my dream go, but then I decided I shouldn't have to do that just because the owner was a strange jerk.

      "Maybe you'll change your mind after a bite to eat," he said.

      "I don't think so. Actually if you don't mind, I'd like to take the tour now and get to work right away."

      His eyes darkened and his jaw clenched angrily.

      "Fine," he said before turning to Alexander. "Show her around, then take her to her room." He turned back to me. "It is late. You'll be spending the night here. I will arrange for all of your things to be packed in the morning."

      "No," I said. "I'm not going to let strangers pack my things."

      The thought of movers coming and pack all my mother's belongings made me smile. I wasn't ready to deal with all the emotions I had from losing her, but every day became easier.

      "Fine, then I'll leave it to you to arrange everything," he said. “Remember you are free to come and go as you please, but I expect regular updates on your progress. Now if you don't mind, I have more pressing matters."

      He walked out of the dining room and his boots echoed in the hall. Elyse disappeared through another door and Alexander cleared his throat as he approached me.

      "That went better than I expected," he said.

      "Why didn't you warn me?" I asked.

      "Would you have stayed if I explained you would be working for a vampire?"

      My heart stopped for a moment as his words sank into my brain.

      "But how can that be?" I asked.

      "That is up to him to tell." He pulled my chair out and waved at the food on the table. "Elyse prepared all of this for you. Would you like a bite before I show you around?"

      I finally focused on the food she had set out. There were five different plates, and each one had a different food that I loved.

      "How did she know?" I asked.

      "There's not much about you we don't know, mademoiselle." He smiled warmly. "You've had a long day. Please enjoy your meal and when you're done, I'll give you the tour."

      "Just one quick question," I said, then waited for him to nod before I continued. "Are you, Hugo, and Elysa..." Unable to say the word, my voice trailed off.

      "Vampires?" he scoffed. "No."

      "Wait, so then--" How are you still alive?

      "No, you said one question, I've let you have several," he said.

      "But--"

      "Please, Lilac, give it time," Alexander said, his voice gentle. "Everything will be clear soon."
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* * *

      After my meal, Alexander showed me the rest of the wing, then we walked across the main hall to the other side of the castle. I had so many questions, but I knew asking Alexander would be a waste of time. He would never tell me what I wanted to know.

      Many of the rooms had the furnishings covered. I guessed they lived in several rooms and didn't bother touching the others. I would have to take more time in the morning going through these rooms, but everything looked well-kept for a building that had been rebuilt over two centuries ago.

      As Alexander walked me to my room, he pointed to a wide curving staircase with red carpeting.

      "Monsieur Lambert has requested that you not go upstairs. He declared it off limits."

      "Well then how does Mr. Lam-Bert expect me to complete the restoration?"

      Alexander sighed.

      "Lam-Bear. Say it, Lam-Bear."

      "Lam-Bert," I said.

      He shook his head, but dropped it while I smiled triumphantly.

      I entered my room and was surprised by how elegant it was. In the center was an antique mahogany bed with thick winding bedposts. On top of the bedposts was an iron crown canopy that was open to the ceiling. The tall windows matched those in the dining room with the Tiffany glass lilacs. I patted the bed with my hand and it sank into the plush mattress.

      "Wow, this is nice," I said.

      I climbed on and lay flat on my back. The ceiling was painted like the night sky with stars. I loved it. I stared at the ceiling and picked out several constellations. But while I enjoyed the room and was tired enough to sleep, I couldn't help but wonder what rooms were at the top of the stairs.

      Was that where Julien slept? Did this castle have a dungeon? Maybe a vampire would like that better.

      I got up and went to the door and looked out into the hall. I listened, trying to hear if anyone was around, but there was only silence.

      I closed the bedroom door behind me and quickly made my way down the hall to the main hall. Before stepping out of the archway, I peeked at the entrance, but no one was around.

      Unsure if any of the steps would squeak from age, I chose my footing carefully. When I reached the top of the stairs, there was only one hall to go down. It was lit with candle wall sconces, but bright enough for me to see where I was going.

      I tried several doors and entered those rooms, but none of them gave me any clue as to why I shouldn't be in this section of the house.

      Just as I was about to give up, I noticed a painting at the end of the hall. It was too dark to make out what it was so I grabbed my cell phone and turned on the flashlight.

      "Oh my," I whispered as my eyes adjusted.

      In front of me was a wall-sized oil painting that looked like me, but in a Victorian era dress. It was a purple- and cream-colored dress with short ruffled sleeves, fitted bodice, and a full skirt. I had never seen that dress before, but I knew it was made of silk and felt soft and airy.

      I was so stunned by the painting that my phone slipped out of my hand. As I bent to pick it up from the floor, my elbow hit the painting and made a soft thud.

      "Wait a second," I whispered. "That doesn't sound right."

      I thought about where I was in the house but was so turned around I couldn't figure it out. Grabbing the edge of the painting, I pulled it a little with one hand while using my flashlight in the other. The painting didn't move like it was attached to the wall.

      Pulling hard, the painting creaked as it moved on hinges. I moved back as I pushed it open more, then aimed my light at the wall behind it.

      In front of me was a large wooden door with intricate carvings. I ran my fingers over them as I examined them. I thought they were telling a story, but without enough light, I couldn't see enough to piece it together.

      As my hand traveled down the door, I reached the iron doorknob. I twisted it, trying to force it open, but it didn't budge.

      It must be rusted. I thought. Or it's locked.

      I reached for the heavy glass key around my neck.

      Stranger things had happened today. Maybe this will open the door.

      I removed it from my necklace. My hands were trembling as I moved it closer to the lock.

      There's something behind this door. This is what he doesn't want me to see, I thought.

      "What do you think you're doing?" Julien demanded.
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      I jumped at the sound of Julien's voice. Spinning around to face him, I closed my hand around the key.

      "Nothing. I got lost," I said.

      His eyes narrowed as he scanned my face. I forced myself to stay calm and not act as guilty as I felt.

      "You're not supposed to be up here," he growled. "I'm sure Alexander told you it's dangerous."

      "It doesn't look dangerous to me, other than being a little dark."

      "You haven't changed a bit," he muttered as he turned away from me.

      "Is that good or bad?" I asked.

      He glanced back at me as the corners of his lips tugged upwards.

      "It's good. Very good."

      As he started to walk away, I pushed the painting back into place and turned on my cell phone's flashlight.

      "Can you tell me about this?" I asked.

      He stopped and looked at the painting for a moment as his smile deepened.

      "I can tell you it needs a better spotlight," he said before continuing down the hall.

      "No, Julien, wait. Please answer me."

      "I can't," he said before he disappeared into the darkness.

      I turned back and looked at the painting again. I had to find out what was on the other side of that door.

      Squinting, I looked down the dark hall, hoping to see if I was alone or not, but it was too dark to tell. I gave up and headed back to my room with a plan to come back later that night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As I lay in bed looking at the ceiling, questions filled my mind about Julien, the door, and the people working for him. So much had happened today that I started to question if I was dreaming.

      Logic told me I was probably exhausted and still grieving for my mom. Both of those were true, but did it mean I was making things up? I didn't think so and I wanted to learn more.

      I quickly traced my route back to the painting and the locked wooden door behind it. I prepared myself for disappointment as I moved the key closer to the keyhole. What were the chances it would work? And even if it did, would it matter? Anything could be on the other side of that door.

      The key slid into the lock like it had a mind of its own. I slowly reached out for the doorknob and turned it. The door was unlocked!

      I was so surprised that the skeleton key worked that I stood holding the twisted doorknob without pulling the door open. Just as I was ready to find out what was on the other side of the door, I thought to pull the key out and put it in my pocket. Then, with a big breath, I opened the door.

      I expected to see another room in the castle, but it was gone. On the other side of the door, dark fog followed the occasional gusts of wind.

      I had no fear. All I could think about were the years I spent taking care of my mom, and now she was gone. I needed to do something wild, something that wasn't in character for me. I had to move forward with my life and accept that she was at peace.

      I stepped forward and a gust of wind whipped around me. As it died down, I realized I was outside of Chateau du Soleil, but I wasn't in Virginia anymore.

      A horse-drawn carriage sped past me to the entrance. The castle glowed as people entered the main hall for a party. As I stepped forward, my clothes made a loud swish. I looked at myself and realized I was in the purple dress from the painting. Reaching up, I discovered my hair was pulled up with a jeweled comb.

      I was in awe as I entered the main hall. Chateau du Soleil looked like it did in my dreams. I didn't understand how it happened, but somehow that door took me into the past.

      Remembering that I placed the skeleton key in a pocket that I wasn't wearing anymore, I patted myself, trying to feel the thick glass of the key as my heart raced. What if I lost the key? How would I get back? What if I couldn't find the door?

      Suddenly my hand brushed against something hard. I ran my hand over the sleek silk until I found a hidden pocket and pulled out the key. As I breathed a sigh of relief, I stepped farther into the main hall.

      Alexander clicked his heels and lowered his head towards me in greeting. How could he be here? I pushed my confusion aside and reminded myself that even though I knew him, he didn't know I shouldn't be there. My time hadn't happened yet. He smiled broadly as he approached.

      "Good evening, mademoiselle," he said. "He's been waiting for you."

      I nodded and followed the crowd up the steps into the wing I was told to not enter. Instead of being dark, it was brightly lit. As I walked with the other guests, I realized we were going to the end of the hall, to the door I used the key on.

      Expecting to see the carved wooden door at the end of the hall, I was surprised to find an open archway that led to a ballroom. As I entered, my eyes swept up to the glittering chandeliers and gold finishing on the ornate ceiling.

      The guests continued to enter the room while I stood in awe. I had never seen anything so extravagant before. The slim glass windows that surrounded the ballroom reflected the candlelight. In a corner, five men sat holding their violins as they waited for a signal. The center of the ballroom was empty except for the people milling about.

      A warm hand softly touched my back before lips whispered into my ear.

      "You're late, as usual," Julien said. "One day I'll learn to tell you to arrive an hour earlier than I'm expecting."

      I turned to him, and he took my hand and bowed deeply as he kissed it. He was wearing a cream-colored suit made out of the same silk as my dress. His eyes were the color of the sea, not the icy blue of the vampire I met.

      "Come, everyone's been waiting for us to have our first dance," he said.

      "First dance?" I asked.

      "Yes, you know it's customary. Plus I've been waiting for our first dance as a betrothed couple. Like I said, you're late," he teased.

      He signaled the violins and they began to play. Still holding my hand, he raised it as he led me to the middle of the dance floor. With a wave of his arm, he bowed to me and the crowd applauded.

      I was overwhelmed and stunned. Not only had I known Julien, but he was my fiancé. It didn't explain why he felt so familiar to me, but as he took me into his arms and we waltzed, I was willing to believe anything.

      As we moved around the dance floor, Julien's gaze was locked onto mine. It made everything and everyone vanish. It was just us, together. He smiled and his entire face lit up. I could tell he loved me and something unexplainable deep inside of me, like a memory, loved him too.

      "It feels like an eternity since I've seen you," he whispered into my ear. "Let's get some air on the balcony."

      I nodded, and he led me off the dance floor as other couples took our place.

      A hunched-over elderly woman dressed in black tugged on Julien's sleeve.

      "Excuse me, Monsieur Lambert," she said. "It would brighten my soul if you agreed to a dance with me."

      Julien stopped and smiled at the woman. "I would be honored, but perhaps later."

      We continued towards the open stained glass doors of the balcony, but she tugged on his sleeve again.

      "I'm only asking for a dance," she said. "Just a few moments of your time."

      He looked torn for a moment before he spoke. "Do you see this beautiful woman here?" he asked the woman. "She has promised to be mine for as long as we both live. This is our first time together as a betrothed couple, so please allow me to steal some moments with her."

      The woman's face turned red and she shook her fist at us.

      "You'll pay for this," she said before hobbling away and disappearing into the crowd.

      I felt bad for her for being so upset, but he never told her no. Julien shrugged and as we finally reached the balcony, he pressed his lips against mine and pulled me close against him.

      His kiss made me dizzy and I finally understood the phrase “weak at the knees.” As his lips left mine, I kept my eyes closed and replayed the kiss in my mind.

      "I love you, Lilac," he whispered.

      I opened my eyes and confusion set in. The ceiling was painted with stars. I sat up in bed and discovered I was still in my clothing from the funeral the day before.

      “Please don't tell me that was just a dream," I said as I rubbed my eyes. "It felt so real."

      Beside me, on the bed, lay the skeleton key. Was it there because I fell asleep or because I used it? I was so confused I didn't know what was real anymore.

      Then, as I ran my fingers through my hair, a jeweled hair comb fell onto the bed.

      That was real! But how?
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      Sitting in the dining room, I sketched my ideas for the restoration. After seeing the chateau three nights ago, I knew exactly what needed to be done to bring it back to its former glory.

      Alexander arranged for movers to pack my apartment and bring everything to Chateau du Soleil. I was grateful I didn't have to pack everything myself. I didn't want to deal with all of my mother's things. Packing them up would feel like losing her all over again.

      I met the movers at the apartment the day after my dinner at the chateau. I packed all of my personal belongings and they took care of the rest. It was sad seeing all of my mom's things being packed away, but I needed to move forward and not dwell like I sometimes did.

      The suite next to my bedroom became my storage room. Everything from the apartment was being kept in there. I liked having it so close, it made it easy to access if I decided I needed something.

      In the meanwhile, I had made myself at home there. I enjoyed my time researching the history of the building and drawing my sketches.

      Since I was alone, I pulled out my cell phone to update Robin. I had spoken to her the other day while I packed and she didn't seem very happy. I tried probing for what was bothering her, but she ended the call quickly.

      As I waited for Robin to pick up her phone, I heard Julien's heavy footsteps in the hall. Robin's voicemail answered so I hung up. I would try her again another time.

      "Did you enjoy yourself the other night?" Julien asked as he entered the room.

      "The other night?" I asked innocently.

      I slid my sketch of the ballroom underneath the others then started shading in the staircase in the main hall. There was no way he could know about what happened and I wasn't going to tell him.

      "Don't play dumb, it's unbecoming," he said.

      He pulled out the chair next to mine, sat down, and looked at my sketches. I pulled them back and straightened the pile.

      "They're not ready for you to see yet," I said. "I sketch while I'm putting together my ideas."

      "Just let me see one," he said.

      "Just one?"

      "Yes, but I get to pick."

      "Okay, which room do you want to see?" I asked as I set my pencil down.

      "The ballroom."

      "Oh? There's a ballroom here?"

      I picked up my pencil again and went back to shading the staircase, careful to not look at him.

      "You have no idea how well I know you," he said as one corner of his mouth tugged upwards.

      It was the first time I had seen him with a sly half smile, but I knew what it meant. He caught me. I didn't know how, but he knew.

      I looked up and met his gaze.

      "How did that happen?" I asked. "How did I go back?"

      "You know why. You saw what happened." He gritted his teeth and a darkness spread across his pale blue eyes. "Just promise you won't go back. Give me that skeleton key so I can destroy it."

      "I know what I saw, but it still doesn't explain anything." I ignored what he said about the key. I wasn't going to give it to him.

      "We're meant to be together, ma chérie. We promised to spend our lives together and that didn't happen. Not yet at least."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Why do you think you're here? Do you really think you're only here for the chateau? I knew you would come back. I moved the chateau here to get away from my memories in France, but I can't escape some of them. I've been waiting for you," he said. "And like always, you are late."

      "Be serious. I don't understand what's going on. You've been alive for two hundred years. I need more than a few days to accept all of this."

      "I'm sorry, you're right. This is why I didn't seek you out," he said. "I knew you would eventually come back, but you don't need this life. You don't need to be trapped here."

      "What do you mean trapped?" I thought about Alexander being in the past. Then I thought about that first day when he said Hugo didn't get out much. I thought it was a joke, but maybe there was a lot more truth to it. "Are they all vampires?"

      "No," he said quietly. "Just me. But they're tied to the castle, just as you are. Out of love."

      "You don't want me here?" I asked.

      "I do. Every day, something reminds me of you. But after what happened," he shook his head sadly. "I can't bear the thought of losing you again. I didn't want you to come here, but Elyse, Hugo, and Alexander had a different plan."

      "And now that I'm here?"

      "Now I don't want you to leave." He took my hand and pressed it to his cold lips. "Promise me you won't go back to the door. I don't know how you got that key, but it must be destroyed. It's too dangerous."

      "Why?"

      "Just listen to me. Trust me," he said.

      I nodded, and he got up and left the room. I did trust him, but for the past three days all I had thought about was going back. I wanted to dance with him again. I wanted the castle to be beautiful. I wanted to feel his love again.

      As I pulled my ballroom sketch out from under the others, a sketch of Julien in the past slipped out of the stack. I couldn't help myself, I kept thinking about him. I thought about that kiss, about the warmth of his hand, and how happy I felt when I was with him. I realized that no matter what he said, I had to go back. I needed to experience our past again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I meant to try the door earlier in the evening, but time slipped away from me after I returned to my room. I must have been more tired than I realized because I woke up to the grandfather clock in the main hall chiming three times.

      I stretched and got out of bed still dressed, then grabbed the key. As I opened the door to the bedroom, I looked down the hall to make sure I was alone again. With no one around, I quickly made my way to the other wing.

      Being more familiar with the dark wing, I was able to make my way to the end of the hall quicker than the other night. As soon as I reached the painting, I yanked it open, excited to get back through the door. I knew I was acting a little careless, but all I could think about was getting back to the past and seeing Julien again.

      I put the key in the door and turned the knob, expecting to find myself at the same party as I had three nights ago. Instead I was surrounded by a thick fog and when it cleared, I found myself in the middle of the woods just beyond the castle.

      Chateau du Soleil glowed in the distance. The sky was darker than it was when I was there the other night. I remembered seeing a clear night sky, but this one was threatening.

      Clouds rolled in as a storm thundered over the mountains. Ahead of me, I heard the sound of horse-drawn carriages arriving at the chateau. I followed the sound knowing it would bring me to the entrance.

      I walked carefully through the woods in the silk slippers I wore three nights before. The skirt of my long dress caught on a branch, making me jump. I swiped it away from the bush before continuing forward towards the chateau. As I reached the edge of the forest, I realized I was on the other side of the castle underneath the ballroom.

      Movement on the balcony caught my eye. Looking up, I tried to see if it was Julien and I, but all I saw was Julien heading back into the ballroom alone. I wondered what happened to me. Where did past me go? I walked towards the front of the castle, intent on finding him, when something made a loud noise in the woods behind me.

      A tall muscular man stepped out of the woods wearing a black suit with a long coat. His platinum-colored hair was wild and fell past his shoulders. He leered at me as his lips shifted into an ugly smirk. Everything in my body told me to run as fast as I could, but I knew that even at my fastest, I wasn't going to be fast enough.

      "Mother always finds the best treats for me," he said with a thick Russian accent.

      His words sent ice through my veins. I backed away from him as he stepped closer. He widened his mouth into a smile and revealed sharp teeth. While it reminded me of Julien and the night he bared his fangs when I first arrived at the chateau, this was different. Tonight I felt fear.

      "Treat?" I asked hesitantly. "What are you talking about?"

      "She heard about your party tonight. All she wanted to do was dance with the future groom, but he turned her down."

      His tone was so lighthearted I wasn't sure if I should take him seriously.

      "He didn't turn her down," I said. "He told her he would dance with her later. I had just gotten here and he wanted to spend some time with me."

      The woods echoed with his laughter. His smile widened menacingly as he stepped closer. I felt my gag reflex react as the scent of death drifted towards me.

      "You seem to think I care about what happened. Let me tell you a little secret. I don't," he said. "All that matters to me is having my nightly meal. Mother can be…how do I say? A little self-centered and manipulative, but ultimately she answers to me."

      His long pale fingers reached towards me and I jerked away.

      "I am a man who always gets what I want, pretty thing," he said. "And right now I'm hungry."

      I spun around and ran towards the castle. Behind me, the vampire laughed. He didn't chase me. He didn't have to. He had the unfair advantage of not being human. As I reached the clearing closest to the chateau's entrance, he appeared in front of me. I forced myself to stop so I wouldn't run into him. My slippers shifted in the wet grass, causing me to fall.

      "I love it when they run away," he said. "You will definitely make a tasty morsel."
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      The vampire leapt towards me, but I quickly rolled out of the way. I scrambled to my feet, but the silk slippers became my undoing. I slipped in a patch of mud.

      He sauntered over, looking down at me like I was a wounded animal.

      "Tsk, tsk, tsk. Get up," he commanded. "Get up and run. I like a little exercise before my meal."

      I kept my eyes on him as I slowly stood, careful to not lose my footing again. As I put my weight on my feet, I realized what he already knew. I was injured. I hurt my ankle. I was a wounded animal.

      "Run, sweetheart, run!" he said gleefully.

      As my adrenaline kicked in, I was able to ignore the pain. I started to run, but I knew it was a waste. He was toying with me. It didn't matter how far I got or how fast I could go, he could catch me whenever he wanted.

      Realizing my fate, I wondered what would happen if I died in that time. Would I awaken in the present like this was a bad dream? Or would dying here in the past kill me? As tears stung my eyes, I knew I was about to find out.

      Julien warned me that coming back was dangerous. Was this how I died to begin with? I looked towards the castle, which was still glowing with its candlelight and warmth. I was supposed to be in there with Julien. What happened that I was outside?

      As tears blurred my vision, the vampire's icy hands wrapped around my neck. He yanked me towards him like a rag doll.

      I screamed. I shrieked with every cell in my body. I pushed him away, pressing my hands into his solid body, but he didn't budge. He was cold, he was as hard as marble, and he reeked of rotting flesh. This wasn't how I imagined dying, but there was nothing I could do to save myself.

      He jerked me around to face him. His large eyes were jet black. I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to stare at the devil, but not knowing what was happening was worse.

      The moonlight glinted against the points of his teeth as they came closer to me. He was toying with me, prolonging my death, torturing me. He could have done it quickly, but he was enjoying his game. As his cold breath brushed against my skin, I heard a noise come from the chateau.

      "Leave her alone!" Julien commanded.

      The vampire scoffed before sinking his teeth in, his eyes on Julien. As Julien ran over, he tackled him, and the vampire loosened his grip on me. I hobbled away from the vampire as quickly as I could.

      "Ahh, the master of the castle," the vampire said. "I've been waiting for you. It was your selfishness that brought me here. I knew that if I was patient enough, you would realize that your tasty morsel was missing."

      Julien punched the vampire with all his might, but the vampire just laughed at him.

      "Let me save you some energy," the vampire said. "There is nothing you can do to hurt me. The longer you make this take, the higher the chances are that after I kill you, I'm going to make your fiancée there my dessert."

      "Leave her alone," Julien growled.

      "Or what?" The vampire chuckled as he rubbed his chin. As he surveyed Julien, he tilted his head to the side. "I find you humans interesting. My only memories of being human are the warmth of a mother. It's ironic that that woman I call Mother is nothing like that. She's just another witch who thought she could control me. But that's a story for another time."

      He looked from Julien, to me, then back at Julien again. Slowly he started to nod as he came to a decision.

      "You never answered my question," he said as he tapped the sharp point of his chin. "What are you going to do to stop me?"

      Julien rushed at the vampire again, trying to knock him off balance. It was useless. The vampire was too strong.

      "Lilac, run!" he commanded. "Get into the house. Tell Alexander, get Hugo! They'll help me. Most importantly, get yourself inside. I need you safe."

      "No! I'm not going to leave you here to die," I said.

      "It doesn't matter what happens to me," he said. "All that matters is that you're protected. I need to know you're safe." He turned to the vampire, keeping himself between the vampire and myself. "Take me as your victim. Kill me, just leave her alone."

      I ran towards the chateau as fast as I could. I didn't want to leave him, but I couldn't let Julien down. I turned back to check on him and watched as Julien lifted a thick branch and swung it at the vampire. He lifted his hand and easily crushed it in the air, shattering it into pieces.

      "I was hoping you would do that," he scoffed. "Some of my tastiest treats have been lovers. And I'm sure the two of you would prove to be very delicious indeed. Alright, I won't kill her, but I don't think I'm going to kill you either," he said to Julien. "I think it'll be more fun to give you the immortal kiss. It'll be worse for you if I let you live."

      I couldn't move. Was he going to change Julien? Was this how he became a vampire?

      “Run, Lilac! Please go," Julien begged.

      I wanted to run. I heard his words and every part of me wanted to do what he said. But I couldn't. I couldn't leave him with that killer. There was nothing I could do to help him, except for running into the house like he wanted. But I was frozen to the spot.

      As the vampire sank his teeth into Julien's neck, he cried out in pain. Julien's sea blue eyes were locked on mine. As the vampire removed his teeth from him, Julien's eyes turned from the sea blue I loved to the icy blue of the vampire I met days before.

      "Go!" Julien howled.

      He collapsed as he writhed in agony. I wanted to run to him and take away his pain. There had to be something I could do, but I still couldn't move.

      The vampire kneeled in front of him and lifted Julien's chin to look at him with his long finger.

      "I forgot to mention a little something about the immortal kiss," the vampire said. "Your feelings towards me reflect the vampire you'll become. When I passed the gift to you, all of your hatred for me became an uncontrollable monster inside of you. The only way that you can contain that beast is by having your first meal." His lips tugged up into a sinister smile. "In moments, you will be unable to control yourself. If you haven't pieced it together, your first meal will be your lovely fiancée."

      Julien opened his mouth to scream, but instead gasped in pain as death overtook him. He turned to look at me and I knew he wanted me to run. He wanted to tell me to get as far away as I could, but then something changed. His skin blanched and his eyes rolled back.

      "Remember I agreed to let her go? I said I wouldn't kill her, and I'm not going to. You saved her from me, dear Julien. It's a shame you can't save her from yourself."

      His words were enough to knock the shock out of me. I ran as fast as I could to the entrance of the chateau.

      Julien pounced on me like a lion attacking his prey. He flipped me over onto my back so that I was looking up at him. Hovering over me was the man I fell in love with without even knowing him. He was the man I gladly went back in time for after one magical kiss.

      I stared up at him, wishing I had listened to him, wishing I had run when I had the chance. I now understood when he warned me of the danger of coming back to the past, that he was trying to protect me from the monster he became.

      He bellowed with a mixture of pain, sorrow, and hunger. For a moment I thought I saw sadness flash across his face, but then it turned to stone. He was fighting with himself, wrestling with the hatred that made him. He didn't want to kill me, but he didn't have a choice.

      Something flashed through the woods. As Julien struggled with his desire to drain me, he was lifted into the air and thrown towards the older vampire, who was quietly making his escape.

      I couldn't focus on anything, it was happening so fast. Everything was just a blur.

      Suddenly I was being lifted into Julien's arms, the Julien that I knew in my present. We ran into the chateau and without a word, he carried me upstairs towards the ballroom. As he strode down the hall, the chateau wobbled, then became worn. We were back in the present.

      I threw my arms around him. I didn't know how I would ever be able to repay him. I was grateful that he showed up and rescued me. I was grateful that he knew me well enough to know I would go back in time after he told me not to.

      "You saved me," I said. "Thank you. I don't know what I would have done if you didn't come."

      "You should have never been there," he snarled as he lowered me onto the floor in front of my room.

      He vanished before I could say anything else.
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      I stood up and started walking towards the main hall. I didn't need to see him leave, I know which direction he went. I wasn't going to let him shut me out. I needed answers. Now.

      As I entered the main hall, I spotted him entering the other wing. His body was tense with anger. I could've caught up with him, but I was too frustrated from everything I had already been through the night.

      "You can't just walk away like that," I said. "Things happened tonight that I need answers to. You have to tell me. How can you expect me to stay here if you're going to be like this? How can I trust you if all you do is run away?"

      He spun around on his heel and glared at me.

      "How dare you question me!" he roared. "Who told you to not to go back? Who told you it was dangerous?" He paused as stepped closer to where I was standing. "All I've ever done is try to protect you, try to keep you safe, and what did you do? You went behind my back. You went against what I said. You died that night!"

      "No, I didn't," I said. "You saved me." Slowly the realization of what happened in the past sank in. That night wasn't just the night he became a vampire, it was the night he lost his love. I felt awful for making him relive that. "I'm sorry, Julien. How could I know? There's just so many things going on right now. Between my mother and now being here with you, there's been so many crazy and unexplainable things. I don't understand it. I don't see how all of it could be real. You have to realize that no normal person would ever understand what happened. But I'm trying to." Our eyes met as he came closer. "I just need a little bit more."

      He lowered his head so our foreheads touched, then wrapped his arms around me as he pulled me in close.

      In a blink, we were on the ballroom balcony overlooking the wooden area. He didn't say anything, but his eyes revealed his sorrow. He pointed to a small clearing to the side of the balcony leading to the castle's entrance.

      "It happened right there, just not here, it was in France. After what happened, I commissioned the oil painting, then locked my memories of that night away. Even though it was real to you, it wasn't. You weren't really in the past.

      "That night haunted me. I couldn't stop myself from seeing it, so I locked it away. I locked up my memories in the room."

      "But how?" I asked.

      "I don't know," he said as he looked down. "I don't really understand how it happened, but that old gypsy woman came back the next day."

      Julien shook his head, then met my gaze. His eyes were filled with sadness.

      "I will tell you everything you want to know. I will answer all of your questions, but only this one time." He cupped my face in his hands. "I can't keep reliving it."

      I had so many questions, and I didn't know where to begin. In my mind, I made a list of them and chose the one that kept popping up the most.

      I was afraid to ask him, but I knew if I didn't ask him now, I would never get the chance again. This was my chance to find out, and I wanted to know. I needed to know. I needed to know more about him. I needed to understand everything.

      "Did you kill me?" I whispered.

      He closed his eyes and took a long breath before opening them again.

      "Yes, but I didn't have a choice. I didn't have control of myself. I'm sorry. I told you to run. It wasn't much, but it was the best I could do. I will never forget that night."

      I looked up into his icy blue eyes and his cold hard face. Despite his being a vampire, I swore I could still see the human in him. I didn't want to hurt him or make him relive memories he spent so much time trying to forget. But I needed to know more. I needed the whole story.

      "Tell me about that night," I said. "I need to know what happened. I need to know all of it."

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      
        Julien

      

      
      

      The last thing I wanted was to relive that night, especially when I just experienced it only minutes before.

      I couldn't blame her. In the past few days, she lost what was left of her family and would have to start her life over again. How could I expect her to live with a vampire in a house that had been keeping its inhabitants alive for over 200 years? I should have known better than that.

      She deserved to know the truth. She needed to know everything.

      
      

      
        19th Century France

      

      
      

      The engagement party was in full swing at Chateau du Soleil. The only thing missing was my fiancée. I checked in with Alexander, who was greeting the guests at the front door.

      "Has she arrived yet?" I asked.

      "No, sir," he said. "Not yet."

      Another hour had passed before I saw her. Her black hair was swept up into place with a diamond and pearl comb I gave her on our first date.

      I followed her through the crowd, mesmerized by her beauty like I always was. But it wasn't just that my Lilac was gorgeous, she was smarter than me. Most men wouldn't put up with a woman who had her own thoughts and opinions, but I wanted more than just a pretty face.

      When I caught up to her, all I could think about was holding her. I had the violins start so we could dance and I could steal her embrace, but it wasn't enough.

      I wanted to be alone with her. I considered ending the party and sending everyone home, but I didn't want to deal with the scandal that would cause. Instead, I suggested we get some fresh air on the balcony.

      I didn't see the old woman until after she tugged on my sleeve. It wasn't uncommon for women to want a dance with me, but at my own engagement party, when my betrothed had just arrived, I couldn't oblige her.

      The woman's empty threat surprised me, but I could tell Lilac was upset. We continued onto the balcony, but my beloved had such a tender heart that she insisted I dance with the old witch right away.

      As Lilac disappeared into the crowd to find her, I stayed behind. I watched her weave through the guests as she hunted for the old gypsy, but eventually I lost sight of her. Every person I passed, I asked if they had seen her, but no one had seen Lilac since we danced.

      The longer she was missing, the more frantic I became. I couldn't explain why I was so worried about her being gone, but I needed to find her immediately.

      I rushed down the staircase to ask Alexander if he had seen her, but he was nowhere to be found. He never left his post. Something was wrong.

      My instincts told me to head outside. I stepped out the door and spotted the old woman before she disappeared into the woods. Something called to me like a siren's song. I followed it towards the clearing by the side of the chateau and found Lilac in his evil embrace.

      I offered myself to the vampire to save Lilac, but by the time I realized it was a trap, it was too late. My darling was frozen, rooted to the spot, unable to run. I couldn't do anything more to save her and by the time she regained the ability to escape, she had to defend herself against me.

      I was conceived with hatred. I despised him for wanting to feast off Lilac. I resented him for ruining all of our plans and everything I had looked forward to. But I hated myself more for not being able to fight the monster I became: the beast who enjoyed the taste of her sweet blood.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After grieving for weeks, I went in search of my maker. I intended on killing him or myself in the process. I was powerful. I knew he was strong too, but I wanted to destroy him for what he did. If it meant I died, then that was even better.

      I didn't believe in my own immortality. I didn't want it.

      What was the point in living forever if I couldn't be with the woman I loved?

      After I quenched the monster's thirst, I looked for the vampire who gave me the immortal kiss, but he was gone. There was no trace of him, no sign of him anywhere. But I had to admit I didn't look too hard. I had to get back to her.

      Devastated, I carried Lilac's remains into the house. Hugo helped me care for what was left. It was the worst thing I ever had to do. I spent centuries trying to get past the pain that was in my heart. Only I didn't have one anymore and with Lilac gone, I didn't need it.

      I fired every person who worked at Chateau du Soleil. I didn't want anyone around. I didn't want anyone to see what kind of monster I had become.

      Hugo and Alexander refused to leave. And despite how often I told Elyse that I didn't need a cook anymore, she refused to leave too.

      After telling them everything, Hugo took it upon himself to find the old woman. Using what the vampire said about her, he found her easily. While there were plenty of witches in France in the 1800s, not many of them were bound to a vampire like she was.

      The old witch's name was Henriette, and she lived on the outskirts of town in a small cottage. She had a reputation for making curses and creating potions for money.

      Five years before, the man she loved had been killed by a vampire. Using her abilities, she aged herself, hopeful she would die soon, then tracked down the vampire and placed a curse on him. Unfortunately things didn't work out exactly as she planned. Consumed by sorrow, Henriette accidentally bound the vampire to her.

      While the vampire called her Mother to mock her appearance, he would do almost anything for her. She found victims for him in the hopes that he would honor her wish and kill her.

      Although Henriette didn't have any issue with getting him victims, choosing lovers was always hard on her. Every time she found a new couple for him to feed on, she remembered losing her love. It made her hate the vampire even more than she ever had, but they were bound together by their curse and neither could get away.

      Hugo took me to visit Henriette as soon as the sun set. I didn't fully know my strengths or my weaknesses by then, but I knew enough about vampires that I didn't want to test if I was immune to the sun or not.

      Henriette was expecting us. When we arrived, she was outside of her humble home collecting her laundry. Despite her frail appearance, she carried several baskets on her back into her small cottage before coming back out again. She folded her arms across her chest while chewing on the inside of her cheek as she narrowed her eyes at me.

      "So, he didn't kill you," she said.

      "No, he didn't," I said. "I wish he had. Instead he gave me what he called the immortal kiss."

      Henriette snickered as she clasped her hands together, looking delighted

      "I have to admit I'm surprised," she said. "I didn't think he could do that to me anymore. He must be getting soft."

      "Soft? He gave me the immortal kiss so I would kill Lilac. He promised he would let her run." Talking about that night was like ripping the scab off a wound. "I made a deal with him. I told him to take me and let her live."

      "You bargained with the devil." She shrugged. "There's only one definite that comes when you bargain with the devil. You lose."

      "How would you know?" I asked.

      "Why do you think I'm standing here talking to you now?"

      She waved us into the cottage, where she stirred the contents of a bubbling pot. The scent of sandalwood filled the air.

      "What kind of magic is that?" Hugo asked.

      "This is not magic at all, just fragrance." She cackled before pulling out a heavy wooden rocking chair and sitting down. "I made a bargain with him years ago and we ended up bound together for life. You never want to be bound for life to someone who cannot die."

      "So why don't you change that?" I asked.

      "Don't you think I would if I could? You might be my only chance. I don't think he's ever made another vampire before. Right now he's weak. Creating a vampire, especially one out of hatred, is tiresome. The biggest mistake he's ever made was not feeding before creating you." She pointed a crooked finger in my direction. "He used all of his energy to vanish, but he didn't have enough strength to feed after that."

      "And how do you know this, old woman? How do I know you're not just saying this? What if you're setting me up?"

      "You don't have to know anything. You don't have to trust me, you don't have to believe me," she said. "But I have something you want."

      I gritted my teeth as I growled at her. I could feel my hunger deepening inside of me and I knew I would have to eat soon.

      She raised an eyebrow, looked at me, and nodded her head.

      "You still need to feed. You're young, you need to feed every night. You might not want to, but you don't have a choice if you want to survive."

      "I don't need to feed. What I need is to find out how I can kill that vampire who created me."

      Henriette sighed as she leered at me. "You are quite the handsome devil, you know that? It's a shame you didn't give me that dance I wanted."

      "Stop playing your games with me, hag."

      She grimaced before narrowing her eyes at me.

      "You might want to think about why you're here before you start calling me names," she said. "Part of being a vampire is that you are immortal, but I can change that. I can make it so that you will die just like everyone else."

      "What are you talking about? How can I be immortal yet die?"

      Henriette chuckled wildly as she leaned back and rocked. The creaking of her rocking chair shot through my head painfully. She could tell it was bothering me, and it only made her rock even faster.

      "Your hearing is becoming more sensitive," she explained. "So tell me, are you willing to trust me?"

      She was promising the one thing that would bring me close to Lilac again, my death.

      "What do you want?" I asked.

      "What I want is exactly what you came here for. I want him dead. I want you to destroy him. And I know how you can do that."

      "What's the catch? Remember, you told me to never bargain with the devil, and yet you're bargaining with me."

      "But you aren't the devil, my dear," she said with a grin.

      "I'm not, but I believe you are."

      The corners of her lips turned up sheepishly. I struck a chord with her. I said something she couldn't deny.

      "You are much more astute than I thought," she said. "But we're not here to discuss my past, we're here to correct my error. The offer remains--kill him and you will lose your immortality."

      "And what else?"

      "There's nothing more," she said. "You have my word."

      I eyed her as I tried to figure out exactly what she wanted. I had no doubt in my mind that I would be able to kill my maker. What I doubted was whether making a bargain with her was foolish or not.

      "I want something else." I said.

      "You're a greedy one. What is it you want besides dying?"

      "I want to forget. I want to forget that night. I want to forget everything that happened after I danced with Lilac."

      She shook her head sadly. "I wish I could help you with that. If I could help you with that, I wouldn't be where I am today." She let out a long breath. "I would give up my soul for all eternity if only I could forget." She slowly rocked her chair as sadness covered her face.

      I sensed her emotions and felt her thoughts. Another vampire curse, I thought. She didn't want to be there anymore. She didn't want to think about her own past or the life she left long ago.

      "I can't make you forget what happened, and trust me, you don't want to. But I can give you a chance at happiness again," she said. "I can lock your memories of that night away. I can seal them up so that no one will ever be able to access them, not even you." She nodded, pleased with her idea. "But I need to tell you one more thing. Your Lilac will one day come back."

      "What do you mean she's going to come back?" I asked.

      "You both made a promise to each other. You might not have been able to fulfill that promise by getting married, but the promise was made in your heart. Tell me, the other night when you feasted on your woman, when you mutilated her body with your monstrous teeth, did you destroy your heart?"

      I turned away. I didn't want to think about that or I would relive it every time I closed my eyes. Of everything that happened that night, seeing her remains was what haunted me the most. I could handle a taste for blood, or the feel of that warm liquid passing down my throat, giving me new life. What I couldn't accept was the beast that I became.

      I rose from my chair and walked out of her cottage into the night air. The cool air felt good as it tousled my hair around. Give me strength. I took a deep breath, something that was now simply being a human, and re-entered the cottage again.

      "Her heart is intact." I said.

      She clapped her hands together and smiled happily.

      "Then you leave it up to me," she said. "You will forget those horrific memories from last night until you need to."

      My mind swam with questions. I knew there was a catch. I knew there had to be something that she wasn't telling me, but I couldn't piece it all together.

      "You said if I kill your vampire, I will lose my immortality. If that's the case, then why would I wait for my Lilac? Wouldn't that mean that I should let your vampire live?"

      "You still don't trust me. That's fine, it's perfectly understandable. And if I was in a worse mood, you probably shouldn't trust me. But I like you. And giving you what you want gives me what I want. You'll be giving me my freedom. That’s something I haven't had for a very long time."

      She rose from her rocking chair and lit a couple of extra candles to give more light to the room. The shadows danced along the wall and made her look even older than she already was.

      "Some might call this a curse, but I call it a gift. I'll tell you where the vampire is. I will tell you where to find him and you can figure out the rest. When the time is right, your Lilac will be reborn wherever you have your castle."

      "Wherever? Are you suggesting that I move the castle?"

      She nodded. "That vampire has been tormenting the countryside for centuries. When you kill him, everyone will know. Every life that he has touched will be released from his clutches. And with you having to feed and learning how to control your new senses, it is best if you found a place to live where you can find peace."

      "Thank you," I said, humbled by her reaction.

      "Don't thank me yet," she said. "Since you asked what the catch is, and since you've been so nice, I'm going to tell you what that is now." She paused as she looked outside, then back at me again. "Even after his death, you will be immortal. But once she has returned to the chateau, you will only have 10 days for her to accept your immortal kiss."

      "Or what happens?" I asked, feeling satisfied I was right.

      "If she accepts it with love, then she will be powerful without the pain and sorrow you experienced. If she accepts it with love, you will share your immortality together."

      "What else do I need to know?" I asked.

      "The final thing you need to know about is the key. For every curse, for every wish, for each spell or potion, there is always an antidote. The antidote in this curse is a thick glass skeleton key." She waved her hand in the air and a ghostly image of a grinning key appeared. "I have no control over it; no one knows who does. But it makes itself seen by those who need it most. I have a feeling it will unlock the memories you've asked to forget."

      
      

      
        Present Day
        

      

      I leaned against the balcony and pulled Lilac against me, feeling her heart call the vampire inside me. I told her a lot of things that were difficult to understand. There were plenty of times that I couldn't understand it myself. But there was one thing that Lilac could answer.

      "Where's the key?" I asked.

      She looked up at me, her eyelashes fringed with tears. I could see her searching her memory for it but not finding it.

      "I don't know. I left it in the door. I was so excited to go back and see you, to be held by you, to dance with you, that I didn't think to take it with me."

      I nodded my head slowly. I knew the key was gone before she even said anything.

      "What happened to the witch? Did you ever see her again?" Lilac asked.

      "No," I said. "After I killed the vampire who made me I went back to her cottage, but she wasn't there. The cottage looked like it hadn't been used in ages. I had no idea how to find her again, and I didn't care. I was ready to forget."

      While I told her the whole story, I left out a couple of things, including the fact that I was dying. My days were numbered, but I couldn't risk her saying that she would take my immortal kiss without her really being in love. It was something that she needed to do on her own. I wasn't as selfish as I once was, nor as conceited to believe that she would fall in love with me so quickly.

      If I died without giving her the immortal kiss, I would still die a happy man. Just having these days with her again was enough to bring me joy.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

    
    
      
        Julien

      

      
      

      The next day I was in the library when Hugo knocked on the door. I turned, feeling confused. It wasn't like him to knock before entering. We had all grown so familiar with each other in the centuries since they stayed that their formalities had gone a long ago. Hugo knocking on the library door told me that something was on his mind.

      "It's not like you to keep your thoughts to yourself, Hugo," I said.

      "Why didn't you tell her everything? I found her for you, sir. I sought her out on the worst day imaginable, her mother's funeral."

      "I never told you to find her. I knew she was alive. I had wanted to see her for so many years, but I couldn't."

      "Are you afraid of death? Please remember it's not just you here."

      I wasn't afraid of death. After the night I was changed, I wasn't afraid of anything. Guilt filled me as I thought about everything that happened. I never intended to tie anyone else to this horror with me. And after waiting for so long for Lilac to return, I realized she was better off having her own life than getting mixed up in my hell.

      "I'm sorry, Hugo. I have apologized for this countless times. I thought when the witch was placing her spell that it was only on me. I didn't know it was on Chateau du Soleil. Had I known, I would have never agreed to it. It's no different than my not seeking out Lilac. This is my torture, not yours."

      "Forgive me, sir. I don't think any of us have ever regretted living for as long as we have, but we never thought we'd be trapped here. I am the only one brave enough to leave, but whenever I do, I age rapidly. We've been loyal and trustworthy servants to you. That alone is why you need to do your part in helping us."

      "I'm not going to tell her," I growled.

      "You must!" he exclaimed as his face reddened with exasperation. "You have to tell Lilac that she can save you, that she can save us all. She needs to know. Do you think she hasn't seen you deteriorating in the days since she arrived? Imagine if she knew she could stop that. She should be able to make a fully informed decision, sir."

      I turned my back to him and paced the floor.

      "You don't understand, Hugo. You don't know what it's like. You and the others had gained immortality just by living in Chateau du Soleil. You are free to come and go as you please, albeit with consequences. But remember, none of you have to deal with my thirst. I'd rather die than let anyone agree to this hell."

      "But Julien, while Alexander, Elyse, and I are tied to the chateau, it is tied to you. If you die, we all die."

      "Then we'll finally be released from this nightmare," I said.

      Hugo slammed his fist against the desktop. Anger consumed him. I felt sorry for putting him through so much rage, but he and I would have to agree to disagree. He thought I was being selfish and thinking about myself when I was really thinking about her. I was thinking about finally saving her life. From the first day I met Lilac, I said she was mine. I obsessed about her when we were alive, but since her death she occupied my thoughts even more.

      "Then why bring her here?" he asked.

      "I didn't bring her here, remember? That was something you and Alexander planned together with Elyse's help."

      "But you wanted to see her again. You've been waiting for her for all this time."

      "Yes, I've dreamed about the day I would see her again, but I was satisfied with being able to close my eyes and be with her. Since the moment I discovered she was alive, I wanted to see her, I wanted to touch her delicate skin and bathe in her sweet scent. But all of that is because I love her." I turned to look at Hugo again to make sure he understood. "It is because I love her that I don't want her to be a part of this. It is because I love her that I chose to let her live her life. Now if you will excuse me, there is something that I have to do."

      I walked out of the library and headed straight for the dining room where I knew Lilac was busy sketching her plans for the chateau. I didn't have the heart to tell her she was wasting her time. There was only one thing she could do to save my home, and it was the same thing that would save my life. But I refused to tell her what that was.

      As I entered the room, she looked up and happiness spread across her face. I couldn't tell her why they brought her here. I wouldn't tell her the future was dependent on her. My dying was a secret I couldn't share with her. All I wanted was to see her smile. I would accept any pain, any death, as long as she was happy.

      "You've been working too much," I said.

      I pulled out the chair next to her and sat facing her. I closed my hands around hers and soaked in the warmth of her hands against the cold of my hard skin. She threw her head back and laughed.

      "What do you mean I'm working too much? I haven't even been here a week."

      "It's just with everything that you've gone through and everything that you've had to deal with in the past week, I think you need a little time away. You mentioned your friend Robin in Arizona. I'm sure she would love it if you visited her for a little while."

      Her brow wrinkled confusion. She studied my eyes like she used to do in the past, and I wondered how much of her prior life she remembered.

      "Are you trying to get rid of me?" she asked.

      "No, my love. The last thing I want is to lose you."

      My words were saying more than what she asked, but I wanted to make sure that she understood how I felt about her.

      "Then why are you sending me away?" she asked.

      "I'm not. You are free to come and go as you please. I just thought you would like to visit your friend. Take a break, a little vacation, whatever you want to call it."

      She shook her head and I realized I needed to push her to go. I couldn't let her see me get worse. I didn't want her to see me die.

      "Think about it," I said. "Next time you talk to Robin, you can bring it up. I'm sure she'll convince you to go."

      "I'm sure she will try," she said. "The problem is I'm not sure I want to go."

      I didn't wait for her to say anything more. I left the dining room to create distance between us. Any longer in her presence and I would convince her to stay with me and never leave. Now that I had Lilac back, I didn't want to let her go. I didn't want to die anymore. I wanted her to accept my immortal kiss and stay with me. I wanted to hold her. I wanted to love her. Always. But I couldn't do that to her. It wasn't meant to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      "I can't believe I had to convince you to visit me," Robin said as we walked out of the airport and towards the parking garage. "I haven't seen you in years. You haven't had any time to yourself, or any kind of break probably since before college. And yet I still had to beg you to come out here. What gives?"

      Robin's curly red hair was parted in the middle and braided. She had on a pair of shorts and a tank top she had squeezed her breasts into. That was the problem with living in the desert, there were times of the year when you had to wear as little as possible. In comparison, I looked like I was ready for a blizzard with my cropped jeans, black t-shirt, and cardigan. It didn't matter how hot it was, I always ended up cold.

      Hearing Robin rant was not the way I wanted to start my time away. I loved her, she and I had always been close, but if she was going to start by making me feel bad, I might as well turn around and fly stand-by back to Virginia.

      "I don't know, I just didn't feel like traveling," I said. "Flying out here takes all day."

      "Nah, you're not telling me something," she said.

      I looked at her as we got into her car, and she smiled. Robin always knew when I was keeping something from her. We could both read each other like an open book.

      "I wish I could tell you, but it's confusing even to me," I said. "I know you think I'm crazy, but there is something about Julien. I can't explain it, but I didn't want to leave."

      I hated leaving Julien and the castle. No matter how many times he pushed me to go, regardless of how much begging Robin had done, something inside me said don't go. I was usually a logical person so since I couldn't figure out what was making me feel that way, I went on the trip. There was no logical reason to not go. It was time for me to stop listening to my emotions and get back to what made sense.

      "I can't believe everything that's happened in this short amount of time," I said.

      "If you and I weren't so close, I don't think I could tell you this," she said. "But I think you're making a mistake. It's just not like you to fall for a guy like this. And I can't help but think you're on some kind of rebound or something."

      I didn't answer her. I didn't know what to say. Thinking about everything that had gone on in the past week, I knew that anyone would think I was crazy. Sometimes I thought I was crazy. But Robin didn't know the whole story. If she knew everything, she would understand. She was my closest friend and I needed someone to talk to. I was almost desperate for it.

      Robin shook her head sympathetically at me as she started the car. I knew there was a lot more that she wanted to say, but it would have to wait. She knew me well enough to know that pushing me wasn't the way to get me to talk.

      As we left the airport, we headed south to Robin's apartment in Tempe, I looked at the cactus and rocky mountains surrounding us. I loved Arizona, I loved being out west. But it never fully felt like home, not like Virginia.

      I tried to focus on the beautiful surroundings, but I couldn't get Julien out of my mind. He seemed so sad before I left. If he weren’t a vampire, I would have asked him if he wasn't feeling well. His skin was losing the white luster it had the first night we met, and he looked tired and weak. I didn't know if he had been feeding or not, he never mentioned it to me when he went out. But the longer I was at the chateau, the worse he seemed to appear.

      I'd be lying if I didn't admit that was one of the reasons I flew to Arizona. I thought Julien might be better off without me.

      "Hey, I bet you're hungry," Robin said. "And I know you must be missing Burger Bash. How about we stop off and get some burgers, fries, and shakes just like old times?"

      "Yeah, that sounds great," I said. "I could really go for that right now."

      She turned off the freeway and drove to the nearest Burger Bash, the same one we used to go to all the time in college. The place hadn't changed a bit. The restaurant was still starkly white with splashes of red tile. The thumping of the fry chopper continued in the background. Even though it was barely noon, the place was already packed.

      As we sat down with our food, I felt the weight of all the changes that I had gone through in the past week finally hit me. I had to talk to someone. I needed to tell Robin not only about all the crazy stuff that happened, but also how happy I was.

      I took a long sip of my chocolate shake as I tried to build up the courage to tell her what was really going on with me. Across the table, I could tell she was waiting to hear my story. She knew I wanted to talk, I just hoped she wouldn't freak out when I told her the truth.

      "There's so much I have to tell you, Robin," I said. "But you're never going to believe any it."

      "Try me," she said. "You know all about my crazy family, I don't think you could tell me something that I haven't heard before."

      I laughed. "You're right, your family has had some really crazy stories, but nothing like this."

      She munched on her French fries as I tried to figure out the best way to tell her about Julien. But every way I imagined telling her the story made it sound crazier and crazier.

      Now that I was so far from him, I began wondering if I had made everything up. Maybe everything really was just a dream. Maybe I was suffering the way my mother suffered and now I didn't know what was real and what was fantasy. That made it even more important to talk to someone who knew the difference. When it came down to it, just getting to the point was probably the best way to tell her.

      "Do you believe in vampires?" I asked.

      "Vampires? You mean pale skin, undead, sharp teeth, has an appetite for blood vampires?"

      Just hearing her break it down like that made me realize how much crazier it sounded. Still, I needed to talk to someone. I needed a friend.

      "Yes, that's exactly it. Vampires. Like Dracula, but not like Edward Cullen. There's no sparkling going on."

      She laughed. "What do vampires have to do with anything?"

      "Julien is a vampire."

      Robin stared at me for a minute. She didn't move, she didn't even twitch. My words had turned her into stone. Slowly, the shock left her face and she blinked at me before taking a long drink from her strawberry shake.

      "You've got to be shitting me," she said. "You know he's lying to you, right? Seriously, that's the craziest thing I've ever heard. He must be married."

      "Married? Where do you even get that from?" I asked.

      Robin confused me. Believing someone was a vampire was hard, I knew that, but I couldn't follow how she thought Julien was married when I was living in his home.

      "Because I've heard of guys making up some tall tales to get what they want from women. I've never heard anyone claim to be a vampire, but why else would someone say that?"

      "Maybe because it's true?"

      "How do you know? Did you see him kill someone?"

      The memory of him attacking me after he changed flashed in my mind. It wasn't his fault, he couldn't control himself, but I knew what happened to me that night two hundred years before. But how could I explain that?

      "Not exactly," I said

      "What do you mean not exactly? You either did or you didn't. Did you see him kill someone?"

      "I can't really explain." I shook my head as I thought about all the options I had of telling her about my past at the chateau. I didn't know what she would believe and despite my wanting to follow logic, my instinct was telling me to shut up.

      I didn't want to tell her any more about Julien and I. I didn't want whatever negative thing she might say tainting how I felt about Julien.

      "I know he's a vampire. I know vampires drink blood to survive."

      She leaned across the table and grabbed my hand

      "Listen, Lilac, you know I love you, but this is some crazy shit you're talking," she said. "There's no freaking way that this man is a vampire. They do not exist." She punctuated her sentence by squeezing my hand. "I don't know why you think he drinks blood, maybe he said he's a vampire, I don't know. What I do know is that you need to stop and think about what you're doing with him. Because no matter what, that man is telling you that he is a killer."

      "No, he's not like that at all. I knew you wouldn't understand."

      "I do understand. You've been through a lot. You left everything to take care of your mom, and now she's passed away. She died in her sleep and you weren't even in the apartment. You think I don't know the guilt you're feeling because of that? You know you don't have to say anything, but I know that deep down you're blaming yourself for her being gone. You're like a battered woman, Lilac. I just don't think you're thinking straight anymore."

      I was done. I hadn't been back in Arizona for an hour and I already regretted being there. I regretted opening my mouth, of telling the only friend that I had left about my life. I looked at the time and wondered when the next flight back would be. I wanted to get back to Julien. I wanted to get back to the chateau. It was my new home.

      "I'm sorry, Robin." I said. "I don't think this was a good idea after all. I know you're only saying those things because you care about me, and I know that what I told you is hard to accept, and it's hard to understand. Right now I just need you to be a friend and to listen. I know it all sounds crazy but this is what I was meant to do, this was where I was meant to be. Everything in my life has led up to being at the chateau and being with Julien."

      Robin shook her head. "Then we're just going to have to agree to disagree."

      "Take me back to the airport, I’m going home."

      "Oh come on, Lilac," she said, looking disappointed. "That's fine if you want to go back, but you flew all the way out here. Just spend the day, I know we just had lunch, but stay through dinner. You can take a red eye back." She reached across the table again and squeezed my hand. "Please, Lilac. As your friend, just take this one day and don't think about him. Spend a few hours with me, and then you can go back to your crazy life and I will pretend that you didn't tell me anything."

      Robin looked away from me. I could tell she was lying, but I couldn't figure out why. Was she saying we couldn't be friends anymore? Or was she saying something else?

      She was my closest friend, so I had to give her the benefit of the doubt. I squeezed her hand back as I slowly agreed.

      "I'll stay through dinner, but only if you stop treating me like something's wrong with me. Give me the benefit of the doubt for once."
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* * *

      When we got back to the apartment, I excused myself and went to the guest room. I told Robin I was tired, which I was. It was a long flight and with Julien being up during the night, my body clock had started adjusting so we could spend more time together. After the stress of dealing with Robin, on top of the long flight, I just wanted to take a nap.

      I had slept maybe an hour before my cell phone started ringing. I picked it up and saw that it was someone from Chateau du Soleil calling. I had no reason to think it, but I knew something bad had happened.

      "Hello?" I said.

      "You need to come home," Hugo blurted into the phone. "He's in trouble, they've taken him away."

      I jolted upright and swung my legs over the side on the bed.

      "What do you mean? Who's taken him?" I asked, trying to stay calm.

      My heart raced and I felt my body tremble as my mind raced. How could he be in trouble? Who would've taken him? This wouldn't have happened if I stayed.

      "The police. They brought a warrant for his arrest. They're saying he's a killer."

      This was my fault. I needed to talk, I needed a friend, and I trusted the wrong person. Robin must have called the cops. I knew she was only trying to protect me, but she still didn't understand that I didn't need protection.

      I got up from the bed, put my shoes on, and grabbed my bag.

      "Get me home, Hugo. Do whatever you have to, but get me home before dawn. I'm going to the airport right now."

      "Yes," he said. "I knew that's what you would say. I arranged for a private jet and it's leaving in an hour. You should land at 1am. I'll be there to pick you up."

      I hung up with him and left the guest room. Robin was sitting on the couch watching TV. She turned as I entered the room.

      "I thought you would nap longer," she said.

      "How could you?" I hissed. "I trusted you. I just needed someone to talk to, I didn't need any kind of protection or advice. I know how crazy everything sounds, but all that matters is that I care about him."

      "You're not thinking right, Lilac. I did what I had to do. If you were in my situation, you would've done the same thing."

      "I don't think so. I think I would have trusted you more than you've trusted me."

      "Don't get all high and mighty on me," she said. "What are you thinking? You said it yourself, he's a vampire. Even if they don’t exist, that still makes him a murderer."

      "You have no idea what you're talking about. You don't know him like I do." I glared at her as I thought about our long friendship. I was willing to give her one more chance to make things right. "Now if you really consider me your friend, you will drive me to the airport. I'm flying back in an hour. I need to get this straightened out."

      "You can't go back," she said, her voice rising hysterically. "He's going to kill you."

      "Don't you think he would've done that by now if that was what he intended?"

      Using my cell phone, I looked up the nearest taxi service. I gave them a call and told him I needed a ride to the airport right away. I couldn't count on Robin to help me anymore.

      I headed towards the door, figuring I would wait outside for the cab. I had nothing more to talk to Robin about and I didn't want to be near her anymore.

      "You're not thinking right," she mumbled. "Your mom died and now you're replacing her with this Julien guy. I don't understand it. You're usually so smart, but maybe your mom's passing affected you more than you let on. That's the only logical explanation."

      Robin grabbed my arm as I reached the door.

      "I'm done with logic, Robin," I said as I yanked my arm away from her. "It might not make sense to you, it might sound crazy even to me, but I know how I feel about him. I know who he really is."

      "No, Lilac, you don't. If you did, you wouldn't be protecting a killer."

      "Just leave me alone. I never expected you to completely understand. I just expected you to be my friend and support me. You have to just let things be. Because there's no way anything you say right now is going to keep me from going back to Virginia. He's in jail and I need to get him out before sunrise."
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      The taxi arrived just as I walked out of her apartment. I was surprised that Robin didn't come after me, but it just meant I needed to accept our friendship was over.

      I didn't know why I expected her to act differently. I just thought she would care more about how I felt and how happy I was instead of focusing on the fact that Julien was a vampire.

      As the cab reached the freeway and headed north towards the airport, my phone buzzed from an incoming call. It was Robin. I didn't want to talk to her, I didn't want to fight anymore. I thought about sending the call straight to voicemail, but I wanted to give her another chance.

      "Please don't give me another lecture," I said. "Because right now I'm not even sure that you and I were the kind of friends that I thought we were. I thought we had a different kind of friendship, Robin."

      "He's a killer, Lilac," she squawked. "I don't know how many different ways I can tell you that. He is a murderer. When I called the police, they told me they had hundreds of open cases for missing persons and unsolved murders. When I told them that he told you he's a vampire, they started to attribute all of those to him. Each one of those people was killed by this man. You have to understand that you're not safe."

      I didn't want to hear it. I knew Julien. I knew he wouldn't kill anyone unless they deserved it. We talked about it, he told me he only fed off of the bad people in society--the child abusers, the rapists, the murderers. He was a vampire, I knew that made him a killer, but that didn't make him a bad person.

      "I've had enough of this," I said. "I love Julien. That should have been enough for you if you really cared about me. If you really valued me as your friend, as your sister like you called me so many times before, then all that would have mattered was that I was happy and that I love him. You didn't listen to anything I said. You heard the one thing and ran with it. Don't ever call me again."

      I hung up before she could say anything else. I never admitted that I loved Julien before, but I did. I knew Robin would complain that it was too fast and that I was using him to fill some void left by my mother. That was the kind of psychobabble I was used to from her, but I knew how I felt for him had nothing to do with that.

      All of this had to do with Julien being the love of my life. If Robin wanted logic, that's where it pointed to. His love brought me back 200 years later. I knew this with a certainty because the more time I spent with him, the more I remembered of my prior life with him. There was no way I was going to let him die because of my mistake. That happened once already. I wasn't going to let it happen again.
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* * *

      I was alone in a small private jet flying back to Virginia when the flight attendant handed me the telephone. Unsure who it could be, I put the phone to my ear and listened before I said anything.

      I was tired of talking anyway. Talking had only gotten me into more trouble.

      "Miss Lilac?" Hugo said. "Are you there?"

      "Yes, Hugo," I said. "I'm going straight to the police station when I land. This will be cutting it close with the layover. I heard they're trying to pin some unsolved cases on him. Do you know if they have any evidence? Do they have any witnesses?"

      "No, I've always made sure that whatever he did, no traces were left behind."

      I remembered the first time I met Hugo and he said he would do anything for Julien. Now I understood how far he would take that. I knew him well enough to know that he might have protected Julien, but he might not have been as careful himself. I worried that he could be implicated if he entered the police station with me.

      As the plane began its descent, a flight attendant walked past.

      "Where are we?" I asked.

      "It's a small plane, miss. We need to refuel several time before we get to our final destination."

      As she walked away, I moved the phone back against my cheek.

      "Hugo? What happens if he's in the sun?" I asked.

      "He dies. New vampires will be destroyed instantly, but if he's touched by the sun, he'll go through a burning process until he dies. But there's more than that to be worried about," Hugo said. "He's weak. He's already dying. He begged me not to tell you.”

      "What do you mean? How can he be dying?"

      "I can't say. I would love to tell you, but he made me swear that I wouldn't. I will tell you that you can save him. Only you can save him."

      "How?"

      "He has to tell you. That can only come from him."

      The phone went dead. I tried to call back, but no one answered. In a few hours, I would be back in Virginia, but there wasn't much time. The sun would be rising soon.
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* * *

      Hugo waited in the car after driving to the police station. They brought me to the officer on duty that arrested Julien at Chateau Du Soleil. He brought me into a small room with a metal table and a couple of folding chairs. I sat down on one and he sat across from me with a stack of files next to him.

      "Thank you for coming in, Miss Martin," he said. "My name is Detective Jack Dalton. I'm in charge of the unsolved cases department. Do you see the stack here? This isn't even the beginning of the files that I have."

      "But what right do you have to arrest Julien Lambert?" I asked.

      He leaned back in his chair as his belly pushed against the buttons on his snug yellow shirt. He rocked the folding chair on the edges of its legs as he nodded slowly.

      "You're right," he said. "I have nothing on him. All I have is a phone call from your friend saying that you said he's a murderer." He tapped his pencil on the table before he continued speaking. "So why don't you tell me why you would say that?"

      I knew it was my word against Robin's. The detective wasn't there, he didn't know what was going on.

      "If he was a murderer, then would I be here right now? I've been living at his house for the past week. I've been through every room in his house. I spent time with him, and I know this man, Detective. He is not a murderer. Obviously Robin was mistaken."

      He sighed with annoyance.

      "There's something about him that doesn't add up," he said. "All of these cases have one thing in common. The victims have been drained of their blood. You never hear about it in the news because every single one of these files belongs to some person who no one cares about if they die."

      He pointed to a file on top of his stack and lifted it up so I could read the label. "Pimp." He put the file down on the table and picked up another one. "Dealer."

      He set that file down and picked up another one, then waved it in his hand.

      "This one is my favorite. This is from way back from before I became a police officer. This one had been handed down to me. I've been going after him for years. He's a serial killer. But before we could get to him, someone else did."

      He put the file down on the table and then tapped the top of a taller pile of folders.

      "Each and every one of these is not only labeled as having been an undesirable, but they all have a similar cause of death. I have a file room filled with them. As much as I would love to accept your friend's report, there are too many inconsistencies with Mr. Lambert to fit with these murders. What I have here couldn't have been done by your boyfriend. They go back for centuries. And unless there's something about him that we don't know about, some kind of mumbo-jumbo that we all know doesn't really exist, I know that your boyfriend couldn't have done these murders."

      "Does that mean he's free to go?" I asked.

      The detective nodded slowly. "It's protocol, with such a big body count, that if someone says they have information, we have to follow through. There's no evidence though. I have nothing but her word, which doesn't count for anything. I don't have any evidence to link him to any crime, therefore I have nothing to hold him."

      He stood and walked over to the door as he opened it I followed him down the hall to a small cell. The sun was just beginning to rise. Small streams of light were coming through the cell's window, cornering Julien, who huddled against the wall, trying to avoid the growing light. His eyes darted over to me, then a calm smile spread across his face.

      He didn't look well. I had only been gone a day, but he looked thin and more pale than usual. In the time that I was gone, he was a ghost of himself.

      The detective left us in the cell with the door open and I stepped forward into the sunlight, giving Julien some more shade.

      "My wish came true," he said as he forced a smile. "I always dreamed of seeing you in sunlight one more time. I always loved how the sun made your skin glow and how it brought out those delicate red tones in your dark hair."

      He held his hand out to me and I took it, careful to keep our connection in the shadows.

      "I always loved how the sun made you squint. I know you thought your eyes to be ordinary, since they were brown, but they're not. And when you're in the sun, it changes the brown by making them look like the color of honey. I've never told anyone this before, but about fifty years after you were gone, I started convincing myself that I was making all of that up. But seeing you now, I find you even more beautiful than I remembered."

      "They're releasing you. You're free to go," I said, fighting back tears as the sun rose higher.

      "It's ironic, no? By releasing me in daylight, they've handed me a death sentence." He grinned, but sorrow still filled his eyes. "It's okay, I'm dying anyway."

      "How? How can you be dying? That's not possible."

      "I just am. But it doesn't matter, I've embraced it. This past week was more than I could have ever hoped for. More than I ever imagined. It made everything worth it. I'm ready to accept my fate."

      Julien got to his feet and stepped forward. "Just let me touch you one last time."

      As he reached his other hand towards my cheek, smoke rose from his skin where the sun touched it. He didn't move, he didn't retract it in pain. With all my might, I jumped towards him, pushing him back against the cement walls of the cell and back into the shadows.

      "You have to tell me," I demanded. "Hugo said that I can save you. You have to tell me how."

      Julien shook his head but wouldn't speak.

      "Tell me, Julien. I'd do anything for you. I love you. Tell me how I can save you. If I have to lose you now after all this time, I don't think I could go on."

      His eyes showed more life as he examined me. He reached up and gently cupped my face with his hands.

      "Say it again," he said. “Tell me what you said. Repeat it. I need to know for sure before I tell you."

      "I love you. I love you, Julien. I can't explain it. I don't know how it happened. I have feelings for you that are like memories, but I know they're real."

      "I love you too. I've only ever loved you. Always. That's why I didn't want to tell you. I didn’t want to tell you why Hugo found you. But I will now. Remember the old hag from the night of our party? I wanted to forget. I didn't want to live without you, so she agreed to put a curse on me. That's how you were able to discover my memories. I'm dying. At best I have a few more days, but you can change that if what you said is true. I didn't want to tell you because I didn't want you to suffer the same way I had. The only way for you to save me is for me to give you the immortal kiss."

      "There's a reason I'm here, Julien, whether Hugo found me or not. You said it before about the chateau, you said the others were trapped. Well, I'm trapped too. I'm tied to Chateau du Soleil just like you are, but I love it as much as I love you. We're all tied to it. You said that you became a beast when that vampire gave you his immortal kiss, because you were filled with hatred towards. But what would happen if you gave it to me and I felt nothing but love?"

      "I don't know for certain. I just know with the gypsy told me. She was a witch, she was a devil, there's no reason to trust her, but so far everything she told me was true. She said you wouldn't go through what I did. She said things would be different."

      "I can't let you die here," I said. "I can't let you die after we've waited so long to be together. If it will save you, then do it. If it means I'll be suffering, then at least I'm suffering with you."

      Julien's lips pressed against mine, then he slowly opened my mouth as he kissed me hungrily. I felt a sharp sting on my tongue and then my mouth filled with the warm, coppery taste of my own blood.

      Julien pulled away, his eyes as black as coal and his face was stone, but I didn't have any fear. I trusted him. I loved him. I was ready to accept his immortal kiss. As his teeth sank into my neck, I melted into his arms.
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      I felt the blood draining out of me. My life was slipping away, but I stayed calm. Despite the loss, I was also feeling pleasure I had never experienced before, something greater than I could ever imagine.

      As Julien released me, he stepped into the sunlight, drunk from my blood. Nothing happened. He didn't burn, he didn't smoke. Instead his skin changed from the sickly pallor he had before to the vibrant healthy skin of the man I met centuries ago.

      He held his hand out to me and I stared in wonder at the man I first danced with in the ballroom. I didn't need his help, but I took his hand and felt his power as he lifted me back to my feet.

      I felt stronger and more powerful than I had ever imagined. I understood the cockiness he had when I first met him as a vampire. I felt the confidence of that vampire from 200 years ago that mocked me and told me to run. But as my hunger grew, that strength lessened. I sensed humans nearby who would not be safe from me until I fed.

      I didn't feel the pain or the beast that Julien experienced. I didn't become the monster that Julien was, I was simply a hungry newborn.

      Hugo appeared in the doorway, looking concerned. His eyes widened as he saw Julien standing in the sunlight, and then he looked over at me with a surprised grin.

      "Mon Dieu! I knew it," Hugo exclaimed. "I knew she would do it. I knew she loved you."

      Julien spun around and approached Hugo.

      "We have to go," he said, worry dripping from his voice. "She needs to feed or she will die."

      "But what about the sun?" Hugo asked. "How are you in the sun?"

      Julien shook his head "I don't know, but the old hag did say love was the most powerful spell of all."

      He reached his hand out to me and I clutched at it as I started to feel weak. I stepped into the sunlight and felt its heat, but it didn't burn me. My skin lightened and I discovered I could hear things I wasn't able to hear before. Feeling dizzy, I stepped closer as Julien wrapped his arms around me, giving me support.

      "Use me, Miss. You may drink from me," Hugo said.

      "No Hugo, I can't," I said. "You can't sacrifice yourself. I will follow the same rules as Julien. I will find someone who is worthy of death." "

      "But you must drink now," Julien said. "The blood is fresh in me so I don't look as pale. Your love is protecting me from the sun, but you are going to continue to get more pale. We can't walk out of the police station with you looking like death. And if you don't feed soon, you will die. I've drained you just to the point of death. You're not fully a vampire until after your first drink."

      Hugo stepped forward and took my hand. With his eyes meeting mine, he spoke.

      "I trust you, Miss Lilac."

      Julien looked outside of the cell to make sure that we were alone. With one swift motion, I carefully sank my teeth into Hugo's neck. His blood was sweet and thick, like drinking honey. His heartbeat pulsed within my veins. I wanted to continue drinking from him. I wanted to drain him, but I needed to control myself. I didn't want to kill Hugo, I owed a lot to him. If it hadn’t been for him, Julien and I would have never come together again.

      I pushed Hugo away as I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. The weakness was gone. I felt even stronger. I was invincible.

      "Are you alright?" I asked.

      Hugo nodded as he rubbed his neck. "I'm fine, you can drink more."

      "No," Julien said as he stepped between us. "This isn't the place for this, and any more and you'll weaken. She's had enough to get us out of here without suspicion. I'll take her to feed properly later."

      As the three of us made our way out of the police station, one of the patrolmen eyed me curiously.

      Are you all right, miss?" he asked. "You look pale."

      "I'm fine. This is how I always look," I said.

      Julien and I sat in the back of the car as Hugo drove back to the chateau. Julien wrapped his arms around me protectively as I rested my head against his chest.

      I knew it was impossible, but I swore I heard his heart beating. I looked up at him with confusion in my eyes, and he met my gaze head on.

      "I feel more alive than I have in 200 years," he said. "Love destroyed the curse and it did something miraculous. Here, touch my hand."

      He held his hand out to me and I touched it. His skin was soft and warm, almost human. I touched my cheek and felt the heat on my cheeks. As I looked at myself in the reflection of the window, I realized I looked like I always had.

      "We did it, Lilac," Julien said excitedly. "We'll finally have our forever. We finally have the rest of our lives together."
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      "Hugo! Hugo, come here," Alexander called from the end of the hall. "I need your help with this."

      I hurried over and found Alexander struggling with the large oil painting of Miss Lilac that used to cover the ballroom entrance. He was trying to carry it by himself.

      "What are you doing?" I asked, amused as the oversized frame swung dangerously in his arms.

      "Well, now that the ballroom is being used again, I thought we should find a better place for this."

      "It's too big for you to carry by yourself," I said.

      "Are you going to help me or not?" he asked.

      I grabbed one end of the frame and the two of us carried it into the main hall. We set it against the empty wall at the top of the steps and Alexander stepped back, wiping his dark blue suit of any dust.

      "I think this is the perfect place for it," he said. "What do you think?"

      "I think you should leave that decision to Miss Lilac. I'm not sure that she wants a huge painting in front of her every time she comes home."

      Alexander rubbed his chin as he nodded slowly. "You have a point. I'll have to figure something else out."

      "For now, why don't we leave the painting here," I said. "It's too large to be carrying around everywhere."

      "Yes, you're right again," he said. "I hate when you're right, and that's happening more and more. Stop it."

      He glanced at me slyly and I scoffed, pretending to be offended. It was part of our usual banter.

      "You know, they're dancing right now," he said. "I know how much you enjoy watching them dance."

      My brow rose as I listened to him. Watching Julien and Lilac dance had become the highlight of my days. I've never seen such love before, and watching them glide across the dance floor reminded me that everything we went through was worth it.

      "Are you going out tonight?" I asked before heading to the ballroom.

      "I haven't decided yet," he said. "There's so much to explore."

      "I thought we were going to the movies," Elyse said as she entered. "You know I can't get enough of them."

      Alexander nodded. "How about it, Hugo? Care to join us?"

      "Another time," I said. "My new book is beckoning me. I can't believe how many books fit in this little device." I pulled my Kindle out from underneath my arm and held it up to them. "The book is always better than the movie, you know."

      I waited until Alexander and Elyse were gone before I headed to the ballroom and slipped inside, hoping Julien and Lilac wouldn't see me. They were waltzing, as they had done countless times before. I had lost track of the days since Lilac had returned into our lives. Time didn't matter anymore to any of us.

      Thinking back to when Lilac arrived, I remembered the castle's disrepair. Incredibly, it didn't look like that anymore. By the time we returned from the police station, the chateau had transformed herself back to a thing of beauty. Gone were the cracks, the faded carpeting and broken tile. Everything looked exactly like I remembered in its heyday.

      Julien was dressed in a pale yellow suit reminiscent of the one he wore at their engagement party. Lilac stunned in a replica of the dress she wore in the portrait. They were a handsome couple, and their joy was infectious as they danced to a concerto that played from the brand new sound system.

      We were all so much happier now that Lilac was in our lives. Ahh, Lilac. Just the thought of her brought a smile to my face. I was more than happy to take all the credit for her return, even if I had some help.

      I would do anything for them, and I had. Whatever they wished for, I would make sure they would get it. As I watched them spin across the dance floor, I opened my hand and looked at the long glass skeleton key for the last time.

      "Your work here is done," I whispered.

      I held my hand up and I watched the happy couple dance as the key vanished.
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      “Dayna, you need to calm down.” Naida, the Queen of the Water Elements, said as the ground where she lay trembled. Her wavy deep blue hair spread out around her.

      “Let her get it out of her system,” I spoke from the shadows of the forest just across the meadow from them. I didn’t step into the light; however, they knew my mood based on the red glow of my eyes.

      Whirling around, Dayna’s green eyes flashed menacingly. The ground rippled out under her feet toward me. “You dare speak to me like that, Hallet, King of Fire?” Sarcasm dripped from each word like acid eating through metal, her fists clenched by her sides. “You are not superior to me.”

      “And that burns you up, doesn’t it, sister?” I taunted her.

      She spread her arms, raising them high. “I control the very ground you walk on, the very ground your crops grow from, and the very reason you can stand there with your arrogant nose in the air, brother.”

      The land heaved under her magic and settled back down, only to whip upward again, waves of angry energy rippling out toward me. I was used to her temper tantrums and waited until it passed.

      “Are we really going to go over this again?” Erion’s bored voice echoed down from his perch at the top of one of the towering trees surrounding the meadow. His hair looked white today with only a little bit of grey at the temples, warning us it wouldn’t take much to anger him. “Without me, there would be no air to breathe, without Naida, no water to drink, without Hallet, no fire to warm, and finally, as you pointed out, dear sister, without you, nothing to place our feet upon. We are all needed equally. Can we hurry up with this pissing match? I have things to do.”

      “Yes, we all have things to do,” Naida agreed.

      Dayna simply crossed her arms in silent agreement, waiting.

      “We need to talk about the Skeleton Door,” I said.

      “Oh, for the love of…” Erion sighed and elegantly jumped down, landing softly on the ground. His hair turned darker grey, like the storm clouds gathering above him. “We’ve been over this; it’s a waste of time.” He turned and started to walk away.

      “It’s shifting.”

      Erion stopped and deliberately turned around. “What do you mean, it’s shifting?”

      “The bones are changing their pattern.”

      “That isn’t possible.” Naida’s voice shook as she sat up. “They aren’t supposed to move.”

      “The elders wrote about this happening.” Over the years, my brothers and sisters had grown tired of my obsession with the Skeleton Door. I figured half the time they tuned me out. “Remember, they said there would be a time when One would come to unite us all, to stop the fighting.” I looked at Dayna directly. Out of all of us, she craved power.

      “It’s all a lie,” Dayna quickly dismissed me. “You want to believe in these old relics the elders prophesied, so you see what you want.” She shook her head. “Grow up, Hallet. The Elements can never be united. We can’t stand to see each other, even though our parents came together for us to be raised as siblings from birth. They thought by bringing each future ruler of the Elements together as children, they could unite us. Fools they were; we can’t be united. We are all too different.”

      “Remember what the Librarian said?” Naida’s soft voice flowed over to us. “He knew this was coming.”

      “That old mortal was more interested in his damn books than the world around him. Surprised it took him so long to die, breathing in all that nasty book smell for so many years.”

      I shook my head. Dayna always had preferred action over study and felt superior to those who spent time reading books. “Some might say the same of you; always riding head-first into battle before using your brain.”

      In an instant, she was before me, the ground under her lifting her to eye level. “Don’t start something you can’t finish, sister,” I said.

      “Or what? You’ll lose your precious control and burn me? Wouldn’t be the first time.” She licked her lips. “You used to like riding the line, pushing it as hard as you could before destroying everything.” A smirk played across her mouth. “Failed a few times, didn’t you?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, the pain of what I had done smoldering in my gut. I knew what she was trying to do, but I’d spent too many years reining in my fire to allow her to push me over the edge now. “Do you really want to see everything you hold dear burned to nothing again?” I asked, smooth and controlled. “I can destroy everything and still have firm ground to stand on. Don’t mess with me, Dayna.”

      “Children, please.” Erion’s voice cracked, turning our attention to him. “Enough. Hallet, tell us what have you seen with the Skeleton Door.”

      “The bones are lining up.”

      “Please, is that it?” Dayna’s voice shook. “That’s nothing.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her, knowing I had her attention now. “You might be able to lie to your people, but not to us. You’re scared little girl, and you should be. In order to unite all the elements, we may all have to die, and trust me, none of us want that. We need to work together to figure out what is coming and to find a way to survive.”

      “I’m not scared of battle.” Dayna shrugged. “I’ve survived worse.”

      “This is going to be something our world has never seen before. The elders didn’t record a clear outcome to any battle that may take place.” I’d spent many sleepless nights thinking about what needed to be done to guarantee an outcome where we all survived. For as much as the deep-seated need for dominance over the other elements burned inside of me, the thought of the deaths of my siblings and their people was too much for me. There had already been so much death in my life, I didn’t want more.

      “Hallet, what do you need us to do?”

      “Geez. Naida, way to take the path of least resistance. Right away you’re ready to fall in line.” Dayna’s voice was dismissive.

      With fluid grace, Naida stood up, looking down on her sister. “You, of all people, should know I’m not easy to bend.”

      “Is that it, Hallet?” Erion asked. “I need to leave and do my own research.”

      Dayna rolled her eyes. “Great, another one. Go ahead, put your head in the clouds and ‘think.’ Meanwhile, I’ll be here, with my feet firmly on the ground, ready to fight.”

      “We may not need to fight. Haven’t you been listening?”

      “I’m not giving up my kingdom. I’d rather not fight against you, but I also will not surrender.” She whirled around to leave.

      “There’s one more thing you should know,” I stopped her.

      Without turning around, she said, “What?”

      “You remember there were four skulls, one for each of the original elders? Earth, Air, Fire, Water.”

      “So?”

      “There are now five.”

      In an instant, the winds blew and rain fell from the sky as the earth shook beneath us seconds after I uttered those words.
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      The stranger stood there in the shadows. I could only make out his huge silhouette and glowing, red eyes. Under normal circumstances, fear would have been coursing through my veins, but I’d dreamt of him my whole life. He had never hurt me. There was no reason for him to start now.

      I watched as he spoke to the others, and as always, I wished I could understand their language, but I couldn’t. The other man and two women didn’t particularly want to be there, but they had come, and then they were angry. I’d never seen anything so powerful before. Gusts of wind blew so hard, it tried to bend and break the tall pines, but they wouldn’t splinter. I blinked, unbelieving, as the ground heaved and cracked, reaching out from one of the women. Torrents of rain beat down from the rolling grey clouds that would have beaten a stronger man to the ground. Yet, all four of them stood still, as if they couldn’t feel it.

      As quickly as the storm had started, it stopped, and the three of them left my dream man alone. Slowly, I walked toward him. It wasn’t fear that faltered my steps, it was the fact that I wanted him so badly; a man I had never fully seen nor spoken to. Over the years, I’d seen him both protect and destroy with his fire. The same fire which he now had burning in the palm of his hand. The bright flames sensuously danced like an old partner. There was something sad and comforting about it. I reached my hand out and touched it, jumping back when the flames leapt in his hand, shooting up toward the darkened sky.

      Instantly, he was on guard, his body tense as he spun, searching for an enemy. One that wasn’t there – because it was me, and I’d never hurt him. As he shot flames out of his fingers, lighting up the meadow, one of those flames hit me, immediately engulfing me. It felt warm and comforting as his fire danced over my body, warming me from within. I raised my hand and watched as his fire flowed across my skin, and the beauty of it brought tears to my eyes. My dream man’s power, both dangerous and exciting, intoxicated me. His familiar essence pulled me in. I knew he saw me, too, because he froze and did not look away. We took a step toward each other, reaching out before he faded away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Knock, knock, knock.

      I jumped in my seat, so engrossed in the book I was reading it took me a minute to figure out someone had knocked at my door. Looking at the clock, I saw I still had a half an hour before I had to leave for work. I was torn between ignoring the knock and continuing to read or answering it. Curiosity got the better of me, and I went over to open the door.

      “Hello, dearie,” said Mrs. Miller, my elderly neighbor. She stood there, all five feet of her, grey hair sticking out at odd angles. “I was out late last night playing bingo, and I wasn’t able to drop this off for you.” She shoved an express envelope into my hands. “Looks important. I didn’t want to leave it on your doorstep.” She peered over the edge of it and tapped the return address. “See, it says Esquire, that means it’s from a lawyer. Do you know what it’s about? Look, they even spelled your name right, Raina Owens. Must be real official.”

      I had no idea why a lawyer from South Carolina would be contacting me. “I don’t know, but thank you for bringing it over to me.” I tried to close the door.

      “I hope it’s not any bad news, or that you’re in trouble for something. Although, I guess they’d just send the cops over. Besides, you’re too quiet to cause problems.” She shook her head at me. Over the years she’d been trying to, what she called, ‘loosen me up.’ I think she thought I was a lost cause.

      “Ummm, thank you, I think. If I need anything I’ll let you know. Thank you, Mrs. Miller.” I finally succeed in closing the door and walked over to the kitchen table. I sat down looking at the envelope as if it were some kind of snake, ready to strike.

      My life had been pretty uneventful up to this point. I preferred to live my adventures between the pages of a book. I had a boring job, doing the same thing, day in and day out in a plain, beige office. I lived on a quiet street, in a small community of townhomes in the suburbs of Chicago. Even though I was only less than an hour from one of the most interesting cities in the world, I never ventured into the city. If what I needed wasn’t within twenty miles of my home, or I couldn’t order it online, I didn’t need it.

      I had one of those feelings, deep in my gut, that nothing would ever be the same after I opened this envelope. Vaguely, I wondered if I had been reading too many mystery novels lately. I took a deep breath and pulled the tab, dumping it over and shaking it until a few sheets of paper fell out.

      My fingers shook and the lines blurred as I attempted to understand the words telling me I had an uncle I never knew, Charlie Owens, who had died, and I had somehow inherited his entire estate somewhere in South Carolina.

      The words on the cover letter swam in front of me as I tried to make sense of it all. Searching through the pages, I saw a list of assets. It seemed like I’d be able to quit my job and move there, never having to work again. I could live in his house, which came with a fully stocked library in it. This was a dream come true.

      My stomach clenched at the thought of actually quitting my job, selling my townhome, and moving hundreds of miles away to somewhere new. My breathing became shallow, and I had to put my head between my knees. Looking at my shelves of books while upside down made me wonder about seeing things differently. Yes, it would all be a challenge, but shouldn’t I have an adventure? Sure, I’m living in the same town I grew up in, even after my ultra-overprotective, conservative parents died. I didn’t spread my wings and fly away. Reading about adventurous people was much easier than actually taking the risks myself. I knew I learned that from my parents who always wanted to play it safe. No one had died from reading a book. I could do all the things I never even allowed myself to dream of doing in the novels I spent hours reading.

      I jumped for the second time this morning as one of my alarm clocks went off, letting me know it was time to go. I wondered if I was even going to survive long enough to set foot in my uncle’s house.

      I knew myself, and I could sit here for the next week going over and over every single pro and con for moving, but right now I needed to get to work. I had responsibilities no matter what that letter said. I had to logically go through all the steps and focus on something else while the information contained in that one, life-changing envelope seeped into my brain.

      This is where my routine office job would come in handy. I’d be able to let my brain work on autopilot, calculating the endless numbers while my subconscious would be able to come to the decision I was too scared to commit to.
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      As I came around the last wooded bend in the rural country road before arriving at my uncle’s house, my stomach fluttered. This was the beginning of my grand adventure! I laughed at myself. It felt amazing to be able to do something I love with my life, even if it was something as simple as reading.

      With the sun setting, the sky was on fire behind the crisp white, old Victorian house. I knew my gut feeling was right; everything would change because I had finally found my home. I swore I could hear the click as my future unlocked in front of me. I almost ran off the road gazing at the beautiful house that was now all mine. With shaking hands, I put the car in park and simply sat there for a moment, trying to calm my nerves and get my breathing under control. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been this excited about something other than a new shipment of books.

      I wanted to act like a kid and run around the house, investigating everything at once. Instead, I carefully opened the car door and slid out from behind the wheel, taking the time to retrieve my purse before focusing on the front door as I walked up the brick pavers. With no lights on in the home, and sunlight fading fast, I couldn’t clearly make out the crest on the transom window above the door, but the thought of it possibly being original to the house excited me.

      I was somewhat disappointed that the ornate old wooden door had a modern lockset on it. Running my hand over the carving, I tried to make out what the pattern was, but since it was in the shadows, I couldn’t. Sighing, I slid the key in the lock and heard the whisper of the tumblers catching. Fancifully, I wondered what it was trying to tell me, a welcoming or a warning. I shook my head, laughing at myself. I was listening to the house like a heroine from one of my novels… as if it were alive!

      Everything in my being since I had read the letter from the lawyer had awakened. Pure joy burst from me. I wasn’t meant to be another number, an accounts payable specialist in large corporate America. I was meant to be so much more, and now I had the time and money to figure out exactly what I was supposed to do with my life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was amazed when I woke up the next morning. It had been a dreamless night. Typically my nights were filled with dreams. There were days I’d wake up exhausted from them. I stretched and looked out of the window and gasped at the morning sunrise. The sun was breaking the horizon, and I felt like for a moment I could see the fire burning along its surface. I remembered the sunset from the night before and thought it was a good omen. This was my place. This was where I belonged.

      The master bedroom was at the back of the house on the second floor, and the view was amazing. From the front of the house you wouldn’t know it sat so high on the hillside. Seeing the vast expanse of the forest laid out in from of me wasn’t as isolating as I thought it might be. Being surrounded by so much nature made me feel whole. I never realized how much I craved the solitude of the countryside until I set foot in this house. Something inside of me hoped the feeling never went away.

      Grabbing a sweater, I went down and made myself a quick cup of coffee before wandering out the backdoor off of the kitchen. This property came with one hundred acres and butted up to a national forest. I knew better than to go too far from the house, but I thought I could hear running water just down the hill. Carefully, I walked down, a smile on my face as the crisp, cool air caressed my cheeks. Taking in a deep breath, the smell of coffee and forest mingled together, making me happy.

      I had thought it was a gentle decent to the bottom, but I was wrong. I’d been walking for about ten minutes when there was a sudden ten-foot drop off. Down below, a small river wove its way across my property. I had a moment of worry that I was standing on a weak overhang and could end up toppling into the water below, but then I noticed the tall trees right next to me, and I knew it could support my weight if they were still standing.

      I sat down, enjoying nature and sipping my coffee. I thought about what I’d be doing if I was back at my job. I didn’t have to think that hard. I knew what I would be doing; the same thing I always did, day in and day out, surrounded by the same fake people, counting down the minutes until I could leave and pick up my next book to read. Living each day over and over, never truly happy, just simply existing. I couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across my face. This was so much better. I couldn’t wait to get started with my new life. First things first, there was still so much to discover about the house.

      I stood up and walked back up the hill and inside. I started searching for what I knew had to be there, the most important thing to me. Sure enough, on the other side of the house on the first floor, were two oversized dark walnut doors leading to the library. I had learned from the will that my uncle was an avid reader and had an extensive library. I couldn’t wait to go through every single book he had. I was excited about the prospect of finding new books to read.

      As I threw the doors open, I felt lightheaded and gripped the doorknob tightly with my hand, leaning against it for support. It was better than I could have ever imagined. A set of two story windows looked out upon the forest and gave light to the room. A spiral staircase led to a small balcony which ran round the whole area. There were dark wooden bookcases to match the doors leading into the library, but the shelves had ornate carvings along each unit – floor to ceiling on both the upper and lower levels of the library. An ancient, heavy desk filled the center of the room. There was plenty of workspace to spread books about for doing research. A stone fireplace took up one corner of the room. The dark brown leather couch facing it called to me to grab a book and curl up to read for the day.

      I sank to my knees in awe, trying to fathom the amount of beautiful books in my library. I knew I could spend years in here; looking, reading, touching, and smelling all of these age-old treasurers.

      When I began to think clearly again, I started a tour of the library. I needed to decipher how he organized it. I started on the same wall as the fireplace, stopping in front of it to look at the carving in the stone mantel piece.

      The key to unlocking your dreams is within you.

      There was an old fashioned skeleton key carved above the quote. This key was a little different because there was an actual skull at the end of it. I wondered what it meant. Obviously there was the literal translation, with the key right there, but could there be some other more metaphysical meaning? Shrugging, I continued on, gently running my hands over the spines of the books as I read the titles and authors to myself. I stopped when I got to the window overlooking his - I shook my head - I mean, my property. From there, I could see the river below and knew immediately I wanted to put a chair directly in the sun rays drifting lightly into the room. I could sit and look out on the beauty of nature while I read.

      I continued to the other side, knowing I was taking longer than I should, as there were still so many other parts of the house to familiarize myself with, but I couldn’t stop. It was going to take me awhile to get used to the fact I didn’t have to answer to anyone about my time. After taking a break for lunch, I stepped onto the balcony, starting with the bookshelves above the entrance door, moving around to the chimney. I frowned as I traced the faded letters carved into the stone, trying to make out what they said. Aimsir. What did that mean? What was Aimsir? I made a mental note to see if I could find out what that word meant.

      It seemed like my uncle had more contemporary books up here because there were a lot I had read myself. I wasn’t sure at this point how I was going to be able to incorporate my library with his, or if there was any way to expand because there didn’t seem to be a lot of extra room as it was.

      I had almost gone all the way around when I noticed something strange. It was almost like there was an optical illusion with the shelves. I took another step closer to the closest bookshelf and sure enough, the case behind the front one was slightly offset. They weren’t flush together like every other case in the room. I hadn’t noticed from below, but there actually was a small, dark hallway, or room, something off to the side, hidden. Taking my phone out of my back pocket, I turned the flashlight on and noticed I was right, it was a hallway. Without a second thought, I entered the unknown.
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      Ever since I had seen the outline of a woman in my fire at the meadow, I had decided I needed to stay at the Skeleton Door. Part of me wanted to find out what my brother and sisters were up to. I knew Dayna and possibly Erion were up to no good, trying to find a way to keep their kingdoms and separate themselves even further from the rest of us, but I knew it was more important to be at the door when it opened.

      Some people would think I was only angling to get in good with whoever came through the door, but it was more than that. I always knew this day could come, and I had to be there. It was part of my fate.

      Standing in the shadows, I conjured a ball of blue flame in my hand. Looking into it, I replayed the scene from the meadow. I knew better than to allow my fire to burn so recklessly, even when I was alone. Opportunities for destruction arose when I allowed it to run free. The moment the flame erupted in my hand, I knew something else was there with me. Even another fire element should not be able to touch the flame of the King, unless I allowed it, and it had been years since I let anyone close enough to even feel the heat.

      I knew it was a shape of a woman, but I couldn’t see her clearly. My flames raged and licked their way up her entire body, and instead of scorching her into ash, it danced as if reuniting with a long, lost friend. And then she just disappeared. If she had been burnt, she would have been writhing in agony. There was no flame in this world hotter than mine. No one could stand to be in my flame and survive. Yet she did. I knew it.

      I froze the memory in my flame at the split second she reached out for me before she disappeared. I wanted to believe she was the one who was going to come through the door. I sensed her time was close. She had been able to cross over and see me. That had to be a sign.

      The blue flame ball shattered when I heard a grinding sound coming from the Skeleton Door. Quickly I strode to the door and gazed up, taking in all the bones once again moving and shifting. This was the first time I had actually seen them move.

      The rows of bones lined up next to each other and the four original skulls were in a line with the new one in the center. The door shuddered as the skulls weaved their elements into the frame. Live flame burned from the fire skull and spread among the bones. Vines grew around the earth skull, as fog seeped from the air skull, and finally, water poured out of the last original skull and down the door.

      “It’s really happening, isn’t it?” Erion’s voice came from behind me.

      “Yes, it is, brother. Are you ready?” I hoped him being here was a good thing.

      “Of course.”

      I turned toward him, trying to read him, his hair stark white today. “And where will you stand?”

      “I will do whatever needs to be done to protect my people.”

      “We all want to protect our people,” he said.

      “Yes, but some of us will have to sacrifice more than others. I won’t have my people harmed.”

      “Then stand beside me.”

      “I most likely will until it proves to be too much. I will leave you dying on the ground if it means my people will be safe,” I said.

      “You have to know the last thing I want is anyone to get hurt.”

      “Haven’t you learned yet, Hallet? You can’t control everything.” He gestured toward the door. “This deity who is supposed to come through is going to be more powerful than any of us. It could wipe us all out, or it could bring us together. I agree we need to stand as one, because if it is evil, it might be the only way we will be strong enough to fight it. But I don’t trust it, or any other royalty. In the end everyone wants what is best for them. That’s a lesson I won’t soon forget.”

      I watched as Erion flew straight up into the air and disappeared into a cloud. It wouldn’t take long before he let the others know how much the door had changed. The legends of the elders had said whatever came through the door would unite the elements, but as with everything, it could be open to interpretation. I worried that the deity would choose to start from scratch, eliminating all Kings and Queens, and peoples, thereby appointing its own leaders with no royal feuds dating back centuries to contend with.

      The elders never said how the elements would be united or how peace would come about. It could be after complete and utter destruction and war – killing off everyone and building from the ground up. What if it meant to unite us in a common goal of overthrowing the evil that walked through it? For us to work together? I hated the fact Erion had me doubting myself. I spent so many centuries researching and waiting for this moment. Now that it was upon us, I was worried everything I had found out about this world living in peace was going to come at too great a price.
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      Holding my breath as a turned the corner, I let it out in a rush when the passageway opened up to a small, windowless room. There was a light switch on the wall. Once I turned it on, I was able to turn off the flashlight on my phone. Compared to the rest of the house, this room was quite barren with only a small table and one chair taking up most of the space. On the table were five books.

      I picked up the top book in the stack, which felt heavier than it should have based on its average size. Running my hand over the hard, red leather cover, the embossed flame and number one on it tickled the palm of my hand. I skimmed a few pages before setting it back down again and picking up the next one. This one was green with a tree and the number two carved into the trunk. Flipping the pages, it almost sounded like leaves blowing in the wind. Quickly I grabbed the next one, curious to see what was next. The white of the book blinded me and the number three was surrounded by a dark grey cloud. Smiling, I lifted it up and smelled like rain to me. The fourth one was the most beautiful blue I had ever seen. It reminded me of the pictures I had seen of the Caribbean. The number four formed a wave.

      Setting them aside, I looked at the last book which seemed to encompass all of the other books. The cover was sectioned off into four equal squares, one for each of the symbols in the standalone books. In the center was another square with a skull and the number five on the top of that.

      I couldn’t understand why this room existed. What was so different about these books that they were in here and not with the rest of them? I should have known better, but I didn’t listen to myself. Sitting down in the chair, I grabbed the first book and started reading. Within the first page, I was lost. The world around me could have ended, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

      In fact, being in that room, there was no way to tell when the sun set and the stars had come out.
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      “Dayna’s up to something,” my second-in-command, Ronin said.

      “She’s always up to something.” We were sitting under the trees watching the door.

      “True. At least we always know where we stand with her. Have you talked with Naida?”

      “She hopes I’m right, and will stand with me until proven wrong. At least there is that. If we can get Erion on our side then we have a chance of making sure everyone survives, and we can bring peace to our world.”

      “Have you given any thought to what we are going to do if whoever comes through the door is evil? Or an evil army?” Ronin snapped his fingers, and the sparks he created with the friction flickered down to the ground.

      It was the last thing I wanted to imagine. The only thing that brought me solace was the fact that, if for some reason, whoever entered was here to destroy us, it wouldn’t have been me who brought them through that door. It had been written a long time ago this would happen. All I could do was prepare as best I could.

      Living as we had for centuries, we’d always been ready for battle. The four of us tried to keep the peace as well as we could, but our people were always fighting; always thinking some other element had caused them harm, or taken something of theirs. We had learned to keep everything as separate as possible, but we all needed each other to survive. That was the one truth in the end.

      “Our people are fighters. They will do what needs to be done.”

      “Since the betrayal, we’ve been living in this constant state of waiting to be attacked.” Ronin built a ball of flame, tossed it in the air, and caught it. “Once this is all over, I hope we can let our guard down and live in peace.”

      “I’m all for that.”

      “Did you hear some of Naida’s people have disappeared?”

      I frowned. I hadn’t, but I’d been spending more and more time here. “Tell me.” We weren’t immortal, but we did live for an extremely long time. There were specific rituals when death was coming for us. Unless we were killed, we always knew when it was coming, and we could prepare for it. Each burial was dependent on the element. My people were always set afire, much like the Viking the Librarian told us about. There was always a scorch mark where we died. None of us simply disappeared.

      “They were on the fringe to begin with, so the scouts really weren’t sure how long they were gone. Naida had some of her guards go out to bring them in closer to her castle since we figure the Skeleton Door is going to be opened soon, and she wanted her people close. They weren’t there. Nothing out of place in their homes. It looked like they were going out for the day and would return. Except they didn’t.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I didn’t like the sound of this; something about it bothered me. “What about my people? Have you checked on them lately?” I was charged with protecting them. The thought of them disappearing didn’t sit well with me.

      “After I heard about Naida’s, I started checking on ours.”

      “And?”

      “We aren’t missing as many, but yes, some of our people are missing, too.”

      “Could the fringe elements be bonding together? While they all are only one specific element and don’t typically conform to society, if they all worked together, they could create a new Kingdom. Do you think they have something they might be planning?”

      “I doubt it. While they don’t have issues with the other elements, they don’t want to spend any time with them, let alone their own people.”

      “Do you think Air and Earth elements are having the same thing happen to their people?”

      “I’ve casually asked around, and so far nothing, but I’m sending out some people we trust to see if they can find out for sure.”

      “This could be very bad. Especially if it is only our people who are going missing.”

      “I know.”

      “Make this a priority.”

      “Already done.”
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      Weary from sitting and reading for so long, I stood up and stretched my back, moaning as the muscles protested the movement. Rolling my shoulders, I tried to keep my mind still, but after all the reading I had done, I couldn’t. My fingers danced across the five books I had finished, wondering, hoping it was all true. Another dimension where everyone was born of one magical element or another. Where kings and queens ruled their people, each element separate.

      But it hadn’t always been that way. Once, they had all lived together, each element working together to build a better life. Then it all went wrong, and they segregated, and no longer trusted each other. Blood, betrayal, and battles were fought and many people died. Centuries had passed, and the rulers gathered, bringing their children together, raising them as one from birth with the hopes they could bring peace once again to their dimension.

      I looked around the room, hoping I had missed book six because I was left with questions. I couldn’t seem to find a publisher or even author for the series, so I had no way to find out what happened next. Were they able to work together? Could they all live in peace again, no longer fearing the other elements? I desperately craved the answers. I needed to know what happened next.

      Suddenly, the exhaustion I had been keeping at bay hit me. My eyelids drooped, and I could barely keep them open. Using the wall to keep me upright, I made my way out of the room and carefully down the stairs before finding the first couch I could. I dropped facedown onto it. Within seconds, I was asleep and dreaming of battles so fierce between elements, I swore I could smell their heat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Dayna

      

    
    
      Traveling up through the roots of the tree, I was able to climb out to the end of the branch closest to the window of the house. I could see her there, unprotected, sleeping. I knew it wouldn’t take much for me to topple the tree and have it land on her, crushing the life out of her. Unfortunately, this wasn’t my realm, and therefore, there would be too many consequences to deal with if I were to take a mortal life. Another being ruled here I would have to answer to, and while I knew my strengths in my realm, here was another story. I knew when I was out of my element. She was protected, especially in that house, his house. Our once faithful librarian had been hiding a secret. He wasn’t keeping our records and sharing them here as fairytales; he was keeping her safe. The one who was going to come through that damn Skeleton Door sooner rather than later. Erion had come to me right after he had seen the bones move. Time was growing short; she’d be coming soon.

      The land had a long memory. It remembered what came before. It remembered the good and the bad. The life and the death. Every step that was made on her, she never forgot. It was time people learned, once again, who was the most powerful, and who could nourish their crops and feed them, or ruin the plants so they starved. The one who could shape landscapes, making civilizations fall into the oceans while others rose up. I could give or take with a flick of my wrist.

      I’d plotted well over the years, had made too many sacrifices to let it all go now. I wasn’t giving anything up. I would do whatever it took to make sure my life, my people, were kept safe. We were the ones who always ended up doing all the work. No one ever appreciated us. As festivals grew more and more frequent, more demands were made on us to produce food and wine, trees for bonfires, and flowers for celebrations. All the while, the other elements sat back and enjoyed watching us toil. There was no way I would allow my people to go back to that. I am just as important as the others. I wanted to see them having to work for a change. Blisters on their soft hands.

      Leaning out further, I bent the branch and smirked at the satisfying screech it made against the glass. When she didn’t stir, I moved again, and this time the noise was even louder. When she jerked and sat up, wildly looking around, I pulled my spiritual self back down through the tree. I returned to my realm where I joined my physical body while I slept, formulating a plan.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Raina

      

    
    
      In an instant, I was awake. I wasn’t sure what woke me, but I sensed some threat. Sitting up, I held my clenched fist at my chest as I looked around trying to figure out what was wrong and where I was. The library.

      When nothing jumped out at me, I sank back and tried to get my heartrate back to normal. Staring again at the inscription on the fireplace, I frowned. Something about it was familiar. Wanting a closer look, I stood up and walked over. Using my fingers, I traced the key. Snapping my fingers, I spun and ran back up the stairs and into the small, hidden room. For a second, I wondered if I had dreamt the whole thing. Like there was really no room, or worse, no books, but as I turned the last corner, there were all five books on the table. Grabbing the first book, I turned it open to the first page, and there it was, the same carving from above the fireplace.

      Frowning, I wondered why these books were so special, why they were hidden away. Why would an exact match of the drawing in the book be carved into the marble above the fireplace in the library?

      My stomach grumbled, and I knew I had to eat something. Between reading and crashing, it had been a long time since I had last eaten. Part of me wanted to drive into town and see if I could find a good restaurant to dine, and another wanted to see what I could scrape together here so I could get back to investigating the house. I still had the basement and the attic left.

      On my way to the basement, I stopped by the kitchen and grabbed an apple. The satisfying crunch as my teeth bit through it echoed in the empty space. I was surprised there was nothing down here, not even a shovel. Looking up at the sunlight barely coming through the high, small, dirty window, I shuddered. Something about being down here unsettled me. Typically basements didn’t creep me out, but this one did. Maybe it had something to do with being so far underground and knowing there would be no way I’d be able to get out of the window if I were somehow trapped down here.

      Trying my best not to let my imagination run away with me, I carefully made sure I didn’t trip going up the stairs as I kept my eyes on the door, willing it to stay open as I crept closer. Every horror story I’d ever read rushed through my memory. Someone grabbing my foot through the back of the stairs, tripping me so I’d fall back down them. Or getting to the top just to have someone jump out and scare me.

      As soon as I was able, I went through the door and slammed it behind me, leaned back against it, and quietly laughed at myself. I was alone in the house. I always loved to be alone. Nothing could hurt me here, except it would seem, my own paranoia.

      Taking the back stairs, I went all the way up and stood at the door leading to the attic. The old brass doorknob turned easily in my hand, and I walked through the door into a massive room. The view appeared to go on forever, only broken up by the numerous chimneys. The large windows brought in a lot of light making the flashlight I brought with me unnecessary. Moving across the floor, my footsteps echoed around me. The sun filtered through the windows illuminating the lone object in the attic: a chest. Dust danced in the air around it, mesmerizing me. Crossing the wooden floor, I dropped to my knees in front of it.

      My fingers shook as I traced the same drawing that was on the fireplace and book covers. It took me a couple of tries to flick the clasp and open the lid. Nestled inside deep red velvet was a key, but it wasn’t an ordinary key; it was different. It was made of glass. Hesitantly, I reached out and ran a finger along the cool contours, tracing the skull, down to the two teeth at the other end of the skeleton key. Wrapping my fingers around the key, I lifted it up, surprised by its weight – it was heavy. Bringing it closer, I noticed it looked just like the one carved on the fireplace in the library. I had no idea what it could mean, but I couldn’t deny the thrill that went through me.

      Looking down at the key in my hand, the possibilities overwhelmed me. Between the key, the books, and my dreams, I wondered what adventure this house was going to hold for me. This was the key to my future, but was I brave enough to open the lock? I stood up, searching for what it would open. I turned around and faced the only other door in the room. A cloud passed over the sun, and shadows in the room grew, reaching out toward me. Gripping the key tight in my hand, I strode over to the door. If I didn’t know better, I would say the shadows were pushing me toward the door, chanting, open it, open it, open it. It was dark behind me, but light shone light ahead.

      Without a second thought as to what I was getting into, I slid the key in the lock and turned it, taking a deep breath when the click filled the room. Taking the key out, I put it in the pocket of my jeans to keep it safe, and turned the knob, wondering what was on the other side.

      Involuntarily, I blinked my eyes at the brightness bursting from the other side of the door. Colors so vibrant I had no name for them. As my eyes adjusted to the beautiful scene on the other side of the door, a stark contrast to my normal life, I stepped through the door and closed it behind me without a thought as to what I was leaving behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        Hallet

      

    
    
      I stood in the shadows watching, my heart racing. First the door swung open, and then she came through it, and closed the door behind her. She was here. It was finally time. Even though I knew I should go to her, I couldn’t. All I could do was stand there in awe of her beauty. Power radiated from her. This was it. She was it. Everything was going to change. No way could something so beautiful come to destroy everything.

      My heart sank as I thought of Dayna. She was beautiful, and there were times she felt happiest destroying things. How many times had I seen her ruin something just to see someone else cry?

      A happy laugh filled the space between us, and I looked at her. She had her hand outstretched and there as a large blue butterfly landed on her palm, it spoke to her. I wondered if she could hear it. We all had creatures who could talk to us depending on our element. Since she was the one, all the animals should be able to talk to her, not just, in this instance, Erion which was the element the butterflies flew under.

      I waited for the butterfly to fly away before I carefully emerged from the shadows and into the light. Impressed, I watched her look at me, her small frame held straight, and her chin pointed in the air. The wind picked up and her long, chestnut colored hair danced around her face. I knew what I looked like. Tall, intimidating, dark hair, black eyes, and pale skin, I knew where my scars were from battles, and they weren’t pretty.

      “Milady.” I bowed to her. “I am Hallet, King of the Fire Elements. You need only to speak it, and I will make sure you have whatever you need.”

      “It’s you…” she whispered.

      Standing up straighter, I knew I had never met her before.

      “It’s really you.” Her voice grew stronger, and she reached out for me.

      In that instant, a memory triggered in my head, and I knew it was her, the exact same gesture. The one who had been with me in the field, dancing in my fire glow. It would stand to reason that only a Goddess would be able to build my fire and not get burned.

      I placed my hand in hers, and her warmth spread through me. I knew in that moment there was no way I would ever let go.

      “I’ve seen you in my dreams, my whole life.”

      Her sweet voice soothed my battled soul.

      Her large eyes searched mine. It took all of my power to keep my eyes black, to not give in and let the fire burn through them. Right now I looked human, mortal, I looked like her, but to allow my eyes to glow red with heat would show her too much, too soon.

      “Then it would appear you have the upper hand here. As had I dreamt of you, I would never have allowed myself to awaken.” I brought her hand up and kissed it, inhaling the scent of her skin.

      “Where am I?”

      “Aimsir, a land of magic and wonder.”

      Her head tilted to one side, but she didn’t say anything. Turning from me, she looked back at the door she had traveled through. She had to look up at it, as it stood well over twenty feet tall and was filled with bones and skulls. I would expect it could look overwhelming to someone who hadn’t been brought up with it.

      “This is unbelievable.”

      She moved back toward the door, and for a moment, I panicked. What if she went back through it and left me, left us? She was the one to unite us, to stop all this fighting. She couldn’t leave.

      I knew I was faster than her, well, faster right now. Once she came fully into her power, there would be no competition. For now, I kept a close eye on her. If she went to open it, I’d stop her. I couldn’t lose her now. There was too much at stake.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this.” She ran her hand over the bones. “A huge door in the middle of nowhere. Not to mention one that has water flowing from it, cool air creating clouds, vines twisting through it; I can see them growing. And fire. Fire burning, its glow is so warm.” She walked around the back of the door. “But then there is nothing over here. There should be. Do you know what’s on the other side of this door?”

      I shook my head. We all wondered where the door led – what kind of magic was on the other side.

      “My uncle’s attic. A huge empty space with only two doors. One to get in and this one. This,” she pointed to the door, “this is a seven foot, plain, pine door where I come from, where it needs a key to be opened. Nothing even close to this. I don’t think there is anything in the world close to this.”

      “Do you want to go back?” I wasn’t sure what made me ask, and I knew I might not want to know the answer, but there was no turning back.

      She fumbled with something in her pocket before she shook her head. “No, no, I don’t want to go back. At least not right now. Now I think I’d like to learn more about your world, this Aimsir.”

      I had to give her credit, she didn’t look like she was scared, but she should have been. I kept a constant watch to make sure Dayna or one of her minions didn’t attack before she could control her powers. “You know my name, but what is yours?” If I was going to do whatever I could in order to protect her, I needed to know her name. Names held power. I wasn’t sure how much she knew, but I needed to learn everything I could about her.

      “Oh, sorry,” she blushed. “Raina, Raina Owens.”

      “Raina, such a beautiful name. It fits you very well.” I bowed slightly at the waist.

      Her cheeks flushed red as her eyes looked at the ground. “That’s not what I usually hear.”

      “Well, you are here now. Tell me, have you ever heard of Aimsir?”

      “Can I tell you something? I feel like I could tell you anything. I love to read, I always have. It is how I had my adventures because I was always too scared to have them in real life. So I read about them, anything and everything, always imagining myself as the heroine, saving the day and riding off into the sunset with the man of my dreams. Well, in real life, that never happens.” She paused and looked off into the distance.

      I wasn’t sure where she was going with this. “Go on.”

      “Sorry.” She shook her head. “I get distracted sometimes. So my love of reading, it isn’t just fiction, made up stories that I love, it is everything. Reading about actual people who genuinely have the strength and courage to follow their passion. I’ve read a lot. I can’t even begin to put a number on how many books I’ve read. And if you had asked me that question two days ago, I would have said no, but that was before I found the secret room in my uncle’s library. There he had five books hidden away. One for each element and a fifth one about all of them. Your history. The name Aimsir is written in stone over his fireplace.”

      I focused on breathing in and out, trying to keep calm. The five, she’d read the five books. She knew everything. I couldn’t hide certain things from my people’s past, or my own, from her.

      Tilting her head to one side, her gazed locked with mine. “Yes, I know what you’ve done, King Hallet, and about you and your people. Yet, I see something good in you. Somehow you are trying to make up for the past. Are you going to prove me right or wrong?”

      “I am going to do everything in my power to show you I am not defined by my past.”

      “None of us are.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        Raina

      

    
    
      I watched as his eyes briefly sparked red before going back to the black I had been looking at since I walked through the Skeleton Door. If I had been on the other side of the door, I would have been a scared little mouse, screaming and running away from him. But here, I was strong. I couldn’t explain it, something changed in me as I crossed that threshold into Aimsir. I could feel a power deep within me. Something just under the surface that wanted to boil over.

      If what I read was correct, I was the most powerful being in this world. While the books didn’t say my name specifically, they did say whomever walked through the Skeleton Door was the one. They couldn’t hurt me. For once in my life, I didn’t have to worry about pain or retreat into my books.

      There was a vibration to this world. I swore I could tune into it, sync the rhythm of my heartbeat to the energy here. Closing my eyes, I let the pulse of Aimsir fill me. I imagined myself lying in the middle of a field, the grass and leaves tickling my skin as they danced in the cool breeze. A small stream flowed over rocks, camouflaging the sound of the birds flapping around, bathing in the water. It reminded me of a simpler time when I was younger. When I could simply lie around all day without a care in the world.

      “Is there no room for me in your fantasy?”

      I opened my eyes and turned to look at him, lying on the ground next to me.

      “What? How?” I sat up and looked around. This wasn’t the same place we had been when I closed my eyes. “Where am I?”

      “Relax, lie back down, and enjoy yourself. I’ll tell you as long as you make sure to always keep my warmth around you. I had a hard time finding you since you didn’t take it with you.”

      I frowned at him, trying to comprehend what he was telling me, trying not to l give in to the panic making my stomach clench. “I don’t understand.”

      “Shh…” His voice soothed me. “You have to calm down. Everything is okay. You are safe here.”

      Thunder rolled in the distance, and I could smell the rain on the wind.

      “Do you want to stay here, or do you want me to take you to my home?”

      “I don’t know.” My mind, so serene earlier, whirled now like the wind beginning to whip through the meadow. I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know this land. I didn’t know this person in front of me. What if I died here?

      “Raina,” his sharp voice pulled me into focus. “You have to get control of yourself. You’re going to end up causing harm if you continue.”

      Lightning struck the field with a sharp hiss, and the smell of sulfur filled the air.

      “Screw this,” his deep voice shook with something I couldn’t decipher.

      In an instant, I was gathered up in his arms. In a flash, the scene changed as if I had flipped a television channel. Instead of the violence of the storm, we were in a dark, windowless room, the flames from a fireplace illuminating the sparsely furnished room with its warmth.

      I tried to act like it was perfectly natural that a strong, powerful man would lift me up into his arms, and I’d still be there while transported from one location to another. This typically wasn’t an everyday occurrence, not for me at least, but I guess in this world it was normal. I could feel myself grow warm from the embarrassment of being pressed up against him. Or maybe it was his heat seeping into me. Glancing up at him through my eyelashes, I saw him looking down at me, a small smile playing at the corner of his lips.

      “Why are you smiling,” I asked.

      “Let me ask you a question.”

      “Okay.”

      “Before today, did you ever believe in fate?”

      I frowned and thought. No one had ever asked me that question before. Sure, I read about fate all the time. It was woven into story after story, but did I ever really believe in it? Was something out there waiting for the right time to suddenly happen, and as if by magic everything would be all right in the world? I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I wondered if it was something made up to make people feel like there was a purpose to what they were going through. Like if they just would hang on, something better was coming… when fate said it was time, and not before.”

      “What about now? Do you believe in it now?”

      Without fully realizing what I was doing, I started to play with one of the buttons on his shirt while I tried to think of what to say. I had the key in my pocket, so I could go home whenever I wanted. Why shouldn’t I live this little adventure to the upmost? Sure, my other life wasn’t anything to write home about, it was pretty boring. But it was safe and predictable. Maybe while I was here, I should throw caution to the wind and live in the moment without planning everything out like I typically did.

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve dreamt of you my whole life. When I opened the Fire Element book in my uncle’s house, some of the information I already knew. Like this.” I traced my finger along the scar that ran from his jaw down the side of his neck. “When I was younger, I dreamt of a great betrayal. Where once there were four who stood together, now there was only distrust and anger. You fought with your brother because he wanted her, but she only wanted you. And you wanted nothing to do with her. You knew she wasn’t the one for you, and it made her burn deep inside with anger. But Erion, he was broken because she loved you and not him. And death, so much death. So many powerful people were killed.”

      Because I was watching this time, I saw it, and I knew I hadn’t imagined it earlier. His eyes flashed red before changing back to black. Just as I had seen in my dreams all these years.

      “No,” I told him. “Don’t hide from me. Don’t you understand what I’m saying? I’ve seen you before. For years, in my dreams. I’ve read of your clan and the others. I know everything; the good and the bad.”

      “Then you know about me, how I burn for this, but in the end, I’ll only end up with ashes.”

      The air around us sparked as the tension he couldn’t control was brought to life.

      “Hallet, you are the one who asked me about fate. You have my answer, but what about you? Because if you do believe in it, you wouldn’t be hiding your true self from me.” I forced myself to pull away from him, my feet on the ground. I never broke eye contact with him. I was scared, without a doubt. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure exactly what he was, or would become, but I held onto my dreams. In them, he could be fiercely protective, a warrior. But I had also witnessed him breaking down when his parents were killed. Or when he lashed out with his fire in anger and hurt an innocent. I knew that was his biggest fear, that somehow, some way, he’d hurt me.

      Slowly he allowed his fire to surface. The pupils of his eyes were an electric blue. I’d been used to the coal black, but that color pulled back, and in its place, red and orange swirled together. He didn’t change much physically. He wasn’t one who tried to hide his scars. Yet there was something else. It was almost as if he became taller, bigger, more imposing, or maybe it was just his power radiating from him. He raised one hand and showed me his palm. I watched in awe as he formed a small sphere of white hot fire that danced to music I couldn’t hear.

      “Most people would look at this and all they know is that it is too hot to touch. That if they did, it would hurt. If it were to consume them, there would be no survival. It would burn them alive. What else is there?”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of his fire. Something deep inside of me knew that he pulled this from the depths of himself. This was his soul. “There’s life. There’s warmth. There’s light… and there’s love.”

      I brought my hand up, cupping his from underneath. Instinctively, I knew what I had to do. How I was going to it, I had no idea, but this moment felt like it was one of the most important of my life. Digging deep, I pictured what my soul would look like. What was deep inside of me? This world or mine, it didn’t matter; inside I was the same.

      I saw colors swirling around each other. Each of them distinct, yet working together. Reaching out mentally, I entwined mine with his. Picturing the two of them entwining together. My body came alive as their magic pulsated around me. Lights moved behind my closed eyes, and I swayed from side to side. My eyes flew open when I heard him gasp, and I froze.

      One of the most beautiful things I had ever seen was there in the palm of his hand. As I watched, our souls dance together. His white hot, and mine, multi-colored. They were so beautiful together, I couldn’t explain my feelings. For someone who’d spent hours reading stories and the emotions that were written in words in each of those novels, I was speechless. It was more than coming home, finding your other half, having fireworks go off, or any other cliché. It was such a deep sense of rightness – there was no arguing. I simply knew fate said we would be together. We were meant to be together. There was absolutely nothing I could do except love him. What more could be done when two souls danced together?

      His other hand reached out and pulled me in to him. I welcomed the heat of his body and kiss into me like a moth to a flame, knowing we’d both survive. As his lips slid over mine, it felt both new and familiar. I knew him, I had always known him. He was my hero in every single book I’d ever read. He was the one I always pictured. Him and no one else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        Hallet

      

    
    
      “Come on, that’s it. Hold it right there. Perfect, Raina!” I watched from the shadows as she stood in the middle of the meadow and created a cloud out of nothing, and then made it rain. This was completely different than the uncontrollable storm from the other day. While this was all new to her, she picked up on everything like she’d been doing it for a millennium.

      Since we had shared so much of each other, part of me feared she’d sneak off and go back through the Skeleton Door to leave me here alone again. Like some cruel joke the fates would play on me after all I’d done over the years, lashing out in anger. That I’d finally found happiness, to have it ripped away from me, as I had ripped it away from others.

      Another part of me worried about what Dayna was up to. She’d been quiet, but I knew the others were watching. I’d seen Erion’s hawk flying overhead. I knew he’d be reporting back to them. I knew both Dayna and Naida didn’t miss anything either, they just were better at hiding than Erion. While there were other creatures Naida could use, and she did, Blue was her whale, her special. Since we weren’t working near the ocean, I knew Naida had to be using something to watch what our visitor was up to. I wasn’t worried about her. She wanted to know what was going on, and wasn’t spying on us to figure out our weaknesses. She would do what was best for everyone, even if it meant giving up her crown.

      As I watched Raina move from one element to another, I was in awe of her ability and the beauty she so easily created. As flowers bloomed, their fragrance filled the air as a rainbow surrounded her. Her pure joy filled my dark soul, and I remembered what it was like as a child when I was first learning to harness my power and there was no threat of war.

      Raina was like no other woman I had ever known. Yes, she was from a different world, and a god in this one, but there was so much more to it than simply that. I had seen my parents’ love for each other. Not to mention, we had our own tales of love, and the stories Charlie, the Librarian, brought from his world to ours. She fit into this world like she had been born for it. This was her home, I was her home. I would do everything in my power to keep her safe here, to make this a place she’d want to stay forever.

      Ronin had found out Naida’s fringe weren’t the only ones who’d gone missing. So far, we had been able to confirm Fire, Water, and Air people were nowhere to be found. Getting any information about Earth had always been hard, but now Dayna had quarantined her people from everyone else. We had no way of knowing if any of her people were missing.

      Until we could confirm what was happening, we had to assume Dayna was losing people, too. Her Kingdom meant everything to her, and she’d do whatever it took to keep her people safe. She was our world’s fiercest warrior, and she was almost unstoppable when threatened. Unfortunately, right now she thought we were the enemy.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        Dayna

      

    
    
      “Someone’s playing in my garden.” Carefully I focused my energy on searching out the trespasser while hiding my energy trail. I knew who it was, but I needed to find her, discover her, be able to seek her out at any time I wanted and identify her. I needed to make sure she couldn’t ever hide from me. Her playing in my garden was the best way to do it. I knew she’d been practicing, Erion had kept me updated. Hallet wasn’t stupid, he made sure she knew the other magics before she tried her feeble hand at mine.

      The man under me squirmed as he tried to get free so he could breathe. His savage bucking was finally too much to ignore. Allowing my attention to stray, I enjoyed his last moment of life as I took his essence into me. Sighing, I climbed off and flicked my wrist to have one of my guards take him away.

      What the others didn’t know – were too stupid to know – was while in essence, we were dominated by the light, but it didn’t mean we couldn’t go deep into the dark, that we couldn’t embrace it, lay down with it and grow stronger. I closed my eyes and felt the Water magic merging with my Earth magic. It wasn’t as strong as mine, it would never be, but I knew if I took enough, I would be the unstoppable force they would bow down to. I could be a god. We didn’t need her. The stronger the magic of the person I took, the longer and stronger their magic would last in me.

      I knew if I took another Queen or King, I could survive for hundreds of years on their magic alone. When I took hers, I’d be God, and she’d be dead.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        Raina

      

    
    
      “Again,” Hallet demanded.

      “No.” I was mentally and physically exhausted, and still, he wanted more.

      “Again.”

      “No.”

      “Listen, little girl, you have no idea what is coming. You’re not strong enough. You need to prepare.”

      “Little girl?” Anger flowed through me, giving me energy I didn’t know I had.

      “Yes, little girl. You’re but a mere babe compared to the rest of us who have had centuries to practice our magic. Anyone with power is going to be able to bring you down, let alone a King or Queen. Trust me, Dayna will not back down. She will kill you.” He paused for a moment, and folded his arms across his chest. “Again.”

      I hated that word.

      For the first time since I stepped through that door, I wanted to turn around and leave this place. This was too much. I wasn’t strong enough. I should go back to where I knew what every day would bring. Where the weight of bringing this world together wasn’t on my shoulders. Where I could simply go back to reading about someone else going through this and not living with the actual pain.

      “Again.”

      Closing my eyes, I tipped my head back and begged for strength and guidance. In my world, I was an office worker who spent my free time with books and not people. Here, I’m a freaking god who was supposed to unite everyone, bring peace to this world. How was I supposed to do that when I’d never had this kind of responsibility? What if I made the wrong decision? What if people get hurt? How can I make everyone happy when I have no idea how to lead?

      “Again.”

      “No!” I screamed at him. “Enough. I’m not going to do it again.” I spun from him and stalked across the meadow, to where I didn’t know, but I had to get away from him. As soon as I was in the shadows of the trees, he appeared in front of me, blocking my way.

      “Again.”

      My anger boiled over, and with all my strength, I shoved him back. What I hadn’t been expecting was how much stronger I was in this world, and when my magic was added to it, I could do some serious damage. I watched in horror as he flew backwards splintering trees and knocking them to the ground. The animals of the forest cried out in surprise as their calm was destroyed. The sickening sound of his bones breaking as he slammed into a rock wall echoed louder than the noise created from my anger. His body slid to the ground, motionless.

      “No, no, no!” I screamed as I ran after him. What had I done? The exact thing he’d been warning me about since I created that storm when I first arrived. I had to keep my emotions under control. If I didn’t, people would get hurt.

      Falling to the ground next to him, my hand trembled as I reached out for him. “Hallet? I’m so sorry, please tell me you’re okay.”

      He moaned, but hardly moved. God, what was I going to do if I had killed him? I couldn’t stop myself, a hysterical laugh whispered out of me. Here, I was the god.

      Trying to calm myself, I closed my eyes and focused inwardly. I pushed aside all the self-doubt and worry and pulled all my magic into one sphere. The colors of the different magics swirling around each other. Taking what I needed from each element, relying heavily on Fire – his base, I laid my hands on his body. I could feel how weak and hurt he was. For a second, my magic wavered, responding to his white hot pain before I pushed it aside. Focusing my energy, I pushed my healing into him. I saw in my mind how it seeped through his body, repairing the damage I had done in my fit of anger.

      When I was done and drew myself out of him, I was surprised at how weak I felt. Sinking back against the rock, I tried to keep my eyes open, watching him. I needed to make sure what I had done had helped. As the hawk’s cry echoed around me, I looked up and saw what Hallet called Erion’s spy circling above us. I knew I had to show strength even in my absolute weakness, but I couldn’t move. I wanted to close my eyes and sleep for days.

      The wind picked up, and a man flew down from above, gracefully landing next to Hallet, looking at me. His long, dark, grey hair whipped around him as he bent down. “What have you done?”

      “Let my anger get ahold of me, which you know something of, I’m sure.” I wished my voice was stronger, but it came out as a whisper.

      “Foolish girl.” He came over and sat down in front of me, elegantly relaxed, as if we were having a casual conversation during an afternoon picnic. But I knew he was on guard and ready to fight. “You need to gain more control.”

      “Like you?”

      His lips twitched. “Yes, like me. I’m willing to admit in my younger days I would fly off the handle at the littlest things, but you see, to me, they weren’t little. That’s what you need to remember. Everyone perceives things differently.”

      My strength wasn’t coming back fast enough, I had put too much into Hallet trying to heal him. I couldn’t understand why he wasn’t up and cursing me for being so reckless.

      “No, I completely get that. So, you’ve forgiven Hallet.” I said it as a statement, not a question. Erion had been in love with Dayna his whole life; he felt it was a love stories were written of. But it wasn’t. At least not the type of story he wanted. He knew Hallet didn’t do anything to encourage her, yet somehow, she had still fallen in love with him. It broke Erion’s heart.

      He cocked his head to the side and raised an eyebrow. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because as soon as you knew this happened, you came here to help.”

      “Or to finish the both of you off.”

      “You wouldn’t do that,” I replied.

      “You don’t know me.”

      “No, but I’ve read about you, your history along with all of the Air elements. I’m not saying you don’t hate the fact that I am here and am worried for your people, but I also know you will at least see what happens before making any rash decisions. You wouldn’t risk hurting the people you call family.”

      He nodded. “For now, yes, you are correct.”

      “I’m not naïve enough to think you aren’t considering taking me out now to avoid future trouble.”

      This time he chuckled. “Oh, you’re good.”

      “I know.”

      “I may just like you.”

      “And therefore, allow me to live?” I asked.

      “Possibly.”

      “Well, since we have that settled. Nice weather we’re having.”

      He threw back his head, and his booming laugh filled the forest.

      Looking at both him and Hallet, I was amazed at the difference between the two of them. Erion’s hair had turned from the dark grey when he first arrived to pure white now. His bright blue eyes held humor and intelligence. Where Hallet was so dark and brooding, Erion was light and had a sense of humor.

      “Tell me, do you know of the prophecy?”

      “Yes, I actually had read about it before I stepped through the Skeleton Door.”

      “And what do you think of it? Is it all true?” he asked.

      “We have yet to see.”

      “But you do have the magic of all four elements, I’ve seen that.”

      “Well, your hawk has seen it.”

      “I’ve seen it through his eyes. Just as Naida sees through her whale, Dayna through her lioness, and Hallet, his snake. It’s like using our own eyes to see what we want.”

      “But you aren’t limited to those creatures alone, are you?”

      “No, we can use any animal that identifies with our element. It comes in handy.”

      “I’m sure it does. How well did you know my uncle?”

      “Ahhhh… Charlie. He was quite a character.”

      “I never knew I had an uncle until I received the letter informing me of his death and last will and testament. He left me his entire estate, including the library.”

      “Fate said it was to be that way. You were to be kept in the dark about your heritage until the time was right.”

      “So, all of this was already planned?”

      “Eons ago, and there is nothing we can do about it.” His voice was sharp with bitterness.

      “Why does it make you so angry?” I asked.

      “All of this heartache, all of the battles, the loss, everything was for nothing because it didn’t matter what we did or didn’t do, the end result would be the same. You’d come, put a pretty bow on everything, and make it all perfect.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I’ve never been particular to bows in my life.”

      His smile was slow and sad. “You are very similar to him.” He stood up and looked down at me. “He was a good man, Raina, he brought us stories of your world and shared ours with yours. While there are so many differences, the similarities were there also. I enjoyed many nights talking with him. If he left you any words of wisdom, I’d follow them if I were you.” He turned and started to walk away before changing his mind and returning to me. He crouched down to my level and looked me straight in the eye. “I’m assuming Hallet hasn’t told you what he gains by being the one you choose to love?”

      “What makes you –?”

      “Stop, child. I’m sure he didn’t. Let me share two pieces of information. First, he must wake soon. I’ll call up the Fire Elements and have them take him underground. He’ll heal quicker there. Trust me, you don’t want to be out here and vulnerable if Dayna decides to strike while you are weak. And second, he’d not just be your mate; your powers would merge into him, giving him power over the other elements.”

      My mind whirled, attempting to figure out exactly what it was he was trying to tell me.

      “I’m sure you can imagine what that would mean to the other elements, to have one of their own suddenly more powerful, the right-hand to the new god. I’m afraid if that should happen, he may take revenge against those he feels have wronged his people.”

      Gracefully, he stood up and walked away before disappearing into the sky. Crawling over to Hallet, I lay down next to him, thankful when I could feel his heart beating. I never once thought he’d have some underhanded reason for wanting to help me. Probably because I knew him, I’d dreamt of him. And if I were to be honest with myself, there was a point in every story where loyalties were tested and secrets revealed. If that were the case here, then that meant we were about to go into the final chapter before the end of the story. What would happen then? There were so many possibilities it made my head hurt, and all I wanted to do was curl up in Hallet’s arms and fall asleep. Hearing the lion’s roar, I knew we had run out of time. Dayna was coming.

      Rolling over, I dug my fingers below the surface of the ground, and using Hallet’s fire signature, I called for his second in command, Ronin, hoping my message would get through. I knew he’d be here as quickly as possible for his King.

      “Well, well, well. Look what we have here.” A female voice called from the rock ledge above us. “You don’t look like a god to me.”

      “Why don’t you come closer and get a better look?” I called up to her.

      “No, that’s quite all right. I’m happy up here on my rocks. You know,” her head tipped to the side, “from up here, it’d be so easy to, oh, I don’t know, have a boulder fall on your heads.”

      “I believe you mean head, singular. Somehow I don’t think you want Hallet dead.”

      Her lip curled. “There was a time when I’d give anything for him to love me. But he killed that. Do you know he believes my parents killed his one true love? That was his justification for killing them. We all had lost so much, and still, in his uncontrolled anger, he took out so many. My people’s numbers were depleted by his. No, I wouldn’t shed a tear if he died.”

      It was taking me longer and longer to open my eyes after every blink.

      “Oh, looks like it is past baby’s nap time,” her voice sing-songed from above. “Here, let me help knock you out.”

      I could hear the sound of rocks grinding against each other, and I opened my eyes, gasping. There, about twenty feet above us, was a boulder the size of a large pickup truck.

      “Sweet dreams,” she laughed.

      Suddenly, arms came from under the ground and pulled us down below the dirt. The last thing I heard was Dayna’s scream of rage as I was buried in darkness.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        Hallet

      

    
    
      Slowly, I came awake, aware Raina’s body was draped over mine.

      “Finally,” Ronin said. “I thought you were going all Sleeping Beauty on us, like from the stories Charlie used to tell us.”

      “Shut up.”

      “It’s going to be hard to bring you up to speed if I can’t talk.” Ronin stretched back in his seat and laced his fingers behind his head. He may have looked relaxed, but the swirling red of his eyes gave away his anger.

      “What happened?” I asked, focusing my attention on him while trying not to wake Raina.

      “I’ve been piecing together what happened. The two of you were training and got into a fight. You kept pushing her and she pushed back. So hard, in fact, she used your body to take out half of the forest before slamming you up against a rock wall.”

      I frowned and tested the muscles in my body. “I don’t hurt, or remember what happened.”

      “That’s because she did something to you afterwards. I have no idea what, but it wiped her out so bad she couldn’t lift a finger to protect herself when Erion showed up.”

      A growl sounded from deep in my chest. The thought of her alone and unprotected with my brother made my blood burn. She needed more training to be able to stand on her own.

      “Before you get angry, you should know he was very pleasant to her. He was calm, almost helpful you could say.”

      “What did he tell her?”

      “Ahhhh, you know him so well. He told her about the merging of her power with the mate she chooses.”

      “Great.”

      “Oh, but that isn’t all, my dear King.”

      “What else could there be?”

      “Dayna.”

      Now my blood ran cold, and my heart raced in fear of what could have happened. “Tell me.”

      “Raina had called to me after Erion left. She was weak, and I almost didn’t realize what I was hearing, so I didn’t get there as soon as I should have. After Dayna had told her you killed her parents and half of her people, she was getting ready to drop a very large boulder on both of your heads when I was able to pull you under. Needless to say, she wasn’t happy. But then again, when is she ever?”

      I closed my eyes and breathed in the sweet scent of Raina sleeping so peacefully next to me. “How long have we been out?”

      “Only for a day.”

      “What?” It took everything I had not to bolt out of bed and start pacing the room. “How can that be?”

      “Do you want to know what I think?”

      “When have you ever asked my permission?”

      “Good point. I’m no expert on this whole ‘we’re getting a new god who walked through the Skeleton Door’ thing, but if I had to take a guess, I would say she somehow tried to heal you, but you got a little something extra in the exchange. Something Erion and Dayna know nothing about.”

      I froze and tried to center myself to see if I could feel what he was talking about. The first thing I noticed was a change in the air quality. As I took a deep breath in, I could do more than smell the scents around me. It was like it had its own color. Its own flow. Cautiously, I thought of a nice, gentle breeze flowing across my skin, cooling it down, and suddenly it was there.

      Reaching out further with my mind, I went through the cracks and underground caves until I found water. Easily, I was able to increase the flow. Moving further up to the surface, I made a field of wildflowers bloom.

      The amount of power flowing through me verged on being uncontrollable. The only reason I was able to contain it was because I was King. If anything, this gave me more respect for Raina. To be able to do what she’d been doing would be considered nothing short of a miracle.

      “How do you know I’m different?”

      “I’m your brother, and I’ve been your best friend for centuries. I know your magical energy better than mine and exactly what you are capable of. Once you opened your eyes, I knew for certain.” He stood up and brought a mirror over to me. “Look at your eyes.”

      The unfamiliar glowing eyes staring back at me were disconcerting. Raina’s healing magic blended all the elements together, and that showed in my eyes. They didn’t swirl with the molten fire of my essence, they also had the other elements mixing in them. I tried to mask my eyes like I’d done thousands of times before, making them pure black, but they wouldn’t change.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb here and say the two of you are closer than you’re letting on.” Ronin’s dry sarcasm dripped with each word. “I can’t think of any way a simple healing would have transferred some of her power to you.”

      “No, under normal circumstances I’d agree with you. But she isn’t normal, and she has no training. Maybe it was a mistake.”

      “Please.”

      “Give me a minute.” I closed my eyes, focusing on the forest around the clearing and what creatures would be there. I didn’t want to choose one under Dayna’s rule. I knew it would get back to her, and the last thing I wanted was her to realize more of the prophecy was coming true. Unfortunately, the nearby stream didn’t have a good view of what had transpired, and Ronin had already spoken with my creatures, but they preferred to be underground, in the dark. That left Erion’s charges. Seeking around, I found a small bluebird whose nest was in a tree with a great view of the event.

      Slipping into the mind of a bird wasn’t that different from a snake’s, except as I would have imagined, the bird’s brain was faster and not as cunning as I was used to. Watching the scene unfold was strange, and as I watched myself fly through the trees and smash into the rocks, I could almost feel the pain that somehow had been taken from me.

      From the moment I had first seen Raina I knew she was beautiful, but seeing her instinctively use her magic to get to me quickly and then use her magic to heal me, was mesmerizing. The energy of the elements flowed around her, a tangible thing I could reach out and touch. Sometimes I’d forget she was a god and not of this world. But seeing her like this, it hit home how different she really was.

      Even though I knew it was coming, when the wind picked up and Erion came rushing down to us, it surprised me to see the look on his face. I still didn’t trust him, but maybe time had healed some of the old wounds.

      I couldn’t believe how weak Raina was. How much of herself had she given me? Is this something she could recover from?

      We had been wondering when Dayna would show up. I wasn’t surprised it was when we both were at our weakest. My pride took a hit. I was lying there, passed out, unable to protect her when we were so close to death.

      Watching the boulder fall toward us, even knowing Ronin was able to get us out of there in time, I felt my rage building like a forest fire sweeping across the land.

      “I thought she’d come around.”

      “Hallet, she wears her battle scars like trophies. Her memory is long. She is always going to find a way to make you remember what she has sacrificed, what has been taken from her. She’s been like that since we were young. You can’t change her. No one ever could.”

      “I wonder had she loved Erion instead of me, if things would have been different.”

      “If they had been, then the prophecy wouldn’t have been needed.” He shrugged and leaned back in his chair.

      I sighed. “I’d been holding out hope she’d survive this…”

      “And what? End up one big, happy family? Come on, Hallet, even you know it’s not that cut and dried. Unfortunately, not everyone is going to make it out alive. There is going to be blood and death. We couldn’t keep going on like we had been, something had to change. In the end, it will be better, but getting there is going to be damn hard.”

      “Why can’t you go back to being my witty sidekick and stop being so logical, brother?”

      His smile was crooked. “I’m talented. I can do both.”

      “You’re not getting a medal.”

      “Please, I already have enough.”

      He was right, he did. There was no one else I trusted more than him. He’d stood by my side since we were boys. Always backing me up and protecting me, his King. His body held more scars than mine, and I couldn’t think of life without him. It was one of the things that scared me most about the battle ahead. Losing him, my true brother.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        Raina

      

    
    
      I lay there, keeping my breathing in a deep rhythm as I listened to Hallet and Ronin talk about what had happened. What they didn’t know was I had woken up the same instant he had. It felt so good, lying there in his arms, and it had been so long since I’d simply relaxed that I wanted to enjoy it a little longer.

      When Ronin told Hallet he had changed since I’d healed him, Erion’s words came back to me. Hallet would be just as strong as me. I’d never dreamt of sharing strength with someone. It sounded nice to me, as if I was able to share the weight that had been dropped onto my shoulders when I chose to walk through the Skeleton Door. I continued to lie still and quiet, even when my emotions threatened to overwhelm my control.

      I wondered how he could have become more than his element alone. We’d practiced some simple healing magic, and I’d never had that issue before. Of course, he had been close to death, so maybe I put too much of myself into it. The guilt I had felt since I was trying to reverse the damage I had done.

      When Ronin said not everyone was going to make it out alive, I could feel Hallet’s sadness, and it made me wonder if maybe we were connected spiritually now as well. We’d talked about the history of his world, and yes, I’d been able to tell he was sad before, especially talking about the murder of his parents, but not like this. I could feel his heart aching, specifically about losing Ronin.

      He was a good man with a past. He’d made some wrong decisions, but hadn’t everyone? The errors of his past didn’t equal the man he’d become. In this strange world, I had to trust someone. Fate had given me dreams of him for years. I had to completely go with my instincts and believe in him.

      I’d become so attuned to the Skeleton Key, I knew it was still in my pocket. It never moved. Again, I wondered what would happen when this adventure was over. Should I use the key and go back to my other life? Should I stay? This place was so different from where I had come, yet there were some things that were familiar. If I stayed, would I ever truly feel a part of this world? Or would I always be treated differently because in their eyes, in their prophecy, I was a god? Would I be able to step into my rightful place as leader and assimilate to my new role, or would I be just as lonely, isolated by my status as God, as I was going in to work at my office back home?

      As Hallet absently played with a lock of my hair, he continued to talk with Ronin about the coming battle. I knew in my heart of hearts that he would be devastated if I left. When our souls danced together, they created a bond that would forever be recognizable to the other. Would that bond still be there if I walked back through the door? What about after their world was peaceful? Maybe if I wasn’t needed anymore, we wouldn’t feel the same.

      Listening to the deep rumble of their voices and the fire crackling in the fireplace, I again felt completely at ease and relaxed. I had no idea how I could adapt so easily.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        Dayna

      

    
    
      “It’s time. Do you stand with me, or against me?” I asked him.

      “I think you completely underestimate this whole situation,” Erion replied.

      Using every ounce of control I had, I tried to keep myself calm. Over the centuries, I’d learned the best way to make him do what I wanted. He’d never responded well to anger.

      “Do you really think I haven’t plotted and planned for every single outcome?”

      “Oh, no, I’m sure you have. But you couldn’t have thought of everything. She’s different and brings something completely unique to the table. Things you couldn’t possibly even dream of.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re intrigued by her.”

      “So what if I am? It doesn’t mean I’m not going to do what’s best for my people.”

      “What is it about her that has both of you acting like her babysitter?”

      Shaking his head, he turned his back to me and looked across the canyon. “You think this will be the perfect place for the battle?”

      Walking over to him, I placed my arm around him and rested my head on his shoulder. “I do. You can use your wind to keep them where I want them, and I can make sure they never make it out alive. The ground is solid rock. They won’t be able to escape through the dirt this time.”

      “What about Naida?”

      I waved my hand away. “She’s too busy playing with her creatures to care what we do.”

      “Again, you aren’t thinking things through. She doesn’t want her people harmed any more than we do.”

      “Yes, but she also doesn’t like to fight.”

      “While you live for it.”

      “Some of us have had to fight for everything we have,” I replied.

      He looked down at me. “All you had to do was look around, there were plenty of people willing to help.”

      Rolling my eyes, I pulled away from him. “Can we please not talk about this again? I wasn’t in love with you.”

      “This is where your downfall will be, Dayna. You always think you know everything and are so focused on your goal, you forget to look around you. I wasn’t talking about us. I was telling you before the bloodshed, when the four of us were friends, other people cared about you.”

      “They cared about what I could give them. Nothing more.”

      “There are times when I wonder how someone who cares so much for her own people could be so cold when it came to others.”

      “Maybe it was how those others treated me and my own. Did you ever think of that?”

      “No, Dayna, it’s how you perceived them. You were always ready to think the worst of everyone else. You always thought they were attacking you, putting you down. They were always wrong and you were always right. You were the one who was always getting your sensibilities hurt by some injustice or another. You were the one who was completely justified in seeking revenge for whatever someone did to you, but any time someone called you out for what you did to them, it was different.”

      “You don’t understand!” I screamed at him. “You didn’t watch your people die by the hands of the other elements!”

      “You forget who you are talking to. Each and every element had people die in that battle, it wasn’t just yours. All you can focus on is your people and Hallet killing your parents. But listen here; his parents died first, and from all accounts, by an Earth Element. By the old rules, he was completely justified as the new King of the Fire Elements to fight your parents to the death. Think about the fact that you two weren’t the only ones who lost parents that day. Mine and Naida’s were killed, too. Everything changed that day for all of us.”

      I’d never seen him this angry. His hair was almost as black as the clouds that boiled above us. Lightning and thunder rumbled through the canyon, echoing off the walls until it was almost a constant sound. I needed him on my side if this plan was to work, and I wasn’t about to lose it now because he finally decided he’d had enough.

      “I’m sorry, you’re right. The scars of watching my parents killed right in front of me is a pain I will suffer from forever. Something I’m going to have to live with for the rest of my life. I close my eyes, and I can still see their faces as they perished. It haunts me, Erion. Still, after all of this time.” My voice broke.

      He gathered me up in his arms, and I smiled. Sometimes he was too easy.

      “I understand. The image of finding my parents slaughtered will always be right there, waiting to surface. I’ve been thinking of them a lot lately. This isn’t what any of them wanted. They’d tried so hard to bring peace here.”

      “Sometimes you need the war to bring the peace,” I said.

      “And sometimes you need to sacrifice in order for peace to happen.”

      My heart sank. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I’m going to be sitting this one out. I don’t have the fight in me anymore. I think Raina will succeed in her endeavor.”

      “Please,” I begged. “Don’t do anything rash. I need you.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      I needed his power in this battle, there was no way I could win without him. Standing there, I looked at the man who loved me and had done anything I had asked of him since we were children. I would have to kill him now to get what I needed: his power.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        Hallet

      

    
    
      “What’s wrong?” I asked Raina. We’d been working on our water magic, which was really strange for me because up until she healed me, fire and water didn’t mix. Now I could manipulate both at the same time.

      “I don’t know.” Her chest heaved. “I can’t seem to catch my breath.”

      With her hand shaking, she reached out for me. Instinctively, I lifted her up into my arms and took her home. Carefully, I set her down on my couch.

      “I don’t know if I’m ever going to get used to that whole flashing, transporting thing you do.”

      “Whisking, we call it whisking. You can do it too, and have.”

      “When I don’t realize I’m doing it.” She rubbed the center of her chest.

      “What is it? Can you tell me what’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it. It started with a pressure on my chest. Do you get sick here?”

      “No, Charlie had to explain what sickness meant when it came up in the books he brought to us from your world.”

      “I was going to say it was like when you have a chest cold. There is pressure on your chest, a heaviness that sometimes makes it hard to breathe. Or like the air is really thick.”

      “Hmmm…” As casually as I could, I stood up and walked over to get her something to drink and buy myself some time to think. I had no idea what any of this meant, but something in my gut was worried it wasn’t anything good. We already knew for a fact some of the water and fire fringe were missing. Neither Naida nor I could feel anything off with our people, but sometimes if something tragic happened, we were able to feel it. Maybe that was what she was experiencing now. It would stand to reason since Raina encompassed all of us that she’d be tuned to each element. If something happened, it could possibly manifest with her.

      Taking a moment, I hesitantly reached out with new Air power, but was unable to tell if anything was amiss. Part of this was easy for me since I already knew how to control my fire, but each element reacted differently to me.

      “Here.” I held out the drink to her and sat down, wrapping her up in my arms. The prophecy said someone would come and bring peace to our world. It was frustratingly silent about what would come next. I hated where my thoughts were headed. What if she didn’t stay? What if she didn’t survive it?

      “That’s odd,” she said. “It’s gone, like it never happened. I feel back to normal. We should get back to training. There is so much both of us need to learn now.”

      “Maybe we should take the afternoon off.” Something inside of me was burning to keep her safe, here, where my power was the strongest. Where I knew the extent of my powers.

      “No, Naida is waiting for us. I want to meet your sister. You know, the one who isn’t trying to kill me.”

      “Fine, but if you start feeling anything strange, you have to promise to tell me right away.”

      “Hallet, you do understand this is all unusual to me?”

      Holding her tightly, I took a moment to simply enjoy her. “You’re so natural with your magic, I forget you haven’t been doing this your whole life.”

      “You aren’t the only one. I wonder if it has something to do with all of the reading I’ve done. In the books, magic tends to come so easy; a wave of a wand, a chant of a spell, a flick of the wrist and there it is, right in front of you. Magic.” She shrugged. “Maybe that has made it easier for me.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, it’s like it never happened. Now let’s go.” Wiggling out of my arms, she stood up and offered her hand to help me up.

      “Just trying to make sure your lungs feel strong since you’ll be breathing water soon enough.”

      She froze. “What do you mean breathing water?”

      “How else you do you think you’re going to be able to walk underwater?”

      “Ummm, I wasn’t planning on walking underwater.”

      “How else are you going to learn to control your Water power?” I asked.

      “Like I have been, but not actually being underwater, breathing it.”

      “When I spoke with Naida, she wanted to help and to meet you. What better way for you to learn your power than from the Queen of the Water Elements?”

      “True, but what about you? You now can do the same thing.”

      “I’m trying to keep this under wraps.”

      “I thought you trusted her.”

      “I do, but she will always do what is best for the greater good. She also prefers to be alone, as most of her people do. What I don’t trust is Dayna and possibly Erion. I want to keep this to ourselves; it could make the difference in the battle.”

      “Good point.” She motioned to my eyes. “But how are you going to hide that? They aren’t black or just fire anymore.”

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath in and willed the color to change. When I opened them and saw her smile, I knew I’d accomplished it.

      “Well, that looked easy.”

      “You have no idea. Since all the elements are my base now, I had to learn to at least bring my dominant element forward. If you look closely, the colors of the elements are all still there, just not as visible.”

      She came closer and stood on her tiptoes, looking deep into my eyes. As always, whenever we were close, our souls reached for each other. Our powers wanted to mingle. The urge to unite and create magic was extreme, and it took everything I had to hold back. We’d purposely not joined them together. Separately, we were stronger than anything Aimsir had ever seen before. We had no idea what would happen if we both focused on the same magic.

      With her hand over my heart, she whispered, “Hallet, King of the Fire Elements, when I first met you, you said if there was anything I wanted all I had to do was speak it, and you’d make sure I had it.”

      Lifting her hand and kissing the back of it, I didn’t break eye contact with her. “I did. What do you wish, milady?”

      “I wish for everything.”

      “Then I shall make sure you have it.”

      She laid her head on my chest, and I enjoyed every single moment of her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Brother, are you sure you won’t join us?” Naida asked me.

      “No, you two go on, I’ll stay right here.” I waved my hand at them.

      Naida laughed. “One day, brother, I will at least get you on a boat in the water.” She turned to Raina. “I’ve always loved to tease him about playing in the water. He was no fun when we were kids.”

      “And you never had any fear of me.”

      Her musical laugh filled the air. “I never have feared much.”

      “And that is what makes you a good Queen. That, and you aren’t reckless.”

      “Have you spoken to Dayna?”

      “No, and since she tried to kill us the other day, I don’t see a friendly conversation anytime soon.”

      “I’m surprised she hasn’t come to see me.”

      “She’s waiting for the right time. She always has a plan.”

      “What about Erion?”

      “He came down and spoke with Raina. I’m not sure where he stands.”

      She bit her lip and nodded to where Raina frolicked in the water with some dolphins. “He needs to stand with us. The amount of magic she has is unbelievable. I wanted to fall to my knees when you two first arrived. It was hard for me to tell where her magic ended and yours began.”

      “Wait until she actually uses it. It’s a sight to see.”

      “Do you think Dayna will survive this?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. There have been times lately I’ve wondered if she was past saving. There is still a part of me that wants what our parents wanted, all of us living together. I remember the four of us growing up together, playing together. I’m saddened that it won’t be what they envisioned because I can’t see Dayna backing down. If she’d only spend some time with Raina, she’d realize she only wants everyone to simply get along.”

      “I don’t think she wants to see it. She was always too strong-willed.”

      We stood there in silence for a moment, each with our own memories, before she turned to me and took my hands.

      “I know you and Ronin have been talking and planning. While I would prefer to stay in the depths of my ocean, I know I cannot. Let me know what you need, and I will get it to you. We can’t continue to live like this. Separate, only thinking of ourselves, not caring if another element was brutalized. It has to stop.”

      “Thank you, Naida. We’ll do whatever we can to keep your people safe.”

      She touched the side of my face. “I know, Hallet, King of the Fire Elements. You are a good man. Now go to your fate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        Dayna

      

    
    
      “Hello, sister,” I said as I sat down on the cool sand next to Naida. She knew I hated being this close to the vast ocean and not on solid ground. I hoped by coming here to her, she’d be more receptive to me.

      She turned to me, her dark blue eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

      “Really, what makes you think I want anything?”

      “Because Raina is here and has Hallet on her side. Erion hasn’t been seen in days, and I know you are starting to panic because you figured you’d at least have him on your side. So, without him, you’ve decided to do me the honor of asking me to join forces with you.”

      I decided to ignore most of what she said and distract her. “What do you mean Erion hasn’t been seen in days?”

      “Ciel came to see me. He’s been trying to hold everything together, but Erion didn’t inform him of his departure. He’s never left without telling Ciel the length of his journey or without leaving him a list of tasks to be completed in his absence. His people are getting nervous with only the second in command around. Everyone knows what is coming, and they are scared; they need their leader.”

      “I’m surprised Ciel came down, he’s always preferred the clouds to the ground. When was the last time he was here?”

      “After our parents’ death when we were crowned and our seconds given their extra power. Well, all but you. You’ve never needed anyone but yourself.”

      “I can depend on myself.”

      Naida shook her head. “You could have depended on all of us, but you chose not to.”

      “You and I seem to remember things differently.” I kept my anger in check. This wasn’t going how I had planned. “What do you think of Raina?”

      “What makes you think I’ve met her?”

      “Because I know you, sister.”

      “She told me in her world she was nothing special, she had no magic. It seems so incomparable. Hearing about her world with her words instead of the Librarian’s. They both saw things so differently.”

      “Did she say she wanted to go back?”

      “Funny, I asked her if she would go back given the opportunity.”

      “And…”

      “She didn’t answer.”

      “That means she’s staying.”

      “I’m not so sure. I think it means she’s on the fence, waiting to see how this whole thing plays out. It made me wonder if maybe there’s something she isn’t telling us. The prophecy never said the god would stay, only that peace would be brought to our world. We always assumed the door would only open once, for the god to come through it, but maybe she can open it and go back home again.”

      “That would be wonderful.” I tapped my finger against my lips, wondering if I could make her leave sooner rather than later. My plan would be much easier if she left. The amount of power running through my veins now was intoxicating. I wanted more.

      “Aren’t you worried about Erion?”

      I barely held back a sigh. I was done with that conversation. “He’s a big boy. I’m sure he’s thinking by hiding from the battle, his people will be safe up in the clouds.” I looked up at the sky. I knew they used to hide themselves up there from us down here. I wanted to fly up and let them know who was really in charge.

      “He’s never backed down from a fight before.”

      “There’s always a first.” I shrugged. “Who knows what goes on in his head? He doesn’t confide in me.”

      “We used to be close, all of us.”

      She wasn’t going to help me. I stood up and dusted the sand off my legs. “Life changes, nothing can ever stay the same. You deal, you adapt, or you die. Go back to your water.”

      “I miss you. I miss what we had as children.”

      “I don’t. I’m stronger now. I’ll never be that weak again. It’s better this way.”

      “I remember a little girl who used to cry when animals were hurt. You never wanted to see anyone die.”

      “You see enough death, and it desensitizes you.”

      Naida shook her head. “Then I hope I never get used to it.”

      “Don’t worry, sister, you won’t.” I smiled. She wasn’t going to have the chance. I needed her power, just like Erion’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        Raina

      

    
    
      The morning dawned, a cool mist covering the ground, spilling over the side of the canyon, filling it. It was mythical in appearance, the silence, eerie. Something about this still didn’t seem real to me. I had to wonder if maybe I had been in a car accident on the way to my uncle’s house, and I was actually dreaming this while I was in a coma. I loved to read, and became completely engrossed in the story. Maybe I went further this time.

      I felt Hallet approaching. As my powers grew, so did his. It would seem we were forever linked, and as far as we knew, no one but Ronin knew how strong he really was.

      “Where’s Naida?” I asked Hallet.

      He frowned. “I don’t know. This isn’t like her. This means too much to her for her to not show up. Ronin…”

      “Give me a few,” Ronin replied. He whisked out. I assumed he knew where she might be.

      For the first time since this all started, the reality of this adventure hit me. This wasn’t a book I was getting lost in. I wasn’t curled up on my couch on a rainy Sunday afternoon. I was here, in Aimsir, trying to figure out how I could bring peace to their world when we were standing here waiting for battle.

      I began to feel a vibration through the ground. A rhythmic thud, thud, thud. A mass of troops marched toward us. We had the fire elements with us, but there were no water ones to join us. No one had been able to get ahold of Erion, so we had no idea if he was with Dayna’s troops or not. While both Hallet and I could control all of the elements, which would give us an advantage, if they had more troops for the battle, we may not be able to hold them off. I was hoping I could somehow talk to Dayna, to make this all stop, but I knew she wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say.

      There wasn’t much left to the story. It was do or die. Each footfall of the encroaching troops’ march was like another keystroke bringing this adventure to its end.

      Ronin whisked back in next to Hallet and leaned over to whisper in his ear.

      “What? Don’t hide anything from me,” I demanded.

      “Sorry, habit.” Ronin nodded in my direction. “I don’t know where she is.”

      “Did you look everywhere?” Hallet asked.

      “Of course I did. No one has seen her in days.”

      “This isn’t right.” I couldn’t keep my nerves at bay, and I started shaking. “Something is seriously wrong. First Erion and now Naida? No, Dayna’s behind this.”

      “I think you’re right.” Hallet ran his hand through his hair. “I have an idea. Ronin, you’re in charge. Keep everyone focused at hand, hopefully we’ll only need a few minutes. Come.” He held out his hand for me and without a second thought, I grabbed it, and he whisked us out of the canyon.

      We appeared in a small circular room with four windows overlooking the land, not unlike the windows in the library back home. I was able to see for miles from up here and wished I was able to relax and enjoy the view for a moment.

      “Sit.” Hallet pointed to the ground in front of him. Once I sat on the cool stone, he grabbed my hands. “I’ve never done this for another element, only my own. I’m assuming because of your power and now mine, we should be able to reach any element. You’ve met both Erion and Naida, I need you to focus on her water energy first. We’re going to see if we can find her. Now close your eyes, I’ll try and get us going.”

      Doing as he said, I remembered the fun we had in the water, how she showed me to breathe and walk under the water just the other day. Watching her with the creatures who had called her Mother was a treat. She cared about all of them.

      “That’s it,” Hallet whispered.

      Suddenly, we were racing across the land to a dark, rocky fortress. There was nothing soft or inviting about this place. There was something so evil here, I wanted to turn and run. I wanted to find the Skeleton Door and use the key. I wanted to go home.

      “No.” Hallet’s strong voice stopped my thoughts. “That’s what she wants. Be stronger. Change the appearance.”

      I wasn’t sure what I could do, but I thought of Hallet; his strength, his warmth. This place was so dark, it needed light. I started small bonfires burning around the walls to light the area, allowing us to see more clearly.

      It didn’t make things better to see the monsters waiting for us. I’d never seen anything like it. Everyone else I had met in Aimsir were human-like; these were not. These were the things nightmares were made of. These were the things in fairytales that stole little children. Their bodies were made from granite and they stood at least fifteen feet tall. Thick roots grew from their heads, moving independently of the body. There was a green glow through the slits of their eyes and their mouths gaped open, an echoing cavernous hole screaming at us from their face.

      “What are they?” My voice was barely audible.

      “They are made of the Earth. These were created from Dayna’s darkness, to protect what she holds most dear. They are very dangerous creatures.”

      “What does she hold most dear?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m willing to guess whatever it is, it is in there.” He pointed to a small building in the middle of the fortress. It didn’t look too difficult to get into, if you could get past the thousand or so rock monsters.

      “Any ideas?”

      “Besides fighting them? No, I’ve never seen anything like this in our world. I wasn’t sure it was even possible for an element to create something like this.”

      If Hallet hadn’t ever heard of anything like this and had no idea what to do, what could I possibly bring to the table? How could I make this all go away?

      I stopped. Maybe that was it. What could I do to make it all go away? I was more powerful than her. I was more powerful than anyone else in this world. I was certainly more powerful than some rock monsters whose only purpose was to guard a small house.

      Closing my eyes, I thought about the monsters. What they were made of? Dayna. Earth. Jealousy. Envy. Power. Anger. So much anger. I needed the opposite of her. We had been focusing on Naida, and it brought us here, which would mean she was here. She was the opposite of Dayna.

      Grabbing Hallet’s hand, I squeezed it. “Focus on Naida, help me send her strength. She is nothing like Dayna. If we can focus on her energy, we can defeat this.”

      Water bubbled up from between the cracks of the rocks around our feet. Drawing more water up, we created a stream, sending it rushing down the hill. Within moments, it was rising higher and higher. The rock monsters were unable to move fast enough to higher ground. Their long roots trying to find air while their rock bodies became harder and harder to move until finally they tipped over and the glow went out of their eyes. It was easy enough for us to move through them, under the water, to the small house.

      Using my magic I was able to open the door, I gasped and raced over to Naida who was on the rock floor, barely breathing. I let the water flow in through the door, her element surrounding her, bringing her back. I willed her back.

      Hallet came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders, adding his magic to mine. She began to stir. I breathed a sigh of relief. She was going to make it.

      “Naida. Can you hear us?” Hallet’s deep voice was muffled under the water.

      “What? What are you doing here?” Her voice was weak.

      “We could ask you the same thing.”

      “No, Hallet, how are you under the water?”

      “That’s the first thing you want to ask me? Now?”

      “Well, it is kind of a big deal. You know, water puts out fire.” Her voice was getting stronger, and she sat up narrowing her eyes at Hallet. “Your eyes…” She looked back and forth between us. “It wasn’t just you the other day. It was both of you. Your combined magic is what I was feeling. How could this happen?”

      “I almost killed him during training. When I went to heal him, this is what happened.”

      “You know there is more to it than that,” Naida said. “This is part of the prophecy. Together you are stronger. You need to go defeat Dayna. You have no idea what she’s planning.” Pushing herself up to her feet, she pulled me up with her, gripping my shoulders tightly. “She’s discovered a way to steal magics from others for herself. Other element magic. She started with our fringe, testing it out with them while learning our magics, but she needs more, if her plan is to work.”

      “Did she take your magic?”

      “She took most of it. She’d been siphoning off my magic a little at a time, letting me heal enough to produce more, but Hallet –” she grabbed her brother’s arm and pulled him closer. “The others, my people, the people of the fringe, they weren’t as strong as me,” she pleaded with him to understand.

      “They didn’t survive.” Hallet ran his hand over his face. “I’m so sorry, sister, I didn’t know she’d do something like this.” He shook his head. “We need to make this right.”

      “No one knew she’d gone this far off of the deep end. Don’t worry about me. I can feel Raina healing me as we speak. I’ll be back to normal in no time. Now go, keep your people safe, especially Ronin. She knows she won’t be able to get to you. You were always stronger than her, but she wants his power, and if she gets it, she’ll have all four elements.”

      “Erion.”

      The way Hallet said that one word almost broke my heart. There was so much pain in it. Erion had been missing longer than Naida. If Dayna was stealing his magic also, it would crush him.

      “Go,” Naida said. “I’ll find him. I have a good idea of where he is. We are connected now, Raina. I will let you know if there is anything you can do.”

      “Be safe.” I wasn’t sure this was the best thing to do, but we couldn’t let Dayna get Ronin.

      “Go now.”

      We whisked out and back to the canyon where a bloody battle waged. The smell of blood filled the air. It was senseless, this death, and the weight of it buckled my knees. I’d already lost.

      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        Raina

      

    
    
      “No!” Hallet screamed as his fire rushed across the canyon where Dayna held a rock suspended over Ronin. I saw his magic flicker and fall back on his element: fire. In the heat of the moment, he had forgotten that he had Earth magic of his own. I willed the rock to explode into tiny pieces, and Dayna whipped around facing me as I ran up fast behind Hallet.

      “Dayna, Queen of the Earth Elements, you are to relinquish your crown immediately.”

      Dayna’s lip curled back. “Who will take it from me? You and what army? Because the one you brought here is almost all gone. You can’t beat me.”

      “This is your one and only warning. Step down now, or you will be put to death.”

      “If I have my way, I won’t be the one dying, you will. I don’t think you understand the power I have.”

      “Oh, I think we do.” Hallet’s voice shook with anger. “How could you? We all grew up together.”

      “I’m so sick and tired of hearing about how we grew up together – and what – we owe something to each other? No, we don’t. You know what? I watched my parents wither away, weaker than the other elements. All the while the others grew stronger, they were the ones who had more power. Not us, my parents wouldn’t fight for it. They said it wasn’t important to have all the power – that it wasn’t meant for us. It wasn’t fair. I deserved it. I deserved to be the one everyone knelt down to, the one true Queen. But no one would listen because they were stuck on this prophecy. Some god who would walk through the Skeleton Door. I needed to do something to make it all stop. To make them understand how powerful I am.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I killed them. I killed them all.”

      “Who?” Hallet’s voice was dangerously low, vibrating the ground beneath him. Flames ignited on his flesh, flashing wildly.

      “Your parents, Naida’s, and Erion’s, too. You all thought they were taking each other out, or that the battles were fought over injustices between one element and another, but it was all me. I killed them, and everything was unfolding exactly as I had planned, but your damn temper got in my way. My parents weren’t supposed to die, but you couldn’t control your fire, and you burned them.”

      “Because you had made me believe your parents killed my parents, and Erion’s! Our parents treated you like one of their own. How could you do this to them?”

      I reached out and grabbed Hallet’s arm. His fire raged; I didn’t want him to do something he would regret. My touch radiated control into him whether he wanted it or not.

      “Easily. You know what the best part was? Watching the utter horror in their eyes when they realized it had all been me, and they had foolishly underestimated my power. My only regret is not knowing I could have taken their powers and added their elements to mine. Otherwise, I could have ended this whole thing before it ever began.”

      “This can’t continue,” I said. “Call off your people before anyone else gets hurt.” I knew Hallet wasn’t in control of his fire, and if I didn’t end this, we all would be destroyed.

      “The only one who’s going to get hurt is you.” Her voice shook. “You’re the reason all of this started.”

      I watched as Dayna closed her eyes and stretched her arms out. I saw ribbons of light being pulled into her. Somehow I felt like I should know what was going on, but my brain didn’t seem to work fast enough. I began to feel lightheaded, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

      With a boom so loud it shook the ground, a rock materialized in front of us and knocked us back, distinguishing Hallet’s fire.

      I’d never felt pain like this. Uncontrollably, my body started shaking, and all I could focus on was the agony. Even Hallet disappeared from my vision. I could no longer feel his spirit. I didn’t know if it was because he was dead, or because I was dying.

      Dayna strode over to me and leered down. “Here, have some water.”

      Though the pain, I could feel the water start to soak my back and rise around my body. Between the crushing weight of pain, and heaving in breaths through broken ribs, I knew at this point the water was overkill. It wasn’t going to take much to finish me.

      “Oh, poor little girl. Finally realizing you aren’t strong enough to play with the grown-ups?” She crouched down and bent her face close to mine. “You’re not as easy to kill as I thought you’d be, I’ll give you that. But your uncle, he was easy.” She snapped her fingers. “I didn’t need that crazy old man coming around here filling everyone with the stories of your world. But you know what? It was easy for me to go into his world and kill him, but I never knew about this.” She reached into my pocket and pulled out the Skeleton Key. It glowed in her hand. “Now it will be mine, all I have to do is kill you and take your powers. Add that to what I’ve already taken from Erion and Naida, and will take from your precious Hallet, I will be God in this world and yours.”

      She stood up and sloshed through the water over to where Hallet lay. Painfully, I moved my head. I wanted a better look at him, one last look before I died. Vaguely, I wondered what would happen if I died here. Would I somehow be transported back to my world? Would I die there? Or would I wake up there, just to be tortured with the guilt of knowing this beautiful place was lost to the clutches of evil because I had failed?

      The water was at the edge of my mouth now. There wasn’t much time left. My heart ached, knowing I wasn’t going to be able to grow old with Hallet. Finally, after all of these years, I had found someone who understood me, who appreciated me for being who I was, and it was all going to be ripped away from us. I could see his strong, red essence being taken from him. She was stealing it.

      How I could heal myself? I was so broken there was no way I could get to Hallet to help him without helping myself first. Closing my eyes, I tried to push away the panic of the water rising, of the air leaving my body, and the rock crushing me. I was panicking, thinking my magic was leaving me. Focusing on my inner light, which was dimming much faster than I wanted, I tried to nurture the small flame that was me. I built it back up, little by little, until I didn’t hurt as much. Until I felt a little stronger. Then I worked some more, all the while knowing it might not be quick enough to save Hallet. I couldn’t hold back the tears that escaped my eyes. This wasn’t how the adventure was supposed to end. I wanted my happily ever after.

      As the screams of battle grew louder, my desperation peaked. I needed help. If I was a god in this world, then the people here should have to listen to me, no matter the element.

      “Stop.” I licked my lips, my voice was so weak. “Stop,” I said louder. My conviction surged through my body. “Stop!” I screamed. The rock exploded and everything went quiet.

      Deliberately, I got to my knees, my eyes fixed on Dayna. I wanted her to know she couldn’t beat me. Her people were simply following her orders; I couldn’t punish them, but I could punish her.

      “Stay down, little girl, I’m not quite ready to finish you off. Let me get the rest of Hallet’s powers first. Then we’ll see how long I can keep you alive to keep feeding off of your powers.”

      As my bones creaked, I stood up straight facing her. “Dayna, you are no longer the Queen of the Earth Elements. You are stripped of all of your powers, those you were born with and those you stole.” I held a hand out toward her and imagined the ribbons of power flowing out of her and into me.

      “No!” she screamed. “You can’t do this.” She frantically tried to hold onto the ribbons of her spirit and power. “They’re mine, all mine, you can’t take them.” With a wild look in her eyes, she charged me, pulling a knife from behind her back.

      Erion appeared in front of me, her blade slicing deep into him.

      “Erion! No!” I didn’t know what he was doing. I tried to get around him, but he wrapped his arms around Dayna and created an impenetrable bubble around them. I banged my fists against it, not knowing if they could hear me.

      She struggled to get free from him, but he wouldn’t let her. I could see the long blade of her knife had pierced him through and through. His blood flowed quickly, mortally down his body, but he was consumed in his fight with Dayna. In that instant, I knew what he was doing, and it broke my heart that I wasn’t going to be able to help him.

      Slowly they spun around in their bubble until Erion had her around the waist, both of them facing me.

      “Milady, Raina, Queen of all other Kings and Queens, our God, I couldn’t have you clean up what is essentially my mess. I’ve loved her since the beginning of our time. If only I could have showed her better what love meant, things might’ve been different. Fare thee well. I cannot let one more drop of blood be shed by her lust for power—it kills me to see her do this to our people. Instead, we shall both perish.”

      Dayna’s struggles became more violent and Erion’s body shook. Their bodies began to shrink and become smaller under the pressure Erion built with his element, until they imploded into a bright burst of energy. They were gone.

      Utter silence followed. The Skeleton Key fell to the ground.

      
      

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        One Year Later

      

    
    
      
        Raina

      

      I sighed and looked out over our land; mine and Hallet’s. No one element had their own land. We all lived together. It had been a hard year. The Air and Earth elements were in turmoil without their leaders. Ciel had taken over for Erion, and we had looked long and hard to find someone for the Earth elements. With everyone working together, once again, there was peace in our world.

      The magic, which was such an odd concept to me when I first arrived, was now second nature. With Hallet by my side, I was able to navigate all political history of this world. We were creating a new government, where elements relied and helped one another. Our leaders treated all elements equally and worked closely with me to troubleshoot issues this world had to overcome. But most importantly, the people could approach me. I did not sit on a throne and look down on them. I was in the midst of the rebuild, talking with those who knew more, and listened to those who had concerns. In the end, I was a god of the people.

      “Are you ready?”

      I turned from the window and looked at Hallet leaning against the doorjamb. His eyes swirled with all the colors of the elements, like mine did. It was still strange to look in the mirror, but that day, one year ago, when I fully came into my power, my eyes changed. I could mask them, make they like they used to be, but I thought if my eyes were half as beautiful as Hallet’s, I didn’t want to ever hide that.

      “I’m ready.”

      He held out his hand to me, and easily I placed mine in his. In a flash, we were at the Skeleton Door along with thousands of people. They parted for us to walk through. I felt a pang of sadness when I looked up at the door. Two of the skulls were different, their colors not as vibrant as the others. After Erion and Dayna had died, the skulls had gone black until new leaders were chosen. Then they slowly began to build their color again.

      Placing my hand on the door, I could feel its energy pulse with the rhythm of our world. I took a moment to myself before turning around to face my people.

      “Thank you all for coming. Today we honor those who have lost their lives in the name of peace. This world is so different from the one I used to call home. You’ve taught me so much, and what we have built together is nothing short of a miracle. I know there has been talk of me leaving. That my time here would be limited, and I would return to the world from where I came, that I’d walk back out through this very Skeleton Door. I assure you I won’t be leaving you. I can’t. There is no way I could leave you. This is my home. This is my world.”

      I turned and faced the door. I knew I couldn’t destroy it, and nothing in my power could seal it, but I could make it a monument to what had come before.

      Summoning my power, I wove thick branches around each other from the ground, building a large, living tree. Instead of leaves, clouds filled the canopy. Down the sides, water fell, creating a pond around its base. And from the core, a fire burned. All four elements together. As they should be.

      “Raina, Raina,” a small, out-of-breath voice called from the edge of the crowd. People mumbled and moved aside for the young boy to come to me.

      “What is it?” My gut clenched. The child was in such a panic, I didn’t know what could possibly have happened.

      “The key! The Skeleton Key! It’s gone!”

      “What do you mean it’s gone?” We kept the key in a glass case in a high tower of the castle surrounded by protective magic. The last thing we wanted was someone else getting their hands on the key and going back into my world.

      “I was up in the tower watching it, like I was supposed to do while everyone was here, and it just disappeared. Poof, it was gone. I didn’t do anything, I swear!”

      Looking over at Hallet, I smiled. It would seem the key had decided this was where I belonged also, here in Aimsir. My love, my world, my home.

      
        THE END
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      “…And another one gone…and another one gone…another one…mmm…mmm…mmm.” Kaia thumbed the volume higher on the music player wrapped tightly around her upper left arm. She loved this song and sang it on full blast under normal circumstances, but she wasn’t currently in the kind of circumstances you’d call normal. At this moment, she was suspended by climbing rigging and nylon ropes, upside down, one hundred and fifty feet in the air, everything in black to keep her hidden to any gazes from people passing below. It was well after the time when most good people of the world were snug in their beds, trying to get the energy to battle their way through another Tuesday in corporate America when they awoke tomorrow, but in New York City, people were everywhere at all hours, and so were lights. That could be a good thing…if you weren’t a thief, which Kaia was. At least, she was for one more job, and she had to make this finale count because her sister’s life depended on it. And reality was she couldn’t even contemplate failure. It wasn’t an option where her sister was concerned.

      “Mmm…mmm…mmm…buh, duh, duh…bites the dust…” No use dwelling on the part of this that was out of her control. For now, she needed to focus on the job that would reunite her with her sister.

      As she breathed in the warm night air and took in the street smells of the city below, she reminded herself that before she’d gone all straight-laced and clean-handed, this had been her favorite part of breaking and entering. The moment before she’d actually breached the place she’d cased, she liked the adrenaline rush as she stealthed her way in somewhere she wasn’t supposed to be and took things she wasn’t supposed to touch. Right now, she also reminded herself why she shouldn’t enjoy this feeling anymore, why it was wrong to want to steal. At least, that’s what her sister would say. Dammit! Aubrey better be okay.

      Kaia’s chest squeezed tightly with the thought of her sister scared and alone. Her fists squeezed painfully around her tools at the thought of anyone hurting Aubrey. When the e-mail landed in her inbox, she’d known immediately who it was from, and she’d almost ignored it, like the fifteen others he’d sent in the last week. Thank goodness she hadn’t. She would’ve missed the new tactic her old boss Finn had decided to use to bend Kaia to his powerful will. She’d rapidly paged through his previous e-mails just to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. He was such an asshole, and after this stunt, it was time to wipe his smelly self out of her life forever.

      She’d get this thing he wanted and take it to the Seagate Building by Saturday night, just as he’d instructed, but once she had her sister, they were disappearing forever. And if she never saw Finn McClaire again, it would be too soon.

      “Let’s get this show on the road.” Odd as it was, when she was on a job, she often spoke to herself. Turns out, she was the only one who was sure to listen to her every word.

      Determination steadied her nerves, and she went to work. Once she was level with the glass pane outside of the office, she stopped her descent. The object Finn had described would be found here, so she pulled out a large, round suction cup that adhered to the glass in front of her once she’d flipped the small, metal lever from one side to the other. Then, she pulled a glass cutter from her pocket, one she’d had specifically designed for these kinds of jobs. It wasn’t easy to cut through glass as thick as the window panes they put into skyscrapers. Fortunately, this particular cutter had a setting that heated the diamond-titanium blade as she cut, and as it turned out, the glass practically melted as the blade touched it. Heat had a tendency to reshape glass, usually over long periods of time, but with the right temperature, she could do it very quickly too.

      She turned the music down on her player as she zeroed in on the job at hand.

      “Time to work.”

      She flicked the heat on and waited for the blade to warm up. Singing low, wishing she could belt the song like Freddie meant it to be sung, she gripped the suction cup tightly with her right hand and began to run the blade in a circular arc just below her head as she hung suspended. She continued around behind her thighs and stopped back where she started. It was a relatively small circle, enough to fit her body through. Of course, there might be a little squeezing when it came to her hips and ass, but she could do it. With slow precision, she traced around three more times, the heat of the blade radiating upward and making the handle almost impossible to hold. Yet, she gripped it tighter and made one more circle until she felt the glass giving just like she needed it to.

      Deft fingers flicked the toggle for the heat into the off position, and she slipped it into the insulated pouch to keep the hot surface of the blade from making contact with her skin. Quickly as she dared, she continued to hold the handle of the suction cup while pushing slightly around the seam she’d created in the glass. She smiled to herself when she felt it begin to give. With a little more pressure, she felt the cylindrical piece of glass slide inward until it pushed free of the exterior window. She let the surprisingly heavy glass drop gently to the carpet with the suction cup still attached and, with her gloved hands, grabbed the edges of the opening she’d created, pulling herself through.

      As predicted, she had to maneuver the rounder places on her body through carefully, but only struggled an extra second or two before she was able to tuck and roll into the room, trusting the climbing gear still attached to give her some support. Her feet firmly planted on the floor, she disconnected the gear and hooked it to a nearby desk leg so that it was within easy reach for a quick getaway.

      A swift look around, and she had her bearings. An ominous, wooden desk stood a few feet away, no doubt positioned strategically to allow the executive who sat at it the opportunity to turn around and look out of the window any time he or she wanted. A stealthy approach to the desk provided a vague answer to the owner of the office. Framed pictures of a family clarified the owner of the desk was a male with a model wife and two children, a boy and a girl, both under ten. Not that it mattered, but she liked to get a sense of the people whose realm she was in. It helped her get an idea of where the valuables might be hiding.

      This particular person seemed typical enough. He probably had a safe hidden somewhere in the room, probably behind a picture or maybe even in the floor. She glanced around the room, noting three doors, a sitting area with couch and chairs, and a wall lined with built-in shelves covered in books and various decorative knick-knacks. Her gaze swung back toward the doors, and she wondered where each one led.

      One had to take her out into the building where offices of other employees would wind and cut through the space. Another was probably a private bathroom, and the third could possibly be a conference room entrance. These executive offices were pretty much all the same. She had time. She could explore each one until she found what she was looking for, what McClaire had sent her here for.

      She made her way toward the built-ins, figuring it was as good a place as any to start and had just opened a cabinet, moved the contents aside enough to see behind them, and as luck would have it, found the safe she’d been looking for when a piercing alarm began to wail around her.

      Dammit! Her heartbeat pounded. Finn was supposed to make sure that wouldn’t be an issue. He said he had someone who would shut off all the security systems of the building. Obviously, whoever that was, wasn’t as qualified as McClaire thought. Yet, as she heard the sound of cars below coming to a squealing stop, her suspicions began to grow. Wouldn’t it be just like McClaire to set her up so that he could continue to keep her under his thumb? She’d actually thought he might. Had prepared herself just in case but had hoped he’d do things the honorable way. Obviously, he was too bitter to keep it upright. He hadn’t liked it when she’d told him she was walking away from the business forever. Now, she felt sure he clearly manipulated the situation from the start.

      Well, she wasn’t one to just sit back and let the chips fall where they may. She’d get what he requested, and she’d make him take it, whether he liked it or not.

      With practiced skill and an ease she certainly didn’t feel, she went to work cracking the safe. The officers were no doubt getting into the building now, but as long as Finn hadn’t told them exactly where to find her, they’d have to search for her, which gave her a little time. Once she had the damn thing he’d asked for, she’d go back out the way she’d come in, except she’d use her climbing equipment to repel down the building to the ground. She’d done it before and could do it again.

      The safe had a standard security system, electronic, with a code that could be hacked with the right equipment, which she definitely had. She hooked it up with practiced motions and turned it on. Within seconds the safe clicked and she pulled it open wide.

      Inside she noticed folders of papers, a few racy photographs of a woman that didn’t match the framed pictures on the desk, and something she couldn’t quite make out at the back of the space. She swallowed and breathed through her nose to try to calm her racing nerves. This was all getting weirder and weirder, but she didn’t have enough time to get any more anxious than she already freaking was. Already, she could hear people in the distance, which meant they were on the same floor in the building. Her time for deep thought was clearly up.

      Without any more deliberation, she reached inside and wrapped her fingers around the object. It was cool to the touch, even through her gloves, and as she pulled it closer, the shape of whatever this was began to grow clearer. She recognized it the minute she saw it in the dim light of the moon.

      A key? Made of a thick glass with a skeleton head, and two "teeth" to unlock a door, it was only four inches long, and weighed about one pound. It looked like an old-fashioned skeleton key but created with glass instead of metal. This is what Finn wanted so badly that he went to the extreme of taking her sister Aubrey? It didn’t make sense, but she didn’t have time to contemplate the baffling nature of it. She had to make that hasty exit she’d prepared for.

      Yet, as she turned away from the safe, she hadn’t taken two steps before she stopped short. Tongue firmly in cheek, she asked herself, ”What sorcery might this be, Merlin?”

      In front of her, a fourth door had appeared, and it seemed to…glow with a light blue color. Her hand began to vibrate, and as she looked down, she saw the strange key glowing with the same electric blue. As she watched, the blue inched up her arm, and a strange warmth engulfed her. She felt as if she were floating toward the door, and before she realized what she was doing, the hand with the key was reaching toward the lock below the round, brass handle. It was so ordinary, yet she could feel the momentous magic coursing over and through her as she pushed the key into the lock. It felt heady and powerful, like it was everything she could do, not to rush headlong into the heat of whatever this was. But she paused instead, the key sitting in the lock unturned. She reminded herself that rushing forward without completely thinking things through is how she’d gotten into business with Finn McClaire in the first place. And if she was being honest with herself, pretty much every bad situation she’d been in had come from whistling into any available opportunity that someone offered her. She’d promised to be more cautious and thoughtful. Maybe this was that kind of situation that she needed to analyze. After all, it wasn’t an ordinary thing to find a door where there wasn’t one before, and it certainly wasn’t normal for said door to glow, or, for that matter, a glowing key, spreading some sort of dreamy sensation was impossible. Wasn’t it? Maybe she was just hallucinating the whole thing. Was she even awake?

      She shifted her weight onto her heels, preparing to let go of the key and walk away when she heard someone outside of the office. A quick swivel of her frantic attention showed the middle of the original three doors’ handle rattling. They were here, and she was out of time. She heard the rattle of keys and real panic set in. Her heart raced. Her hand began to shake, and she dropped her gaze to the object that had gotten her into this mess in the first place. A skeleton key?

      Again, a calm came over her, and she warmed as a beautiful, blue light enveloped her once more. Yes…this was right. Through this door, she’d be safe. She knew it. If this was an hallucination, she had nothing to lose by going through the door. She gripped the key tightly with her fingers and twisted until she heard a decisive click. The door flung wide, and as if sucked inside by a vacuum, Kaia flew through the portal into…nothingness.
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      Zegorie Fay recognized omens all around him tonight, but whether they predicted good things to come or bad, he hadn’t determined just yet.

      First, he’d noticed the slightest red-tinge to the moon’s color, and though a blood moon was a good sign for a vampire, one that wasn’t shaded all the way, wasn’t to be trusted completely. Second, a pack of wolves could be heard in the distance, and though wolves howling to a blood moon meant it was a good night to move the army closer to the enemy line, again the moon’s color was indeterminate. The third unclear omen was the sudden, odd call of the Nightjay, a bird whose feathers were so blue, they almost looked black. Its melodious call usually meant the sky would stay clear and the moon would be visible until it set later this evening. This was another portent to move the army forward, but the call wasn’t the usual melody. It seemed frantic and harsh to the ear, like the bird was in a snare.

      He radioed his lieutenant generals to tell them to meet at his tent’s entrance, and within minutes, they stood before him. He surveyed their weary faces and felt every ache and pain etched there as if they were his own. They’d all been at this war for far too long, and it showed in every haggard line on each face. A desperate determination to end the fighting for good came over Zegorie. For as long as he had memories, the conflict had raged, and now that he was in charge of the right flank that would join with the left flank on the morrow, his desire to see it all finished was too strong to deny.

      “What do you make of the signs tonight?” He addressed the three men before him, understanding he needed more information to make the decision, and he trusted no other men to give him answers.

      Gathal Bresh was also from Clan Montgomerie like Zegorie. They’d been as brothers coming up together, and there was no one Zegorie trusted more in the world. He stepped forward as the first to speak, “Too unclear to act upon. I think we wait.”

      Another of the lieutenant generals, Fash Stepanek cleared his throat, but his voice was still gravelly as he said, “I disagree. The omens are unclear, but they’re there just the same. We might never get another chance to end everything. Something is clearly meant to happen tonight.”

      They all looked to the third man in the group. Monrix Quell shrugged as he said, “Do what you want. I’ll follow you into the abyss if that is your call, Zeg.” Among themselves, they didn’t concern themselves with ranks.

      “I appreciate the loyalty, friend, but I’d like to avoid an end in the abyss. I just can’t get a read tonight.”

      Fash looked at the ground briefly before stating, “The men grow restless for blood, in more ways than one. We can’t remain here much longer with fading morale.”

      Gathal gritted out, “The men will do as they’re told, even if we camp beside this lake for eternity.”

      Zegorie released a heavy breath. “Prepare the soldiers either way. I will watch the sky from the shoreline, and wait for the signs to become clearer. The air is full of thickening tension. Something will happen tonight.”

      The three turned to go about the business of preparing for battle as Zegorie ran a nervous hand over his neck and strode toward the lake, a finger of pinkened moonlight stretched over the water, causing the light waves to dance and froth as he approached. The smell of night jasmine wafted in the light wind streaming across the water, not soothing his nerves at all. He didn’t like uncertainty, and he could never forget how many lives were counting on him to make the right decisions. If it were up to him, he’d march tonight, wipe out the barbarous humans, and head back to the home he hadn’t seen in ten years, assuming it still stood.

      His had never been a life of leisure, and he craved a moment’s respite. Would he ever know a time of peace? A wife and children? He covered his face with his hands. Something deep inside him longed for such out-of-grasp ideals for his life, but he’d be an old vampire, well past his prime, before he ever got to rest. He’d never know anything but fighting and struggle at this rate. There would be no other life for him he feared.

      And he’d accepted his fate, was completely resigned to it before, but now that he was in charge of the battalion, he knew he couldn’t let down the men who relied on him to keep them safe. They needed to know he was all-in for the cause, and if the result of his hard work and dedication was freedom for the vampires now oppressed under human rule, then it would be worth it.

      Signs or no signs, they needed to move tonight. He felt something momentous was going to happen, so that was portent enough for him. Resolve filling him, he lowered his hands and began to turn from the water when the hairs on the back of his neck came to attention, lightning streaked the sky, and an electrical charge traced his skin. A crack like one strong peal of thunder sounded, and before his eyes, a rip seemed to open in the fabric of the sky. He stared, unable to look away as the most unbelievable image appeared.

      A humanoid creature materialized through the gash in the sky and plummeted straight down into the lake, not a sound uttered, but he could see arms and legs flailing. Without thinking, he rushed into the water, pulling through with quick strokes until he’d reached the bobbing figure. Though it was mad, everything in him pushed him into action. It was a female with dark hair, made darker by the water, and she was frantically trying to stay above the choppy waves.

      “Female, swim to me. I will pull you ashore.”

      She seemed to not even be aware of Zegorie’s presence in that moment, just continued to splash the top of the water with her erratic motions. Her head continued to dip below the waves, and he could see she was panicked beyond reason. Just as he reached her, she went down but didn’t resurface. With a growl, he dove under the waves and swiped her wrist before she sunk out of his reach.

      He pulled her tightly under his left arm, careful to keep her head above the waves, and began the process of swimming back to shore with his right arm. Perhaps it was better that she was unconscious and wasn’t fighting him the entire way as panicked victims often did without realizing they would be better off remaining limp.

      Her mass of hair was already wrapping around his chest and neck, and he noticed it wasn’t dark at all. Instead it was a bright red color, like the richest burgundy wine, and despite the odd situation, he was intrigued by this strange turn of events. Even above the fresh, marine smell, a floral scent reached his nose. He knew immediately it came from her, and it made his gut clench. There was meaning in that. Somehow he knew it.

      By the time he was dragging her onto the muddy bank of the lake, his heart was pounding. He laid her on her side and felt for a pulse. Her heart still beat, barely, and again, the smell wafted to him, only this time, he recognized the fruit undertones, as if one bite of her neck would taste like the most succulent, wild-grown fruit to ever touch his lips. Again, his abdomen tightened.

      She wore some kind of slick suit made of a shiny, black material. It zipped from the tops of her thighs to her neck and was slightly open just above her breasts, giving him a tantalizing glimpse of pale skin coated in water droplets. A wide belt with utility pouches circled her trim waist. He had the strangest urge to run his hands over the smooth lines of her odd outfit. He pulled his gaze back to examine her more fully. Her body was curvy, with rounded hips, and her breasts would fill even his massive hands. He sucked in a heavy breath as lust hit him hard. It had been a long while since he’d lain with a woman. Yet, if he could form the perfect woman’s body, the one laid out before him would be beyond anything he could imagine.

      With a brush of his fingertips, he swept her deep, red hair from her face to observe the beauty before him. She was stunning. Her delicate features fell perfectly symmetrically along the lines of her oval face. Her eyes were slightly angled up on the outer edges with flawlessly arched eyebrows above, as if, in that moment, questioning his perusal of her unconscious form. Her nose was straight and tipped slightly upward at the end. Even as water dripped along her high cheekbones, he noted the only flaw he could find with her features was a mouth that was a tad too full and perhaps a little too wide, but he couldn’t break his gaze from her lips, and the thought to touch his own to them nearly did him in. With a groan he forced his eyes upward to stare at the vaguely-red moon, cursing himself for the double-damned fool he was. Pain like he’d never known lanced through his chest. He’d saved this woman, and now as he gazed on her beauty, she was a reminder for what he would never have.

      She began to cough and choke suddenly as her lungs expelled the water it had pulled in. He waited for her to notice him. Once her breathing was somewhat under control, she began to look around with jerky motions, as if she didn’t know where she was.

      Her gaze finally settled on him, and he marveled at the electric green color of her eyes. He’d never seen eyes so green, and though he’d heard of a realm where the very ground grew green, he’d never imagined how that hue would look until now.

      “Okay. Clearly, we’re moving on from imaginary doors. My hallucination has grown a person. What’s going on?” Her voice sounded raspy, like she’d screamed herself hoarse.

      Yet, he barely took note because the most troubling part was the glimpse of her teeth. She had no fangs. The horror of who he’d saved hit him. She was a human, sworn enemy of the vampire. He would’ve been better off to let her drown.

      “You’re human?” Her lush, floral scent hit his nose again, and puzzled him once more. Humans smelled of rot because of the blood that ran in their veins. Was this some new weapon to draw the vampire to bite when he knew he couldn’t without instant death?

      Her eyes widened as she rasped, “You’re not?”

      He bared his fangs at her, and she jumped as she should at the sight of his mark of a mature vampire. Her hands began to shake as she raised them to cover her open mouth. Yet, her reaction did surprise him. Due to their evolved blood, changed to be inedible to vampires, most humans felt superior. Perhaps it was because she was alone. Zegorie knew that vampires were physically stronger than humans, but humans rarely went anywhere without a pack, so they wouldn’t be intimidated by a single vampire. This one must be aware she was lacking reinforcements.

      “So, the hallucination has gone Hollywood horror-flick. Should I call you Vlad or Edward?”

      Her words confused him. She spoke his language and yet…she didn’t. Her vocabulary was strange, and he wasn’t sure how to answer her. “I am General Zegorie Fay of Clan Montgomerie. And you should address me as a human captive of a vampire would. I hold your very life in my hands.”

      She sat up and crab-crawled away from him. “Address you as a what? Are you serious right now?”

      “Do not attempt to run. My men will give chase, and they will not be as kind as I have been in saving your worthless, human life.”

      Her countenance hardened, and she did the strangest motion with one finger of her hand, almost bringing him to…laugh.

      “Look, General My-Shit-Don’t-Stink or whatever the hell your name is, I’m sorry you got wet on my account, but I’m having one shitty Monday, so if you don’t mind, I’d appreciate a little more than ego-filled insults and threats right about now.” She stood and dusted her generous backside, pulling her hair away from her face and wringing the water from it. He raised to his full height and stared in awe at this strange creature. She was like no one he’d ever met, definitely like no woman he’d ever met.

      The fire in her both surprised and enticed him. This was no ordinary, cowardly human who struck from afar and ran away with her tail between her legs. She was a fighter, and he had to wonder where exactly she’d come from because she was not like any human he’d ever encountered. The one human female he’d known had collared and hurt him in ways he’d never forget. He’d been a slave, and he never intended to be one again.

      Yet, her vibrations of power impressed him, and he needed to understand the mystery of her. “By what name are you called, human?”

      “Calling me human is getting really old. That’s the only reason I’m telling you my name is Kaia Skipwith, and that I’m from New York City.” Her gaze wandered over the vast, natural landscape of the lakeshore. She waved her hands around the open beach. “This is so not New York City. Where the hell am I?”

      “I have never heard of the new city of which you speak, and I have never even heard of Old York. It must be among human settlements without vampire slaves. The land in which you are now is Sanguardia, and it belongs to the vampires once again.”

      She laughed freely, and the sound traveled through him like a caress. He clenched his fists at his sides to keep from pulling her closer to him. Yet, he felt his ire rising. Did she dare laugh at him because he was a vampire and she a human? He wouldn’t stand for it.

      “The city is not new. The city is actually called New York City, and how have you never heard of it? It’s possibly the most popular city in the world.” So, her humor had been his mistake about the city. He relaxed a little.

      “Not in this world, Kaia.” He liked the feel of her name on his tongue.

      True confusion in her eyes, she started to say something, but at that moment, the ground at her feet exploded twice before Zegorie dove at her, knocking her to the mud. Who would dare shoot at him? It had to be a human sniper on one of the ridges that soared above the other side of the lake, attempting to take out an important general. He’d made himself an easy target standing in the open on the shoreline, getting distracted by the beautiful human female.

      With quick thinking, he pushed her to her feet again and ran, bent low, with her in front of him. The closer they got to the line of trees, the more he realized the bullets were aimed…at her, not him. He glanced at her, wondering yet again who she was. Was she a human of great importance? Why would her own kind try to eliminate her? Perhaps she knew things that would benefit the vampires in their war against the humans.

      Once they’d made it several yards into the trees, the shooting stopped. Zegorie gripped the upper arm of the woman who’d fallen from the sky. He knew now, no matter what, he wouldn’t let her go. He’d never let her stray from his custody. Something told him she was the key to ending the war.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a very bad dream, like the worst nightmare imaginable. Kaia was being dragged through the strangest piece of nature she’d ever encountered by a very non-human, be-fanged man, who might or might not be a vampire. She’d gone from slightly delusional to all-out insane in less than thirty minutes.

      She stared transfixed at what appeared to be trees, but rather than leaves the size of a hand, every dark, shiny leaf on these plants was as large as an elephant ear. All in all, this was a good thing because they couldn’t be more than seven feet off the ground, plenty of cover from bullets for her, but only about a half a foot taller than the monster-man pulling her deeper into the odd forest and away from any possibility of getting out of here the way she’d come. Of course, she wasn’t exactly sure how she’d gotten here in the first place, or even where here was exactly. The strangest development though was the location of the key. Even though she clearly remembered putting it into the lock and turning it, somehow it was now heavy in a side pocket. She wasn’t even sure how it had gotten there, but the magic of it was just as heavy as the glass key itself, making itself known. As unobtrusively as she could, she moved the key from her pocket to a pouch on her utility belt that zipped closed. It would be more secure there. She didn’t know if she could use it again to reverse her current situation and find the nearest exit from bizarro world, but at her earliest convenience, she needed to try. Regardless though, she knew she needed to separate from General P-I-T-A with much haste before she lost all sense of direction and couldn’t find her way back to the shore of the body of water into which she’d had her splashdown. Instead of getting closer to rescuing Aubrey, she felt like she was getting further away from her sister.

      With as much strength as she could muster, she yanked her arm hard against his grasp and dug in her heels, trying without success to get free from his grip.

      “This will go much better for you, Kaia, do you give up any resistance.”

      “The hell you say. I have a solid deadline that I can’t miss.” She began twisting and wrenching her arm, working hard to pull free, willing to pull her arm out of socket if it meant he’d let her go. Yet, his handhold was firm.

      Finally stopping, he faced her. “Your strength cannot match mine, so understand that you now belong to me, Kaia Skipwith, to do with as I please, and currently it pleases me to take you back to my encampment. Is this clear enough for you to understand?”

      “Your words are clear, but I’m warning you now, either take me to the lakeshore or let me figure out how to get back to where I belong or, so help me, I will make you regret it.”

      Moonlight bathed his form, and he stared at her, his amber-eyed gaze sweeping over her face, as if searching there for how he should respond. She couldn’t help but be arrested by the hypnotic set of his eyes. His lids naturally sat at half-mast and made her think darkly of how he might look in bed. His dark brows framed the light-brown color perfectly, and she couldn’t force herself to look away. How could she possibly find him attractive?

      His nostrils flared and a muscle jumped in his perfect jaw as he ground out each of his words and said, “There’s the imperious, arrogant human I anticipated. Are you royalty then?”

      The question deserved a good, hearty laugh, but she couldn’t seem to muster any humor in this grim situation. She had no idea where she was, what was going on, or anything else that people needed to know in order to feel sane. And now she was baffled by her twisted reaction to him. But, was she royalty? Maybe a royal pain in the ass, according to her sister, but no queen or princess that she knew of. Yet, would it make him treat her better if he thought she was more important than she was? From the current sneer on his face, she doubted it would matter. Might even make him treat her worse. For what it was worth, she needed to stick as closely to the truth as she could.

      “Do you want to know what I am? I’m a thief. I was in the middle of an important job when I was interrupted by the cops. Yet, strangely, that wasn’t the worst thing that happened tonight. Things went all Twilight Zone, and next thing I knew, I was plummeting into an ice-cold lake.” She pressed her palm to her forehead and began pacing. “I’m not a freaking, castle-living, tiara-toting princess, but you obviously are some kind of vampire warrior, so what do you expect from me? Are you going to eat me? Drink every last drop of my blood? Make me a smorgasbord for your soldiers? Just tell me and get it over with because what I’m imagining is probably ten times worse.”

      The air between them grew electric as he stared unblinking at her like she was a specimen of an as-of-yet, undiscovered species. “You fascinate me, female.”

      Why did a slight thrill run through her at his provocative words? Maybe because with that simple phrase, for just a few, short moments, all her self-consciousness evaporated, and she actually believed even she could possibly be special in a way other than the illegal variety.

      Yep! She’d officially lost her mind.

      With a shake of his head, he turned and began moving in the same direction as before. He reached out and grabbed her upper arm again to pull her along with him, his grip unbreakable once more. Without a glance in her direction, he said, “You will not be consumed as food. No vampire who values his life will drink your blood or any human blood, for that matter.”

      “Are you sure? That’s not what I’ve seen in movies. Pretty much the human gets caught, her blood is sucked out of her neck, and the vampire gets it in the end, but not until then and many humans die along the way. I don’t particularly want to be one of those humans.”

      “I do not know of the ‘movies” of which you speak, but human blood is poisonous for vampires to consume, so it would mean death for me to ingest any human blood. I have never desired to meet a horrific end and neither will my soldiers, so believe me in this, no one will bite your neck.”

      Mind…Blown! What was going on? Up was down, right was left, cats and dogs were getting married, or something outlandish like that. Nothing was as it should be. Kaia had to admit, when she went crazy, she rocked it all the way down.

      He didn’t let up as he forced her along with him, and after a while seemed to get irritated enough with her constant fighting and shouting that he twisted her around, tied her hands together with a length of rope he’d pulled from a backpack, lifted her with a sigh, and threw her over his shoulder. Though she continued to struggle, he marched on, one big palm firmly on her lower back, and his other arm wrapped tightly around her legs. Every time she wailed as much as she could manage with the limited lung capacity provided by the close proximity to one of his broad shoulders, he gave her a good bounce, effectively knocking the wind out of her and ceasing any protests.

      Yet, she began to hear voices and realized they grew closer to his camp. Just what she needed—more bull-headed soldiers like him, who could possibly be the non-human stuff of nightmares. She just wished she could wake up now.

      “The General is back.” She heard the shout and a few more that followed, and though she tried to turn and get a glimpse of where he was taking her, all that was visible was a large, stone wall. With a loud groan, wooden double doors around twenty feet high opened as he approached with her still firmly over his shoulder.

      Once they were inside and the doors had slammed shut behind them, he lowered her to the ground, and she got her first glimpse of his domain. She was slightly impressed. When he’d said he was taking her back to his encampment, she’d pictured tents and large cauldrons cooking over open fires. Yet, this looked almost civilized.

      Instead of tents, there were stone-walled huts with the elephant-ear leaves over some roof-like structures and smoke rising from chimneys built into the back of each makeshift home. How had they made such sturdy buildings? And why had they? He had made it seem like they were in the middle of a war campaign. She’d assumed they would be more mobile and less settled. However, one thing was for certain, there was a twenty foot or more, solid, stone wall surrounding the entire compound, effectively preventing attacks from the enemy, but at the same time, preventing any escape for freaked-out thieves.

      “What have you brought back for us, General Fay?”

      His eyes bore into the soldier who stood before him, and for a moment, Kaia thought he was going to throw a punch at the other guy. In the next instant though, the general stood tall and addressed the gathering men.

      “This is Kaia Skipwith. She is my human captive, not to be harmed by anyone here. I pulled her from the depths of the lake, so she owes me a life debt. No one else has authority over this captive.”

      “Human? Why did you save her worthless life?” A soldier to Kaia’s left shouted the question, and Kaia saw the fangs in every grinning mouth for the first time. She was surrounded by the extras from a horror movie, and not for the first time tonight, she just wished she could understand what was going on.

      General Fay’s gaze swung to her, and he looked genuinely perplexed as, almost to himself, he muttered, “I don’t quite know.” He looked at his men again, all of whom were watching her with interest, as he explained, “Signs point to her having significance. Until this war is over and we have won back our world, I’ll continue to read the omens and follow what they say.”

      A few grunts from the crowd sounded loudly before the men began to wander back to their business, and General Zegorie Fay pulled Kaia toward a stone building set apart from the others. It was toward the back of the compound, far away from the exit, but smoke lifted from the chimney into the sky, and, for the first time tonight, Kaia felt the bone-chilling cold seeping into her skin. She began to shiver, and he shoved her toward the structure that much faster. She assumed this was his living space, and as he pushed her through the doorway, she braced herself for the truth of her situation.

      Inside, the ground was covered with furs. He directed her to a cushioned seat in the center of the room that pushed up to a small, round table. She got a quick glimpse of a makeshift cot-like bed in the corner before she was settled. She wasn’t too impressed, but she didn’t plan on staying long anyway.

      Things weren’t getting any better anytime soon, but she refused to play the victim. It was time to take action and get herself out of this situation. She just needed a plan and a weapon. Where was she going to get a weapon?

      A calm came over her. Of course, she was a grade-A, number-one thief. How hard could it possibly be to swipe a weapon in a camp armed to the walls for war?
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      Zegorie tensed as he stared over the maps. He stood in the central building, a large, stone edifice they built in which to meet and strategize. Gathal stood beside him, arms crossed, clearly irritated by this turn of events.

      “You saved a human from drowning and then brought her here? With all due respect, what were you thinking, General?”

      Only Gathal would speak to him such. They were raised in the same clan and Zegorie thought of him as a brother. He relied on the honesty he would always get from this man. Yet, right now, he hated being interrogated and his defensiveness rose to the surface.

      “Do not question my motive in this. We have both been attempting to read the signs tonight, but they were unclear. What was perfectly clear was that a human female literally fell from the sky and into my possession.”

      “You speak of her as if she were meaningful only to you. Do you feel a mating bond with her? With a human female?”

      Zegorie thought on this for a few, long moments. “I honestly do not know from where my interest in her comes. Mating bond? In such a short time? Doubtful.” He met Gathal’s unsure gaze. “But something about her is important. The humans on the mountain across the lake shot at her. Why would they try to kill one of their own?”

      “Are you sure they aimed at her? Perhaps, they didn’t recognize her.”

      “Yes, the shots were meant for her. It could be true that they didn’t know who she was, but why wouldn’t they aim for me? It would be a better strategy to remove an army leader over a random female. No, they had an idea of who she was.”

      “So, you believe she can aid our cause? How is that possible? Why would she help us?”

      Zegorie ran a weary hand over his face. “I believe she has a role to play. I do not know what that role is yet, but I couldn’t let her go until that became evident. Not until the signs become clearer, and I understand why I have a deep-seeded need to keep her close.”

      “As always, I will trust your judgement. However, I will watch her closely. Another possibility is that she is a planted spy, and they wanted you to think she was a liability that they needed to cut loose. Perhaps it is all a plot against us.”

      “Agreed. We will continue to observe her and watch for treachery, but something tells me she is different from other humans.”

      “She definitely smells different. Unlike humans I have known, her scent is attractive. It draws me closer.”

      Before he could halt it, a growl emitted from Zegorie’s throat. He felt his blood heat, and for a hair’s breadth, he considered wrapping his hands around the neck of a man he counted as one of his closest friends and allies. Holding himself back before he could act, he clenched his fists at his side and pulled in a couple, calming breaths.

      Gathal’s mouth opened, and his brows pulled together in confusion. “Zeg? Is something the matter?”

      Under control once more, he ran a rough hand over his hair and explained, “I don’t know what to say. When you said her scent attracted you, my blood began to boil.”

      “Strange. You’re a logical tactician. It’s not like you to let emotion rule your actions.” He scrutinized him closely. “What power does a mere human have over you?”

      “No power. She is weak and under our control. She will bend to my will, and I refuse to give in to this…”

      A soldier rushed into the building, interrupting with a shout, “General! Come quickly. The captive…she’s…well, you’ll want to see this.”

      The three men rushed outside and stopped short at the sight in front of them. Kaia had scaled halfway up the outer wall and, despite the shouts of the men below her, she didn’t seem to be slowing down.

      Zegorie sprinted toward her, stopping once he was directly below her. He cursed under his breath before calling up to her, “Kaia, halt at once! Climb down immediately. I command it.”

      She paused a moment to look down at him. Her incredulous expression said everything. Obviously, she failed to see how he had authority over her as she said, “I have two words for you, big guy. Command…this!” Again, she raised one finger at him before turning and finding her next handhold on the jutting stones. He knew the gesture was some sort of insult, but he’d never seen it used before. Now, though, he worried about the consequences for her if she fell. Humans weren’t as resilient as vampires, and a fall from the height at which she’d managed to climb could result in broken bones or even a snapped neck. This would be unacceptable to him, and, for whatever reason, he refused to let that happen.

      “I didn’t save your life so that you could end it just mere hours later. It is time to give up this foolishness and come back down to the ground.”

      Her breathing was quick as she looked at him once more and said, “Believe it or not, I’m grateful that you saved my life, but I didn’t ask for your help, and there’s no way in hell I’m staying here with you.”

      “But you owe me your life. Without my actions, you wouldn’t be here either way. Now, come down, or I will come up, and though I can climb faster and with more agility than you, I would find it tedious and bothersome. Therefore, you would be even deeper in my debt and the payment might not be to your liking, though it will surely be to mine.”

      The men around him snickered, recognizing the threat for what it was, a thinly disguised reference to what went on between a man and a woman, but despite his building desire for this woman, he’d never actually require sex of her…unless she asked nicely.

      “What if I could wipe out that debt in one, fell swoop?” She carefully pulled something from inside her slick, zip-up suit and held it up for all to see. The moment he recognized what she had in her hand, he cursed once again.

      He turned to the soldier who’d come to warn him. “How the hell did she get her hands on a cleaner?”

      The soldier’s eyebrows knitted together, and he looked back and forth between the small explosive in her hand and at a wrathful Zegorie. “Sir, I…I…really don’t know. I didn’t even see her leave your dwelling. How did she even find the armory?”

      They all looked up at her again, awe in their expressions. It occurred to Zegorie that she’d told him something important about herself, something that applied to this situation. What had she told him? A thief. She’d told him she was a thief. He’d clearly underestimated her abilities.

      “Kaia, if you drop that, there will be nothing left of this compound, including the wall to which you are precariously clinging.”

      Her gaze strayed to the small, oval piece of metal that she held, and her eyes widened. He half-expected her to accept her fate and climb down now. Yet, her gaze returned to him and her features grew more determined as she said, “At least I would no longer be your captive. The life debt would be square because we’d both be out of our misery.”

      Zegorie motioned for Gathal to come closer. “Do we still have the tranquilizers we used on the herd of dantezelle?”

      “Of course. Do you think it a good idea to use it on her? We don’t know how it might affect a human.”

      With a nod of his head, Zegorie explained, “I will convince her to come down. I think she values her life more than she fears me and won’t drop the cleaner. Just have the tranquilizer ready in case I am unable to make this work.”

      Gathal dipped his chin and moved toward the armory. Zegorie looked up once more and spoke in a low voice, “Kaia, you have in your hands a very strong weapon. It is used to clean enemies out of a large area. Though you clearly see my men and me as your enemy, let me assure you that we have no intention of hurting you. You will remain unharmed if you come down to me.”

      For long minutes, she looked at him without moving, seeming to barely breathe, as she mulled over his words.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on or where I am. The only thing I know is that this isn’t normal. Vampires aren’t real where I come from. I just want to get out of here and back to normal.” She turned back and began climbing once more. She had to get out of here and back to her sister.

      Zegorie stepped closer to the wall, intending to climb up behind her. If he could reach her in the next couple of minutes, he could disarm her before she figured out how to use the weapon or before she let it go and sent them all up in pieces.

      Yet, behind him he heard Gathal loading the tranquilizer in the gun, and as Zegorie turned back to tell him to wait, he heard the familiar sound of the gun being fired.

      “Dammit, Gath. Told you to only use it if there were no other way.”

      For a second, she hung in space and wobbled on the wall. Her hand slipped free of the stone, and she dropped like a graceful bird diving toward the water. He held his arms out, ready to catch her, braced himself for her to drop into his hands, but he knew it was all for nothing. As soon as the cleaner hit the ground, they’d all be specks of what once was.

      Then, he felt someone at his side. He glanced to his right to see Monrix standing there, hands at the ready.

      “Cleaner’s mine. Woman’s yours.”

      There was no time to argue as Kaia flopped into his arms and knocked them both to the ground. Her landing was far from a perfect scoop, and the back of her head caught his cheekbone, stunning him a second. She lay sprawled unconscious on top of him, but once his senses returned, he recalled the imminent explosion. No way Monrix caught a cleaner in time. He hugged her to himself and flipped to protect her beneath him, being careful not to flatten her.

      But the explosion never came.

      Slowly, Zegorie swiveled his head to spot Monrix behind him, the cleaner in his hand and a look of utter triumph on his face.

      Zegorie sat up slowly, pulling Kaia onto his lap. “Mon, you are either a reckless idiot or an absolute genius. How the hell did you catch that?”

      “I didn’t. Somehow, it actually hovered and then gently lowered into my hand. Suppose it could be that I have some kind of powers, Zeg. Maybe I’m part mystic or witch.”

      Yet, Zegorie had to wonder if it wasn’t one of them that had moved an object with his mind. Perhaps, the woman in his arms was more than she seemed. More than human. But he would surely sense that in her.

      For just a moment, Zegorie allowed himself to pause, to enjoy holding her and staring at her, before recalling that they weren’t just boys at play anymore. This was all too serious. War was serious, and they’d almost died because of carelessness. He wouldn’t let it happen again. From this point on, Kaia would never leave his sight. And now that he had an idea of what she was capable of, he’d be sure to never let her get the slip on him again.

      As he looked down at her, cradled in his arms, her facial features softened, skin smooth of anxious lines, she almost looked harmless, but now he knew, she was far from it. She was dangerous—to his men, to his world, but especially, to him.
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      Her hair streamed behind her as the whipping wind surrounded the mountaintop, and Kaia stared out over a sprawling valley below. The clouds crowded around her at this elevation, but it all seemed surreal. Though she knew she was herself, she felt almost as if she weren’t even inside her own skin. She was high above the land, on the ledge of a mountainside. Far below were hundreds of people, clashing in an epic battle. Yet, only one stood out to her.

      Zegorie.

      Even from this distance, she could see his unquestionable skill as a swordsman, and she had to admit to herself…she was impressed. He cut a swath through the multiple men coming at him with their own swords raised high and ready to end the life of the vampire warrior. For the strangest reason and, maybe because she was in a dream, Kaia couldn’t stand the thought of the death of Zegorie. It felt like her own world would be completely devastated with his loss. Yet, the logical part of her still recognized the fact he was, in reality, still a stranger to her, but she couldn’t deny the connection she felt, even if she also couldn’t explain it.

      “He will die without you.”

      Kaia turned around quickly and took a step backward at the unfamiliar woman who’d spoken. A shock of frizzy, silver hair haloed the woman’s face, and it was the biggest thing about her as it circled out around her head about half a foot. Her age seemed to fall somewhere over fifty, and unfettered power hummed through her body. She was tiny, barely over four and a half feet tall, yet strength straightened her small frame and gave her a formidable air.

      Instinctively, Kaia knew the woman was telling her something about Zegorie, but she still didn’t quite understand why she cared so much. However, the words alone were enough to make her pay attention.

      “Are you talking to me?”

      “Only you can save him, Kaia, and Sanguardia will suffer if you don’t seize your destiny.”

      “I must be insane. This is nothing but nonsense to me. Who are you and what is all of this about?”

      She stepped forward, and Kaia instinctively stutter-stepped backward before stopping herself and standing up straighter. Something about this petite woman was still overwhelmingly intimidating, like she held all the magic that ever was in her very hands. Not that Kaia believed in magic. Did she? Somehow, the key had brought her to this strange place. Could it have been magic? And of course, she hadn’t believed in vampires until recently either.

      “The question you should be asking yourself is who are you, Kaia? Who are you really?”

      Seriously? A sudden urge to crash something breakable at a solid wall came over her. “I don’t like when people talk in riddles. It makes the back of my neck itch.”

      “Time is wasting. The human army closes in unless you take action. Even now, they are on the other side of the mountain, much closer than Zegorie and his lieutenant generals realize.”

      “Why should I care? I just want to go home.”

      “You are home.” The image of the woman began to waver, as if she were some kind of hologram losing its shape. “Come see me. I have much to explain. The army needs to march, and Zegorie, alone, needs to bring you to me. I, alone, have the power to send you home.”

      “What? Who are you? How am I supposed to find you?”

      In that moment, as if she were being sucked into a tiny pinprick of space, some kind of empty void, she disappeared completely. Yet, her voice lingered on the wild wind a few seconds after she’d gone, as she whispered, “Brynia.” And then she was completely gone, Kaia was alone, and the sound of metal on metal far below was only broken by screams of the fallen.

      She turned in time to see Zegorie kneeling on the ground, his chin lifted as if he were searching for something…for her. His sword lay on the ground as a hulking man lifted another above his head, clearly intending to cleave Zegorie’s head from his shoulders. Instinctively, Kaia shouted his name, feeling like all the breath had left her lungs, never to return again. Her hands tingled and burned as the air electrified around her. Time slowed as she watched in horror. She raised her hands above her head, feeling the urge to fry the large warrior with the power surrounding her before he could even steady the weapon, yet he swung, the force obvious in the monstrous swing, and Zegorie waited—defeated—for the final blow.

      Kaia sucked in air deeply and sat up suddenly as she came fully awake in an instant, enveloped in darkness. Dreaming. She’d been dreaming. The woman had been a dream, maybe all of the crap she’d lived the last little bit had been a dream.

      She’d look around and either be safe and sound in her own bedroom or, possibly, on a bench in a holding cell of the closest precinct. Either way, she’d be able to breathe again, knowing she wasn’t going completely crazy…yet.

      “Dreams can feel so real, can’t they?”

      With a wince, Kaia swiveled to seek Zegorie in the darkness, the source of the question. He sprawled on a fur-covered seat of some sort, low to the ground, his head canted to the side.

      “You have no idea. How long was I out?” She was relieved to see she still had her black catsuit on. At least she had that going for her. Waking up disoriented was bad enough, but after such a crazy nightmare, it took it to another level, and if she’d been unclothed, well…she just didn’t want to contemplate that.

      With an easy grace, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Explain to me why you almost blew the campsite into a crater.”

      As the light hit him, Kaia’s heart sped up. His chest was bare, and every hardened plane and undulation of his rock-solid abdominals rippled as they tapered to narrow hips, encased in unbuttoned leather trousers. Apparently the life of a vampire warrior lent itself to one hell of a sexy body.

      He wanted to know why she’d stolen the weapon. She’d had no choice. The key hadn’t worked. Even after she’d walked through all the same steps that had made the mysterious door through which she’d fallen appear, including hiding the key then ”discovering” it for herself, it hadn’t done more than rest coldly and completely glow-less in her hand. So, she’d decided to do the next best thing.

      “I was trying to get away.”

      “Why? I told you no one here would harm you.”

      “And I’m just supposed to believe that? Because you say it’s so?”

      His golden eyes watched her every move, and she felt the urge to squirm under his scrutiny.

      He straightened in the seat and ran a heavy hand over his face, pausing to scratch at the growth of beard covering his chin. “Honestly, I don’t care what you believe.” He reached to the side and grabbed something between his fingers. With a few shakes of his hand, he lifted what he held to his mouth and stuffed it between his lips. Kaia’s stomach gave a large rumble, and for the first time, she realized how long it had been since she’d eaten.

      After he swallowed, he reached for another bite and asked, “How did you get a cleaner?”

      “A what?”

      He leaned forward again, offering the next bite to her.

      “The weapon you had. How did you get into the armory and get it?”

      She was so hungry, she nearly leaned in to take the food from his fingers. It smelled spicy and delicious, like something she’d had before, long ago, something she’d really liked. With a strength of will she didn’t even know she had, she looked away and shook her head.

      “I know you are hungry, Kaia. It’s not poisoned, which is why I took the first bite. I was attempting to show you it was safe to eat.”

      He held it out to her again, and with just the slightest hesitation, she flexed toward him and allowed him to feed her, his fingers lingering over her lips before pulling back to get another bite. She moaned as the taste rolled over her tongue. A mixture of savory meat and something like cinnamon filled her mouth, and she chewed hungrily. In the dim light, he looked pleased, with his lips tipped up at the corners, but she didn’t miss his eyes shining with desire. She needed to be cautious with her own reactions so that he didn’t get the wrong idea.

      Again, he offered her a bite with his fingers, and she took it, trying to be careful not to get carried away. The strangest temptation to grab his hand and hold it to her mouth while sucking his fingers slipped into her mind, and she barely resisted acting on such a wild thought. Something was seriously wrong with her.

      With the next offering, when she tilted toward him, he pulled the food back from her mouth before she could get the bite, and in a tight voice asked, “The armory is guarded on all sides and impossible to get into. How did you get your hands on that cleaner, Kaia?”

      She closed her mouth and shrugged her shoulders. It wasn’t the only weapon she was packing, and from the way the handgun still weighed down her hidden holster, they hadn’t taken it from her yet. With a cross of her arms, she explained, “I told you, it’s what I do. I’m a thief. I haven’t come across a place that can keep me out.”

      He eased the food toward her again, and she took it from his fingers once more, holding his gaze this time as she took her time and licked the juices from his fingers. She pulled back, but his hand seemed locked in place as he continued to stare at her, a look of utter lust in his unblinking scowl. She didn’t know if he’d liked the touch of her tongue exactly, but if the bulge in his pants were any indication, he hadn’t been immune to it.

      “What is your game, creature?”

      “I don’t know exactly. I…I really don’t have a game.” And she had to admit to herself that she was telling the truth. Though she obviously could use her sexuality to gain his trust and possibly escape him finally, something inside her didn’t want to go that route.

      Seemingly shaken, he grabbed the entire bowl in his hand and set it on a table near her bedside. He stood and began to pace the small, stone hut. His pants were slung dangerously low on his hips, and Kaia couldn’t seem to look away from his flat stomach with the narrow line of hair that disappeared into the waistband of his underpants, which seemed to be barely containing a long, hard dick and just the sight of the outline made energy twist and turn in her abdomen. He had a magnificent warrior’s body, and she couldn’t seem to make her mid-section settle down whenever he was in close proximity.

      “In your sleep, you said a name I recognize. You said Brynia. Did she send you?”

      “Whoa! Are you saying she’s real?”

      “Of course she is. She’s a well-known mystic, and many sought her out to know the future until she hid herself away. Not many know where to find her. Are you here because of her?”

      Not a dream? What was going on then? “Look, I don’t know how I got here. I really don’t, but this Brynia visited me in my dream. She said I had a destiny to save Sanguardia…and you. I don’t know about all of that, but I do know I need to get back to New York.” And to her sister.

      He stopped pacing, a scowl marring his face again as he glared at her. “What else did she say?”

      “Um…that the humans are closer than you think. That they’re on the other side of the mountain.”

      “Dammit! I told the others not to underestimate them. Anything else?”

      She chewed her bottom lip, and his eyebrows dipped as he seemed to zero in on her mouth.

      With a hard swallow, she said, “To come see her. She wanted you to send the army on and then help me find her.”

      “Of course it has to be me. I’m the only one who can find her.”

      “Why only you?”

      He hesitated before reluctantly saying, “Because she’s my mother.”

      The air felt heavy with this revelation. No wonder she’d been so adamant about saving him.

      “She had this crazy idea that you’d die without me.”

      He licked his lips, and Kaia had the sudden urge to test if his mouth tasted as good as the meat he’d hand fed her. Her stomach fluttered with the image of their lips touching.

      “Doubtful. Do you think you can handle being with me…alone…for as long as it takes to find her?”

      Could she? Probably not without forgetting he was an off-limits vampire and throwing herself at his gorgeous, panty-melting body. But he didn’t have to know that.

      “I can handle it, and anything else you can throw at me.”

      “Good. I don’t plan on slowing down for you. If you can’t keep up, I’ll just leave your ass behind.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

      

    
    
      For all his talk, he knew he’d never abandon her. Instead, as they picked their way through the thick trees, around the lake, and toward the mountains, he continued to help her maneuver the terrain. Though he tried not to notice, she felt good to the touch each time he put a supporting hand on her waist or lower back. It had been a long time since he’d ran his fingers along the curves of a female body, but he remembered liking it…a lot. And Kaia had a body that inspired fantasies.

      Unfortunately, she was human. That meant forbidden to him.

      “Are we headed in the direction of the mountains?”

      He didn’t answer in the hopes she wouldn’t ask any more questions. His hope was in vain.

      “Can you at least give me a hint where we’re heading? I mean, I’m taking a huge risk here, even trusting you. The least you could do…”

      “Woman! Lower your voice. We are not inside the stone walls any longer. Sanguardia is a wild land, filled with creatures that would attack you as soon as they smell you, and they won’t be choosy just because you are an invading human.”

      For a blessed moment, he believed he’d gotten through to her, but then, in a lowered, irritated voice, she said, “Something you could’ve told me before we began this crazy journey. Anything else I should know?”

      As she picked through the next stand of trees and low bushes, he looked at her backside for the thousandth time and felt his groin tighten yet again. Saint’s blood, she was finely made. Anything she should know? That he was sporting a semi-erection that he wasn’t entirely sure he’d ever be able to completely lose as long as she was nearby. “Your only chance of survival out here is to listen to me. If the animals don’t get you, the humans will, and you can be sure they won’t slow down in time to ask if you are a friend or foe.”

      “Gee whiz! It’s a good thing I’ve got a big, strong vampire warrior to protect me.”

      His chest swelled involuntarily at her words, but his pride was dampened by the slight doubt that her words weren’t spoken in truth. But why would she say words she didn’t mean? Confusing woman.

      “Look, do you even know where we’re going?”

      He sighed heavily. “I have an idea where to find my mother.”

      “Isn’t there some kind of GPS device or some navigation system you can use?”

      “I’m not familiar with any device of which you speak, but I use the land and the sky to navigate. No doubt, we will find her.”

      She stopped, cocked her hip with a hand planted firmly there, and stared at him with eyebrows dipped in the middle. Her fingernails were a deep red. Such an attractant to a vampire, and he imagined those red-tipped fingernails tracing down his abdomen. It was enough to empty the blood from his head and send it straight to his cock.

      “How will you find her? Some voodoo, vampire magic us lowly humans don’t know about?”

      He just stared at her, feeling the tension in his groin deepen at the sight before him. She looked like a warrior princess from long-ago legends passed down from one generation to another. Her hair, though pulled up in a rough knot on top of her head, was coming loose around her face and blew around her chin. Wisps feathered over her full lips, making him think of touching those delectable lips to his own. He didn’t have any magic as a vampire, but he was beginning to think she, a mere human, must have powers of enchantment. Perhaps she was something more than human? Only his mother would know, and only he could find Brynia, the sooner the better.

      “In a hundred years, no one has stepped within fifty feet of Brynia. She is well hidden because her powers are strong. A foresight that many would fight to possess forced her to sequester herself. Before that, she was constantly sought for the possible future she could reveal to rulers and commoners alike. It was a burden she couldn’t continue to bear. No one knows where to find her…no one, save me.” He shifted his gaze to the horizon and the tallest mountain in the distance. “She left clues for me, her son, to be able to find her when I needed her, and she taught me the way to read the signs that would lead to her. Somehow, she’d known I would need her at this moment in time.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck nervously. They really shouldn’t stand in place for too long. He wasn’t understating the danger of this wild forest.

      “Okay. That’s so cool and so crazy all at the same time.” With a slow shake of her head, she turned and began walking again. “I really have no idea what to think of all of this. I mean, where I come from, this would be the setting for a fantastic book or movie, but this isn’t the real world. How do I make sense of that?”

      “Don’t question it. This is your reality now.”

      “Easy for you to say. You haven’t been a screw-up all your life. I mean, up until recently, I stole for a living. Not just packs of gum either, I stole jewels and paintings. I was good at it too, but the truth is, that’s no way to live. My sister cleaned up one too many of my messes, and she’ll want nothing to do with me after this. Of course, what does that matter anyway? Probably for the best. I am what I am, right? I clearly struggled with going straight. No matter what I do, I will never belong anywhere. I’ll never feel normal.”

      Despite the many years of war, despite his hardened heart, despite his warrior mind that screamed no pity, he had an odd urge to soothe her obvious ache. She was hurting, and he…felt for her. The fact that she made him feel even the slightest of emotions didn’t sit well with him.

      “The only person I ever met that could tell the future was my mother so don’t count yourself out yet. I think you’ll discover a great many things about yourself here that you would’ve never known in this other world from which you come—supposedly.”

      “Wow! Way to give me a confidence boost all wrapped up inside a drop kick that says your clearly cray-cray all the way.”

      Her choice of words confused him as usual. And he had to admit that there was something about her that wasn’t of his world…and yet, strangely, so much a part of his world. It was beyond his comprehension, and once again, he hoped Brynia could shed some light on this illogical situation.

      They emerged from the trees into a small clearing, and Zegorie stepped up next to Kaia until they were side-by-side. “If I were a barath, this is where I would wait for an ambush.”

      “What’s a barath?”

      “Let’s hope you never have to find out.”

      With measured steps and vigilance, they crossed the grassy clearing, but before they made it inside the next stand of trees, Zegorie heard the tell-tale growl coming from his left. He looked up, knowing exactly what he’d find in the tree above him. Crouched on a branch, ready to pounce was exactly the dreaded creature he feared finding here. A large, furred animal with rippling muscles and pointed incisors that stretched beyond its wide mouth. The barath swiped its large, flat tongue along its jagged teeth as if readying for its next meal.

      “Spoke too soon, it would seem. That…is a barath.” He sunk into a defensive pose and pulled his sword from the scabbard across his back, prepared for the imminent attack. Without taking his eyes off the animal, he spoke two words to Kaia, “Run! Now!”

      He didn’t have time to see if she followed his order as the barath gave a great roar and flung itself off the branch, mouth wide, claws raised, attempting to take out Zegorie’s throat with a swipe of its paw. Yet, Zegorie was ready, diving to the ground and rolling away just as it neared. Within a few seconds, he was on his feet, sword raised, facing the dangerous creature. They circled each other cautiously, searching for an opportunity for attack.

      Patience. Let it come to you. He waited until the barath lowered its lower body, clearly getting ready to charge. As it leaped off its front paws, Zegorie raised his broadsword and slashed downward, aiming for its exposed chest, but the animal surprised him. With its powerful legs, it jumped out of his reach, over his head, and landed behind him. He twisted just in time to slap the flat of his blade against the velocity of a descending, plate-sized paw.

      He slashed his sword with an offensive move aimed at the barath’s head, but the animal jumped back a few feet out of his range. If he could just catch it in the right spot, this would end quickly. He really needed this to end quickly because he couldn’t afford to put Kaia in this kind of danger. Humans were fragile, and Kaia wouldn’t last more than a minute with a forest full of dangerous creatures. He had to end it now.

      Time slowed, and in a charged moment, Zegorie met the feral gaze of the animal. He’d know the exact instant when the barath would attack. Zegorie pulled a deep breath in through his nose and readied himself. The minute it leaped, he’d wait for its descent and slice his sword across its throat.

      The barath tensed its muscles, and Zegorie squeezed the handle of his sword in preparation. With a growl, it leaped in the air, and, for what seemed like minutes but lasted only seconds, Zegorie watched and waited, sword raised slightly at the right of his chest.

      Suddenly, as he prepared to strike, he heard a loud crack and the animal’s head snapped backward as its body continued on its trajectory and fell hard toward him. He swung his blade and knocked the heavy, limp body down before it crushed him. With the momentum of his swing, he went to his knee, but quickly scrambled to his feet, turning to piece together what had happened.

      Behind him, Kaia grinned, just lowering a still-smoking handgun. He stared, stunned for the briefest of moments. She stood there, her hair had come loose and hung down her back and blew around her head like a fiery mane. She looked like the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen.

      “Have you had that gun the entire time?”

      “Of course. I don’t usually carry, though I chill at the shooting range when I’m stressed out. But, the job I was on felt like a set-up from the start. Something told me it was a good idea to walk out of the door packing, and looks my instincts were on point.”

      “Yes. On point. You’ve had the gun the whole time? And haven’t used it on my men or me. You threatened with the cleaner instead.”

      “Oh, I thought about it, big guy.” She put the gun out of sight in a hidden holster at her hip that he would’ve never guessed was there. He almost demanded she hand it over to him, but if she hadn’t used it on him up until now, she probably wouldn’t. “But, you never gave me reason to kill you, and trust me, if I shoot my gun, my aim is deadly. Besides, I only have six bullets—five now. You have way more men than that. My guess is that more than six would come after me or try to stand in my way.”

      Had he really thought she couldn’t handle herself in this forest? He would never underestimate her again.

      Her eyebrows dipped together and she chewed at her bottom lip, inspiring multiple fantasy scenes involving her beautiful, full mouth. Yet, she was clearly thinking about something.

      “Quick question, Fay. Where I come from, vampires can’t be killed with regular bullets. Silver bullets, a wooden stake through the heart, holy water, sunlight…these are the vampire killers. How vulnerable are you to those things?”

      “Vampires are ancient creatures of honor. We believe in looking one’s enemy in his eyes as you fight him. We don’t believe in killing from a distance. When the humans first came, their guns did no more than irritate the vampires. They were puny weapons that fired projectiles at a high speed, but the outer layer of a vampire’s skin is smooth to the touch, yet, in reality, hard as stone. It’s not easy to pierce from a distance. Then, using the resources of Sanguardia, they developed stronger guns and bullets that would penetrate our tough hides. Until recently, those weapons were limited in numbers, but somehow they’ve found a way to mass produce the guns and ammunition, so that there are too many to avoid. We struggle to combat them in the honorable way of swords. As a result, humans have killed many of my kind with these bullets.”

      Zegorie panned his eyes around the area to make sure there weren’t any more animals readying for an attack. Satisfied they were completely safe, he continued, “As for the other ideas you have, anything through my heart would cause instant death. Perhaps holy water could help with the smell of some of my men, but it would do no more than get them wet. Also, without sunlight, our plants wouldn’t grow and our prey would have nothing to feed upon. So, in that way, a lack of sunlight could kill us.”

      She walked toward him slowly, and he enjoyed the sight of her hips as they dipped and rolled with each step. He liked a woman’s body, but he especially liked Kaia’s curvy one. He could watch her walk around all day, but he knew he needed to focus on something else right now before he made a complete fool of himself. If it were up to him, they’d spend all afternoon kissing, and he’d run his hands all over her delectable shape.

      As she stopped in front of him, he scrubbed a hand over the growth of beard on his jaw, and he inhaled her delicious, floral scent once more. He stared at her, wondering how he’d ever lived not knowing she existed.

      “You know I’m not plotting against you…anymore…but, other than lengthy incisors and tough skin, what exactly separates you from humans?

      He straightened, pulling his shoulders back, hitching his chin up an extra notch as he answered her, “Vampires are strong and resourceful. We’re resilient and fucking beasts on the battlefield. We’re ruthless. You want something done right and without mercy, you send a vampire.” He couldn’t help himself as the next words slid from his suddenly grinning mouth, “And, trust me, we’re the best damn lay you’ll ever have.”

      Her gaze drifted down his body and back up again, settling on his mouth. As cool as she appeared, she clearly wasn’t immune to his clumsy charms.

      “Huh. Interesting, but I’m not buying it…yet. So, you were not once living humans that are now part of an undead army, roaming the earth, devouring humankind?”

      Oh, she had much to learn. “No. I was a vampire upon birth, the babe of a vampire father and mystic mother. I have never been human, and Blood Father willing, I will never be such a weak and wretched creature.”

      She flinched at his words, and he gained a sudden realization of how his words would sound to her. She was human, yet he didn’t hate her. And she certainly wasn’t weak or wretched. Clearly, she handled herself with strength, and she didn’t kill indiscriminately. Truly, she was unlike any human he’d ever known.

      Hands on her hips, she dropped her gaze to the barath behind him. “Good to know where I stand with you. You’re welcome, by the way. For saving your life. I guess I only owe you for one now. Though, to be honest, the second time shouldn’t count. I wouldn’t have needed you to break my fall if your man hadn’t tranqued me.”

      She made it hard to justify his strongly held beliefs about the evil of humans. He felt at a loss for words. His own convictions were confused, but he knew the history of vampires and humans. He no longer had a father because of humans. How could he just forget that? He couldn’t.

      Arms crossed over his chest, he said, “I had the situation under control. You actually interfered where you didn’t need to.”

      Her eyes widened and flashed with anger as she glared at him once more. “Oh, really? From where I stood, it looked like you were about to become that thing’s next meal.”

      Her words rankled, and he felt justified in saying, “Your view was biased. My sword was raised, and I never miss.”

      She released a sound of disbelief and shrugged. “Fine. Whatever helps you sleep at night, Fay. So, what do we do with this thing?”

      “We field dress it and keep some of the meat for rations. I’ll radio the camp and have someone collect what we can’t carry with us.”

      Zegorie wasn’t one who automatically believed women were weaker than men, and he was the first to recognize power in numbers. The more help the better. But, he’d also be the first to admit he hadn’t known Kaia had it in her to kill with such precision and decisiveness. He had to acknowledge he had some preconceived notions about the ability of humans, but much of what he knew was from his own early experiences. And those experiences as a slave to humans were enough to color his opinion toward the negative. Yet, she had him questioning everything he thought he knew.

      He pulled his knife from its scabbard wrapped around his upper thigh and approached the barath to begin the long process of skinning the animal and readying it to be consumed.

      “Are you sure we have time for that? I kind of have a looming deadline, and I don’t have time to waste.”

      “As I was taught, it is wrong to waste such a bounty. This creature gave its life following its instinct. The least we can do is honor that sacrifice.”

      She knelt beside him, and her nearness brought his body awake again. This was getting ridiculous. The only good thing was that she was unaware of her power over him. Otherwise, she could use it to manipulate him. If she were anything like his former human mistress, she would use her hold over him to have him begging on his knees. It sickened him to think of those days.

      He set to work and pushed those memories out of his consciousness.

      “I get it. Be thankful and all that jazz. Just for the record though, I don’t think this animal would’ve treated you with the same respect if the situation had turned out the other way.”

      Perhaps she was right, but he’d follow his conscious and use what was given.

      He bent to begin the initial cut when the ground exploded next to him. Another shot hit behind Kaia, and Zegorie didn’t hesitate any longer. He grabbed her wrist and scrambled for the nearby trees as gunshots followed them, narrowly missing his back as they plugged into the bark of the trees at the tree line.

      They ran through the forest until the shooting stopped, and they were out of range of the human snipers. Once Zegorie determined they were safe, they dropped to their knees and worked to catch their breaths.

      Kaia held a hand to her chest, drawing his attention to her full breasts as they eased up and down with her rapid breathing. Despite the danger, he hardened instantly. Not since his youth had he had this little control over his damn cock. Even when his life was threatened, he couldn’t seem to let go of this inconvenient attraction to her. He had to get a grip on himself, or they’d both be dead.

      He jerked his gaze from her completely and forced himself to scan the interior of the forest to make sure they hadn’t run right into a trap. It was possible they’d gone exactly where the humans had wanted them to go, but as he scrubbed a hand down his face and searched the shadowed areas around them, nothing moved.

      “Do you think we could get a break from people and things trying to kill us for a little while? Not to make you feel bad or anything, but I don’t think I’m any safer with you than I would be on my own. Maybe you should just tell me how to find Brynia, and I’ll go on from here by myself.”

      “No. I have determined it is best that I not let you out of my sight. I don’t know why, but it is clear that you are important to me in some way.”

      Her cheeks blushed prettily as her mouth opened on a breath. Her green eyes practically glowed, and he had to admit it was a good look for her.

      “I’m…important to you? In what way?”

      So many answers came to mind. She was a mystery to him, and he wanted to know from where she’d come, why she talked so funny, and how she’d seemingly appeared from nowhere. She was important because he felt if he didn’t kiss her soon he’d explode on the spot. Even scarier though, as superstitious as he was, he couldn’t shake the feeling that their fates were somehow intertwined. Not just because they were both on a mission to locate his mother, but they were linked in a way that felt like losing her would be like losing a piece of a whole. But he wasn’t ready to say any of this to her. He had to answer her question with much less loaded words than what he was currently thinking.

      “You are important because my mother called to you in a dream. She knows your future, and somehow, I believe you will help to stop this war.”

      She folded her lips inward to create a thin line, and her eyes hardened and narrowed. “Well, you certainly know how to wax poetic, don’t you? You’re a real Romeo Montague. Probably have to beat the ladies off with the picked-clean bone of a barath.”

      Again, he knew she didn’t exactly mean the words she was saying. She did this often, and he was getting used to it. He was even beginning to catch the humor hidden in her words. Yet, he needed her to understand something, to understand him. Truth was, he couldn’t explain it here, at this time. They needed to find some place safe to rest for the day, so that they could reach his mother by tomorrow evening.

      “We need to find a place to sleep. I know of a hidden cave nearby, but it will be a tight squeeze.”

      “You mean, we’re stopping? Did I make it clear enough that I’ve got a deadline to meet?”

      “It is for the best. More beasts come out with the rising of the sun, and it is the natural time of rest for a vampire.”

      “Are there things out here worse than a barath?”

      “Much, much worse.”
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      Kaia stared at the small hole in the side of the rock ledge on which Zegorie and she stood. They’d climbed up the hillside and even scaled a small cliffside until they’d reached the narrow area that jutted out from the foothills, leading into the larger mountains.

      “There’s not enough room for both of us. Is there another hole close by?”

      “It will be a tight squeeze, but we stick together. Besides, we have much to discuss.” He unwrapped a backpack from his shoulders and pulled a square piece of canvas about the size of a large, coffee table book from out of it. He unfolded the canvas and laid it out on the ground inside the tiny cave, covering the ground like a blanket. After sitting down on the canvas, he began to pull other things out of his pack, including a rectangular container with a spout that sloshed with liquid. Suddenly, Kaia’s mouth felt dry as dust, and she sincerely hoped he didn’t carry blood in a canteen.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have water in there, would you? Or maybe something stronger?” Please, don’t be something gross!

      He lifted it toward her, arm outstretched. “Taste it. You’ll like it.”

      Tentatively, she took it and unsnapped the lid. His eyes watched intently as she lifted it to her lips. As the cool metal touched her lips, she wondered if she’d lost her mind. Thirst could do that to a person. But, what if he’d laced it with something. Every girl nowadays knew better than to take a drink from something you didn’t personally see get made.

      Yet, thirst won out, and she tipped the canteen up, setting it against her lips, letting the cool liquid pour into her mouth. It had a slightly sweet taste and was the consistency of something like whole milk. After a few swallows, she lowered the canteen and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. All in all, it had a good flavor and quenched her thirst.

      “Thank you.”

      He laid out a few pieces of something that looked like homemade bread slices and, beside it, a thinly-sliced meat that looked liquidy-red enough to be on the raw side.

      When she wrinkled her nose in reaction, he sighed and explained, “You’ll need to eat something to keep up your strength. I will not have you starving yourself because you’re a little squeamish.” He paused and turned his gaze away. A slight upward tip of his lips didn’t go unnoticed as he continued, “Of course, you are a weak woman, and a human one at that. So, maybe you don’t know what strength is.”

      “Oh, and as a vampire, you obviously know real strength? Who killed that creature that was trying to take out your throat?”

      Surprising her completely, his shoulders shook with a rumbling laughter, and the unexpected reaction put an involuntary smile on her lips.

      His gaze met hers again. “You make a good point but don’t get cocky just yet. Taking out one barath isn’t all that impressive. I killed my first at the age of seven.”

      Now it was her turn to laugh, but as his steady gaze held hers, she realized he was serious. She sat cross-legged on the opposite side of him. “Why would you need to do that at such a young age?”

      “To survive. It was either that or succumb to hunger.”

      Unable to look at his intense eyes any longer, she tentatively picked up a piece of bread and a slice of the red meat. Her stomach growled loudly, and she knew she’d have to try to eat what he offered. “Do you eat them together? Like a sandwich or something?”

      “Not sure about eating a witch made of sand but, yes, put the meat on top of the bread and take a bite of them together.”

      He’d brought another smile to her lips. With a shrug, she laid the meat on top of the bread and lifted it to her mouth. She took a bite and rolled the food around her tongue a few moments before chewing heartily and swallowing. “It’s good.”

      Again, the corners of his mouth lifted, and he nodded as he made his own open-faced sandwich. He’d misunderstood her reference to the commonplace food, but something about what he’d said got her to wondering.

      “So, vampires are obviously real, but they don’t go around biting people’s necks. You spoke of witches as if they’re real too. Do they stir cauldrons and cast spells on people?”

      He finished off his fare and stretched out his long frame, leaning on one elbow, and Kaia thought it was the sexiest she’d ever seen a man look. He licked his lips and his eyelids lowered to half-mast—their natural state.

      “Witches are more elementals, in control of fire, water, air, or earth. They have magic that is in great demand, but they’re mercenaries. They often sell their abilities to the highest bidder, which on occasion is the current leader of the humans.”

      “So, why don’t the vampires try to ally with the witches? So they can help each other?”

      He reached for another piece of meat, quickly stuffing it into his mouth, and it brought back the memory of him hand-feeding her. The image of her tongue licking his fingers came to mind, and her stomach flipped in reaction. He must have sensed her reaction in some way, as his nostrils flared, and his shoulders squared slightly.

      “We have, at times. Wars are expensive though, and we have very little to offer in exchange for the witches’ help.”

      “You have your strength.”

      “Indeed, but they have very little need for that strength with the magic they control.”

      Kaia finished her last bite and leaned her back against the cave wall. There really wasn’t enough room to stretch out without touching Zegorie, and she knew that would be a very, very bad idea. Even now, her body was heating up and responding to his nearness. A purely masculine smell wafted on the air, and she clenched her thighs to ease the ache that started there. She crossed her arms over her chest to hide her hardened nipples. Her cat suit was butter-soft and skin tight but showed everything underneath. He pretended not to notice, but she could tell by the way his gaze roamed over her figure that he was quite aware of her body’s super-sensitivity.

      “Have the vampires and humans always fought?”

      “No. Humans aren’t Sanguardian. They came here much like you did. One day they weren’t here, the next they were. At first, they were curious but benign. No one suspected they had any ulterior plans. Only my mother insisted something was wrong. She’d had a vision of the future, and she’d seen the war. Yet, no matter how hard she tried, no one would listen to her, especially not my father. Eventually, when she grew tired of trying to convince the deaf ears of those in charge that the worst was coming, she grabbed me and ran.

      “I was five then, and a year later, another vision took her back to warn my father that an assassination was imminent. Again, he didn’t listen. Threw my mother into prison. The following day, the humans attacked. Though some escaped, my father didn’t, and I knew I had to save my mother. I broke into the prison and, with help, was somehow able to set her free, but on the way out, I got caught by the humans. I lived as a slave for the next ten years until I…killed my captors and escaped. I joined the resistance, spending five years training, ten years at war, and fighting ever since.”

      Kaia’s heart clenched to think of the proud man in front of her forced into slavery as a child. She couldn’t imagine how horrible it must have been, and for the first time, she understood his animosity toward humans. He had a genuine reason to hate them, and she would withhold judgment from now on, and try to show him that not all humans were monsters.

      “What happened to your father?”

      He laughed humorlessly. “My mother had done her best to warn him. As the Blood King of our people, he was executed publicly, along with his remaining two wives and my fifteen brothers and sisters.”

      “Your father was the king?”

      He nodded. “The only reason I survived is because my mother hid me, and the humans had no idea they’d enslaved a child of the king. Otherwise, I would’ve been killed alongside them all.”

      They sat in silence for several heavy seconds until Kaia cleared her throat and said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “I barely knew my father. He believed in the old ways of plural marriage and begetting as many offspring as he possibly could to ensure his family line would continue to hold the throne long after he was gone. A lot of good it did him. I’m his only remaining heir, and vampires no longer rule Sanguardia.”

      A thought occurred to Kaia, and she hoped she was wrong, but she had to ask, “Have you seen your mother since you set her free?”

      He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he seemed to roll the idea around in his head before explaining, “I’ve seen her…in dreams, and as a child, I begged her to come and find me, to save me like I’d saved her, but though she knew where to find me, she never came.”

      Again, the pain of his confession broke Kaia’s heart, and she had the strangest urge to wrap her arms around him, soothing him in the same way he needed. The muscles of her hand twitched as she forced her hands into fists to keep from acting on her feelings.

      He shrugged, sat up, and began cleaning up what remained of their meal. “She had her reasons. Apparently, her visions led her to believe I wouldn’t be the man I am today if she’d stepped in, but as a child being fed poisoned human blood to keep me weak and biddable so that I could be forced to mine for the valuable limentium that the humans use to create their destructive weapons, wasn’t reconcilable with my mother’s steadfast refusal to help.”

      “I don’t know how she didn’t move heaven and earth to get back to you. Visions be damned, nothing would keep me from my child.”

      He put everything back inside his pack and looked up at her through hooded eyes. Despite all the reasons she shouldn’t, she reached across the empty space and lightly stroked his forearm. “She had to have had strong convictions to leave you in such a bad situation. I don’t agree with what she did, but I’m sure she believed her reasons were solid.”

      A look of pain crossed his visage for a few brief seconds. He slid his arm through her fingers until their hands met, and he intertwined his with hers. Electricity streaked up her arm and spidered throughout her body, concentrating its finale in her aching core. With a lick of his lips, his gaze dropped to her mouth, and the air grew heavier between them. After a quick shake of his head, he seemed to come back to himself. He wiped the emotions from his face, cleared his throat, and dropped her hand. Seemingly dismissing her from his thoughts, he laid back on the canvas, one arm behind his head and the other draped across his forehead. He closed his eyes and seemed to work hard to control his breathing. She had to wonder if he’d been affected by their brief connection at all, but the peculiar bulge at his groin showed he’d felt the charged energy between them as much as she had.

      Her exhaustion hit her hard suddenly, and she covered a yawn. Just one problem. If she lay down next to him, even on her side, they’d practically be on top of each other, especially as large as he was. “Where am I supposed to sleep?”

      He removed his shirt in an over-the-head pull from the back, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the expanse of skin in front of her. Silky smooth, her fingers itched to find out just how hard his muscles felt to the touch.

      “Best to stay close. The wild creatures will bite first and figure out what you are later.”

      His words sunk in as he wadded up his shirt to use as a pillow. “What’s to keep them from crawling inside this cave?”

      “Me.”

      He flipped over on his side, giving her a little more room, yet as she laid down on her side, facing away from him, she felt the heat of his body, and realized they’d need to rely on each other for warmth, as well as protection.

      After several attempts to lay on her arm or even directly on the tarp, she gave up. Without a word, she unzipped her catsuit and pulled it down her body. Now she only wore panties, a bra, and a spaghetti-strap undershirt. Zegorie became more restless than usual, but she did her best to ignore him. She folded her catsuit neatly and laid it on the ground, using it for a pillow.

      As she situated herself closer until they’re bodies touched, he emitted a low growl, but wrapped an arm around her and pulled her tighter against him. Again, she felt the evidence of her effect on him, pressing against her backside, and she held her breath to see what he would do. But after a few tense moments, she heard his even breathing as he drifted off to sleep.

      She sighed, feeling slightly disappointed that he hadn’t at least tried something. Of course, she would’ve turned him down. Maybe. Now, they’d never know.
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      Zegorie’s cock was hard as the stone around them, and he was wide awake. How the hell was he supposed to sleep with her delicious smell in his nose and her hot, feminine hands wrapped over his chest? She’d fallen asleep and had restlessly turned toward him, throwing a leg over him as he tried to turn away, only making it to his back before she swathed herself around him. Honestly though, as much as he knew he should pull free of her and lie down somewhere else, the truth was her touch pleased him. It had been a long time since he’d allowed another to get this close to him, not since the woman who’d kept him as a slave had touched him with her filthy hands.

      But Kaia’s soft touch was different. Like a rush of cool water over a parched throat, he wanted to enjoy every charged nerve that fired through him with her warm breaths on his neck and her fingers lightly stretching and retracting as she dreamed. With the slightest effort, he turned and watched her beautiful face. Her swollen lips were barely parted and her long lashes cast shadows over her cheeks. He cursed himself as his dick hardened even more.

      How bad would it be if he leaned down and brushed his mouth over hers? He knew it would be disastrous because he wouldn’t be able to stop himself until he was sunk deep inside her, thrusting to oblivion. Dammit! He was in the middle of a war. He didn’t need this distraction. Yet, the worst part about it was he wanted this distraction, and he knew it. A part of him felt he deserved something good in his life, and everything about Kaia was what he found irresistible.

      She sighed in her sleep, and lightly whispered, “Want…you…Fay.”

      His heart sped up at her words, and he stared at her face intensely. Her even breathing and stillness gave every indication she was still asleep. Was she dreaming? Of him? He could almost dismiss what he’d thought he heard. Yet, she’d clearly said his name in her soft, sleepy voice.

      He held his own breath a few extra moments before whispering his loaded question. “What do you want, Kaia?”

      Her forehead wrinkled and her fingers drove him crazy as they pulled into a tight fist. “Kiss…me.”

      He couldn’t believe his ears. “You want me to kiss you?” Was he dreaming now? Lust hit him hard, but somehow, he held back, realizing she was only talking in her sleep. For all he knew, she was having a nightmare. He’d just have to find a way to resist the urges taking over his brain now. He had to fight the need to pull her beneath him and give her what she was asking for and more, especially now that she was giving small, sexy sighs and sliding the leg she had draped over him up and down his thigh.

      With great effort, he turned his mind to battle strategy, thinking through the last time he’d clashed on the field. Yet, no matter how many times he tried to picture his sword thrashing against that of two humans as gunfire hit all around him, he couldn’t let go of the reality of a beautiful woman practically crawling on top of him.

      He tightened his own fists and tried to shift so that he could free himself from her distracting leg movements, yet as he found a new position, he realized too late, he was now facing her and in a prime position to take her mouth in a passionate kiss that wouldn’t end until the moonrise on the new night.

      “Touch me…now.”

      Her plaintive whisper was his undoing. Not allowing himself a moment to consider the wisdom of what he was about to do, he swooped in and touched his lips to hers. At the contact, all thought ended, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tightly to his rock-hard body, loving every inch of the contact as she threw a leg over him once more and thrust her pelvis into his.

      He hissed in a breath and lost his mind as he deepened the kiss. She opened her mouth on a gasp, and their tongues tangled wildly. Asleep or not, her reaction to him was just as hot as his to her. Se rubbed her body against his, and he felt her hands flat against his back, crushing him closer to her instead of pushing him away. If this was a dream, it was the best one he’d ever had. He didn’t want to wake from it…ever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Kaia was having an incredible dream. She’d gone to sleep feeling every hardened inch of Zegorie at her back, and her thoughts had strayed toward the physical. Now, her mind had taken the idea and run with it. She felt his palm cupping her face, and his lips covered hers. She sunk into the kiss.

      “Zeg…” Her whisper against his lips was answered by his deep groan. This felt so real, and Kaia felt confused for just a moment. Then, his palm slid down her rib cage, and his thumbs drew lazy circles on her abdomen. The light touch was mind-numbing. Kaia ran her hands through his hair and steadied his head with a hand on each side as he continued to feed her hot, wet kisses.

      She arched into him with a moan as her kisses grew hungrier. His taste was irresistible, like hot sex, deep want, and intense passion. Her stomach knotted, and her skin heated. She never had dreams like this.

      A loud boom sounded in the distance. Kaia couldn’t make herself care. All she cared about was getting closer to Zegorie. His thumbs dipped below the elastic lace of her panties, and her focus became centered on the fire building in her belly. He was so close to making her feel really, really good in this dream.

      Again, a loud crashing boom dropped in the distance. This time, Zegorie lifted his head, and Kaia barely checked her irritation at the interruption. Things were just getting interesting.

      “Someone is under attack.”

      “Well, I’m about to declare an all-out war on whoever is putting an end to this amazing dream.”

      His confused gaze met hers, and the slightest hint of a smile played over his lips before he sat up beside her and began pulling his shirt over his head.

      It wasn’t until he reached for his boots that she sat up, realization dawning hard on her.

      “This wasn’t a dream, was it?”

      “Realest thing that’s happened to me in a long time. It’s been a while, but I find I rather like being seduced.”

      He crawled from the cave, dragging his pack with him, and Kaia quickly followed, grabbing the cat suit she’d used as her pillow and her ankle boots.

      “Wait! I wasn’t being aggressive. I didn’t realize I was actually kissing you…like for real-like. I thought it was all happening in my mind.”

      As soon as they were outside, Zegorie pulled something that looked a lot like binoculars from the pack, then swept the landscape, searching for the source of the noises. Once he was facing the area from which they’d just come, he slowed and focused his attention there. Kaia stood nearby, holding her clothing and shoes, waiting for information.

      “For the record, I didn’t plan that.”

      He dropped the binoculars, and his gaze fell on her barely-clad body. His eyes dropped slowly down her body and inched back up, heating her skin all over again. He cleared his throat and put his attention back on whatever had interrupted them.

      “No. I suppose you didn’t. Probably a good idea to dress though. We need to move…now. The humans have decimated the vampire camp.”

      “What? Do you think your soldiers got away?”

      He nodded. “They left right after we did. There should’ve been no loss of life, but the humans are getting bolder.”

      Kaia was stepping into her clothes as he turned toward her. “I need to get back to my soldiers, but we need to find Brynia first. Can you push on?”

      Every muscle ached, and her feet were killing her, but as Kaia zipped her suit to her mid-chest area, she gave him her most determined look. She needed him to believe their encounter hadn’t meant anything to her. The last thing she wanted him to think was that she was ready to give it up to him. No matter how much she really, really wanted to give it up to him. But that would be a bad idea. The worst. She needed to get this key back to Finn so that she could free her sister. That’s all that mattered. Not her freaking frustrated sex drive.

      “The sooner we get to your mother, the sooner I can get out of here. I’m on board. Let’s go.”
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      In the dusky light of early evening, Zegorie led Kaia up the mountainous terrain, pausing at times to read whatever clues his mother had left for him so long ago. She couldn’t help but sigh at the beauty of the dim sunset. Unlike the reddish sunsets she was used to, the sun delivered a soft, glowing lightshow of greens, purples, and blues as it sunk below the horizon to their left. Behind them, two moons rose high in the sky, and she was suddenly thankful there were two. With such a low-light sun, the reflection off the moons were disparate and faint. The light they provided was negligible comparatively to a full moon over New York City, even as bright as the city lights made the night.

      Yet, something about this primal dimness called to Kaia. She felt almost relaxed in the scant light, as if it were the way things should be. She’d always felt more at home in the dark than the light of day, but she’d attributed that to her special skill set. As a thief, she always worked better at night, when she could blend into the shadows and move about unnoticed by any unsuspecting guards or night employees.

      Zegorie raised his hand in the air to signal a stop and drawing her attention to him once again. He looked over his shoulder at her, finally trusting her to walk behind him instead of pushing her in front of him.

      In a hushed whisper, he pointed to the area just below the ledge where they stood, and said, “Humans. Below us.”

      He put his finger to his lips, and Kaia’s treacherous mind thought once more of their kiss. Her mouth still tingled every time she brought her fingertips to touch there, which was often. Just the image of him on top of her, her body arching to his, made her breathing hitch and her heart rate pick up. She held back the moan rising in her throat as her sex clenched and she remembered the intensity of the desire that overtook her in that moment.

      Zegorie’s gaze swung to her, and his nostrils flared again. Somehow, he could sense the direction of her thoughts, and she knew she needed to get a grip right now.

      She held up her hands in front of her, even as he took a step closer to her. He braced his hands against the rock cliff face on each side of her head, and she melted into the wall, attempting to squash the ill-timed sexual reaction that was pulling forth their baser instincts.

      He stared at her, a look of strong desire etched on his beautiful face. She wanted to reach out and pull him into her. Instead, she dropped her hands to her sides, gripped the hip-height, sharp boulder jutting out behind her, and squeezed with all her might. The evidence for just why she needed to stay strong was below them. She just had to get her body on board with reality.

      One of the humans said, “Hey! Don’t you dare go to sleep on me, man! That vampire general and the girl are supposed to be coming this way. If Captain M finds out you let them slip by because you were snoozing, you’re as good as dead.”

      “Shut-up! They’re not coming this way. We’re on bonehead detail. I mean, instead of getting to blow stuff up and chase vampires, we’re stuck on the side of a mountain.”

      “No! You don’t get it, do you? That girl has the key, man! The key! If we let her take that to the damn fortune-teller chick, we’re as good as goners.”

      Zegorie looked at her strangely, all desire gone from his eyes. How had they known about the key? And what was so special about it, other than the fact it tore a hole in the fabric of time and space, or something space opera-y like that. She was just as much a fan of the short-lived, Joss Whedon cult classic Firefly as the next girl, but throwing her into a realm where vampires, witches, and who knew what else were all real was more extreme than she wanted to experience.

      “What do you mean? What exactly is this key? I really don’t get it.”

      “That key is the only way we can open a portal back to Earth and let Captain M and his army through. Without that army, he’ll never defeat the vampires. He’ll never rule Sanguardia.”

      Zegorie’s breaths were heavy and warm on Kaia’s neck. His agitation was obvious with each exhale.

      “So what? What’s in it for me if I help him?”

      “Um. How about you get to live? Have your own vampire slave. Experience a world you’ve only ever seen in fantasy movies.”

      “Fine! You handle the vampire. I’ll take the girl.”

      Every muscle in his whole body tensed as they listened to the conversation clearly about them. He emitted a low growl meant only for her ears. She got the feeling he was barely restraining a violent urge to rip the two below them to pieces.

      Kaia laid a hand on his chest, and he met her gaze. Fire burned in his eyes. Yet, with a shake of his head, he put a finger to his lips, reached for her hand, and began inching further up the incline of the mountain, pulling her with him. They moved as silently as the twin moons above, and the low light of a Sanguardian night was something to be thankful for once again.

      After they’d pushed on for another hour, sometimes walking, sometimes climbing up the rock face, he finally paused long enough for them to get a drink and a quick bite of the same bread and meat they’d had in the cave.

      “Where’s the key?”

      She didn’t answer right away. Did he want to know simply because the two humans had mentioned it or did he have his own agenda for it?

      Finally, she whispered, “Why, Zegorie?”

      “Because I want to destroy the damn thing. It’s the cause of all of this.” His voice dipped low with the vehemence of his words.

      Kaia sucked in a breath. “It’s also my only way home.”

      He held out his hand. “Just give me the key.”

      “And if I refuse? You’re so damn proud of how strong you are. Will you take it from me by force?”

      With a sneer on his face, he said in a grating voice, “If you leave me no other choice.”

      Her chin lifted a notch. “Well, that looks like the only choice then, tough guy. Unless…those men said getting the key to your mother would be bad for them. What if we agreed that I keep it until we can give it to Brynia?”

      He looked like he wanted to argue. His dark eyes bore into her mid-section where she had multiple carrying pouches on her utility belt. Finally, though, he nodded sharply once and turned away. His rough hands smoothed through his hair, and he cursed under his breath. It was clear, he wasn’t used to giving up control.

      “You will give the key to Brynia?”

      She hesitated. What if it really was the only way back to her sister? She couldn’t give that up. However, Zegorie wasn’t only thinking of one person. He had an entire civilization counting on him to end this war. He saw the key as the problem, even as Kaia saw it as a solution. He wouldn’t even give her another feel of the glass if she didn’t make him believe she intended to turn it over the minute they encountered Brynia.

      “As soon as she assures me she can send me back to Earth, I’ll put the key directly in her hands. No questions asked.”

      Standing a few feet behind him, she ogled his wide shoulders and enticing ass, watching his movements carefully. She could feel his intense stare at her over his shoulder.

      Derision clear in his voice, he asked, “Why are you in such a hurry to leave?”

      “Why would you want me to stay?” The air between them sparked with electrical energy. Kaia wasn’t sure she’d like the answer if he gave one.

      “I could show you a few reasons.”

      Why did he have to be so stunningly gorgeous—lickable from head to toe? And, freaking clever too? His level of attractiveness was ridiculous, and her resistance to him was weakening by the minute.

      She made a quick decision to let him off the hook as she looked away and said, “You don’t even like me.”

      He turned, took a wide stance, and crossed his arms. He looked like a walking, warrior fantasy. Not fair! It was all his fault her thoughts were straying to the dirty side.

      His eyelids dipped to half-mast. “Oh, I like you. A little too much.” His gaze burned into hers. “But there’s obviously something drawing you back to your world. Is it a man? Are you joined to another?”

      A snorting laugh left her mouth before she could stop it. “No. I don’t have a man. Not many can handle me.”

      Was that a look of relief on his face? “Are you hard to handle? I think I had a good grip on you in the cave earlier.”

      The wicked grin that he wore was her undoing. She laughed outright, feeling lighter than she had in a very long time, which only intensified her insane attraction to him. Wrapping her hands around him and pulling him in for another kiss seemed like a fantastic idea right now, and she shifted from foot to foot to keep from eating up the distance between them and acting on her crazy urge. Reality was harsh, and right now, her attention couldn’t be on the impossibly hot vampire standing in front of her. She needed to stay focused on her sister’s situation. Aubrey was counting on her.

      “Yeah, about that…that can’t happen again. We can’t be together because we’re literally from two different worlds. I don’t deny I’m attracted to you in a very moth to flame kind of way, but that’s all the more reason I need to get to your mother quickly, give her this key, and get home.”

      “Moth to a flame, huh? Yes, I’m familiar with that kind of danger. Maybe I haven’t learned my lesson yet, but I don’t run away from something that challenges me. I run toward it.”

      He stared at her…hard, making the hidden parts of her body ache with desire. Maybe she was dismissing a sexual relationship with him a little too quickly. They could surely do things to each other without anyone getting serious relationship ideas. They could do that, right?

      Shit! She was a horrible person! How could she even consider that when she didn’t even know the conditions in which her sister was being kept? And time certainly wasn’t her friend. She only had three more days to get the key to Finn.

      With a strength of will she didn’t feel at all, she said, “Well, I can’t afford to meet that challenge.” Her sister couldn’t afford it, and that’s all that mattered. “I have to be at a specific building in my world by midnight three days from now or something terrible will happen. It’s important to me.”

      He scrubbed his hand over his chin and cheeks, obviously wanting to convince her otherwise, but then he straightened and shifted his focus to the mountainous landscape in front of them. “We better move then. If we stay on track, we’ll reach Brynia tomorrow morning. That should give you enough time to get where you need to be when you need to be there.”

      “I’m glad you understand.”

      Yet, nothing about his sharp movements as he batted tree limbs until they broke and kicked whole bushes out of their path showed understanding on his part. He seemed downright disappointed, sulky even, as they continued up the mountainside. Kaia’s heart clenched a little as a thought occurred to her. He felt rejected, and she had the strangest desire to soothe his hurt feelings. She wanted to comfort him, to run her fingers over his perfect skin until she had him panting instead of pouting, and simply make him feel much, much better. It was the strangest aphrodisiac she’d ever experienced. She wanted him, and she wanted him bad.

      When had she become such a slut? At this rate, with her blood heating up from the sexy looks he kept throwing over his shoulder at her, she’d be on her back, naked within the hour. She needed to wrangle in her hormones right…freaking…now.
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      Cold rain had been falling for a little over thirty minutes, and Zegorie couldn’t fathom why it seemed to please Kaia. When it had begun to come down, she’d lifted her face to the sky and muttered something about a cold shower. As usual, he hadn’t understood what she was talking about, but he was mesmerized by the way the rain soaked her hair, making it seem longer, darker, and sleeker. It gave him dangerous thoughts about laying her down, taking off her clothes, and kissing and licking every wet inch of her beautiful body until she begged him to make wild love to her in the downpour.

      So distracted was he that he almost missed pulling her out of the reach of a Dionaea, a carnivorous plant that trapped its victims between two large flowering petals, keeping them in a daze with an anesthetic toxin that digested at the same time. As he’d recognized the long, scarlet outer petals that drew prey in with a sweet fragrance, he’d turned just in time to draw his sword and chop the boulder-sized bud from the stem just as it was stretching out to snatch her up.

      The writhing flower fell at her feet. She gasped and jumped back. “What was that?”

      “Just another predator in these woods. Do you have man-eating plants where you’re from?”

      Her quick steps closed the space between them, and she grasped his arm as she explained, “We have plants that are poisonous, but none that actually grab and eat people.” She smiled and spoke in a low voice as she said, “Feed me, Seymour!”

      “What’s that?”

      She covered her face with one hand and laughed. “It’s nothing. At least, nothing you’d understand.”

      Smelled so good. After their days in the muck and mire of the forest, she shouldn’t smell like something from which he wanted to have a long, leisurely taste, but she did, and his fangs ached to pierce her skin. She twisted her neck and met his gaze, close enough to lean down for a kiss or a nip. So tempting.

      “Thank you for saving me. Is that going on my tab?”

      “No. That one was free, just to keep you hooked.”

      “Oh, trust me, I’m hooked.” Her gaze met his and her eyelashes lowered. Energy whipped back and forth in his mid-section. He wanted to put his hands all over her.

      Why was the air always so charged between them? Why couldn’t he just look at her without wanting to feel the softness of her lips and the wildness of her tongue?

      Reluctantly, he turned and walked on, but he continued to glance at her as she followed behind him.

      “Stop looking at me like you want to eat me up. Maybe you’re not a vampire at all. Maybe you’re the Big Bad Wolf?”

      She had one thing right. In that moment, his thoughts were certainly bad. Not because sex wasn’t a natural thing between a man and a woman, but because she didn’t want him the same way he wanted her.

      Ah, hell. What did he have to lose? “As tasty as you look to me, I don’t want to devour you in the way your mind is thinking. I have a completely different way in mind.”

      She sucked air into her lungs quickly, and his groin tightened. He like that his words had caused a reaction in her. Maybe she wasn’t as immune to him as she let on. He just wished she’d tell him why she was so eager to leave Sanguardia. Though she’d said it wasn’t for a man, there was a certain desperation to her actions. It was clearly something or someone dear to her that she was fighting hard to get back to. Maybe he hadn’t asked the right question. He knew some men preferred the company of other men, and so it was probably true for women too. For his peace of mind, he needed to know if his chances of winning her affection no matter what he said or did were next to nil.

      “Is it a woman?”

      “What?”

      “Whatever you’re battling to get back to in your world. Is it a female?”

      Her eyes widened, and he cursed under his breath. Just his luck. He finds a woman who hardens every inch of his fucking body, and she’d never want him.

      “Yes. She’s everything to me.”

      His chin dropped to his chest. “I understand. You don’t have to worry about any more advances from me. I’ll keep my hands to myself. But just to let you know, I don’t have a plan for controlling the dirty things I do to you in my mind.”

      Realization dawned on her beautiful face, and he tried not to notice the way her freckles stood out so perfectly against her creamy skin. He sighed loudly in frustration and ran a hand over his hair, pulling the wet strands away from his face.

      A light laugh rolled off her lips. “No. It’s not romantic.” She bit her bottom lip sexily, and relief filled him. “I’m still resisting your advances, Zegorie, but the woman I’m trying to get back to is my sister. She needs me, and I can’t let her down like I’ve done too many times before.”

      Her sister? Of course, she’d want to get back to a close family member. He waited until she was within inches of him, stopped, and reached for her hand. She tried to pull free, but he held fast until she let him have his way. He linked their fingers, palms touching, and folded their hands together. Her eyes were big, green pools as she looked up at him with parted lips.

      “You have my word, Kaia. I will make sure you are reunited with your sister. Nothing will prevent that from happening.”

      Though it wasn’t part of his vow, he lifted their hands to his mouth and kissed her fingers one-by-one before dropping her hand and turning away. Without looking back, he began pushing through the dripping trees and low plants upward toward Brynia and the inevitably cruel loss of Kaia. He forced himself to put one foot in front of the other before he did something stupid like grab her and make a complete fool of himself like he wanted to. He heard her following closely behind him and imagined he could feel her eyes on him, which did all kind of damage to his self-control. He was walking in cold rain, through a treacherous mountain terrain, and he was fucking half-erect at just the thought of the way her eyes revered him when he’d given his promise. He’d meant every word of it and intended to make sure he didn’t screw it up.

      They pushed on through the steady rain until the sun began to rise, and he found another cave in which to rest throughout the daytime. Once he’d made sure it wasn’t already occupied, he readied it for sleeping but was a little pissed that this cave gave them a little more room than the last one. He’d rather enjoyed her body lying next to his, even if it did mean he’d be painfully and sexually frustrated the entire time. It was completely worth the agony.

      As they slipped out of their wet clothes, leaving on their damp underclothes, and laid down to rest again, he was pleasantly surprised when she scooted close to him like before. He threw a blanket over the two of them and wrapped his arms around her.

      Her dry tone only made his smile widen as she said, “Just because I’m next to you, don’t get any ideas. I’m freezing and wet. I need your body for warmth…only for warmth.”

      He chuckled as he pulled her tightly against his erection. Her gasp sounded loud inside the stone walls of the cave, but he reassured her with a whisper in her ear, “You’re half-naked, you smell delicious, and I have never been harder, but you have nothing to fear from me. I won’t kiss you again…until you ask for it.”

      Her body relaxed in his arms, and she began moving around, trying to get comfortable until he put a heavy hand on her hips to still them. Every time she wiggled them, he had to suppress the urge to grab her and press her back against his agonizingly hard cock.

      “You’re driving me to madness, woman. If you keep that up, you’ll make me go back on the word that I just gave.”

      “Sorry. Turns out, cave floors aren’t the most comfortable.”

      One thing he could be thankful for. Her soft body next to his totally made him forget about their less-than-stellar surroundings.

      As exhausted as his body was, his mind continued to race, and he couldn’t seem to sleep. With her heavy sighs and occasional restlessness, he recognized she was having the same trouble.

      Finally, she turned toward him and asked, “How are you finding the clues your mother told you to follow? I haven’t seen anything but rambling nature everywhere. Don’t the people of this land believe in civilization?”

      “There were a great many vampire cities in Sanguardia before the humans came. We were an advanced race, with high-level technologies. The humans changed that, and for many years, we’ve been forced to live in the untamed areas of the land. These mountains are our refuge because the humans are afraid to stay here for long periods of time. They have found the thriving life here hard to completely suppress.”

      “I’ll say. Your people aren’t exactly the roll over and do as their told type. And if there are things out here bigger and badder than the barath that attacked us or the plant that tried to eat me, the humans might find Earth a more hospitable place anyway.”

      “It hasn’t seemed to affect their determination yet. They’ve been destroying Sanguardia for close to thirty years now.”

      She drove him crazy, biting that delectable bottom lip again before saying, “I’m sorry humans did this to your world.”

      He hadn’t expected the warmth that filled his chest at hearing her sincere words. She’d had nothing to do with the invasion, and yet she’d felt sympathy for his struggle. This pleased him greater than he would’ve thought possible. He liked being on the same side as Kaia. Of course, if he were being perfectly honest, he simply liked Kaia.

      “So, where are your mother’s clues? Are they landmarks or literal messages?”

      Not a bad idea to focus on something less controversial than how much he wanted the nearly naked woman within arm’s reach. “My mother spent the time we were hiding here in the mountains, teaching me everything she knew about the land. She educated me about the plants and animals that were indigenous to this region. She taught me which ones were edible, which to avoid. I know every single one by heart and know about their benefits and their harmful effects.

      “She also taught me about the plants that don’t belong here, the invaders. Along our path, each time I come across one, I look for a symbol carved into the rock wall or a nearby tree. That symbol tells me which direction to go and how much further away.”

      “That’s so clever. Your mother must be a very intelligent woman.”

      “She is. If something had changed with her location, she would’ve simply carved a second symbol beside one of the earlier ones. Her method was ingenious.”

      After a while, they drifted to sleep, comfortable in each other’s space. Sometime in the night, he woke to find her staring at him as if she were trying to solve a puzzle.

      “Can’t sleep?”

      “I did for a time, but once I awoke, I couldn’t go back to sleep. Too many racing thoughts.”

      The light from outside the cave fell across her face, and all he could think about was how much he liked kissing her, how much he liked the feel of her body rubbing over his. He needed to shift his thinking quickly again.

      “Tell me more about you. What of your family? Do you have anyone to return to besides your sister?

      Her pink tongue darted out to wet her lips and his abdomen clenched at the sensual sight. He ran a nervous hand over the back of his neck. His will was really being tested on this day.

      “No one else. Aubrey and I are all each other has. I don’t remember my real parents, but Aubrey and I were shifted around from foster home to foster home from a young age. Thank goodness they kept us together. We didn’t really have a home or a family until the woman who became our mother finally adopted us. My sister was twelve and I was nine. Maeve Hardison was a kindly, grandmotherly type who loved us on first sight, and trust me, I wasn’t easy to love. I’d hardened myself to affection at that point, but she was patient. With time, I called her mother and loved her deeply. She passed away a few years ago.”

      How it happened, he’d never understand, but in that moment, he felt kindred to a human. Of course, not just any human. Kaia had become someone more to him than just a mere human. He’d begun to care for her. With her devil-may-care attitude and her resourcefulness, he never would’ve guessed she’d had such a difficult upbringing, but now that he understood her background so many other things about her made sense. They were quite a pair, both with a story to break a heart and relying on each other to improve their current circumstances.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Kaia.”

      Her eyes seemed brighter and her chin trembled slightly, but she didn’t cry. Instead, she reached a hand out and gently stroked his cheek. He closed his eyes and leaned into her touch, loving the feel of her soft hands. They were headed into dangerous territory again, and this time, he didn’t think he’d be able to stop.

      He met her gaze, not bothering to hide the sexual need pushing his heart to thrum at a savage pace. “Kaia…my control is tenuous at best. And sleep is the last thing on my mind.”

      She traced a finger down his chest, and he shuddered at her light touch. “I’m not thinking about sleep either.”

      His growled response was involuntary as his instincts began to take over.

      “Kiss me, Zegorie. It’s all I can think about.”

      He didn’t need to be asked again. With abandon, he took her mouth, claiming her lips and delving his tongue past them to tangle with hers. He placed one hand at the small of her back and allowed the other to begin exploring the curves of her shapely body. A rush of desire hit him like a cave-in, and he flipped her to her back, covering her body with his.

      She arched into him, and he pulled back just enough to look at her in the scant light filtering in through the mouth of the cave. She blew away every fantasy he’d ever had. With shaking hands, he lifted her undershirt and stared in awe at the nearly transparent covering, not even hiding the small, circular nipples pebbled underneath. His breathing felt heavy as he struggled with the small, plastic clasp at the center. She took pity on him and quickly undid the band of cloth, brushing it apart to reveal her creamy flesh.

      He gaped without shame at the vision beneath him. With reverence, he cupped one breast and thumbed the hardened nipple until her breath caught in her throat, and unintelligible sounds fell from her plump lips.

      A wicked grin stretched across his face as he dipped his tongue to a pebbled peak. After flicking at her nipple with his tongue until she writhed beneath him, he sucked her into his mouth and moaned around the tasty pearl.

      “Zegorie…please…” His cock throbbed at the sound of his name on her lips. She begged so prettily, and he couldn’t take much more. He wanted to let go of his control and drive deep inside her, bringing her to the highest point of pleasure over and over.

      He kissed his way over to her other breast and gave it the same attention. Bracing himself on one arm, he let his free hand roam down her abdomen and beneath the lace of her underwear. He slipped through her curls and found her soaking wet with arousal. It was his final undoing. He had to taste her.

      With deliberate kisses, he journeyed lower until he licked and kissed softly over her cloth covered clit. She ran her hands through his hair, and he met her passionate gaze before pulling her panties over her hips and down her legs. He returned to the treat waiting for him between her legs.

      His eyes rolled back in his head with the first, long lick of his tongue. Her taste was intoxicating, and he couldn’t get enough. He licked and sucked at her pussy lips, trying to taste every inch of her delectable sex. Her hips rocked and the sexiest keening sounds rose up in her throat.

      He couldn’t get enough of her and slowly worked his way to the little nubbin emerging from its hood. He worked his tongue over her clit and wrapped is lips around it. With a little suction, her pelvis shot up off the ground, and his name spilled from her mouth, over and over. He worked a finger inside of her and made a come-here motion with it. She threw her head back, and he knew he was doing something right. When he inserted a second finger while he sucked, he felt her go over the edge and the rhythmic pulses around his fingers in combination with the high-pitched sounds bursting out of her open mouth made his male pride balloon.

      As she calmed down and met his gaze, her flushed face and neck made him grin. She looked slightly surprised, but a lop-sided grin formed on her mouth as she beckoned him up to her once more.

      She licked her lips as her chest rose and fell with her rapid breathing. “My turn.”

      His cock throbbed at her words, and he moved quickly. Was she offering oral sex? Though, as an adolescent slave, he’d given pleasure to his mistress often, he’d never received it. He couldn’t believe he was about to see what it felt like.

      He raised up on his knees as she scrambled to bend prostrate in front of him. It felt so right and yet wrong somehow. As her tongue stretched out to lick the bead of pre-cum from the slit at the head of his cock, his hips jerked in reaction. He watched in wonder as she sucked the head between her lips and looked up at him. Her tongue ran quickly over the underside as she applied the slightest sucking pressure, and his head dropped back on his shoulders at the intense pleasure.

      He’d never known.

      She continued to lick and suck up and down his shaft until she started a rhythmic bob with her head. He watched her in amazement and slipped his hands into the silky strands of her hair. He wanted to prolong the experience but could already feel the tingling at the base of his spine and a tightening in his scrotum that revealed he was about to come harder than he ever had before.

      “I can’t hold back, Kaia.”

      Pulling off and meeting his gaze, she said, “Then don’t. Give me all you got.”

      With her provocative words, he felt control slip away, and he could barely breathe as she took him all in her mouth again until he could feel the back of her throat squeezing his cockhead. He cried out with the explosion of his orgasm. His toes curled into the tarp, gripping her hair in his fists, and he called out her name as he gave her ropes of come and she swallowed every drop.

      Once he’d calmed down, he placed his hands on her ribcage and lifted her so that he could crush her to his chest. She’d pleased him so very much, and he wanted her to know that. No one had ever cherished him in such a way.

      “Kaia, that was unexpected and amazing.” He cupped her cheek and stared down into her beautiful face. “You are amazing.”

      “For a human?”

      For the first time, he heard his words for what they were—blatant prejudice. Although he’d only ever known humans to be cruel and manipulative, he admitted now that he’d let that color his judgment. He was man enough to admit when he was wrong. And here was a human whose very soul spoke to his own. She was intelligent and funny. Her heart was loyal, and she had integrity. She was the most fascinating and attractive woman he’d ever met, and yet he’d made her feel like there was something wrong with who she was. He was the one with the problem, not her.

      “No. I don’t care what you are or where you came from. As you are, you are perfect in every way.”

      His words seemed to confuse her as her eyes widened briefly before she looked away. And her voice seemed tremulous as she asked, “Did you hit your head? No one has ever described me as perfect. Mostly, they just roll out a long list of my faults.”

      He brushed his hands over her face, turning her so that their eyes were locked. “Your faults, if they exist, pale in comparison to mine. Now, enough of this talk. I’m not finished with you yet. If you’re willing, I’d like to…”

      He stopped, cocking his head to listen closely. He cursed in frustration and reached for his clothes. He’d heard something nearby, something like stealthy footsteps. Someone or something was approaching the cave. He had to admit he was more than a little disappointed they’d been interrupted. And if this were the two bumbling humans they’d snuck by earlier, he was going to be pissed just enough to make their deaths slow and painful.
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      “Get dressed…quickly.”

      For the briefest of moments, his words perplexed her. Then, Kaia followed his lead and began pulling her clothing back on as fast as she could. When she turned around, Zegorie was exiting the cave, his sword drawn.

      He threw instructions over his shoulder. “Stay here.”

      Not likely. She rolled up the tarp and packed the supplies back inside the backpack and hurried after him. When she rushed out of the cave opening, she came to a quick stop. Zegorie was standing still, his sword lowered to the ground, and in front of him, was a woman with long, white-blonde hair and her hands cupping his face. She appeared to be in her fifties and wore a smile full of affection as she stared into Zegorie’s eyes.

      His mother. It was Brynia.

      Zegorie seemed mesmerized as he gazed at the woman until he finally dropped his sword and wrapped his arms around her, squeezing her tightly to his body. Her arms encircled him, and Kaia felt like an interloper, intruding on their moment.

      She turned to go back into the cave so that they could have some private time, but Brynia called after her, “Stay, Kaia. We need to go…now. Our timing matters, and we can’t waste even a second.”

      Kaia wasn’t surprised Brynia knew her name because they’d met before in Kaia’s dreams. She reached into a pouch on her utility belt and felt the coolness of the glass key there. This was the woman who could send her home. Then, why was she hesitating? Her gaze shifted to Zegorie, and she understood the reason for her uncertainty. She didn’t want to leave him. Not yet. Horrible! She was a horrible person. Even with her sister in enemy hands, she was inconsiderately only thinking of herself. How could she be so damn selfish!

      Brynia seemed to know where her mind was as she soothingly said, “It’s okay, Kaia. Now is not the time for that anyway.”

      With that, she focused her attention on her son once again and said, “I’ve been anticipating and…to be honest…fearing this day for so long, but it is very good to hold you close to me again. I’m sure you have many questions, but first, we must leave this area right now.”

      She didn’t waste any more time, instead, turning and hurrying past the nearest tree, not even looking to be sure they followed. But, Zegorie picked up his sword, sheathed it, and took the pack from Kaia. He tipped up her chin to look directly at her. Kaia noticed his eyes seemed to shine in the dying sunlight. He’d been holding back tears and Kaia’s heart stopped to know he was fighting to hold back his emotions.

      “We are not finished, my beauty. I will sink inside you before the rising of the next sun, and we will both find mind-blowing release.”

      All the air rushed from her lungs, but he let her go and turned, following after Brynia. Her insides felt rearranged, but Kaia put one foot in front of the other and made her way after Zegorie, unsure which would be better—staying with him or running in the opposite direction.

      On one hand, Brynia was her ticket home. Yet, clearly, being with Zegorie confused her brain. Made her want to stay when that was completely out of the question. It was enough to make her feel like she didn’t even know her own mind.

      Despite her confusion, she continued after the warrior, knowing it was the right way to go…for now. She just hoped, when it came time, she could be unselfish and make the correct choice.

      After some time, Brynia stopped in front of what looked like a dead end between two ledges. In front of them, they stared at nothing but an impenetrable rock face. Yet, with a wave of Brynia’s hand, the rock face melted away and a wooden structure jutted out of the side of the mountain. In the next instant, a door appeared out of nowhere.

      Kaia gasped, but Zegorie didn’t seem fazed by this extraordinary happening. Special effects like that only happened with special equipment in Kaia’s world, but here, the things of fiction were real life.

      They walked through the door and, on the other side, Kaia was surprised to find the interior of a small cottage inside the side of a mountain. Its structure on the inside was similar to that of a Yurt, a round tent with animal furs on the walls and hanging from the ceiling. Kaia assumed they helped with insulation and moisture. The exterior wall was structured in a circular pattern, and the room was divided into four areas by rectangular, canvas panels that hung in a cross pattern. The section they encountered first had two wooden chairs that appeared hand-carved and a table made from an upside down tree stump the size of a dinner plate with three branches to serve as the legs with a large, animal-skin rug in front of the chairs. It was almost homey, in a strange, Flintstones kind of way.

      A bow and quiver of arrows were propped against one chair, and Kaia couldn’t help but be impressed. If that’s all Brynia had used to take down the animals that once wore these furs, she was impressive, to say the least.

      Brynia explained that the other sections included a room in which she slept, one in which she cooked, and the other that served as a sort of workshop where she created her weaponry. Any other needs were tended to outside.

      “Have a seat. We don’t have much time.” Brynia sat in the chair with the bow and arrows beside it and swept her hand toward the other one.

      Again, Brynia spoke about time as if it were a predator creeping up on them, ready to pounce on its prey. Kaia sat down but asked, “Why are we in such a hurry?”

      “I know you have many questions for me, but we will not remain undiscovered for long.”

      Zegorie remained standing and crossed to the door, staring at it as if someone might barge through at any moment. “Why do we remain here if they will discover us?”

      A heavy sigh escaped Brynia’s lips as she explained, “I have seen every scenario. This is the one in which you survive. So, we stay here.”

      Something occurred to Kaia that she’d never thought about before. Foresight might seem like a cool superpower of sorts, but it could be a burden that haunted the bearer apparently.

      “How do you stand it? I mean, doom and gloom every time you look at the future?”

      Brynia smiled at Kaia’s question. Obviously, it was something she’d come to grips with long ago, but from the sullen look in her deep eyes, it was clear she still dealt with the emotional consequences.

      “That doesn’t bother me as much as it used to. The one thing for which I can’t forgive myself is the sacrifices that must be made.” Her gaze strayed toward Zegorie, and Kaia’s chest tightened with the implication. “Will you ever be able to forgive me, son?”

      He didn’t even look at her as he answered, “There’s nothing to forgive. You did what you had to do.”

      “It was still the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life.”

      Kaia noticed Zegorie’s hands were clenched into fists. This exchange wasn’t as amicable as it appeared.

      Brynia pleaded, “Talk to me, Zegorie.”

      He turned and stared at her, his eyes burned with some strong emotion. Kaia thought he might be angry or hurt, but he worked his jaw and a muscle jumped there as he stared at Brynia.

      “What do you want me to say? As a slave, I was beaten and abused almost daily for ten years. It was only when I was fifteen and my mistress planned to hand me off to her male friends to use for their pleasure that I finally revolted and wrapped my hands around her neck. I squeezed and squeezed until her eyes bulged, her tongue lolled outside her mouth, and I knew she couldn’t hurt anyone else again. Then, I ran and never looked back, and I’ve been fighting every day of my life since. Is that what you want to hear?”

      She didn’t flinch once as he told his story. Her head remained high, but tears fell from her eyes as she said, “If I hadn’t left you there that day, you wouldn’t be standing here with me today. You would’ve died long before you joined the rebellion, before you met Kaia, before you defeated the evil that came to conquer our world. It was the only way.”

      He ran a weary hand over his face and said, “So you say. Just keep in mind, I was five when you left me. A five-year-old child building my hatred and resentment toward my captors…toward you. Such a long time to hang onto those sentiments. It will be difficult to let it all go. Honestly, I’m not certain I will ever be able to.”

      She smiled tentatively and nodded. “I understand. I don’t blame you one bit, but I did what I did so that you would be here with me today. It was not how I would’ve had things develop, but, believe it or not, I wasn’t thinking of myself. I was thinking of you…and of Kaia, your beautiful and strong warrior bride.”

      Kaia coughed in surprise as she looked back and forth between Brynia and Zegorie, even as they both stared at her.

      “Now, that’s just crazy talk. I’m not planning my wedding anytime soon, thank you very much.”

      Brynia pursed her lips as if she were getting her thoughts in order before forming her next words. Her tongue darted out and she blinked a few extra times before explaining, “You are already essentially married.”

      “Whoa! Slow this matrimonial bus down. I don’t know what kind of backwards, back woods rules about marriage you all have here in Sanguardia, but where I come from, it takes a license and a ceremony to make things official. We just fooled around, and it was really, really good...” Kaia cringed at her words, as she recognized the fact she’d just said them, out loud, to Zegorie’s mother, but she charged on and said, “But I take it all back. I refuse any kind of marriage. No marriage for me, thank you very much.”

      “It’s already done, but not in the way you think. You two were betrothed as babes. Kaia, you were born in Sanguardia.”

      Kaia couldn’t have been more floored if sky suddenly reversed its position with the land. “No. That’s impossible. I mean, that’s ridiculous. I’m not a vampire or anybody’s fairytale creature.”

      “You are a mystic, like me, but your powers have never been developed. It takes time and a good teacher to bring them out. As of now, they were suppressed so that you could assimilate and survive in the other dimension. Of course, clearly you’ve honed some of your abilities. It is what makes you such an accomplished thief. Those ‘feelings’ you got on a job that helped you escape in the nick of time were your powers. And, whether you realized it or not, you weaved illusions too. These were the tools you used to become so great at stealing things.”

      Zegorie stepped forward, a shining hope in his eyes. “Kaia…is not…from the human dimension?” He sounded confused…and slightly relieved.

      With a shake of her head, Kaia inquired, “No offense, but if I had been taught to use the abilities of a mystic, would I be as…eccentric as you?”

      Brynia laughed. “Well put. However, there’s no way to know. Times being what they are, events couldn’t have played out any other way.”

      “And what exactly can a mystic do?”

      “All mystics can weave illusions and most can sense danger. The highly skilled can map out the possible paths of the future, but that takes many years to master. Other than that, powers will vary for different people. Certain mystics can read the thoughts of others. Some mystics have been known to control objects with their minds. Some rare mystics can even transport themselves over long distances just by thinking of being there. Some extremely rare mystics have all these powers and more. I’m sure there are other abilities even I don’t know about.”

      “What can you tell her of her parents?” Zegorie asked.

      “Her mother was my closest friend, and her father was the Ruler of the Mystic Nation. She is not just any mystic. Like you, she is the only remaining heir to her people’s throne.”

      Kaia swallowed. “Then, my parents are no longer living?”

      “I’m afraid, like many, they were murdered during the invasion.”

      Her heart aching for the parents she would never know, she asked, “I don’t know what to say. It’s all so much to take in. Were they good people?”

      “The best people I ever knew. I wish you could’ve grown up with them. You look so much like your mother, and they adored you.”

      “Wait! I’m not an only child. My sister is older than I am. She’s the heir.”

      Brynia shook her head slowly. “She isn’t truly your sister, Kaia. Unfortunately, she is the second sacrifice I had to make. She is my niece, my brother’s child, whom I sent so you wouldn’t be alone in the human world. Seems you two did grow close as sisters though.”

      “She’s the only family I’ve ever known. I don’t care what you say, she is my sister...and I need to get back to her.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you feel great urgency. As it turns out, I have no ability to see her currently. Distance and time are blocking my vision.”

      Kaia leaned forward, digging into the pouch at her belt. “In my dream, you said you could get me back to her if you had the skeleton key. I’ve got the key here, and I’m ready.”

      Brynia held up her hand to stop her though. “Keep the key put away. It can’t be used yet.”

      Zegorie’s voice grated as he said, “We should destroy it. It’s wrought nothing but destruction.”

      “No! Absolutely not.” Alarm gripped Kaia and twisted like a fist in her stomach. “Once I’m back with my sister…or…your niece…or whatever, then you can pitch it in the nearest volcano for all I care. Until then though, I’m not giving the key to Mr. My-Way-is-the-Only-Way.”

      “Well, one thing is for certain. Zegorie and you are not married yet, and that’s something we need to rectify.”

      Kaia’s heart raced at the words. Zegorie’s hot gaze locked with hers as she looked at him. She’d only known him for mere days. How was she supposed to marry someone she hardly knew? Even if he was one of the hottest men she’d ever encountered, and even if she admired his physical strength and incredible resiliency, she wasn’t ready to make such a permanent commitment like marriage to just anyone. He was one of a kind. If she were to tie herself to someone, they would have to be as remarkable as Zegorie, yet, in reality, she just had one more insurmountable issue. Call her crazy, but she wanted to live in the same dimension as her husband.

      She broke eye contact first and looked at her feet. Trying to remain determined, she explained, “Oh, didn’t I mention? On my list of things that will never happen, that one ranks pretty high.”

      Brynia shifted her gaze to the floor as she explained, “I am a very powerful mystic, but, believe it or not, I don’t see everything clearly. There are even things I refuse to see. However, one thing I see with great certainty is that my son and you will be married.”

      “Look, I don’t belong here. No offense, but I can’t marry your son because I just can’t. I don’t plan on being here long enough for a courtship, not to mention, the wedding planning. Can you send me home or not?”

      A sad smile lifted the corners of Brynia’s lips as she said, “Time’s up.” With a sudden shift, she looked directly at Zegorie and asked, “Will you always protect Kaia?”

      He wore a hard stare for a few silent seconds before he answered. “Count on it. I will protect her always.”

      A loud rumbling began outside, and Kaia turned with the others toward the door, as she tried to picture something big enough to make the massive amount of noise on the other side of their hiding place. She hoped the illusion Brynia used to shield them from anything dangerous held the unknown invaders at bay.

      When she turned to ask, she noticed Brynia’s attention was locked onto Kaia instead of whatever was outside. Her eyes almost seemed to glow as they watched Kaia specifically.

      “Kaia, will you allow any harm to come to Zegorie?”

      “What?”

      “If someone tries to harm my son, will you protect him?”

      What kind of question was that? Nothing about this whole situation seemed normal, but considering they had something possibly harmful circling around them, now was not the time for twenty questions. Kaia just needed to get things back on track quickly.

      “No harm will come to your son if I can help it.”

      A look of relief came over Brynia as she picked up a bag that had been on the floor behind her chair. “Good. Now that that’s out of the way, we probably should move outside before they begin searching for us with their guns.”
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      Zegorie knew what Brynia had just done. Even as he held Kaia’s hand and walked with her under the doorjamb, solidifying their marriage, he thought he should say something, but still he kept silent. They were probably about to die anyway considering, more than likely, there was an army waiting for them outside. Yet, his mother’s quick thinking and, no doubt, underhanded actions had saved Kaia’s life, whether she realized it yet or not.

      Once they emerged from the small, hidden cottage in between the ledges, Zegorie slowed at the sight in front of him. About twenty, armed men stood around them, guns raised, a look of aggression about the group. One, who was taller than the others, stood a little ways in front of the others with a triumphant look on his face, a scornful sneer that Zegorie wanted to use his fist to physically remove from the man’s face.

      “Throw down your weapons, and put your hands above your head.” He ambled forward. “Do it now!”

      Zegorie pulled his sword from its scabbard and tossed it to the ground in front of him. The gun that Kaia had used to save him from the barath landed next to it. His mother’s bow and arrow fell to the ground next. One-by-one, they emptied their store of weapons onto the dirt, and Zegorie raised his hands, palms out, into the air. His level of contempt for this human was growing by the minute.

      “You! Kaia, step forward.” How did he know her name?

      She did as she was told, her arms raised above her head. Her fine facial features were set in determination, and he felt a momentary pride that she was his woman.

      “I think you have something we want.”

      Bristling at the loaded words and resulting snicker that followed, Zegorie couldn’t hold in the growl he emitted.

      “Don’t worry, vampire scum. We only want what she stole. Give us the key.”

      She reached into her pouch and pulled it out. For the first time, Zegorie got a glimpse at the tool of Sanguardia’s destruction. It was so ordinary. Just a piece of ordinary glass, shaped into a key. Yet, with a turn, it had doomed an entire world of people.

      With her other hand cocked on her hip, she held the key out to the leader and waited for him to take it. A knowing grin lifted his mouth in a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “I think it would be best if you lay it on the ground with the weapons.”

      She hesitated just a moment before giving an uncaring shrug and doing as he said. It dropped to the ground with an echoing ring as it clanged against the metal of Zegorie’s sword.

      Zegorie’s ire built as he watched the roving gazes of the army. They watched Kaia like hungry ants ready to swarm a piece of food. He knew what they were thinking, and he didn’t like it one bit. He was ready to rip out the eyeballs and shove them down the throat of any man who looked at her. They’d do well to focus their attention on something else.

      “Sergeant Tronsky? Now that you have the key, can we have the woman?”

      The leader snarled over his shoulder, and the men straightened slightly, realizing they’d crossed a line of some sort.

      “Much as I would like to hand her off to you, I can’t. Seems there’s been a wedding, and we weren’t invited. She’s tied to the vampire, which means any other man who touches her now, brings a terrible curse upon himself and dies a horrific, painful death.”

      “Wedding? What? Wait a minute…” Kaia was just beginning to understand she’d been tricked, and she wasn’t happy about it, even if it did just keep her from a horrible fate.

      “Nevermind that. All that’s important is that, in one fell swoop, we solve so many problems.” The pride never left the sergeant’s eyes as he gave orders for their weapons to be collected and for them to be tied up. “We march for the valley immediately. I don’t want to waste another moment. The sooner I deliver these captives to Captain M, the sooner I will be rewarded.”

      Brynia had inched slowly forward until she was by Zegorie’s side. Briefly, he looked at her and when their eyes met, she widened them ever so slightly, signaling something. He needed to distract the lead soldier, so she could do whatever she was plotting.

      “Have to please your daddy, don’t you?”

      The lead a-hole smirked and crossed his arms. “Do you know what my reward will be?”

      Zegorie had an idea, but he was trying to sidetrack the jerk, so he said, “Since you’re such an asshole, I’m going to assume paper for wiping yourself?”

      The smarmy smile barely faltered as the leader explained, “No. I’m afraid you’re way off. My reward for bringing in such a large prize is that I get a vampire slave. The question is do I choose a woman to please me sexually or a child to crush under my heel as he does my every bidding? Which would you suggest?”

      Bile rose in Zegorie’s stomach, and he knew what the human was trying to do. A burning hatred flowed throughout his body, and the strength of it felt like a hot, white lightning strike. He clenched his fists and felt every muscle tighten. So badly, he wanted to smash his fist into this man’s face over and over again.

      In the next moment though, Brynia raised her hands and called to Zegorie and Kaia, “Get down! Run! Now!”

      In front of them rose an image of a stone wall that blocked the small army from seeing them. At the same time, the air around them shuddered and boulders rained down the mountainside. Zegorie knew it was all an illusion, but Kaia’s shrieks made it clear she did not. And he hoped the men didn’t realize the truth either.

      He ran for her, grabbing her hand and pulling her around a narrow path, ducking down behind a row of boulders, out of firing range. He called back to Brynia, “Come on! We have to go!”

      Her voice sounded shaky as she answered, “I love you, Zegorie. Always have. Never doubt that.”

      Something was wrong. “Of course! I know that. Now, let’s go!”

      “Take Kaia. Go…without me.”

      Zegorie stood still. Realization hitting him. He’d never see her again. The ultimate sacrifice, the last sacrifice she would make, would be herself.

      “Just run! We’ll fight them off. Don’t…leave again.”

      “No choice. Seen all possibilities. This…is…the only…way.” She was weakening. “Go on! It’s time! To save Sanguardia…you…must…go…now!”

      With everything inside him screaming to go back and pull his mother with them, he called out with an angry groan. He stood, ready to defend Brynia to the death, despite her order to leave her behind. Yet, as he watched, the first shots began, and he realized some of the army were firing, probably out of fear, aiming blindly. Her body jerked two times as the bullets hit her in quick succession, but she held her hands up, fighting through the assault. The image she projected changed, became darker, as if a huge storm was rolling in. Sheets of rain began to fall, soaking them all to the bone. Zegorie knew it was still an illusion, but it felt real, and he hoped it would be enough to give them the cover they needed to get away.

      Fighting against the strong instinct to pull Brynia out of danger, he turned away and latched onto Kaia. He didn’t want to leave. He wanted to charge in and save his mother, but the minute he did, the illusion would fade, and they’d all be vulnerable. For the first time, he grasped his mother’s decision to leave him behind. He really couldn’t visualize any other way, but it tore him up inside, gave him a feeling of complete failure. He’d failed Brynia.

      “We can’t go! Your mother…the key…” Kaia scrubbed her hands over her eyes to clear the imaginary rain. “We aren’t leaving without them.”

      In his head, he heard Brynia’s voice, clear as if she were standing next to him as she said, “You owe me nothing. Everything I did, I did it for the love of you. Take Kaia and run. Don’t look back. Face your destiny and save our world.”

      “Only one direction we can go. Move!”

      Without another thought, Zegorie worked his way up the side of the mountain, pushing Kaia in front of him. With a little luck, they might find Sparrow Falls, which led to the river, which with some swimming skill he hoped Kaia might have, they could use the waterway to get as far away from here as possible.

      As they climbed though, the rain stopped suddenly, and Zegorie hung his head for a moment. It could only mean one thing. His mother had sacrificed herself for them. Loss hit him all over again. A mother he barely knew gave everything she had for him. He couldn’t let her loss be in vain. The choice was clear. He had to see this to the end.

      “How am I completely dry?”

      He focused ahead of them. “Never raining. It was an illusion created by Brynia, the best mystic this world has ever known. It was her final gift to us.”

      She lifted her gaze to stare at the clear sky above, then lowered it as they listened to the sound of the approaching army. He needed to press through and make sure they escaped.

      “Zegorie, where do we go from here?”

      He pushed at her bottom, wishing they were in a situation to truly appreciate his current position of her ass in his hand. Instead, with his childhood dream for the family he’d wanted but never had crushed completely, with a heavy sigh, he explained, “Up and then, with any luck, over the falls into the river.”

      “Is that our only choice?”

      They were only about fifty yards from the peak. “No. We could slide right down, back into the hands of the enemy.”

      “Guess I’m going for a swim.”

      “Can you? Swim, that is?”

      “Like a champ.”

      As they reached a ledge just below the top of the mountain, a shot hit above Kaia’s head. A warning. There wouldn’t be another. They quickly hunched and scrambled behind a nearby, scraggly set of boulders.

      The leader’s voice called out to them. “You know we don’t want to fill you with bullet holes, but if you give us no other choice…”

      Zegorie hated seeing the terror in Kaia’s eyes. If he could, he’d rain down a firestorm on the waiting army below just to wipe out her fear. Yet, in that moment, he was out of ideas for how to save them. Maybe he could distract them in some way so that Kaia could get away. If she could get clear…but he didn’t want to leave her.

      Maybe she didn’t know how to use her powers yet, but they were there. Maybe she could create an illusion, to give them time to scramble over the mountain and out of the reach of the asshole and his army following them.

      “Kaia, I want you to close your eyes for just a moment.”

      With a shake of her head, she let her panic take over and her breathing escalated. He needed to help her get a grip.

      “Listen, sweetheart. You have the ability to make those men see anything you want them to. That is inside of you. Now, close your eyes and imagine the most fiery meteor storm that’s ever been, only bring it down on top of their heads.”

      She pursed her lips, anxiety in every motion. “I don’t know how to do that. What if I can’t make it happen?”

      He lightly gripped her chin in between his fingers and forced her to meet his gaze. “Close your eyes. Picture a hailing firestorm in your head. If you can’t do it, we’ll have no other choice but to surrender, and I don’t plan to surrender.” She swallowed hard. “But, I believe you can do it. I feel the power inside of you. Now, shut your eyes and make it happen.”

      Her forehead wrinkled with determination and she gave one big nod of her head before shutting her eyes and raising her hands. Yet, after a minute, it was clear, she couldn’t make it happen.

      “I just don’t know how to access that. It’s nothing I’ve ever done before.”

      One thought pushed Zegorie to take action. She needed to clear her mind of everything except the most important ideas. He cupped the nape of her neck and pulled her toward him, covering her lips with his own. He started hungrily, thrusting his tongue inside her mouth, melding their lips together. Her gasp was audible, but then she joined him with wild abandon, kissing him like it might be their last, which at this rate, could be right.

      He pulled back and nearly smiled at the bemused look on her face. “Try again.”

      She nodded and closed her eyes. This time, it started as embers floating around them, but then within seconds grew to large fiery flames crashing down around them. The men below screamed, and Zegorie didn’t waste any more time. He clasped Kaia’s hand in his, and they scrambled past the few remaining obstacles until they were on the other side of the mountain peak.

      The rumble of the crashing falls sounded just a little ways below them. They didn’t pause. Instead, they ran toward the sound, stopping only when they were standing with their toes on the precipice. With one shared look at each other, they took a deep breath, and jumped. The fall was at least fifty yards below them, probably more.

      The water felt as if it slapped his skin as he jumped in feet first, plunging in deeply before he repeatedly pushed himself through the water in order to project himself back to the top. The moment he breached the surface, he looked around for Kaia. After another moment, her head bobbed up, and he was by her side in three strokes.

      She gasped a few times and began to swim away from the frothy, churning water where the falls stirred things up. He followed until they were both on the shore and quickly melted into the trees.

      “Zegorie, I had no idea you were such a romantic. I bet all the new brides want to spend a honeymoon running for their lives. Speaking of which, can you show me the quickest place to get a divorce?”

      “You don’t want to do that just yet.”

      “Oh, but I do. I didn’t agree to this marriage, and I’m more than a little pissed off that it happened without my consent.”

      “Listen, Brynia had her reasons, misguided as they were, but you can’t deny that being married to me saved your life back there.”

      “I still don’t get that. How does being married to you keep other men from hurting me?”

      Zegorie didn’t really want to go into all the details simply because she did have an escape clause, and he thought it best if she didn’t know about it. The minute she left Sanguardia, their marriage would end. However, that wasn’t something on which he wanted to dwell. Instead, he wanted to make it clear how she was now more protected than she’d ever been before.

      “In Sanguardia, the vampires were given a special ability that only manifests through the joining of a man to his bride. Once the couple say their vows and walk through the doorway, hands clasped, a protective spell covers them. Those vows aren’t simply words. They’re as good as a strong incantation. There is magic in our bond, and it will protect us both forever.”

      “Or until we divorce, right?”

      He didn’t know how to answer her. On the one hand, he wanted to avoid a conflict with her, but on the other hand, the truth was simple. Though they were practically strangers, he felt a connection with her that felt meaningful. She belonged with him. He was sure of it.

      However, that kind of talk would surely cause her to panic, and that was the last thing they needed right now. He just needed to reassure her for now, and that meant telling her what she wanted to hear, even if he had no intention of ever letting her go.

      He scanned the forest, avoiding her gaze, as he answered, “Of course.”
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      Kaia wasn’t one of those women. She wasn’t the kind of woman who had her wedding dress picked out, the venue all decorated, the soundtrack recorded, and all the other things women strategized in their heads long before the actual event. Not even as a young girl had she imagined her wedding someday. Yet, she never thought she would have nothing to do with the planning…at…all. She never believed she wouldn’t even know she was participating in her own wedding.

      But, here she was, a newlywed, running for her life. You couldn’t make this stuff up.

      Of course, she’d been living in a real-life, fictional world ever since she’d fallen, literally, into Sanguardia, with vampires, witches, and evil plots hatching everywhere. It just seemed so surreal.

      However, now that she was married, shouldn’t she feel different in some way? She knew she should be spitting mad at this turn of events, but she couldn’t seem to muster that much outrage. Brynia’s motive was clear. She hadn’t done anything to harm Kaia or even to assist Zegorie in some hair-brained scheme. Not really. Kaia was married to the sexiest warrior alive because, in this strange world, it had saved her life. How could she argue with that?

      Now, she lay on her back, wrapped in a tarp, trying to sleep, Zegorie beside her. They’d left the mountainous terrain behind, so no longer had the option of caves to hunker down in. But, as far as they could tell, they’d lost the army following them and were in a part of the forest where the vegetation was so thick that someone would have a hard time even pushing through the plant-life, not to mention, finding someone who was well-hidden.

      They’d found a gigantic tree with needle-like foliage similar to that of a pine tree, under which they’d dug out a small impression to lay down for the night. Just as they’d finished eating their meager meal, actual rain had started, so they’d been sharing space now for a good twenty minutes, and Kaia’s body was definitely noticing. She needed to think about something other than smoothing her hands over his naked chest, and it didn’t help that she was still fighting the urge to touch her lips where he’d kissed her so intensely that it had made her mind go completely blank. His quick thinking and incredible kisses had saved them.

      She needed to stop thinking about Zegorie and focus on getting back to Aubrey, who, no matter what Brynia had revealed, was and would always be her sister. This was not something she would screw up, and she needed to know Zegorie was on board.

      “So, what’s your plan now?”

      “Need to get back to my men.”

      “My deadline still stands. I need to get that key and get home.”

      He turned on his side to face her, propping himself up on one elbow and looming over her. “Of course.”

      Kaia could’ve kicked herself. So insensitive. She recognized the sadness in him. He’d just lost his mother, and Kaia was only thinking of herself.

      “How are you holding up?”

      His gaze met hers, but he just stared a few quiet moments before saying, “Feel like I’ve I mourned her all my life. It’s hard to describe how that ember of hope burned and mixed with the resentment of her choices, only to have it all fall apart and put me right back where I was before. She’s gone again, but this time she won’t return…ever.”

      She reached out and stroked his arm sympathetically, running her finger tips up and down his thick bicep. “So sorry, Zegorie. It has to be hard to understand any of this. She obviously loved you and wanted nothing but a good future for you. You did everything you could, but she already knew how things had to go. She saw the way things would end.”

      “That’s just the thing. The future isn’t set…not completely. She told me once that she couldn’t see years into the future. No mystic could because the decisions we make actually do impact the way things turn out. Nothing is definite.”

      She turned on her side and faced him as well. Their gazes locked. “But she made it sound like she’d seen multiple scenarios and knew which one would have the best outcome.”

      He reached a hand toward her face and stroked her cheek. “I’m surprised you’re defending her. She married us without even telling you what she was doing.”

      “It saved my life. I can’t argue with that.”

      His hand slid down, over her shoulder, and traced her arm with a single finger until it dropped to the space between them. Kaia’s mid-section pitched and rolled and her breathing sped up.

      “Yes, but it also made you mine.”

      “Whoa! Don’t go there, primitive man. Don’t treat me like property. I belong to no one.”

      “Trust me, you are not a possession to me, but you are joined to me like no other. Therefore, you are mine to value and protect. And, most of all, to touch.”

      Her insides simmered, and she felt his words all the way to her toes. What was wrong with her? She shouldn’t be going along with this sham of a marriage. Yet, deep inside, she was tempted to try it out for at least one hot night.

      “Is that a good idea?”

      “Don’t care, honestly.” His eyelids naturally dropped to half-mast. “What do you say? Want to celebrate our honeymoon night?

      She did! She so did. But she didn’t want to give him the wrong idea.

      “Honeymoon? Never had one, obviously, but I’m pretty sure people who have honeymoons expect to continue the relationship.”

      “Considering I don’t have Brynia’s or your powers, I don’t know what tomorrow holds, but I know, right now, I want to kiss every part of your delectable body. If one night is all I get with you, it will be enough.” He didn’t look like he believed his own words, but Kaia didn’t care right that minute. Everything inside her burned and she wanted his hands all over her.

      He sunk his hand into her hair and cupped the back of her head. He pulled her toward him and brought his mouth down on her, eating up the scant space between them until there was nothing between them, only their two bodies writhing against each other. The instant his tongue dipped into her mouth, a tangible, raw hunger sliced through her, and sent an aching desire racing down her spine. Her hands slid to his chest and she rubbed her thumbs over his nipples, loving the gasp he gave her as he ground his huge erection into her sweet spot, ratcheting her own passion higher and making her skin feel tighter.

      He pulled his mouth free and spoke against her neck. “I want you, Kaia. Been aching since the moment I saw you. Can’t fucking wait any longer!”

      His mouth felt so good as he nipped and sucked along the column of her neck and down to her shoulder. He unclasped her bra and brushed the sides apart, exposing her aching breasts and hardened nipples. His lips enclosed one of the stiff tips and his tongue laved at the peak. His mouth branded her, and she arched her back to get more. Her hips grew restless as he strummed the other nipple. With a light smacking sound that she found so sexy, he pulled free of her breast and moved to the other side, now using his fingers to give attention to the one he’d just let go.

      She moaned her approval of his devotion to her breasts and sunk her hands into his hair. Fire built in her belly, and she knew she wanted more. She needed more. A protest died on her lips as he slid his hand away from her breast, feeling his way lower. When his hand slipped under the lacy waistband of her panties, made contact between her legs, and skimmed over her clit, she bit her lip to keep from begging him to stay right there.

      Heat spread through her center as he inserted a finger inside her.

      “You’re so fucking wet.”

      Two could play that game. She reached down and squeezed his erection through his pants, and he let a few curses fly. “You’re hard.”

      He put another finger inside her, brushing his thumb over her clit once more. She threw her head back as electric pulses rolled through her abdomen. Her hand fell to the ground.

      “Not fair. You make it feel too good.”

      “Fuck fair. This is only the beginning, sweetheart.”

      He pulled back, hooked his fingers into the top of her underwear and pulled them down to her ankles. She kicked them free as he unbuttoned his pants and pulled them down. Apparently, vampires in Sanguardia didn’t wear underwear, or at least, Zegorie didn’t. Her head spun as his dick sprang free, harder and longer than the few she’d ever seen before. She was a tad concerned with the girth too. For the first time, she began to have doubts. Then, as he lowered himself to his hands and knees, crawled until he was directly over her, and settled himself between her legs, a practical thought occurred to her.

      “Do you have a condom?”

      He paused and looked at her, frustrated confusion wrinkling his brow. After a couple seconds, he asked, “A what?”

      Panic slowed Kaia down and she began to crawl back from him a little. “A condom keeps me from getting preggers or something that requires antibiotics or worse.”

      “Birth control?”

      Ding! Ding! We have a winner! Finally, he seemed to understand her concern. “Yes!”

      “Unnecessary.”

      “Uh…totes necessary for me, big hoss.”

      She started to sit up, but he gripped her thigh and pulled her back underneath him effortlessly.

      “Your concerns would be valid with a human, I’m sure, but a vampire doesn’t have to consider these things.”

      Barely able to breathe, she asked, “How is that possible?”

      “Vampires have natural immunities to disease, so I can’t pass anything to you that I don’t have. Also, if I don’t wish to impregnate a woman, I have a way to control that. I assure you, you are in no danger of either with me.”

      She wanted to believe him. Her body ached to believe him, but she didn’t like playing the fool. She had to wonder if there was some way to learn the truth for herself. If only there were a way for her to see inside his mind, to see if he was telling the truth.

      And then, she suddenly was. At least that’s what it seemed. She heard his thoughts firing faster than a speeding train and in a way that was so clearly male.

      So beautiful! Want! Need! Mine! Won’t ever let her go! Want to be so deep inside her! Right…the…fuck…now!

      And without even trying, she saw the truth. He was telling the truth. The complete truth.

      In the next minute, she was present with him again. She put her arms around his neck and pulled his mouth to hers. He didn’t hesitate any longer. Kissing her with all the wild desire she’d heard in his mind. He rested the head of his penis at her entrance and sucked in a breath as he pushed just the tip inside her. He pulled back and sunk in deeper with the next thrust.

      The sensation of being stretched and filled made her cry out with intense pleasure as he shoved inside her to the hilt. Every nerve in her pussy felt like it was on fire and her toes curled with his next drive deep inside her.

      “Ah, Kaia. Am I hurting you? I’ll stop if you want.”

      A moan slipped out from between her lips. “Don’t you dare stop! Just make it good.”

      Her words spurred him on. He let loose a primal groan as he shoved deeper inside and pulled her hips toward him, hitting the perfect spot inside her. He reached between them and rubbed her clit in circular motions, delivering pleasurable sensations with each stroke.

      At first, he thrust with an unfluctuating rhythm, holding back just enough to make her want more. The strain was evident on his wrinkled brow and tightened features.

      “Tell me what you want, little beauty?”

      She met his gaze, the need to go over the edge clawing at her brain.

      “I want all that you have to give.”

      “Do you want my bite?”

      Strangely enough, she did want him to bite her. Just the thought of his teeth sinking into her skin, claiming her with a mark, turned her on like never before. Yet, she wasn’t sure. Would she become a vampire? Would he stop before killing her?

      And suddenly his mind was open to her again, and she saw the pleasure it would bring them both.

      “Yes! I want to feel your bite on my neck.”

      A feral gleam lit up his eyes as he kissed her wildly before propping himself above her, his arms extended. “I’m going to fuck you now, and it’s going to be hard.”

      His words did funny things to her pussy. She wrapped her legs around his upper thighs as he plunged deeply, over and over. Harder. Deeper. Faster. Within seconds, she felt the stirrings of a building orgasm. He watched her, and she worked her hips with abandon to match his strokes, feeling her inner muscles begin to constrict. He went to his elbows and turned her head to give himself access to her neck. She felt his warm exhalations just before she felt his fangs pierce her skin. No pain, only pleasure. Incredible, incredible pleasure.

      Her core throbbed as the tension reached a fever-pitch. The tightening sensation rolled from deep inside until it released outward and pushed her over into a mind-blowing bliss she’d never experienced before. She tossed her head back and forth as her pussy squeezed and pulsed around him, pushing her over the brink of intensity and blissful satisfaction.

      With a deep groan, he muttered a string of unrecognizable words against her skin and plunged deep inside her. He freed her throat and licked the puncture marks before throwing back his head with his release, calling her name loudly.

      Slowly, he eased down and covered her with his body, still thrusting lightly as he pushed the hair back from her face. The look he gave her nearly broke her heart. She’d never seen such an awed expression. He seemed to stare at her in wonderment, and she reached up and stroked his face to reassure him that they had indeed just had sex. And not just any sex. The best sex of their lives.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      She shook her head, suddenly feeling shy. She hoped it had been good for him. So unusual for her to feel even the slightest bit of insecurity. She never let things get to her, but clearly, this mattered to her. He mattered to her.

      “I’m fine. You?”

      “Better than fine. I came so hard, I might have cracked a rib or two.”

      She laughed and some of her anxiety melted away. Then, she recalled the words he’d spoken before he’d called her name.

      “Something I’m curious about. What were you saying? When, you know, you were coming? It sounded like a different language.”

      He rolled to the side, and she gasped as his dick pulled free of her, causing all sorts of sensations once more. With his arm around her, he drew her against his side and explained, “Vampires speak a different language. Or, at least, we did. We were forced to learn English, and though it is now the primary language I speak, I guess I forgot myself in that moment of passion.”

      “Can you translate what you said?”

      He waved his hand dismissively in the air. “It was mostly nonsense words. No meaning to them whatsoever.”

      Yet, something told her the words had been meaningful. Something told her he hadn’t wanted her to understand what he was saying, and she didn’t like that one bit. What was he hiding? However, this time, as she tried to get back inside his mind, like a locked, steel door, it was closed to her. At least for now.

      But she was a damn good thief. With the right tools, she had the skills to get past any lock. Of that she was certain.
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      Kaia felt the night close in around her as she stared out over the valley below. The moon shone brightly once more, and she basked in its cool glow. She was high above the land again, watching the world move from a distance.

      As she pulled her hair back, ready to put it up and out of her way, she zeroed in on the goings-on in the distance. Suddenly, she stopped and dropped her hair down to land carelessly on her shoulders. She raised her hands and scrubbed at her eyes, hoping she was mistaken in what she was seeing. But as she refocused, she knew exactly what was happening, and a heavy dread overtook her mind at the sight unfolding.

      A small opening, like a tear in the horizon, was widening, and long lines of organized marchers were coming through, fanning out and firing on the army of vampires in front of them. She watched as they easily cut a swath right down the middle and divided their opponents into two groups. Even as one aggressor fell, another was there to replace him. They circled around each division as many more continued to push through the ever-growing opening. Within an hour, every last vampire was dead on the ground, and Kaia’s terror finally reached a fever pitch. Like a volcanic eruption, a scream burst from deep inside her because she knew—without a doubt—she knew that Zegorie was among the dead.

      Kaia came awake in a sudden panic. Cold sweat coated her body and she twisted to look for Zegorie. He was lying peacefully beside her, restless but still sleeping. She turned away from him, curled into a fetal position, and wrapped her arms tightly around her knees.

      Another dream. Another prediction of the future. Yet, unlike the dream before, when she’d first met Brynia, this one felt more significant, more concrete, more like it was inevitable. She knew one thing for sure. If this was the future, there was no way she could watch Zegorie die from a distance. But, how did she stop it from happening?

      “Choices! Examine your options.” The feminine voice sounded in her head, and it had been familiar. She knew immediately that it belonged to Brynia. Somehow, even after she was gone, she’d reached out to Kaia and attempted to help her. However, Kaia didn’t exactly know how to do what she’d suggested.

      Zegorie’s arms encircled her and pulled her toward him until her back met his front. He was awake, fully awake, if his thick erection were any indication. He kissed her neck and scraped his elongated fangs along her shoulder, sending delightful tingles down her spine.

      “Good morning, wife. Did you sleep well?”

      To confide in him might alleviate some of her anxiety, but she knew what it would do to him. He’d feel obligated to join his men, and selfishly, knowing what she knew now, she wanted to keep him here. She wanted more time with him, and she didn’t want him to die. So, she made the decision to keep her dream to herself.

      “Slept very well. Like a log. Thank you for asking, husband.”

      He laughed and kissed her ear. “And how exactly does a log sleep?”

      She laughed with him lightly, forgetting her panic for a moment. Their language barrier made for some interesting and funny moments. It was just what she needed to make her forget the horrors of her dream. The smile still planted firmly on her lips, she turned in his arms to face him, loving the way he nuzzled into her neck.

      “It’s a saying that means I rested so well that, like an inanimate object such as a cut tree, I didn’t move all night long.”

      A light of understanding flit across his gaze before he lightly touched her mouth with his own, and he rubbed his hardened penis against her. “Ah, I see. Perhaps, now that you’re awake, we need to get you moving again.”

      Her laugh turned throaty as his meaning became clear. With a hand on his shoulder, though, she pushed him to his back and straddled his hips. After sucking on his tongue and some of his strategic finger play, she was ready to take all of him. She rode him hard and fast while his hands roamed over her breasts and thighs. She picked up the pace until their toes curled, and they came harder than ever, calling out each other’s name.

      Once they’d packed up, Kaia decided to suggest a small amendment to the plan to head back to the army. It occurred to her that if she could steal back the key, then they might prevent all of what she’d seen from happening. She wished she had the knowledge to understand how that particular scenario affected the dismal outcome she’d already seen, but try as she might, her brain didn’t seem to want to take a closer look into her own version of real-world chaos theory. She couldn’t get a fix on any other possible outcomes. So much for examining how the choices would help her decide on the right option.

      Before he could begin the trek farther into the valley, she laid a hand on his forearm, and he looked at her, one eyebrow cocked.

      “I’m happy to comply with your sexual demands later, little wife, but we need to make some progress this evening.”

      She rolled her eyes. Men really did think everything was about sex. And though she’d considered using that to keep him out of harm’s way, she felt like it would be best to get the key back anyway.

      “Actually, I think we’re going about this all wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we need to get the key back.”

      His eyes narrowed, and a look of utter fury shuttered his facial features. “Did I not please you?”

      She was taken aback by his question. Again with the sex talk. This had nothing to do with that. “What does that matter?”

      “If I’ve done something to offend you, let me know. I will make amends.”

      “You’ve done nothing…yet. Give it some time. I think we’re headed in that direction.”

      “If I’ve not hurt you in any way, then why are you so anxious to get your divorce and leave Sanguardia…and me…forever?”

      The realization of where his dark thoughts had taken him hit her with force. He hadn’t been joking when he said he didn’t want to let her go. It was strangely attractive that he found her so irresistible when most people thought she was a criminal at best and expendable at worst. Nevertheless, she still had to think about her sister, and she needed to keep Zegorie away from his men, even though she couldn’t tell him exactly why.

      “I have a deadline. Remember? If I don’t get back to New York by tomorrow night, something horrible will occur. I can’t let that happen.”

      He stepped closer to her and stroked a hand softly over the fine hairs at her nape. “I see. If it is important to you, then it is important to me. Let me take you to my men. They will protect you, and I will get the key back for you.”

      “No! We can’t go to your men.”

      “Why not? They won’t harm you. You are my wife.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about. Okay?”

      “Is there something you’re not telling me? Something you’ve seen with your mystic powers? Is my army in danger?”

      How could she be so careless? At this rate, he would figure out the truth in no time. She needed to steer his thoughts clear of that line of thinking.

      She waved her hand dismissively in the air. “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t want to stay behind while you go after the key. You might need my help.”

      “I won’t be able to concentrate on finding the key if I’m having to watch over you.” The roughness of his voice suggested he was reaching his alpha-male limit.

      Again, she rolled her eyes. Much more of this nonsense and she’d permanently pull a muscle in her ocular area. “I can handle myself. You’ve seen it. I killed a freaking barath after all. And you do recall that of the two of us, I am the one labeled thief. If anyone can get her hands on the key, it’s not you. It’s me.”

      “Absolutely not. You are mine to protect now, and that is what I will do. You will not go after the key, and that is final.”

      Oh, was it, really? Now she was truly pissed off. Her anger felt palpable as it manifested with the tightening of her body. Her heart began to pound, but the look on her face never changed as she said, “Fine. We’ll do it your way.” In her mind, she added, but you can’t watch me every minute of the night.

      When he least expected it, she’d slip away and go after the key. He could take his finality and, seeing as they dominated Sanguardian culture more so than the sun, shove it somewhere the freaking moons didn’t shine.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    
    
      Gone! She had simply vanished. One minute she’d been there, and the next, she had disappeared completely. Even after his vow not to, he’d underestimated her again.

      He could’ve beaten himself senseless. Why hadn’t he taken into consideration just how headstrong she was? Of course, he knew where she’d gone. She was going after the key. He also knew she’d seen a possible future that made her panic. She’d acted rashly to attempt to avoid some fate. Unfortunately, she didn’t have enough control over her powers to identify the best path to take.

      But in reality, the blame for her rashness, fell on his shoulders. He should’ve realized that saving her sister Aubrey was all that mattered to her right now. It was what he’d focus on if he were in the same situation. He’d do anything to save a person he cared about. Right now, that meant he’d do anything to save Kaia.

      However, he knew what he had to do. No way was he going up against the men who’d killed his mother unprepared this time. He’d rejoin his men and gather a comparable force. Together, they’d search out and destroy anyone who dared raise a hand to Kaia, and they’d use everything in their power to get the key back.

      He wasn’t a mystic, but he knew it was the best plan to follow. He just hoped Kaia didn’t do anything else rash until he could get back to her and fix everything.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They were making it too easy, but who was she to complain? They were lying around in a stupor or passed out drunk, giving her plenty of time to search. Kaia couldn’t have asked them to make it any simpler. Yet, as she combed through their pockets, bags, and supplies, all the while, weaving an illusion of beautiful women dancing for those who were still somewhat lucid, she wasn’t finding any hint of the key. Odds were great that the leader of the group would be guarding it, but he was nowhere to be seen, which explained the current, inebriated state of the small army. If only she could call the key to herself.

      She closed her eyes and pictured the key flying into her hand. Over and over, she tried to make it happen, but after several failed attempts, she came to the conclusion that she clearly wasn’t one of the mystics who could move objects with her mind.

      “I know you’re here. I can sense you even though I can’t see you.”

      Across the clearing, Sergeant Tronsky stood with a gun in one hand. The key firmly in his other hand. If she could just make it fly out of his fist and directly to her, she could get what she came for and get the heck out of here. Even as she thought it, she watched the key jerking him forward a couple steps. It was the strangest sight to watch him being dragged around with his arm extended, while he fought to control the actions of the key.

      He swung the gun around wildly, and Kaia worried that he might begin to randomly fire into the air. She needed to get the weapon away from him immediately. The minute she thought it, the gun flew from his hand and landed at her feet. He’d been so focused on hanging onto the key, he hadn’t tightened the grip of his other hand.

      He growled and dug in his heels. “Yes, I know you’re here because this damn key has been moving like it’s alive and can’t wait to get back to your pocket.”

      So why don’t you let it. His hand flew to his forehead, and he spun around wildly, looking in every direction.

      “How…how did you do that?”

      Do what?

      “Stop it! Get out of my head!”

      Kaia’s heart lifted at the reality of how strong her powers were getting. She was projecting thoughts into the leader’s head. It made her wonder just how far she could go.

      Let the key go. Just let it come to me.

      One moment her hand was empty, and the next, it held the key. She nearly shouted at the results but didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Yet, in that moment, she realized the implications of this new-found ability. If she wanted to, she could control this whole group of men and with a single command, force them to jump off of a cliff or shoot each other with their guns. It was a heady power, and for the briefest of seconds, she considered the havoc she could wreak.

      Maybe it was the fact that, as a foster child, too often she’d been the vulnerable one, too weak to fight the more powerful people around her. Or maybe it was because she was a better person than she’d ever given herself credit for. Either way, she knew she’d never use any of her abilities to harm another if she could help it. Though, more than likely, these men wouldn’t afford her the same courtesy, it was the right thing to do.

      Yet, as she left the camp, she couldn’t help but plant one thought in their heads.

      For the remainder of the night, you will sleep. And when you wake in the morning, you will no longer be enemies of the people of Sanguardia. You will no longer fight them. You will only help them.

      She didn’t know if the thoughts would last or not, but it couldn’t hurt to try.

      Relief washed over her. Without the key, the doorway couldn’t be opened again, and no massive army could come through. Now that she had it in her possession once more, she needed to get back to Zegorie as quickly as possible and use it to save her sister.

      The only question left to answer was whether she would return to New York now or stay in Sanguardia with Zegorie. Once again, she didn’t know how to utilize the particular skill that allowed mystics to see the results of all possible choices. She just hoped that, when the time came for her to decide, she’d know what to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      With all his might, Zegorie swung his sword, fighting three humans at once. They’d been ambushed, were outnumbered, and he was struggling to see a way out of this battle alive. Yet, all he could think about was finding a way to fight back to Kaia.

      Even now, he thought the situation was growing more and more hopeless. He was watching his strong men falling all around him as the gunfire increased. Almost every soldier they faced had a gun. How had they armed so many? As he struck down the last of the humans he fought, he reached for a gun that lay on the ground. He’d barely dodged their volley of shots, even as his shield, enhanced by a paid-for, witch’s spell, had blocked what they fired at him. No one could keep up with this type of fighting. A sword was an honorable weapon, but holding on to his honor was going to get them all killed. After all, the humans thought nothing of killing a man without truly looking at his face, and the final result would be clear. The humans would dominate Sanguardia forever.

      He called out to the men around him, “Put your swords away and use their weapons against them.”

      With shaking hands, he sheathed his sword, lifted the weapon he’d pulled from the ground, and aimed it at a human pointing his own gun at the back of one of Zegorie’s soldiers just a few feet away. Zegorie squeezed the trigger and felt the gun kick as it fired. Within a second, the human’s body jerked, and he fell face down in the dirt. Zegorie stared at the weapon in his hand a few seconds before aiming and firing again. Though it felt wrong to hold the human gun in his hand, he knew the only way they could win this battle was to use the very weapons the humans had created in order to destroy every last fighting vampire. He’d use their weapons to subdue them and chase them back into their own dimension. As he leveled the area around him, the men in close proximity followed his lead, and soon, there were no humans around them left to face.

      For the first time, Zegorie saw a new strategy. Perhaps some would say it was a dishonorable way to fight, but desperation pushed people to take desperate actions. It was time to take Sanguardia back.

      He made his way up the nearest rise, hunkering down behind some bushes, to look out over the battlefield. Yet, the scene in front of him was devastating. So many vampires were dead. He might have won his battle, but they were clearly losing the war.

      Settling the gun into a makeshift holster on his belt, he readied to jump back in. With a raging battle cry, he unsheathed his sword. Holding it in one hand and his shield in the other, he charged into the fray once more. He would fight until the last breath left his lungs, and now, he’d use every weapon in his arsenal.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Just like my dream. Kaia watched the battle from above. She searched the valley until she saw him moving over the battlefield like a dancer commanding a stage. She couldn’t help but be impressed by his skill with a sword. But, strong as he was, she knew what was to come.

      Sure enough, the events she’d been dreading seeing in front of her eyes had begun. Zegorie faced off against a larger than normal opponent who raised his own sword to fight. The battle dragged on for long minutes before Zegorie’s shield was knocked away and his sword clattered to the ground. He fell to his knees, and Kaia screamed his name, wanting him to get up, to fight harder, to live. She didn’t want to lose him because, as crazy as it sounded, she loved him. Everything about him spoke to her very soul, and now that she’d found him, she didn’t want to let him go.

      Maybe if she could slip into his mind once more and help him find a way to save himself, she could protect him. Yet, as she opened the mental communication between them, she couldn’t pass the threshold of his thoughts. For some reason, she was blocked, and the only thing she could do was listen. As she listened, she heard the words he’d said in the language of the vampires. Again, she wished she knew what they meant but backed out in frustration when it was clear she wouldn’t be able to get through.

      However, as she watched the battle intensify, she knew she needed to find a way to help Zegorie. If only she could be there, fighting by his side, she would tell him that she never wanted to leave him and that she wanted to be his wife forever. As she watched the other man raise his sword, she cried out again, wishing with all her might to be on the battlefield with him.

      Kaia blinked and looked around her, suddenly realizing that this wasn’t an illusion. She’d used her powers as a mystic to transport herself over miles. A small thrill surged through her as she realized what that revealed about her. If she had more time, she would have allowed herself to bask in her rareness. Brynia had made it clear that the power to move yourself from one spot to the other with your mind was uncommon.

      But in that moment, she realized her aim over distances was slightly off because Zegorie was at least fifty yards away, and she was running out of time. She reached for her gun before remembering she’d never gotten it back. Yet, as she called his name, and he glanced at her briefly, she watched the other man’s sword begin to descend. At the moment when she thought all was lost, time seemed to slow down, and Zegorie dropped to the dirt, rolling until he faced upward, a gun in his hand. He fired upward and his aim was true. The man looked slightly surprised as he staggered backward and crashed to the ground.

      Kaia ran to him as he stood, throwing her arms around him, not caring how much of a fool she was making of herself. She’d thought she’d lost him. She’d thought all hope had been sucked out of the world. Yet, here he was, uninjured and alive.

      He raised her face to look at him, a smile tipping up one side of his mouth. “Do you ever leave like that again, I will put you over my knee and slap your delectable ass until it’s as red as your hair.”

      “Whatever, General Kinky. People show they care in some freaky ways sometimes.”

      “I’m trying to say I want you to stay with me and be my wife forever.”

      “I haven’t seen the future beyond this moment right now, but let’s just say, I didn’t like the idea of being without you.”

      He nodded. Satisfied for now, she guessed. But as she looked at the devastation around them, she had to wonder how they were going to get out of this alive.

      “Can you call on reinforcements?”

      “They’re already here. And our chances grow direr by the minute.”

      Yet, Kaia wasn’t ready to give up just yet. “Maybe we don’t have more fighters, but they don’t have to know that.”

      Zegorie looked confused as she stepped back and raised her hands in the air. Closing her eyes, she imagined a vast army marching over the hills, closing in on the battlefield. As she heard the terrified cries of the humans around them, she knew her illusion was working.

      “More reinforcements have arrived! Retreat!”

      The calls for retreat continued. And, as hoped-for, their enemies turned and ran, not looking back. Soon, the only ones left on the battlefield were the surviving vampires and Kaia. Their numbers were dismal, but they would regroup and with Kaia’s new abilities, find a way to win the war for good.

      At least they’d won this battle. Somehow, against all odds, they’d won. They gathered around Zegorie and cheered loudly.

      Yet, just as Kaia started to celebrate, she felt a hard tug on her belt and turned around to watch it slip from her waist, cut by a sharp knife. As she watched in horror, the sergeant of the army that had captured them in the mountains, pulled the key from a pouch on the stolen belt and a door appeared out of nowhere. Her illusion of the army faded as reality sunk in. It wasn’t over yet.

      “There’ll be no celebrating once the armed men on the other side of this door come through. Do you think this pitiful force can stand against what Captain M’s been planning for years?”

      He stuck the key into the lock and the rising sun glinted off the glass, sending dancing light in different directions. Kaia knew they’d never be able to defeat the army that would charge through an ever-widening opening from one dimension to the other. But if she simply called for the key, it was only a matter of time until it fell into the wrong hands once more, perpetuating a never-ending cycle. The truth was simple but heartbreaking. The only way to protect Sanguardia was to get the key out of the reach of anyone, including herself, forever.

      The reality of what that meant weakened her knees. She’d never see her sister again, and with one decision, would probably ensure her sister’s death. However, as the leader turned the key in the lock, and the door swung wide, letting the first mass of fighters through, she didn’t have a doubt about what she had to do. For the first time, she felt a kinship with Brynia. Sacrificing those you loved was devastating, and even as she slammed the door, yanked the key from the lock, pictured it disappearing, out of her and anyone else in Sanguardia’s reach forever, she sank to the ground, tears streaking down her face, unchecked. She watched the door fade, distressed at the loss of her sister and the painful sacrifice she’d been forced to make.

      She felt Zegorie’s arms envelop and lift her, cradling her to his chest as she let her emotions take over. She sobbed loudly, uncaring in that moment, that so many witnessed her breakdown.

      “We’ll find a way to get to her, Kaia. I vowed that you’d be with your sister again, and I won’t give up until that promise is fulfilled.”

      Somewhere, in the back of her brain, she recognized the moment when the vampire army surrounded the small force that had made it through, and she knew there was some sort of commotion as someone was pulled in front of Zegorie.

      “What should we do with this one, General?”

      “Finally, I face the bringer of this war. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      As Kaia shifted to get a glimpse at the bastard who’d destroyed her life, she gasped with recognition. She stared into dark, unfeeling eyes, framed by soft wrinkles and could almost believe she was imagining the whole thing. The familiar face of the man who’d kidnapped her sister in order to force Kaia to steal the key for him was in front of her. How was that possible?

      “Finn? You started this war?”

      “I didn’t start it. My father did when he found that ridiculous key. But I planned to finish it and own this world until you ruined everything.”

      “Your father opened the door to Sanguardia?”

      “Thirty years ago. He and some mercenaries he hired conquered this world. But in his older years, he grew a conscious. He searched for a way to destroy the key, but it was completely indestructible. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t get the key from him and no one else could either. Only someone from Sanguardia could reopen the portal. Then, one day I saw my chance. One particularly sunny day, you created an illusion of a cloud covering your head, probably completely unaware you were doing it. But I saw it, and knowing what I knew of Sanguardia, I understood what it signified. You were one of them. You could get the key. The plan was simple, and it should’ve worked. I hadn’t thought you’d open a door to the world right there in my father’s office. Fortunately, I had people on this side working for me, and with the use of another mystic, your sister, I was able to send commands for them to follow.”

      “What did you do with my sister?”

      But he didn’t answer. He pursed his lips and shook his head in disgust, staring into the distance and refusing to meet anyone’s gaze.

      “Kaia? Where are you? What is this place?”

      The minute she pictured the person who’d spoken, she scrambled free of Zegorie’s arms and pushed through the crowd until she saw her sister. Her long blonde hair was messy and hung past her shoulders. Her blue eyes shifted from place to place, obviously trying to make sense of where she was and what was going on.

      “Aubrey, I’m here. Are you okay?” Kaia hugged her sister tightly, so relieved to be with her again.

      “I’m shaken, but not hurt. This place is familiar. I’ve been here before, when I was much younger.”

      “It’s where we were born. I’ll explain everything. You have so much to learn, but first, let me introduce you to my husband Zegorie.”

      “Husband? Kaia, what have you done now?”

      Kaia looked at Zegorie and her heart swelled. For so long, she never felt like she belonged anywhere, that she was good for anything. Yet, in the short time she spent with Zegorie, all those insecurities faded away. Now, she belonged…with him…in Sanguardia.

      She answered her sister the only way she could, “Fallen in love.”

      His lips tipped up at the edges and his gaze never strayed from hers. “Me too.”

      “I know. I finally got past the barrier in your mind and got the vampire-language translation. You were declaring your love for me in your language.”

      “I’ll say it in a thousand languages if that’s what it takes for you to be my wife always.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

      

    
    
      Zegorie couldn’t believe his fortune. As he was lying in bed, under the roof of his own permanent home, his beautiful wife Kaia sleeping by his side, he couldn’t help but take comfort in the peace it all brought him. Finally, he’d been able to lay down his weapons, and he hoped to never need them again.

      His enemies Finn McClaire and Harold Tronsky had both been imprisoned and the remaining humans offered the opportunity to assimilate into vampire society. Slaves had been released, and slavery had been banned forever. Those who refused to comply were sentenced to a prison that required them to work deep in the mines, so they could experience the torture they’d inflicted on the vampires for year. Once the remaining humans had realized vampires were a peaceful people by nature, their fears faded, and people assimilated to the new way of the world.

      It wasn’t perfect, by any means. There were still daily battles for equality and acceptance, but the war was over, and that’s all Zegorie cared about.

      Now, he could consider a future with his wife and their children who would come about in time. Everything he thought he’d never have was within his reach, and he refused to take it for granted.

      Kaia stirred next to him and threw an arm over his chest as she slept. He smiled as he pulled her against him and kissed her neck, grazing his fangs over her skin—a sure way to get her thinking about fucking.

      They’d talked about starting a family in a year or two, and so he continued to keep that on hold. However, he didn’t mind practicing multiple times a day, every day. As he lowered his mouth to her beautiful breast, he thought he heard her voice inside his head.

      I love this! I love you, Zegorie.

      He didn’t hesitate as he wrapped his arms around her mid-section, pressed one more, light kiss to her smooth skin, and met her sleepy gaze. “I love you, too”
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      FEAR THREATENED TO CRIPPLE YARA as she passed the servants harvesting the grapes of Torrington Orchard.

      It was a cool autumn morning, and yet Yara felt sweat bead on her forehead and in the crease between her bosom.

      “Good morning, my lady,” one of the workers said, bowing her bonnet-covered head.

      She feigned a smile, and yet her heart pounded inside her chest as she hid the blood that stained her bodice by letting her long white hair hang over her narrow shoulders.

      Be brave, Yara thought as she wrung her shaking hands.

      "Hero,” she spoke to the wind. “Please get me out of here. I’m serious this time.”

      Yara broke into a run toward the stables, no longer caring who she vexed by her sudden action. She didn’t have much time. The body would surely be found at any moment.

      The sun warmed her cold cheeks as she looked to the sky.

      Come on, Hero. Hurry.

      She grabbed her long navy skirts into her fists as her feet pounded the stone path that led to the front gate. Soldiers stood guard on either end of the locked gate, their swords secure at the waist.

      A squawking sound came from the distance and Yara snatched off the silver band on her finger—the one that marked her as property of the sheriff—and tossed it into the bushes that lined the road.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as one of the soldiers glanced her way. He narrowed his eyes at her. “Where are you going?”

      She ignored him, keeping her attention fixed on that gate. They’d hang her if she ever got caught, but she had to risk it.

      A royal decree was announced.

      Magic is abolished.

      All Spell Slingers are to be executed.

      Those with magic must go to the capital of Allarya for evaluation.

      Those who resist will be executed.

      There was no way she could stand by and let her father be executed. Life as a concubine was over for Yara. It was time to stop running from her destiny.

      To be a Spell Slinger.

      A grin came to her face, despite the tears that trailed down her cheeks as a tall young man dressed in all black appeared outside of the gate, his pale skin almost translucent as he held a hand out toward her.

      Black hair covered his eyes. Clean shaven, and baby-faced, Hero was her greatest friend, one that would risk his life to save hers.

      She chewed her lip, quickening her pace as she prayed that they would both survive this.

      “Ay,” the guard shouted, drawing his sword. “Stop right now, miss. We don’t want to have to hurt you.”

      Yara ignored them. She had been hurt enough. The bruises on her neck were proof enough.

      At that moment, she needed every bit of concentration to do what she’d been planning for the past few days. She would have served her time in this horrid place for all eternity if they’d have left her family alone.

      The king wanted to abolish magic, and no one could stop him.

      Except Yara.

      She gritted her teeth and with a burst of energy shot outside of her body, a blue aura encircling her as her soul unfused.

      Hero cracked a grin, his eyes narrowing behind strands of black hair. “Good girl,” he whispered, a black mist shooting from his hand and reaching for her like a raging wind.

      The soldiers stumbled backward, having never seen such a display of raw power.

      As if encased in ice, Yara’s entire body went cold as her soul left it behind. Her body was indeed frozen in place as her consciousness rode her soul out of the magic-bonded gate.

      No human, shifter, or sorcerer could exit that gate.

      But, a Meta could.

      Born half sorceress, and half Meta, Yara could do many things that the world had never even heard of.

      As Hero pulled her soul to his open palm, she felt safe and warm, having shed her human form.

      Once through the gate, he tucked her soul into his body and shifted into a crow.

      Soon, Torrington Estate would be far behind them, and Yara would need to create herself a new body.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    
    
      YARA NEVER EXPECTED TO BE sold off to the county sheriff as his tenth concubine. At twenty-one, she was broken mentally and emotionally, and now without a father.

      Too late.

      This was her entire reason for exposing herself and running away from Torrington Manor. Having heard that King Loric was targeting Spell Slingers, she’d had no choice but to at least try to save her father.

      Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at her father’s body, hanging from the fir tree in front of her family’s mountain cabin.

      At least they didn't burn him.

      She glanced at Hero as he waited up in a tree. His crow form was a blessing when outlawed in seven counties.

      Yara was thankful for such a loyal friend. He’d rescued her and kept her safe while she summoned the energy to recreate her old body. While she fought the fever that came with a new body, he cared for her in his cabin.

      "If you'd have come back just yesterday, you might have caught him before the execution," a familiar voice called from beside her a few feet away.

      Yara wiped her face dry with her sleeve and turned to see Pae standing there, her arms folded across her green dress.

      "I told you our time's running up. I suspect magic will be no more within a few years," she said, her white hair lifting with the crisp fall breeze.

      Though she was fifteen years older than Yara, they could have been twins.

      Silver eyes that matched Yara’s looked her up and down. 

      Though Yara was fully dressed in leather pants tucked into her boots, and a black shirt with a hood that covered her bright hair, she felt naked under her gaze.

      Always had.

      “If you hadn’t of sold me, I could have protected you both.”

      "I did what I had to—to protect the family from you.” Pae looked cross, her eyes narrowed, her hair lifting with a passing breeze. “Where is your husband?"

      "Dead," Yara quipped. “And a concubine is not considered a wife, Pae. So, he wasn’t my husband.”

      Pae tilted her head. Her face paled. "Did you kill him?"

      "I did what I had to."

      "Dear spirits.”

      “He deserved it.”

      “What is wrong with you, Yara? You can’t kill a man for beating you now and again. Especially if he owns you."

      "Of course, you think so,” Yara said. "You beat me plenty whilst I was growing up. And why? Father never raised a hand to you."

      "That's different," Pae said. "I'm your mum. And pain is the only way children learn."

      Frowning, she turned back to her father. Someone had stolen his shoes.

      "Why is he still hanging? I'm grabbing an ax and cutting him down."

      "You do that, and they will use that ax to chop off your head." Pae sighed, her body becoming more and more translucent with each minute.

      Yara stared at her wondering if she ever loved her father. Growing up, they never showed affection for each other. It was as if they were no more than business partners, come together to raise one shy girl with too much power to be allowed around others.

      "You'd best be on your way out of Kempsey. They're determined to abolish magic. That means Spell Slingers everywhere are being strung up.”

      “I’ll leave after I bury him.”

      Pae sighed. “Stubborn girl. Give me a minute, and I’ll help.”

      “Don’t you need to get out of the sun?”

      “I’m fine. I can last a while longer,” Pae said, her voice growing distant as if she’d be carried away by the wind.

      Being a Meta, Pae was a creature of the night. Sometimes Yara thought she’d just used her father for his power, to remain a solid being in the human world—instead of a woman that resembled a ghost more than an actual person.

      They buried Bronson behind the cabin, and Pae even sang a little song from her world for him.

      "Bye, Pae," Yara said, slinging her pack over her shoulders and heading for the paved road that led to the main highway.

      "Yara, wait! Where do you think you're going?"

      "The capital.”

      "Allarya? Why?”

      Yara glanced back at her, fire in her silver eyes. "To kill King Loric. Either come along or leave me be."

      Pae's eyes widened. "Have you gone mad?"

      "No," Yara said, turning to look ahead.

      Allarya was far from their little rural village, but she owed her father revenge. She owed their entire kingdom a chance at a better life.

      "I'm not mad, Mother. I've just gained some courage," she whispered.
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      THE DUSTY ROAD AHEAD WAS a constant reminder of the life Yara was leaving behind. It was also a beacon of hope.

      Yara twisted her long white hair into a bun at the top of her head and yawned. She hadn’t slept in what felt like days. Using so much energy to recreate her body had taken more out of her than she would have liked. She just hoped that there would be no trouble on the road. This new body was weak, and would need a few days to be able to defend itself.

      Knowing that Hero was close by gave her a small measure of relief. Sharing a body was such an intimate experience, and she would forever be bound to Hero because of it. They could summon one another whenever they pleased, and that fact was a source of comfort she’d cherish forever.

      Dark clouds started to roll by. A storm was brewing, and she knew that it brewed for her.

      Watching. Searching. Ready to strike her dead.

      If she could stop King Loric along with his laws and reign of terror, she would be free to live her own life for once. As long as she didn’t get herself killed.

      Death frightened her more than anything.

      Tears streamed down her face as she remembered her father’s last hug. It had been longer than usual, and full of love that she knew he had for her. Neither could have known that it would be the last one that they would share.

      Pae had never hugged Yara in that way, and it was because of her that she’d been sent to a form of slavery most young women in Allarya knew all too well.

      One day, they’d have a choice of who they married and wouldn’t become concubines or slaves. Another reason King Lori needed to be stopped.

      The screeching of a crow stopped Yara in her tracks.

      Hero.

      She wiped her tears with the back of her hand and sniffled.

      “Are you all right, Yara?” He asked her as he landed on the road, and returned to his human form.

      “No,” she said. “I’m really not. I miss him, Hero.”

      His brows furrowed as he walked beside her. “I know. He was the kindest man I’ve ever met. Except Red.”

      Yara tensed at the mention of Red, the gamekeeper of Westerbrook Manor.

      “It’s fine,” she said, sniffling. “I will avenge him.”

      Hero fell into stride with her. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she wished she could melt into his warmth once again. “We will avenge him. Together. You know I’d do anything for you, don’t you?”

      She glanced at him. He raked his slick black hair out of his face, revealing green eyes that matched the meadows behind her house in the hills. His face was narrow and pointed at the chin, but nice to look at.

      “Of course, I do. I’d do that same for you.”

      His smile warmed her heart. Why couldn’t she smile like that? Happiness was a foreign emotion for Yara.

      “So,” Hero began, looking ahead at the long, winding road. “What is the plan?”

      “We make our way to the castle, and I show Loric what the last Spell Slinger is capable of.”

      Hero nodded. “I’m eager to witness this. But, I fear this world isn’t ready for what you’re capable of. Perhaps we should think of another strategy.”

      “No. This is personal. I want to kill him myself.”

      “Slow down there. I know exactly how you feel, but you’re not a killer.”

      “I killed the sheriff.”

      Hero stopped walking. He took Yara by the arms and turned her to him. “Yes. You protected yourself. If you hadn’t used your power, he would have stolen your precious life.”

      Yara looked away, tears welling in her eyes. She’d never been so afraid in her life. Even growing up with a meta for a mother, with fear of the dark in her heart, she’d never experienced what it felt like to almost die. The sheriff had wrapped his hands around her neck the instant she’d proclaimed that she was leaving, and didn’t let go.

      Until Yara sucked the life from his body with her power.

      She sighed. “I am tired of feeling like this, Hero.”

      He took her face into his hands and gazed into her eyes. “You know, we can escape to another kingdom. We can put all of this behind us.”

      Yara stepped away from him. “No. King Loric has to be stopped. Running isn’t an option.”

      She turned and started back down the road, wiping her tears, and putting on a brave face.

      As she approached the sign that marked the edge of town, she paused.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Yara glanced back at Hero. “Nothing. I was just thinking of Asher. I never got a chance to say goodbye.”

      “Look, Yara. I wasn’t going to tell you, but I thought you should know. It might even cheer you up…if even for a little bit.”

      Yara squinted at him. “Tell me.”

      “Asher’s joining the royal army. He leaves tomorrow. I thought you’d want to say goodbye to one more person. Seeing as we might not ever come back and all…” he said, his voice trailing.

      “Dear spirits,” Yara said, looking down the road. She scratched her chin, torn.

      Westerbrook Manor wasn’t far. She might be able to stop by and see Asher. Truth was, she wasn’t sure if she was strong enough to say goodbye to him—despite their memories together being the only thing that helped her make it through the day.

      “Thank you,” she said and chewed her lip.

      She had to see him. One last time.
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      YARA STOOD BEFORE THE black gates of Westerbrook Manor as the wind picked up speed.

      Thick woods engulfed the massive property that was built at the beginning of Kempsey’s settlement centuries ago. The Westerbrooks were one of the wealthiest and influential families in all of Allarya, and once Yara had fallen for the youngest son.

      She pulled her hood over her head and waited for Red to let her in. She was lucky that he was at the front of the property and not Asher’s father.

      They knew her well here, but she couldn’t risk being spotted by someone she didn’t fully trust.

      “Miss Yara,” he said, approaching with two chained black wolves in each hand.

      Yara’s smile came easily. Red was like a grandfather to her. As his name suggested, he had long red and gray hair pulled back into a ponytail. His deep-set blue eyes narrowed as she came closer.

      “You’ve come back.”

      Yara nodded, glancing up at Hero as he hid in the trees. Not all shifters got along, and so he would stay behind.

      “I did,” she said, her eyes going to the gate’s lock as Red took a long key out of his pocket.

      “Good.”

      Yara was glad that he left it at that. She didn’t need anyone else bringing up Lord Torrington.

      Red pulled the gate open and Yara knelt down to pet the wolves.

      “Asher is swimming in the pond. You’d think he didn’t have to pack to serve in the king’s army. He’s always been a bit of a procrastinator, but you already knew that,” Red said with a wink.

      Yara exhaled, hope filling her belly, making her giddy. “So, I’m not too late?”

      “You’re right on time. He doesn’t leave for the army until tomorrow.”

      “What a relief,” Yara said, stepping through the gate to the wide dirt path that wound through the middle of thick woods that stretched all around the Westerbrook Manor. “Are Lord and Lady Westerbrook here?”

      “They are. Just take the path to the back and they won’t see you. Today, they are riding their horses through the east meadow. I believe they are going to the border for a run through the wild.”

      “Thank you. I know that Lord Westerbrook doesn’t want to see my face around here again.”

      “Nonsense,” Red said. “He may appear to be a harsh man, but I’m sure he understands young love as much as anyone.”

      Yara exhaled and shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      She didn’t want to test that theory, but she couldn’t leave without saying goodbye to Asher, even if he hadn’t visited her once during her servitude.

      “How is Pae taking the execution?”

      Yara swallowed. “Pae has no heart. How do you think she’s taking it?”

      “I’m sorry, Yara. Bronson was a good man. He never let any of the darkness into our village. Who knows what will happen now that he’s gone.”

      Yara wondered the same. Just imagining the black mists taking over the streets of her home sent shudders up her spine.

      Metas—metaphysical beings from the Soul Haven where ghosts, spirits, demons, and other supernatural creatures dwelled…where Yara would go if she died—would rule the day and the night one day.

      If King Loric had his way.

      “I know we are supposed to keep quiet about such things, but I fear Allarya might not exist in a few years if all of the Spell Slingers are killed.”

      “I fear that you’re right,” Yara said, turning her gaze to the stone path ahead.
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      THE PATH CUT THROUGH THE thick woods with trees that stood hundreds of feet tall, nearly blocking out the bright sunny sky. Yara had spent many days running through the woods and playing with Asher during her childhood.

      In addition to being the town fortune teller, Pae used to be Westerbrook’s housekeeper, and young Yara would accompany her most days. What had been a dreaded sentence had quickly turned to something to look forward to once she met Asher and his brothers.

      Yara smiled as she emerged from the narrow path to a stone archway that stretched above her and led to the lake. A large opening paved with white stone stood between Yara and the handsome man swimming in the dark water that sparkled far into the distance of Westerbrook Manor.

      She ran her hand along the trimmed rose bushes that lined the path toward the lake’s shore. Once she reached the water, she sat down and took off her boots. She let the water lap at her toes and fixed her white hair over her bruised eye and shoulder.

      She rested her chin on her knees as she watched him come up for air, his short golden hair matted to his head.

      Asher noticed her, his bright blue eyes meeting hers, and the corners of his lips turned into a smile that still seemed to send butterflies free within Yara’s gut. She breathed in, already regretting what she came there to do.

      Pushing those feelings aside, she held up Asher’s clothes, a grin on her face.

      “I should take these and hide them,” she called to him.

      Asher pushed his hair out of his face and swam toward her.

      “It’s not like you’ve never seen me naked before,” he said with a grin that made Yara bit the side of her lip.

      Laughing, Yara tossed his clothes to him and he caught them in the air. It felt good to laugh again, and she blushed at seeing his naked body. She turned away and cleared her throat.

      It was a secret that they would never be able to tell, a moment of rebellion that could get them both killed if discovered. Asher was the proud owner of her virginity, and despite the danger, she wouldn’t change it for all of the riches of the world.

      A lord could have whomever he wanted, just not a sorceress…especially if the lord in question was a shifter.

      Magic and shifting did not mix in Allarya, and Yara knew that such a law would be moot as magic would soon be eradicated entirely. She’d heard what King Loric had planned, and what he’d already done to secure his supremacy in a world of magic and mystique.

      “You’d better hurry and get dressed, or else someone might see and get suspicious,” Yara whispered, shielding her eyes so that she couldn’t see him, though she was tempted to take another glance.

      Her cheeks reddened as she remembered their one magical night days before her mother sold her off. She’d thrown away all of her fears to be with him, and the beauty of it lingered in her mind every night that she slept in the stuffy bottom level of the manor with the other servants.

      A few hours in Asher’s bed were better than an eternity in the Torington Estate.

      “No one will say anything, even if they do suspect what happened between us.”

      Yara’s smile faded. There wasn’t a day that had gone by that she hadn’t dreamed that her life had turned out different. She’d give anything to be free to wed Asher, as he’d asked her numerous times, knowing it was impossible.

      She shook her head. “I doubt that. Shouldn’t you be packing or something? Why are you out here swimming in the cold?”

      “It will happen,” he assured her as he pulled his shirt over his rippled chest, his abdominal muscles slick with water. “I’ll throw some stuff into a big chest before bed. Why? Going to miss me?”

      “I’ve missed you for almost a year now.”

      “Yara, I begged your mother not to send you away.”

      Silence passed between them as Yara contemplated how she was going to get the words she’d came to say out. Hearing him state that he begged Pae not to sell her was hard. She’d of been happy to have him actually do something about it. He had more power than most men in town. He could have bought her at the very least.

      But no. He begged, apparently.

      Yara frowned and shoved her resentment aside. With a sigh, she looked to him. “I just came to say goodbye.”

      “You say it as if I am going to vanish forever. I only need to serve in the military for two years.

      Yara finally faced him, her shoulders slumping as she titled her head to reveal the bruise on her face.

      Asher reached down, taking her by the hand and pulling her to her feet. He cupped her face in his large hands and gently stroked her cheeks before hugging her tight to his chest.

      Closing her eyes, Yara breathed in his scent of pine and honeysuckle. He must have shifted and had a run through the forest before his swim.

      She’d miss that scent.

      “What happened?” Asher asked, his voice deepening, the smile lines in his face vanishing as he searched her eyes.

      Yara pulled away, the front of her shirt soaked with the water from Asher’s wet clothes.

      Her face became serious as she looked him in the eyes. “I killed him.”

      “I’m sorry that he hurt you, that I couldn’t protect you.”

      Yara swallowed. This was every bit as hard as she’d imagined.

      “There’s not much that can be done now. The deputy is going to come after me.”

      “No, he’s not.” He snatched his boots off the ground and shoved them onto his feet. “We are leaving. Now.”

      Yara put a hand on his shoulder, her heart racing. “What do you think you’re doing? You can’t leave. You have to serve your time or they will kill you.”

      “We can travel outside of the kingdom. I have contacts in Shelton.”

      Yara shook her head. “No. You have a family and responsibilities. Don’t make this harder for me than it already is.”

      “Tell me one thing that matters in my life more than you.”

      Yara’s bottom lip trembled. She looked to the sky and shrugged. “Your family.”

      “No, Yara. There is nothing that I love more in this world more than you. My family can take care of themselves. Our bloodline is one of the purest in Allarya. They don’t need the ninth son to protect them from anything.”

      Yara wrapped her arms around his neck and he pressed his lips to hers and lacing his fingers into her hair.

      “Asher,” a voice called from behind them.

      Asher’s face went ashen and Yara turned to see an older woman in a lavender dress standing there.

      Asher took Yara’s hand into his own and cleared his throat. “Mother.”
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      LADY WESTERBROOK STEPPED from the garden, her hands folded before her gown as she looked Asher and Yara over. As always, she looked regal. Her gown was made of expensive silk, and her black hair was stacked high above her head in a tight bun wrapped by a band of tiny crystals.

      While short, she also looked young for her age, with lines only around the corners of her mouth and large amber eyes.

      She glanced down at Asher’s hand around Yara’s and a flicker of a smile came to her lips.

      “You’d best be wary of such shows of affection, Asher,” she said, her voice soft and sweet like a child’s. “Your father will return home soon, and we all know that he isn’t as understanding as I.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You should. Not only is it against the law, but Yara is a kept woman.”

      “Not anymore,” Yara said, her face flushing.

      Lady Westerbrook pursed her painted red lips. “What do you mean, dear? What happened?”

      “Lord Torrington is dead,” Yara replied before Asher could elaborate.

      Lady Westerbrook gave Asher a look. “Is that so? I hope he passed peacefully.”

      Yara didn’t reply. She looked down at her shoes.

      “Well, that is beside the point. Surely you knew that Asher is betrothed to Lady Chastain. Has been for the past six months. You know she comes from another pure bloodline. Wealth. Beauty. Very accomplished.”

      Yara looked up at Asher, frowning.

      Why hadn’t he told her?

      She sighed, realizing that he didn’t owe her anything. Still, it bothered her that he was willing to leave another poor girl that probably looked forward to being engaged to one of the few decent lords in the south.

      “Which wasn’t supposed to happen until after I served. And, I technically never agreed to it,”Asher pointed out.

      “Like I said. That’s beside the point.”

      Yara swallowed as she looked from mother to son.

      “I am leaving with Yara,” he said, firmly.

      Yara’s face paled as she heard his words and watched his mother’s face. “He’s joking. I was just leaving.”

      Asher held onto her hand. “No. I am not joking.”

      The tension made Yara’s stomach churn.

      To their surprise, Lady Westerbrook nodded and turned her back on them. Yara and Asher shared a look.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      THE TREES SWAYED with the wind as Yara and Asher stood outside the gate that faced the east.

      Lady Westerbrook clasped her hands before her.

      “Nine boys and you’re the only one with a mind of your own. I used to be that way. I had dreams, and yet I was arranged to your father. My dreams were never more important than strengthening the bloodline.”

      Asher reached for his mother’s hand through the gate.

      She shook her head, sucking in a sharp breath. “No. I fear that I’ll change my mind and make you stay if I touch you. You are my darling baby boy. My youngest and most unique.”

      “Your favorite,” Asher said, smirking.

      Lady Westerbrook chuckled. She took his hand and kissed it, pressing her red lips to his knuckles as tears fell. “See. I was right. I’m already starting to regret this,” she said, her bottom lip trembling. “Go.”

      “I love you, Mother.”

      She covered her mouth with a gloved hand. “I love you, Asher. Go now. Follow your dreams. Find happiness. Treat her well.”

      She turned and walked quickly back down the worn dirt path toward the manor. “And don’t get caught,” she warned over her shoulder.

      Asher looked down at Yara.

      “Remarkable,” he said. “I never thought she’d give us her blessing.”

      “It’s not her we have to worry about,” Yara murmured. She sighed and looked toward the dark woods.

      A mixture of fear, joy, and disbelief filled her veins. By her side was the man she loved. Waiting in the trees above was her best friend.

      Somehow, she was delusional enough to think things might just work out.

      “Did you ever think we’d be leaving Kempsey together?”

      “Only in my dreams.”

      Asher grinned. “This may very well be a dream.”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist. “It better not be.”

      “We can find new homes in another kingdom, where no one knows my name or family. I can write books and you can raise our little hybrid children.”

      Yara laughed. “You’re getting a little ahead of yourself, sir,” she said before lifting onto her tiptoes and kissing him.

      She had to admit, his vision of a life together did sound nice.

      “Let’s go,” she said. “Hero knows of somewhere we can go to wait out the brewing storm.”

      “What storm?” Asher asked, looking to the sky through the tree cover.

      “A wizard’s storm,” she replied, hopping onto one of the horses his mother had provided for them.

      “Are you serious?”

      Yara nodded, watching him climb onto his favorite black horse. “Shifters and humans aren’t affected by them, but those with magic are. Just another thing King Loric created to hurt us.”

      “Lead the way,” Asher said.

      Hero flew above, leading them through the thick dark woods to a side road.

      Yara hadn’t traveled down that road in years. It led to Old Kempsey—a ghost town. Sorcerors of all kinds used to live there.

      King Loric had them all killed.

      Stupid. Stupid man.

      Didn’t he realize the purpose of sorcery?

      Gooseflesh crept onto Yara’s arms as they rode through the dark. She knew what was coming—what the Spell Slingers had fought for centuries.

      Yara glanced back, making sure no one followed them.

      She shuddered when all she saw was darkness. She knew what that darkness harbored.

      Metas—and not the ones that Pae belonged to.

      There were days that Yara would sit quietly and watch her mother’s body fade in sunlight. The first time it happened, Yara had been so afraid that her mother had vanished forever. That night, Pae returned, and in a moment of rare tenderness, climbed into Yara’s bed and sang her to sleep.

      She’d never understood why Pae had broken down her stern demeanor that one time. She’d never been that kind ever again.

      “Let’s hurry,” Yara croaked, making her horse gallop.

      Asher was quick on her trail as they cut through the woods with great speed, jumping over fallen trees, animal carcasses, and traps set by hunters.

      Out of the darkness, Yara thought. She didn’t want to meet what waited, what had seemingly haunted her since childhood.

      With her father dead, she was the last Spell Slinger.

      Yara wasn’t ready to face all that title entailed.
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      THE VILLAGE WAS INDEED A ghost town. The dirt road hadn’t been ridden through in months. The humans feared that area, and for good reason.

      After the Spell Slingers were killed, the Metas were free to come out and make mischief as they pleased. Yara knew too well that there were some Metas that weren’t out just to cause mischief.

      While there were some benevolent beings that were simply drawn to the energy of the living, there were also those that wanted to harm, possess, and kill.

      Hero led the way, shifting back to his human form, tall and slim like a shadow in the center of the empty road.

      “They really made a mess of things,” Asher said, tying his horse to the hitching post.

      Yara did the same. “They did. And they will regret it.” She stroked the horse’s brown hair and glanced over at a skeleton that hung inside the bar before her.

      Images of a middle-aged woman came to her, making her shudder as hollow eyes stared at her.

      She rubbed her arms and turned to follow Asher and Hero through the town.

      “Were you going to tell me about the lady you were betrothed to?” Yara asked as she walked beside Asher.

      He glanced down at her. “Sure. Eventually. Why? I am with you. It’s irrelevant now.”

      Yara frowned, looking ahead. She should feel flattered, but she didn’t.

      “The tavern will be a good place to hide for the night. It’s the cleanest of all of the homes,” Hero said. “Only two bodies. The other places have loads more.”

      “Great,” Yara said, rolling her eyes. “We will have to clean the bodies out first.”

      Hero shrugged. “Sure. They don’t really bother me.”

      “Of course, they don’t,” Asher said. “Because you’re a freak.”

      Hero smiled. “Thank you. That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      Asher chuckled, and even Yara couldn’t help the grin that came to her face.

      For a moment, it felt like old times. Just three kids enjoying life and hoping for a bright future. She wished her future had gone the way she’d dreamt it. She shouldn’t complain. Asher was by her side again.

      A howl came from the distance.

      Asher froze. Yara kept walking, her eyes narrowing as a cloud headed their way.

      Not a storm cloud.

      A Meta was heading their way.

      “This is perfect,” she grumbled.

      Hero folded his arms across his chest. He tilted his head toward the black mass that ran for them. “You can handle this, right?”

      Yara shot him a glare. “Of course, I can,” she said. “Why don’t you boys shift and run away? I’ll call you when I’m done.”

      Asher shrugged and shifted to his wolf form. He was one of the biggest wolves she’d ever seen at nearly five feet on all fours. Thick black fur covered his entire body, and bright blue eyes looked to her as he barred his fangs.

      “Who said I was running?” He stood before Yara. “I have to protect my woman.”

      The Meta howled again, his nondescript form taking on the shape of a large black dragon with glistening scales and long, sharp fangs that dug into the dirt with each step. His deafening roar filled the entire town.

      Asher took a step back.

      “On second thought…”

      Yara shielded her eyes against the Meta’s breath of fire. It burnt the hairs on her arms, sending heat throughout her entire body.

      She blew out air between her puckered lips and winced.

      The dragon spread open its wings, a toothy grin flashed at her.

      “Want to play, little girl?”

      Yara gulped. It had been ages since she’d practiced Spell Slinging. Always in secret. Always far from humans. Despite that fact, Yara’s father had taught her well.

      “Sure,” she said, shaking her hands out, and warming them up. This would be good practice. “Let’s play.”

      An ear-shattering laugh erupted from the dragon’s throat, blowing Yara’s hair away from her face.

      “This is my town now,” it said. “And you are not welcome.”

      Yara flinched as it abruptly dove right for her.

      Asher and Hero made way, and Yara rolled up her sleeves.

      You can do it. You can do it.

      Yara’s jaw tensed. She hoped she was right, but there was always that sliver of doubt hiding in the dark recesses of her mind, telling her that one day she’d meet a Meta that wouldn’t be as easy as the low-level ones that haunted Kempsey.

      The dragon swooped around her, its green eyes resembling that of a cat.

      “Peek-a-boo,” it cooed and chuckled. “I see you.”

      Yara gasped as the dragon blew fire into her face. She held her hands out, her thumbs connected, and formed an air shield that reflected the fire back to the dragon.

      “CHEATER!” the dragon yelled, flying upward and away from his flames.

      The dragon reached for Yara with its talons.

      Before he could grab her, an explosion of light escaped Yara’s hand as she focused all of her energy and strength into a massive blow to the dragon’s face.

      She grimaced and squeezed her eyes shut as the dragon burst like a sack of blood. Hot blood splashed onto her face and clothes, and the cloud dissipated.

      Hero landed on her shoulder. “Nice work,” he said, nodding his head, his beak pointed to the dragon’s bones. “Flawless.”

      Yara groaned and used her fingers to wipe blood and guts from her face. She flung pieces of flesh from her fingers and sighed. She hated being dirty.

      “Thanks,” she grumbled.
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      THE STENCH OF BLOOD was stifling as Yara, Hero and Asher entered the abandoned tavern. She was appalled to see that two bodies were still inside, decomposed to nothing but bones and hair.

      The king’s soldiers had massacred the poor people of that town, and Asher had almost joined them.

      Horrified, she covered her nose with her sleeve, almost forgetting that she was already covered in blood.

      “What is that smell?” Asher asked, his eyes scanning the room. He coughed into the inside of his elbow and waved dust and ashes from the air.

      “Magic,” Hero answered.

      “My father taught me that spells can linger in a place long after its done its job.”

      Her father had trained her to follow in his footsteps, to protect the humans just as their ancestors had done for thousands of years. Somehow, Yara became too good at being a Spell Slinger, and both of her parents sensed that it would be dangerous for anyone to find out.

      She sighed, wishing there was ale in that tavern. She could use an entire barrel.

      Hero stood in the doorway, his back pressed against the frame while he chewed his nails. He nodded.

      “Bronson was right.”

      Yara allowed the different scents of the room to waft into her nostrils as she looked over the overturned tables and chairs. “All traces of the spells are gone.”

      “Good,” Asher said, relaxing his shoulders. Something glittered in the cupboard, behind a single cup.

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t know,” Yara said. “Don’t touch it, though.”

      Curious to find something so beautiful in such an awful place. She stepped over a dead body to get a better look at it.

      A key.

      Lightning struck, crashing through the roof and slamming its electric cords into the wooden floor.

      Yara jumped, stunned by how close that bolt of lightning had come to striking them. Still, in shock, Asher shook her.

      “He knows I’m here,” Yara whispered, her brows furrowing as she stared down at the fire that broke out in the spot the lightning had struck.

      How did the deputy find out so quickly? How did he alert the king? Something wasn’t right.

      “We have to get you away from here.”

      She nodded, still awestruck as he lifted her from her spot and carried her toward the back of the tavern. Something caught her attention—a glow.

      She looked to the key, drawn to it.

      “Wait,” she said. “Put me down.”

      Asher looked at the gaping hole in the roof, the sky black and rippled with more lightning.

      Thunder roared.

      “What? It’s coming back,” he shouted at her, holding onto her hand.

      Yara didn’t hear him, but he wouldn’t let go of her hand, so she pulled him along.

      The key.

      It called to her.

      Yara.

      Come.

      Yara couldn’t resist, she used all of her strength to pull Asher along, just to get a closer look.

      Once close enough to touch it, lightning struck again, inches from her face, and yet she barely paid it any attention.

      “YARA!”

      Yara heard her name, but it seemed to come from far away.

      Who called to her?

      Was it Asher, Hero, or someone else entirely?

      The answer seemed to be right before her.

      Yara licked her lips and reached for the key that waited for her inside the cupboard.

      Lightning did hit her then.

      At least…she thought it did.
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* * *

      “YARA,” A VOICE CALLED.

      Yara opened her eyes to a bright light. She was being carried away down a tunnel with walls made of water that reflected her favorite memories. She gasped and reached out to the images. There were also visions of her darkest fears. Asher, marrying Lady Chastain and having lots of little shifter children.

      Suddenly very cold, Yara wrapped her arms around her body and sucked in a breath. What is this?

      Above, there was Hero, flying away from her. She watched him fly far away to another kingdom where he had adventures of his own. Adventures she wished she could join.

      Come back, Hero.

      “Yara,” the voice called again and Yara froze. All color drained from her face.

      “Papa?” she called.

      “Yes,” Bronson said, his voice coming from far away.

      She stretched her arms out, stunned by the cold water that funneled around her.

      “What is happening?”

      “You have to stop now. You’re going too far.”

      Yara looked around. She saw nothing but ripples, and yet her body continued to slide down.

      “Where am I going? I don’t know how to stop.”

      “Wake up, little one. Wake up.”

      “But, why can’t I come with you, Papa?”

      Tears filled her eyes at hearing his voice again. Even if she was dying, this was truly a gift.

      “I know. But, you can’t. You have things to do. Big things. The Skeleton Key has given you a gift. Now, wake up, little one.”

      Yara chewed her lip, letting the water carry her away.

      “I love you, Papa,” she whispered.

      “I love you too.”
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      YARA STEPPED OUT INTO the light. Whatever black fog that had consumed her, finally let her free as she forced herself to awaken. She’d felt like she was lost inside of her own mind for what seemed to be an eternity.

      She rubbed her eyes, groggy and disoriented.

      What happened?

      Despite floating through a tunnel of water, she was dry, and still in her blood-stained clothes.

      She remembered very little, but something nagged at her.

      What was it?

      “Dear spirits,” she whispered as she looked around.

      The tavern was intact—and yet it looked…different.

      Darker, cleaner, and full of strange furnishings, Yara began to doubt that it was the same place as she turned in a circle, pushing her wild white hair from her face.

      The tables and barstools were set up, nice and neat, and the bar—sleek and black—stretched from one end to the other. What she didn’t understand were the flashing lights and loud music that seemed to come from the metallic boxes above her head.

      That’s when it hit her like a pail of cold water from the well.

      Asher.

      Hero.

      She spun around. Where were they? Her brows furrowed as she looked up at strange flat devices that had fast images being shown. People sang and danced in ways Yara had never witnessed. They wore clothes that barely covered their bosoms or thighs.

      “Bloody Soul Haven,” a female voice said from behind Yara.

      Yara looked over her shoulder, startled.

      A small young woman with shoulder-length pink hair stood there, a bucket of glasses in her arms, a stunned look on her tanned face.

      Yara frowned. The girl looked oddly, familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

      Green eyes looked Yara up and down. “No way,” she said. “It can’t be.”

      Yara stepped away from her. A fog of confusion still swarmed inside her head. She was half-inclined to believe that she was dreaming, but even in this dream, she wanted answers.

      “Please. I need to find my friends. Can you tell me where they are?”

      The girl licked her lips, her eyes wide. “Friends?” She asked a blank look in her green eyes under blunt-cut pink bangs.

      Yara wrung her hands, spinning around to see if Asher or Hero were around somewhere.

      “Yes,” she said, giving the girl a sidelong glance. “Two men. Are they here?”

      Wherever here was.

      The girl’s eyes widened with realization. She nodded and walked over to the bar in shoes that had a skinny heel much higher than Yara had ever seen. She set the bucket on the bar’s surface and straightened her short black leather skirt.

      “Okay. Yes,” she began, holding her hands up. “I tried to stop them, but the coppers took the two dudes away. They locked them up in the palace prison.”

      Yara’s face paled.

      “Sorry,” she said, rubbing her forehead with her fingers. “But, it could be worse! At least you didn’t make it through the time portal at the same time as the others. I think the Skeleton Key must have known that danger waited...and kept you from getting caught.”

      “What? Time portal? What does the key have to do with anything?”

      Yara felt sick. Frustrated. She sat down in the closest chair and buried her face in her hands.

      “Hey, now. Don’t worry. We can fix this. Sirus said you’d be coming, and so we’ve been waiting for you. Thank the spirits you waited until the bar was closed. I don’t know if I could have lived with myself if you’d have been picked up by the coppers as well.”

      The girl’s heels made a loud clicking sound on the wooden floor as she walked over to Yara.

      Yara looked up, tears burning her eyes. The thought of Asher and Hero being locked away in a prison made it so that she could barely breathe.

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Keo,” the woman said, her thin eyes looking Yara up and down again. “And you’re Yara Ortuso…the last Spell Slinger come to save us, right? Dear spirits. I can’t believe I actually lived to see this day. You’re like…a god to us, you know?”

      The color drained from Yara’s already pale face. She backed away.

      This is a dream. Please, wake me up.

      “How do you know who I am?”

      Keo went down to her knees, a look of wonder on her face.

      “Sirus told me. He told us all that you’d be coming this year. We just didn’t know which day it would happen.” She touched Yara’s white hair. “Holy crap balls.”

      Keo grinned and held her hands out before her, wiggling her small fingers. “Will some of your power rub off on me?”

      “That’s not how it works,” Yara murmured. She couldn’t begin to process all that this strange girl babbled about, but she knew she had to focus to understand what she’d gotten herself into.

      “Who is Sirus?”

      “The prophet. Well, he speaks for the prophet. You see, the prophet asked the Skeleton Key to reveal itself to you. And BAM! Here you are! Freaky, huh?”

      Yara leaned forward in the chair. She rubbed her temples. “Please. Take me to this Sirus person.”
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      FROM HIS BARRED ROOM, Evan watched as the palace fell into chaos. He’d just refused another test, tired of being treated like a lab animal. The result: one night in a cell.

      Could be worse.

      Evan could be poked and prodded by a scientist with no sense of humanity, or humor.

      He frowned at the spectacle and drank another sip of his wine. He peered down into the glass. At least he had alchohol.

      King Loric paced the courtyard just as the sun was setting. Everything was left in its orange and pink glow.

      It was just another Sunday at home with good ole’ dad, where Evan and his siblings would be experimented on. He drank more wine, utterly tired of this life of constant control.

      If only he could find a way to get out of the city. 

      Evan grimaced when he watched King Lori slap Fern, the eldest of his children. He shook his head, with a sigh.

      If anyone deserved a good slap, it was Fern.

      Evan couldn’t keep count of how many times he’s seen Fern starve her personal slaves, or make them stand on their bare hands and knees on uncooked rice. Sometimes, she’d make them strip in front of her annoying guests, and whip them.

      Just for fun. 

      But still, Evan would never hit a girl himself, and if he weren’t being punished for trying to avoid his weekly visit to the palace, he might have spoken up for her.

      Evan was supposed to be the good one, the one that the people of Allarya loved and looked up to, but the charade wore on him at times.

      Sometimes, he simply had to rebel.

      And now he was imprisoned for it.

      He knew that he wouldn’t be in his cell for long. It wasn’t like he was stuck in the lowest levels of the palace with the real criminals, but for once he almost wished he was. Rumors of two shifters had made its way to Evan.

      He had his ways.

      Ways that King Loric would kill him for. The only reason Evan was alive was because he was strong, and could handle the tests.

      Evan tapped the bars on his window. “I’m as much a slave as the rest of them,” he murmured. “A slave with privileges, but a slave no less.”

      There came a loud banging on his door. Evan cursed under his breath. He closed his eyes and cracked his neck.

      “What?” He was already agitated. The sun hadn’t even completely fallen yet, and they were already bothering him to greet the new night.

      “The king wants you.”

      Evan recognized the voice. “Tell him I’m still sleeping, Kel. I’m supposed to be serving my time, right?”
                  Sirus cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, but he insists that you come to him right away. This is not the time to be insolent, Prince Evan.”

      Evan came to his feet. He picked up his sundial and slipped his wrist into its golden bracelet. Twelve hours until the sun rose again.

      Twelve hours for the Metas to be a menace in his kingdom.

      Evan glanced at the mirror before he turned the knob. His black hair was messy.

      He smiled. It was just the way he liked it. He was sure father would not approve.

      Perfect, he thought and gave his reflection a wink.

      The moment his large, wooden door was opened, Kel stepped back and bowed low.

      Evan rolled his eyes. “Stop doing that. I should be the one bowing to you, Kel.”

      Kel’s blue eyes met Evan’s. He had red hair that was shaved very short. Kel was old enough to be Evan’s grandfather, and sometimes Evan thought of him as just that.

      He gave him a nod. “So, what’s all of the fuss about?” Evan leaned against the closed door.

      Kel’s eyes widened. Bushy red eyebrows rose, and he lowered his voice. He leaned in closer to Evan. “I’ve been informed that she has arrived. I think it’s time that you reveal who you are.”

      “What do you mean? You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. And so, we must act quickly. You must pull it together and regain the king’s favor.”

      Evan lifted a brow. He was even more interested now. “Sure. I can do that. He’ll forgive me once I agree to the stupid test.”

      “Good. Come this way.”

      Evan frowned at how noisy it was in the palace.

      What was King Loric angry about now?

      People were shouting, thundering footsteps echoed throughout the halls, and bells started clinging outside the palace walls. 

      The crazy thing was that those sounds weren’t coming from the living.

      They came from the dead.

      Everyone was in a fit of worry and fear, sensing that something was very wrong this time.

      “What is going on?” Evan looked around in confusion. 

      Kel shook his head. “I don’t know. But something has King Loric very agitated.”

      “He’d better calm down before he destroys the entire palace.”

      “You tell him that,” Kel said.

      Evan turned the corner of the dark hall and was greeted by a hall filled with lit torches along its walls. It was a necessity for the palace to have many forms of light to back up the electricity when it went out, which was a normal occurrence when King Loric was angry. His temper could suck up all of the power in the palace.

      Two maids dressed in red skirts, black tights, and white collared shirts, walked past him. They lifted their brown-eyed gazes and quickly lowered their eyes again. 

      “What? No hello?” he asked them

      Evan was really worried then. Those two would usually flash their most charming smiles, hoping that one day they’d gain his favor and become his mistress.

      Evan would never dare to have a mistress. He didn’t even want to get married. Not like this. He didn’t want to bring an innocent woman into his life. He just wanted to be free from his servitude.

      The further he walked down the hall, the louder the king’s shouting became. Evan cringed before he even opened the large wooden doors that led out of the palace and into the main courtyard. He looked around and noticed for the first time that everyone had stopped what they were doing.

      Evan frowned. They were all watching him, whispering, trying to act as if they weren’t staring. Even Trey, his younger brother watched him from the top of the main spiral stairs. His brown eyes stared at him with fear.

      Evan opened the door and stepped out into the frigid night air.

      “Lovely night, isn’t it?” Evan asked King Loric.

      King Loric glared over at him. He wore a huge bear skinned coat lined with wolf’s fur. His narrow brown eyes seemed to cut holes into Evan’s body. 

      Evan didn’t flinch. He was used to being looked at that way.

      “What took you so long?”

      Evan shrugged. “I seemed to have been locked in a cell for shirking a certain test; a certain king wanted me to take.”

      “I don’t care. You come when called. Is that understood, boy?”

      Evan felt his face heat, but he kept his smile up. “Of course. Understood.”

      They shared a long glare and finally Evan looked away. There was too much evil in the king’s eyes to hold his gaze for long. He stroked his bushy black beard and seemed to settle a bit.

      “Tell Ben I’m sending Evan along with his men.”

      Evan raised a brow. “What?”

      King Loric was the one to smile now. “Time to prove yourself, and show off the new skills you’ve learned. I want you to go with the soldiers for a night sweep of the city.”

      Evan paled. 

      “Why would you send me out there?” Evan pursed his lips, realizing his mistake.

      “Oh, are you afraid. I suppose I could send Trey in your place?”

      Evan shot a glance at the youngest of Loric’s children and shook his head. “No,” he blurted.

      Why King Loric would do such a horrible thing was beyond Evan.

      To hurt him. That’s why.

      “I’ll go,” Evan said. “You leave Trey out of this.”          

      King Loric grinned. He knew Evan’s soft spot better than anyone.

      “Good boy.”
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      THE STREETS WERE CALM, QUIET, free of all humans. That didn’t ease Evan’s hesitation for being there. Even wearing the armor his father’s team had developed, most soldiers didn’t survive an attack from a Meta.

      Some even came back, their bodies took over by a Meta, and would be used to kill other soldiers back at the barracks.

      They now had to be cleared by scanners to re-enter the barracks or to return to their homes.

      Evan thumbed his sword and sighed. It was too quiet.

      Ben raised a finger to his lips, his eyebrows furrowed over a sharp glare. “Shhh.”

      Shrugging, Evan leaned his back against the glass storefront of a women’s accessories store. He yawned. Only a few hours until he could go back home and sleep the annoyance of his weekly visit to the palace away.

      The moon was bright that night, brighter than usual. Maybe that was a good thing. Metas liked to darken the area when they were around.

      Throughout his life, he’d seen a few Metas, usually on news broadcasts on television. He was lucky to never have one invade or haunt his home.

      He didn’t know what such a thing would do to his sanity. Those that met a Meta were never the same afterward—that is…if they survived.

      Evan had survived such an attack.

      Once.

      The memory put him in an awful mood.

      No child should watch their mother get killed by a supernatural creature.

      Evan glanced down at his sword. Just like most modern weapons, it was injected with a poison that could harm a Meta. If you were brave or unlucky enough to get that close to one, you’d better be prepared to use it.

      Evan wasn’t so sure he was prepared.

      A scream came from inside the shop, making Evan’s blood run cold. He stood and spun around to look into the window. He almost ran to the door when he saw a woman being held by a ghostly figure wearing a black cloak from another time period. The ghost’s eyes met Evan’s sending chills up his spine.

      The soldiers got into their positions, crouched low with their weapons raised and ready to strike.

      Evan swallowed and stepped toward the back. He was good with a sword, but he’d never faced a Meta.

      Ben led the way, breaking the glass of the shop with a bomb that exploded with a burst of light that was harmless to humans, but deadly to Metas. Just not all Metas were affected by it.

      Evan prayed that it did. That woman depended on them.

      If only real magic still existed.

      The soldiers stormed the shop, and it was revealed that there were four other Metas inside, waiting in the shadows of the back hallway.

      Evan mustered his courage and did all that he could think of to help. Jaw clenched, he ran into the shop. Broken glass was everywhere, crunching beneath his boots as he stood inside.

      The woman hid underneath the checkout counter. He rushed to her, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end as he felt something watching him.

      “Come on,” he said, kneeling down to the woman. He held a hand out to her. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Wide blue eyes filled with tears looked from him to the dark hallway where the soldiers fought several Metas.

      She accepted his hand and he held her underneath her shoulder and picked her up in his arms.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Hurry,” she whispered.

      Evan didn’t need to be told twice. He ran with her from the shop before any of the Metas noticed that they were escaping.

      Outside, the moon and stars were blocked out by a Meta cloud.

      Lasers were shot from guns strapped to the soldier’s wrists, as he glanced behind him to look back inside.

      He held the woman, her sobs echoing throughout the empty streets. They both flinched—and her sobbing ceased…as they watched the store go up in flames.

      Memories of his own home being burned to ground returned to him, and he squeezed his eyes shut, willing them away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      THIS WORLD WAS ODD TO YARA. Full of color, and technology that she’d never thought was possible; it both frightened and intrigued her.

      She hadn’t slept at all. Keo took her to her home in a tall building that had more than thirty floors that served as flats and shops. She’s snuck out of the room Keo had told her was all hers and walked down the long hallway to the front room. However, the people had accomplished building something so impressive was beyond Yara.

      The morning was different here. The thick fog that covered the city was unlike anything she’d seen back home. But, apparently, this was home.

      Just in the future.

      The concept of time travel was enchanting, yet she simply wanted to claim her friends and return home.

      As she watched the city come to life after the mandatory curfew, she pressed her forehead to the glass and wondered if she was brought here for a reason.

      Keo spoke of prophecies and saving the people of Allarya. Why Yara?

      Keo opened and slammed cabinet doors in her tiny metallic kitchen, mumbling curses to herself as she did so.

      “Crap,” Keo said. “Damn. Damn. Damn. I don’t have any sugar.” She looked from the empty canister to the air and growled. “UGH! Is honey okay?”

      Yara nodded, rubbing her arms as she looked down the city of Allarya. She wasn’t sure she approved of the vents in the ceiling that pumped cold air onto her.

      “That’s fine,” she said. “Thank you.”

      “Sweet! Because I almost threw this canister through the window. Coming right up.”

      “What are these flying things outside?” Yara asked, pointing to a large white object that flew above what appeared to be glowing tracks.

      “Hovercraft. Only the upper class has access to those. The rest of us plebs have to walk or use the tubes beneath the city. You don’t want to be caught in one of those at night.

      “I suppose not,” Yara murmured and turned her attention back to the window.

      The buzz of the flying hovercrafts was almost muted from the other side of the thick glass that stretched from floor to ceiling across Keo’s entire flat.

      While terrifying, this world was beautiful.

      “Right, love,” Keo said, carefully carrying over two cups of hot tea from the kitchen to the sitting area. She set them on the glass table before motioning to the white leather sofa beside it. “Let’s chat.”

      Yara nodded, looking around the room, not entirely comfortable yet. The leather was softer than it looked and seemed to mold to her bottom as she sat down. She raised a brow, impressed by how comfortable it was. She reached for her cup of tea and glanced at Keo who stared at her.

      “What?” Yara asked before taking a sip. “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Sorry about that. I just still can’t believe that you’re here. You know, the resistance has been waiting for you for centuries?”

      “What year is it?”

      “Oh yeah. That’s right. You’re from way back in the past. Holy fudge balls,” Keo said, shaking her head.

      Yara realized that she was going to have an awfully difficult time understanding most of what came out of Keo’s glossy pink mouth.

      “It’s 3106. Year of the dragon.”

      “My goodness.” The gravity of how far into the future she’d traveled hit her hard. She stared down into her cup.

      “Yeah. I know. Crazy, right?”

      Yara nodded and sipped her tea again. The warm liquid eased her mind, if only slightly.

      Keo set her cup down and stretched her tattooed arms over her head.

      “So, Sirus is coming over today. He will be able to fill you in on everything. I mean, we’ve been waiting so long for you to arrive, we don’t even know where to start. But, he does. So, don’t worry.”

      “How can I get my friends out of prison?”

      “The prison is magic-bound, so it’s going to take some trickery. That’s for sure.”

      “Will Sirus know what to do?”

      “Totes.”

      “What is totes?”

      Keo sighed. “Totally, Yara. Totally.”

      Yara shook her head. She’d need a written list of definitions for Keo’s vocabulary.

      Asher and Hero must be miserable inside a prison in the palace. She wondered how much the dungeons had changed since her time. King Loric never treated his prisoners as more than dogs.

      Her stomach churned. She shot a look at Keo, an eerie thought coming to mind.

      “Who is the current king?”

      Keo sat back in her chair and sighed. “Good ole’ King Loric,” she said, crossing her knee-length black boots over the table. “He’s been in charge for thousands of years. Only you can change that, you know? I mean, you must know.”

      Yara drank more of her tea, her brows furrowing. Her mission seemed to have traveled through time with her. So much seemed to rest on Yara’s shoulders, much more than she even imagined before she set off on this quest.

      A knock came from Keo’s door. She hopped from her seat and straightened her short skirt over her hole-ridden black tights.

      “It’s Sirus,” Keo said and hurried over to the door.

      She opened it and there stood a tall, older man with pale white skin, short white hair, and green eyes.

      Yara came to her feet and watched him enter the room.

      “Dear me,” he said in a soft voice. His eyes lingered on her white hair, and then to her silver eyes. “You really are the last Ortuso.”

      “I am,” Yara said. “Please tell me that you can help me find my friends.”

      “Which friends?” Sirus asked.

      Keo spoke up. “You didn’t hear? Two shifters made it through with her. Well, before her. That skeleton key is a trickster.”

      “Very well,” Sirus said, nodding. “We can rescue them in the process.”

      Yara breathed a sigh of relief, a smile coming to her face. “Thank you.”

      Keo grinned as she looked from Sirus to Yara.

      “Sweet.”

      “Now, Yara Ortuso. We have much work to do. I hope you are ready.”

      Yara nodded. “I am. Ready to do whatever it takes.”

      “Good. Very good.” He touched her raggedy shirt. “Let’s get you some proper clothes. You can’t impersonate a proper lady wearing…whatever that is.”

      Yara didn’t know what impersonating a proper lady would do to help, but she didn’t care. All she wanted was to see her love again.

      She looked down at her old clothes. Her black shirt was still stained with the bright red blood of a Meta. She did want to shed and burn every article.

      Keo covered her giggle with her pink manicured nails. “Yes. Please. I cannot be seen in public with you like that.”

      Yara lifted a brow. “What exactly am I supposed to do while masquerading as a proper lady?”

      “You’re supposed to summon your inner actress,” Keo said, doing a twirl. She fell into a deep curtsy and gave Yara a wink.

      “Keo is an incredible actress. She can pretend to be any class from any kingdom,” Sirus said.

      “That’s nice,” Yara said, plainly. “But, what are we doing?”

      “You must find a way into the palace. King Loric never leaves its walls,” Sirus said. “And I think I know just the person to grant you entrance.”

      “Who?”

      “The eldest prince.”

      Yara sighed. She’d never met royalty before. Were they much different from the lords and ladies of Kempsey? Her nerves started to bother her, making her wring her hands.

      “If you think that’s best.”

      Sirus nodded, coming to his feet. “Trust me, Yara. Prince Evan is your best bet.”

      The things I do for you, Asher.
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      YARA SAT ON KEO’S sofa, as two women paraded elaborate gowns for her.

      They were twins but had very different hairstyles and hair colors.

      “Which one?” The blonde one, Costa, with the eyebrows that looked like they were painted on asked.

      Yara shrugged. “I don’t really care. Any of them. They’re all very nice.”

      Costa frowned. “But this one is made from Arundalian silk, and this one is made from the best hand-spun Valeros satin. Two different things.

      Yara rolled her eyes. One day had already passed and she needed to rescue her friends before it was too late.

      “The pink one,” she said, disinterested.

      “Good choice,” the twins said in unison. “You will be the bell of the ball.”

      “Ball?” Yara asked. “No one said anything about a ball.”

      Costa’s smile faded. “It’s just a saying. Where did you say you were from again?”

      Keo burst out laughing. “Yara is funny, isn’t she?”

      Yara rose to her feet. She turned to Keo who sat at her table on a device that communicated with the entire world. Yara wanted to play around with one and explore all of the history she’d missed.

      That could wait for later.

      “I picked a dress. Now, what?”

      Keo was already dressed in a yellow gown that had a corseted top, and lace trim on the waist and bottom of her skirt.

      “Well,” Keo said, standing. “You’re the one in a hurry. Go on and get dressed.”

      Keo waved her away, a smile on her mouth. “Make her pretty…er. Prettier, ladies.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      EVAN LOWERED HIS SWORD. His opponent was from Arundalia’s champion team, and Evan had just demolished his winning streak in front of both of their crowds.

      Winner of the autumn championship gets a massive party planned for them at the concert hall.

      As if Evan needed a party. He didn’t do this for the glory or attention. He had enough of that. He did it for the rush, and a chance to escape the absolute boredom of his life.

      Sure, a party would be fun. There’d be girls there all vying for his attention. But, he could throw one of those on his own.

      He bowed to his opponent, and turned away, a cheer rising from the crowd. He smiled at them, basking in his own glory.

      To make the girls squeal even louder, Evan ripped off his fencing uniform, and then he pulled his shirt over his head.

      Just as he’d planned, the women in the crowd leaped from their seats and waved at him. He grinned as his eyes scanned the crowd.

      It was amazing to see the disparity in class. The lower class women tried their best to blend in, but they stood out like a fly in a bowl of milk, wearing their long skirts and cheap corsets. The upper-class women and ladies with titles wore the best gowns, with shining silk and satin. There was no middle class in Allarya.

      Never had been.

      Probably never will be.

      His smile faltered the moment his eyes landed on a woman that stood out, not from her cheap clothes, or her expensive ones…but for her eyes. They were silver and reflected the light of the sun which spilled from the open ceiling of the stadium.

      Not only that, but she had white hair.

      Evan swallowed, having seen a true vision.

      It’s her.
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      YARA SWALLOWED AS HER EYES locked with Prince Evan’s.

      Her target.

      The mission was clear. Find a way to get invited to the palace. The easiest way they could think of was to get Yara to infiltrate his inner circle. The most popular of the king’s young children, Prince Evan was clearly well-suited for being a man of public favor.

      Prince Evan as the complete opposite of Asher and Yara scolded herself for comparing this stranger to the man she loved.

      With Keo by her side, Yara still felt out of place at the weekly sports gathering, where teams would compete in the stadium for prizes and bragging rights.

      Today, it was fencing, and the prince had won.

      Prince Evan’s black hair was short on the sides, and long on the top so that it fell over his forehead and into his eyes. He smoothed it back with his hand, and yet kept her gaze.

      Even sweaty he looked good.

      She hadn’t expected the king’s son to be so attractive. He was big, even bigger than her husband had been, with broad shoulders and a lean waist.

      Prince Evan grinned at her, and took his shirt off, revealing tight, sculpted abs.

      Yara held onto her armrest and held her breath as she admired his body. All the while, his evergreen eyes watched her.

      Good spirits.

      Why did she want to touch his abs so badly?

      “Lady,” he said, approaching her from the training ground floor.

      Every woman in the stadium shot looks at Yara, jealousy turning their faces pink.

      Yara pointed to herself. “Me?”

      “Yes,” he said, smoothing his hair back again as it fell into his eyes. “What is your name?”

      Yara hoped her voice would come out without cracking, or that she would be able to keep her cool under such pressure.

      “Yareal. Lady Yarael Sttugart.”

      She said it properly, but that didn’t release the tension in her abdomen.

      “Lady Yarael Sttugart,” he repeated. “Lovely name. Join me for lunch.”

      Yara began to reply when Prince Evan turned to head toward the exit.

      It wasn’t a request.

      It was clearly an order.

      A short man with a flat device approached her, a smile on his plump pink face. He gave her a slight bow.

      “My lady, you and your chaperone can come this way.”

      Yara and Keo exchanged glances but nodded.

      “Shall we?” Yara asked.

      “Very well,” Keo said, her lady-like mannerisms, impeccable.

      Together, they gathered their elaborate dresses into their fists and stood.

      “Any allergies between the two of you? Peanuts? Eggs? Shellfish? Anything we should warn the kitchen about?”

      Yara shook her head.

      “Blueberries,” Keo replied.

      He raised a brow. “That’s new. But, fine. I’ll make sure the chefs omit any blueberries.”

      They followed him down the aisle to the archway that led to the exit.

      Yara averted her eyes, avoiding the looks everyone seemed to give her as she walked by. She wasn’t used to being stared at, even growing up in a town where only a few others had white hair.

      The archway led to a circular corridor that wrapped around the arena with multiple doors opening to the outside parking area.

      Her heart raced, and yet she kept a cool demeanor.

      Does he know who I am?

      She resisted chewing her bottom lip as people were still watching her.

      This was thousands of years in the future. Surely King Loric had better things to worry about instead of one Spell Slinger. He’d never seen her and had no idea what she looked like.

      Still, white hair was rare. In this new age, the people were a lot more adventurous with their hair color, with dyes and chalks. So, maybe she didn’t stick out as much as she thought. At least one other person in that stadium had to have artificially dyed white hair.

      Maybe Yara should do just that. Dye her hair a color she’d never could have achieved in her own time period. A nice golden color might suit her well.

      She breathed in and strove to calm her nerves.

      Stop worrying, she told herself. Everything is going to be fine.

      She wished she believed that.
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      SIX GUARDS DRESSED IN sleek black suits that resembled the armor from Yara’s time, with the silver breastplates and gauntlets, waited for them outside. Spectators stood back and made room for Yara and Keo to pass them by.

      The sun was bright, beaming its powerful rays onto them. Keo opened a parasol for her and held it over her head as they cut through a crowd of young humans that appeared to be from the lower class. While some had piercings Yara had never thought possible, others had tattoos going up their arms and necks that were beautiful to her.

      “Mind the curb, Lady Yarael. We wouldn’t want you to soil your pretty dress,” Keo said in a calm voice that was nothing like her usual voice.

      Yara was impressed by Keo’s acting skills. The girl could put on a show when necessary. Yara was also used to acting. She’d practiced that blank expression all of her life. First, to keep Pae from striking her at the assumption that Yara was being defiant.

      Then, with her husband so that he wouldn’t accuse her of the same thing.

      One day, Yara would be free to embrace her emotions.

      A shining black car lowered to the ground for them at the edge of the sidewalk. People stood outside, watching and holding up little devices that kept clicking as they pointed them at Yara and Keo.

      “Fudging paparazzi,” Keo murmured, a grimace on her face. “Get a job.”

      The door was opened by one of the guards and Yara tensed as they approached.

      What if they got into the car never to be heard from again?

      She forced a smile for the chauffeur and sat down in the back. It was cool inside, air pumping into the car from vents beneath the seat and from the ceiling.

      What a ridiculous thought. Yara would burn that entire city down with her power to rescue her friends.

      Her features relaxed as she realized just how much power she had as the last Spell Slinger.

      She shouldn’t fear them.

      They should fear her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      THE RIDE TO THE PRINCE’S private estate was much longer than Yara had anticipated. The short detour from the day’s plan was looking to be like more of an extended event.

      “How far is this place?” Yara asked Keo.

      “Only a few more minutes. Don’t worry. We are almost there.” She patted Yara on the hand. “You’re doing just fine. This is even better than we’d planned.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I saw the way he looked at you. We can use this to our advantage.”

      Yara breathed in, and relaxed, leaning back into the soft seat. She glanced out the dark tinted window, mystified by the beautiful city that they passed by.

      White capped trees lined the road, potted along the sidewalks. They brought a hint of nature to the metropolis and its uniformed structures.

      With buildings as tall as mountains and a bustling population, Yara found herself wanting to get out and explore a bit. As they flew through the winding maze of a city, people paused to watch the procession as Prince Evan led the way in his silver car.

      Before long, the car pulled into a brass gate and down a long path that cut through yards of fresh-cut grass.

      Yara sat up in her seat at her first glimpse of the estate. The white building was a stark contrast to the metallic buildings of the city. It was built in the Old Allaryan style: bricks, wood, and stone.

      As she took a look at the windows and shutters she realized that the house was probably built in her time, and well maintained.

      Impressive.

      The car pulled to the front, where a circular road wound around a fountain with a statue of a woman pouring water from a jug into the pool. A walkway lined with pink and white bushes led to a set of wide stone steps that wrapped around the entire front of the house.

      “This should be very interesting,” Keo said, her eyes fixed ahead.

      Yara nodded. Of course.

      She had a king to kill.

      They waited for the chauffeur to park the car along the silver track, and come around to open the door for them.

      Dressed in a black suit, with a bald head, he held a hand out to them and helped Yara and Keo onto the stone path.

      Prince Evan had already entered the house and they followed their handler inside as well.

      Light spilled inside from the dozens of large windows that faced where the sun rose.

      Staff waited for them, all lined up in two rows on either side.

      “Lady Yarael,” a tall older woman said, her eyes going up and down her body. “Do you need to freshen up? Prince Evan has arranged for a team of handmaidens to assist you.”

      Keo spoke for her. “We are fine. Thank you. We barely had a chance to break a sweat today.”

      “Very well,” the woman said, her eyes fixing on Keo’s pink hair. “Follow me this way for refreshments. The prince will join you shortly.

      They nodded and followed her along the shiny mahogany wood floor through the foyer and to a sitting room decorated with traditional furnishings.

      It was a delight to almost feel like Yara was back home. Indeed, this estate was made to keep up with the past. She did notice a few modern signs around the house. A screen showcased a sports game along one of the far walls.

      As Yara stood inside the sitting room with Keo, she noticed a spread of cold cuts, fruit, cheese, and an assortment of bread set to the right side of the room on a white tablecloth draped over a long table.

      Yara was also surprised to see three men inside, dressed in fine suits and drinking bubbling liquid from their tall, skinny glasses.

      They paused their conversation and looked to Yara and Keo. Their eyes lit up at the sight of the beautiful woman before them.

      “Ladies,” a tall man with shoulder length brown hair said.

      The three men all bowed their heads to them.

      “Hello, Lord Smight, Duke Canter, and Counselor Hexley,” Keo said. “I am Lady Keo of Kempsey and this is Lady Yarael of Warrow.”

      “Pleased to meet you both,” Lord Smight said, approaching.

      “Can I get you two a beverage?” Counselor Hexley asked, but had the young uniformed man attending the table do so anyway.

      “Thank you,” Yara said, accepting her own bubbling drink.

      “It’s a cocktail,” Counselor Hexley said, stirring his drink with a long white stick. “I believe it’s made with chilled champagne, berries, and sweet and sour tonic.”

      He watched her, and Yara realized that he was waiting for her to taste it. She drank a tiny sip and smiled.

      “It’s delicious,” she said and took a bigger sip. She wasn’t lying. It was one of the best drinks she’d ever tasted.

      Lord Smight stood next to her, closer than she was comfortable with, but she smiled at him nonetheless.

      “You’re from Warrow, you say? Where exactly is that?”

      Keo spoke. “The south,” she said and pulled Yara along by the hand toward the chairs set before the windows.

      ‘Sit with me,” she said, sitting down on the plush seat and folding her gloved hands over her crossed knee.

      As soon as Yara sat down, she had to stand back up as Prince Evan entered the room.

      Dressed in a white suit, he brightened the room with his kind smile.

      Everyone bowed to him as he walked in.

      Yara dipped into a low curtsey, her head bowed. When she looked back up, he was walking straight toward her. She stood to her full height and tried to contain her anxiety.

      Her heart skipped a beat and she damned her cheeks for blushing. A million scenarios raced through her head as she watched him shine his charming smile her way.

      None of them were good.

      “Lady Yarael,” he said, reaching for her hand.

      Yara smiled. “Hello, Prince Evan. Thank you for the generous invitation to your home. We are deeply honored.”

      He kissed the back of her hand, his green eyes locking with hers in a way that made her feel he sought to read her mind.

      How was it possible for a man to have such long lashes? How was a face so perfect that she simply couldn’t look away?

      Prince Evan stroked her hand with his thumb and let go.

      Dear spirits.

      His touch did something to her—it sent shivers to places that only Asher had ignited. She chewed her bottom lip, her breath quickening.

      It left her feeling warm and antsy like she needed more. Just being so close to him was something magical, and she didn’t like it. She hated it. Her heart was not made to be divided, and somehow she knew that was exactly what would happen if she stayed in his presence.

      A thought worried her. Since his father was a sorcerer, he must be one as well. What if this was all a trick? What if they had the same idea and sought to seduce Yara so that she would forget her quest?

      That could very well be the case, but she didn’t sense any sorcery.

      Could he be that good?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

      

    
    
      LUNCH WAS DELICIOUS. After downing a glass of champagne, she loosened up a bit and realized just how famished she was.

      They ate outside in the garden at a long table set under a white canopy. Yara devoured sliced roast beef, grilled vegetables, and the best smothered potatoes she’d ever tasted. She licked sour cream from the corner of her mouth and blushed when she noticed Prince Evan watching her.

      She dabbed her mouth with her cloth napkin and took a drink from her second glass of champagne. This time, the server poured a dash of orange juice into it.

      “Dessert,” the server said, as one server removed her plate and he placed a glass bowl of pudding before her. “Chocolate pudding with fresh strawberries.”

      Yara looked down at the sweet smelling dessert and noticed how full she was.

      “Prince Evan,” Counselor Hexley called from his spot at the table to Yara’s right. “What is your father planning to do about the new Metas that are surfacing in the south district?”

      Prince Evan lowered his glass, his brown eyes darkening as he rolled them, as if he’d heard that question too many times.

      “Perhaps you can discuss that with him,” he said and stood.

      Everyone followed suit and stood from the table, with a nod of their heads.

      Prince Evan looked to Yara, his eyes brightening again. “Would you join me for a walk, Lady Yarael?”

      Yara swallowed, and exchanged a glance with Keo.

      “I’d be delighted,” Yara said. “My chaperone will accompany us.”

      He shook his head and motioned for her to come. “I don’t think that’s necessary. I promise I won’t bite.”

      Keo pursed her lips but remained silent.

      Oh my, Yara thought, nerves starting to set in. To be alone with the prince frightened her. But, this was what they wanted to achieve all along. Perhaps this could lead to her being invited to the palace. She didn’t know how she’d gain entrance otherwise.

      Yara straightened her dress and nodded, leaving her seat at the table. She made her way around the table to the white path. Prince Evan held an arm out, and Yara linked her arm around his.

      Together, they left the gathering to walk toward the pond. She watched the geese swim and play in the crystal clear water that was almost the size of Asher’s lake on Westerbrook Manor.

      Again, they touched, and Yara found herself holding her breath at being so close to him. Gooseflesh ran along her arms as she avoided looking at him.

      She still wasn’t convinced he didn’t use some black magic on her. There was no reason her heart should be fluttering inside her chest the way it did whenever they were close.

      “Did you enjoy your meal?”

      Yara nodded. “I did. Thank you for the invitation. I can’t think of any meal as delicious as what we had today.”

      She bit her bottom lip, hoping he didn’t think on that comment too much. She was a lady. Of course, she should have had food that good before.

      “You’re welcome to come anytime. Just call first,” he said with a grin as he looked down at her.

      She licked her lips. “That is kind of you. I won’t bother you, though.”

      “On the contrary. Please do. Bother me whenever you want. It gets kind of boring in my home.”

      “Does your father visit you? I heard that he’s a very busy man with a million projects going on at once.”

      “Not really. I see him once a week. He actually has all of his children come to him once a week for Sunday supper. The younger kids stay at the palace, but the older ones all have their own private estates.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “I guess. It’s best that we keep those gatherings to a minimum,” he said. “It can be more of a chore to show up ever Sunday. He can be quite controlling.”

      “Really?”

      Prince Evan cleared his throat. “I can’t believe I said that to you. Please, forgive me. I shouldn’t be saying such things. Tell me about you.”

      Yara wanted to say that she didn’t mind, but decided not to look nosy. “There isn’t much to tell. My life is also pretty boring.”

      “Come now. That can’t be true. Do you travel often?”

      “No. But, I plan on settling in Allarya. I like it here. You offer much more than the countryside.”

      “How are you liking Allarya?”

      “You have a beautiful kingdom. And, I love the people.” She watched the geese and ducks swim and lounge on the short-cut evergreen grass as a soft breeze fragrant with fresh peaches wafted their way.

      She looked up at the fat peaches that hung from the trees. “There is a peach tree on my property back home,” she said, memories of her father picking them and baking pies. They were her favorite, and the smell brought a smile to her. It was as if she could still taste them.

      “Do you?” He followed her gaze. “I have apple and pear trees as well. Would you like one?”

      “I’m pretty full,” she said with a sigh. “It just brought back memories of my father.”

      “Oh. Is he still around?”

      “No,” Yara said. “He died a while ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. What about your mother?”

      “We aren’t close.”

      Yara didn’t want to elaborate. Her mood always turned sour when she thought of Pae. Funny thing was, Pae was probably still around, probably haunting a new family, and ruining their lives.

      Evan seemed to understand her short reply about her mother and changed the subject.

      “How old are you, Lady Yarael?”

      “I just turned twenty-one a month ago,” she replied, remembering how uneventful her birthday had been.

      A few of the other wives had prepared a meal for her, and she’d almost felt special… until the lord she’d been sold off to visited her bed that night.

      It wasn’t quite the gift she’d wanted.

      She cringed at the memory. “How old are you, Prince Evan?”

      “Twenty-five. And, call me Evan. Being called a prince all of the time can be daunting. Somedays, well, most days I wish I was just a man. A free man.”

      A free man?

      What did he mean? Aren’t royalty the freest of all?

      Vexed, she nodded. “Alright, Evan.”

      He smiled at her, and she noticed dimples in his cheeks.

      “Thank you,” he said, his eyes brightening as he looked at her.

      The way he searched her face made her want to turn away for fear of exposure. His gaze made her self-conscious, more than she’d ever been.

      She remembered the day she was presented to Lord Torrington. She wasn’t the only new concubine that day, there was another, a girl with a meek demeanor that rivaled Yara’s.

      She was the only friend Yara had in that horrid place.

      “How many times a day do you hear how beautiful you are?”

      Yara pursed her lips, blushing. “I can’t say that I hear it very often. I’ve never been considered beautiful. My hair is white…my eyes are silver, and I’m far too skinny.”

      “Nonsense,” he said. “Who told you those things were anything but beautiful? I think you’re like a girl from a dream.”

      She laughed and yet his words hit her hard. Yara had been led to believe that the only reason men ever looked at her was because of her tiny waist and large bosom.

      She glanced at Prince Evan and realized that she was actually enjoying herself. She almost didn’t want their walk to end. “Thank you,” she said. “That is very kind of you to say. Of course, it's all lies.”

      “You can’t accept a compliment, can you?”

      Yara licked her lips. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean any offense.”

      “No worries. I just want to make sure you knew I was being earnest. I can’t have you leaving today thinking I was just a lying scoundrel.”

      She laughed again. How was this possible? This was just business.

      A mission. She sucked in a breath and looked to the sky, the white clouds gliding by against a perfect powdery blue.

      “Can I ask you something?” Prince Evan asked, his voice taking on a more serious tone.

      “Yes. What is it?”

      “Now, don’t think I’m crazy or anything, but I’d like to court you. Officially.”

      Yara’s eyes widened. “Oh, my. That was pretty fast, wouldn’t you say? I’ve known you for less than a day.”

      Shut up, Yara. This is good.

      He shrugged. “Isn’t courting a means to get to know each other better? I’m going to level with you, Lady Yarael. I find you intriguing. More intriguing than the 1.5 billion people of Allarya, and that’s something I’m not prepared to ignore. What is there to wait for? We aren’t getting any younger. Why not see if there could be something more.”

      “Yes,” Yara said, her eyes narrowing. “Well said.” She feared that this man could talk any woman into anything. She just might get entry to the palace faster than she’d thought.
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      EVAN WATCHED LADY YARAEL and Lady Keo drive away in his hovercraft. Something nagged at him as he waved goodbye.

      “Did you learn anything?” Kel asked, stepping from inside the house to join Evan on the front steps.

      “No,” he replied. He couldn’t bring himself to tell her the truth.

      Not yet.

      “What was she like?”

      “She’s pretty amazing,” Evan said with a sigh. “I have no doubts that she’s the one we’ve been waiting for.”

      “Good,” Kel said, nodding. “I trust you know what you’re doing.”

      “I do,” Evan assured him, though he started to doubt himself.

      He did find that he enjoyed her company much more than he thought he would. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. That was for certain.

      And lying to her felt wrong.

      Soon, he thought. I’ll tell her soon.

      It might have been selfish to want to get to know her better, and he’d been honest about that. But, they were running out of time, and she was the key.

      To everything.

      “Will you be donating more money this week? I need to update your account and move some things around before King Loric gets his accountants on it.”

      Evan turned to him. “Of course. I’ll send them all that they need to get by this month. You can handle it for me, can’t you?”

      “I always do,” Kel said and bowed before heading back inside the manor.

      Now that all of his company was gone, the loneliness crept onto Evan like a cold wind. He didn’t want to go back into the old house, and he didn’t want to be caught on the streets too late. Not after what he’d witnessed with the soldiers.

      None of them had survived, and Evan and the woman he saved were lucky to still have all of their limbs and flesh intact.

      He sighed. He’d forgotten to tell Kel to send money to her as well. She’d lost everything in that explosion.

      A call to his watch phone vibrated against his skin. He glanced down to see that it was Fern.

      He almost didn’t answer it. Whatever she wanted couldn’t be good.

      Still, as bored as he was, he’d rather talk to her than let his thoughts get the best of him. Evan sat on the edge of the steps and pressed the button on the side of his sleek, black watch.

      Fern’s image appeared before him. The bruise on her face was covered with makeup, but he could still see a ghost of it.

      “What do you need?” Evan asked her, leaning his back against the column that held up the awning above.

      “Evan,” she whispered. “Father requests you back at the palace.”

      “What?” Evan asked, shooting to his feet. “It’s not Sunday. Why does he need me back so soon?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, and to his dismay, her lips curled into a wicked grin. “But…it might have something to do with the girl he picked out to be your wife.”

      Evan’s face paled.

      “She’s here…waiting for you,” Fern teased. “And she looks like a toad. A lovely toad.”

      Evan pushed the button and hung up on her cackling.

      Crap, Evan thought. Why did King Loric have to press the issue of his betrothal now?

      His face relaxed as Lady Yarael’s face lingered in his mind. He’d wanted nothing more than to kiss her on their walk. But, a gentleman at least waits for the second meeting.

      He grinned as he remembered the way she smiled at him.

      Evan turned to walk inside his house.

      He had an idea.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

    
    
      YARA WAITED INSIDE KEO’S building just in front of the glass, revolving doors. Prince Evan had arranged for them to spend the day together, and she was oddly excited. Sitting in Keo’s house all day was starting to bore her.

      Yara had been in this new Allarya for a week now and had learned so much from the books, computers, and television she’d engrossed herself with. Still, she knew to keep her focus on rescuing Asher and Hero.

      And killing a king.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea? You should be chaperoned at all times.”

      “He will never trust me or open up to me if you’re by my side all of the time.”

      Keo’s brows furrowed. “Well, that’s just great. You’re already tired of me. Took all of three days. Jeesh. I’m just the girl that found you, fed you, clothed you…and introduced you to one of most handsome men in the kingdom.”

      Yara wrapped her arms around Keo in a hug. “Thank you, Keo. I’d be a lost chicken without you.”

      Keo grinned. “That’s right. More like a chicken with its head cut off.”

      “Right,” Yara said with a giggle.

      Keo hugged her back and sighed. “Looks like your white knight has arrived.”

      Prince Evan’s personal car pulled into the front, landing on the tracks of the road.

      She smiled, oddly excited as she opened the doors and headed outside. His driver held the door open for her, and she caught a glimpse of Prince Evan inside.

      “Where are we going?” Yara asked with a smile. She was actually starting to enjoy herself.

      Evan put away the tablet that he worked on, letting it slip into a sleeve on the side of the door.

      “Do you like flowers?”

      Yara nodded, tendrils of curled white hair bouncing around her face. She’d never had her hair curled before, and found that she liked how refined it made her look. “What girl doesn’t like flowers?”

      He grinned. “You’d be surprised. My eldest sister hates flowers. Guess her name.”

      Yara shook her head. “I have no idea. Violet?”

      “Fern,” he said, and Yara chuckled.

      “That’s funny. Not quite a flower, but still funny.”

      “I try,” he said with a wink and handed her a glass of champagne. “I hope you haven’t eaten brunch yet. I have a table set up for us at the Allaryan Botanical Gardens.”

      Yara accepted her glass and took a sip. “Sounds delightful.”

      “How is your day going?”

      “Much better now that I’m with you.”

      Yara blushed at her own words and looked away, wincing as she looked out the windows.

      Too much, Yara thought. Her face flushed.

      She didn’t want to overdo it, but what she’d just blurted was true. Her day was greatly improved by his presence. If she was going to execute this mission, she’d at least allow herself to enjoy it.

      He surprised her by taking her hand.

      “Likewise,” he said, sliding his hand a few inches to give hers a gentle squeeze.

      Yara gave him a sidelong glance, smiling to herself. Somehow her insecurities faded away.
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* * *

      YARA AND EVAN SAT at a two-person table just outside of the main gardens of the venue. Their brunch was private, separate from the other tables underneath the large canopy toward the front of the property.

      Their own staff tended to them, making sure their glasses were full, and that their plates were cleared after each elaborate course of the meal. Even set far from the general public and right beside the butterfly garden, Yara noticed how all eyes were on them.

      Being with Evan, she was getting used to it.

      “You’re going to make me fat,” Yara said as she took another bite of the peach pie Evan had made the cooks bake for her.

      It was good, almost as good as her father’s.

      “Fat enough that no other man will want me. I know your game,” she joked.

      “I swear that I’m not. Still, even fat you’d be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She smiled, and set her fork down, stuffed.

      “All done?” Evan asked, finishing his champagne.

      Yara nodded. “Yes. Thank you for such a lovely brunch. I’d like to see the flowers that eat bugs and animals. That sounds interesting.”

      “It does. We will go there first. There’s also a butterfly exhibit I think you’ll like,” Evan said. He stood and reached a hand down to help her up.

      This is what courtship was like? Yara smiled to herself, realizing just how fun it was to be properly courted. Asher had never taken her anywhere—he couldn’t. But still, she’d fallen for him just from being together on his property.

      Once she joined him, they linked arms and headed down the maze that led to several different glass houses with exotic flowers from all over the world.

      “You’re quite welcome,” he said. “Honestly, I enjoy your company so much, I’d be more than happy to take you out every day.”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Yara said, softly.

      Yara hid her smile. That actually sounded very nice. That was beside the point. She had a mission to carry out.

      “This is the one with the fly traps,” he said pointing to a glass house stuff to the ceiling with purple and black flowers.

      Yara followed beside him, contemplating how she would ask to visit the palace when he stopped just inside the entrance to the garden.

      Yara gasped as he grabbed her by her forearms and pressed her back against the glass wall.

      “I know exactly who you are,” he said, his face serious as he searched her eyes.

      Yara started to tremble. “Let me go.”

      He let her go as if she were on fire and raked his hands through his hair. “Pardon me,” he said. “I just knew I had to get you in private. I’m sorry. I got too excited.”

      Yara wanted to run, but something kept her planted there. She narrowed her eyes, her hands starting to shake. She’d hurt him if she had to, and that was disappointing…because she didn’t want to hurt him.

      “Why did you want to get me in private?”

      “You’re Yara Ortuso,” he said. “The last Spell Slinger.”

      Yara’s face blanched. No. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. He was the mission. How did Yara become to one being played?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I need to go. Sorry,” she said, turning to leave the building.

      He took her hands into his own, and Yara snatched them away.

      “I screwed this up,” he said. “I am the leader of the resistance. I have kept my identity a secret so that I could fund those that want to overthrow my father. You have to believe me.”

      “What?” Yara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. But, the look in his eyes was genuine. He looked like he was desperate for her to believe him.

      She wanted to believe him. If it was true, half the battle was already won.

      Could it be true? Was Evan the anonymous leader that Keo had been following for the past five years? And if he knew who she was, how long before the king got word of her presence?

      Yara pushed a fallen tendril of hair from her face. “Why would you want to overthrow your father?”

      Prince Evan straightened his shoulders. “He’s not my father.”
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      YARA LOOKED OUTSIDE THE DOOR of the glass garden house.

      No one was coming.

      She let out a breath of relief and turned back to Evan.

      “What do you mean, he’s not your father?”

      Evan’s shoulders slumped as he looked at her.

      “He stole us. All of his children. We were born shifters, but he has been experimenting on us for as long as any of us can remember.”

      “Dear spirits,” Yara said.

      “The spirits can’t help us,” he said. “But you can. I’ve been studying every prophecy ever written down about you. And, now you’re here.”

      Yara shook her head, wringing her hands. “This is worse than I even imagined.”

      “Tell me about it. If one of us dies, he just has his scientist go out and find another poor child."

      He took a step toward her and she raised a hand.

      “How do I know that you’re telling me the truth?” She was prepared to defend herself if he was up to something. But, there were no warnings in her head or any notions not to believe him.

      Evan removed her hand from before him and pressed it to his chest. Her eyes widened, wanting to wrench free from his firm grasp.

      “Do you feel that?”

      “Feel what?”

      “My heartbeat, Yara. King Loric doesn’t have one. He never did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s not alive.”

      She blanched, feeling the beating of his heart beneath her palm.

      Her mind spun, leaving her dizzy as she tried to wrap her mind around this new information.

      “Evan, I don’t understand. What are you telling me?”

      “I’m telling you that we are on the same side. Together we can destroy King Loric. He is much worse than you or anyone in the entire kingdom can fathom.”

      “How so?” Yara asked, her heart beginning to race.

      “How do you think he’s been alive for thousands of years?”

      Yara shook her head. She’d thought it was because he stole all of the magic for himself. What other explanation was there?

      Evan lowered his voice, coming closer to Yara. “He is a Meta.”

      “Dear spirits,” Yara said, sucking in a sharp breath. She gripped the doorframe, her head starting to spin.

      “He will destroy us all if he continues to rule. Remember how I told you that I wanted to be free?”

      Yara nodded, chewing her bottom lip as she struggled to control her anxiety. Thinking that King Loric was just a sorcerer had been one thing, but knowing that he was also part Meta—like Yara—they were more equally matched.

      “The experiments are getting worse. I think that soon the tests will tear the people I’ve grown to think of as real siblings apart. I fear he will kill us…just as he’s killed the other children he’s acquired throughout his reign.”

      Yara hadn’t met the other royal children, but just knowing Evan made her heart go out to them.

      “What kind of Meta is King Loric?”

      Evan folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to figure that out since I figured out exactly what he was.”

      Yara left the doorway and paced the aisles of flowers inside. Her mind raced as she tried to piece together all of the information she’d acquired in her time, along with what Evan had just told her. She glanced at one of the fly traps, its beautiful mouth opening as she paused before it.

      “So,” she said, reaching a finger to the purple flower with black and white stripes. A cool blue wisp floated from her manicured fingertip as she twirled it in a circle. “You’re going to help me. Is this what I can take from everything you’ve told me?”

      Evan stood behind her, watching her power put the flower in a trance that made it outstretch the neck of its stem and loll it’s blooming flower in a circle that matched her pace.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “I’ll be by your side every step of the way.”

      Yara pursed her lips, in a trance herself as her unblinking eyes stared into the mouth of the flower. “Was any of this real?”

      “Any of what?”

      Yara closed her eyes and sighed. “Nothing,” she said. “It’s unimportant.”

      She turned and pushed past him, heading to the door. “I think I’d better return home and spend some time alone wrapping my head around this.”

      He nodded and reached a hand out to her.

      Yara stepped outside, ignoring his hand.

      Her stomach tensed. All joy she’d felt before they entered that room had been sucked away as reality chased her fantasies of a true friendship—or more—with Evan away.
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* * *

      THE INFORMATION EVAN had given to Yara changed everything, and changed nothing.

      It meant that King Loric was much more dangerous. He needed to be eliminated even more now that she knew his true origin.

      Yara sat on the edge of a bridge as night fell. Her day with Evan was a confusing mixture. He revealed so much to her, which meant that he trusted her. But, she began to wonder what other secrets he kept for her. She leaned over and folded her arms on the bottom bar of the bridge, resting her chin on her arms.

      She couldn’t blame him. There were still secrets that she kept as well.

      She wished that Hero was there. He was the best at giving her advice.

      She missed him. At times, she missed him even more than Asher. While Asher had vanished from her life once she was sold, Hero had been there by her side with a comforting word or just his presence alone. She closed her eyes as tears burned them.

      She sucked in a breath of air and let it go.

      Hero, she called. I hope you can hear me. I won’t lose sight, my friend. I promise. Just as you saved me. I will do the same for you.

      Her voice cracked. This time…I’ll be your hero.

      There was no reply, and Yara broke down.

      She’d held it all in for days now, and it was too much to take. As she sobbed, the world began to quiet as the nightly curfew took effect.

      Yara didn’t budge. If Metas wanted to come out and disturb her city…she’d be there.

      Waiting.
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      “WAKE UP, OLD LADY,” Keo shouted into Yara’s face.

      Yara opened her eyes and groaned. “Go away,” she grumbled, covering her head with the plush white comforter on her bed.

      Keo snatched the covers off of her. “Nope,” she said. “You can’t hide in this bed forever, Yara. The Skeleton Key didn’t bring you here to mope around.”

      Yara didn’t move. Something had changed within her. The desire and fire she’d had within her when she’d first started on her journey in Old Kempsey had sizzled out. She couldn’t understand why.

      Keo knelt on the floor at Yara’s bedside. Her green eyes narrowed as she looked at Yara. “You’re not heartbroken, are you?”

      Yara sighed and turned away from her.

      “Girl, you’ve known him for a week…”

      Keo was right, yet it didn’t make Yara feel any better.

      Why was she so torn apart by learning that Prince Evan was the one playing her? Asher waited for her. Asher needed her.

      And she was heartbroken by her mission. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. She was supposed to be strong.

      “I’m fine,” Yara said, sitting up. She stretched her arms above her head. She ran her hands through her tangled hair and gave Keo a faint smile. “What’s the plan for today?”

      Keo grinned at her. “I don’t know,” she said with an exaggerated shrug. “Ask Prince Evan.”

      Yara tensed. “What do you mean?”

      “He’s waiting for you outside,” Keo said as she rose to her feet.

      Yara stood from her bed and swung open the door to her closet. Inside were clothes that they’d purchased at the nearby shops, and the tailored gowns the twins had made for her.

      “What did he say?” Yara asked as she pulled out a vibrant yellow dress.

      “’Please ask Lady Yarael to consider joining me today,” Keo said, mimicking Evan’s voice.

      Yara glanced at her, a grin taking over her face.

      Maybe they could get past what happened at the botanical gardens.

      “Well, tell him I’m coming down,” Yara said, pulling her shirt and shorts off. She stepped into the dress and pulled the straps over her arms, her freckles stark against her white skin.

      “You’re not going to shower?” Keo asked, lifting a brow. “You’ve been in that bed for days…”

      Yara snatched the dress off and ran into the bathroom. “Don’t let him leave! I’ll be right out!”

      Keo left the room and Yara stepped into the porcelain white clawfoot tub. She turned the dual faucets on and stood under the showerhead.

      Warm water blasted onto Yara’s head as she scrubbed herself with a sponge saturated with thick and creamy body wash that smelled of vanilla and coconut.

      She let the water wash all of the suds down her body and scrubbed her hair, seemingly washing away all of the negative feelings she’d had that week. With Evan outside, she only wanted to reconnect in a positive way.

      She liked him more than she’d let on, and that was apparent now.

      After she showered, she wrung her hair out and pulled it into a tight wet bun at the top of her head. Keo gave her a mortified look when she saw it, but Yara ran past her before she could say anything.

      Outside, Evan stood in front of his parked hovercraft—a two-seater with a hood that stretched down to reveal an open passenger car.

      He smiled when he saw her, his eyes brightening as he approached her.

      Yara stepped forward, not sure what to do with her hands, as he reached out for her.

      When he took her hands in his and stood chest to chest with her, he looked down and into her eyes. “I missed you,” he said.

      Yara didn’t care that there were paparazzi taking pictures of them as they stood there on the sidewalk in the middle of a busy day in the downtown area.

      She smiled. “I missed you too.”

      He kissed the back of her hand and breathed a sigh of relief. “Let’s start over,” he said. “We are a team. We have the same goals, and we have to admit that we like being around each other. This week has been a bloody mess as I tried to think of a way to apologize about my dishonesty.”

      “You still haven’t apologized,” Yara said.

      Evan tilted his head. “You’re right. I am sorry. Do you forgive me?”

      She nodded, her smile widening.

      “Good,” he said and kept her hand locked inside of his. “My party is today.”

      “Which one?”

      “The one I won from the fencing championship. The one where we met.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “I’d like for you to be my date,” he said, giving her that charming smile that disarmed all of her doubts, questions, and fears.

      She nodded, pulling him along. “Let’s go.”
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* * *

      THE PARTY WAS HELD IN A LARGE club that they had to enter via a staircase that went deep underground.

      Music thumped and vibrated the world around them the deeper they went underground.

      Yara suddenly wished she’d have taken more time on her appearance. Like a goose in a pond of swans, she stood out amidst the pop of bright neon colors and glowing dresses that seemed to be the newest trend.

      She was mystified by how the style from her time period melded with the futuristic style of this age. Even with all of her insecurities, the multitude of eyes on her as they descended, having Prince Evan by her side made it all okay.

      “Tomorrow,” Evan began, leaning close to her ear and they stepped onto a moving staircase that led to the bottom where everyone awaited and flashing lights flickered over the dance floor. “They will all be wearing yellow dresses with wet top knots.”

      “Great. I’m inspiring bad fashion.”

      Evan chuckled. “Isn’t fashion subjective though?”

      Shrugging, Yara’s eyes watched the crowd.

      Her heart sank into her stomach the moment her eyes went to a door at the back of the large, rectangular room that reminded her of the Torrington ballroom.

      She clutched Evan’s arm. “Evan,” she said, breathless as the color drained from her face.

      His gaze followed hers and she felt his body tense beneath her grip on his arm.

      “He’s here,” Evan said, his brows furrowing.

      Yara swallowed. Dear spirits, she thought as her eyes locked with King Loric’s.

      Once they reached the bottom of the moving staircase, a path was made for them as the crowd separated for King Loric.

      The DJ stopped the music and the room quieted.

      In a black suit, he was dressed the part. Tall, with dark-brown hair and a beard, King Loric had crystal clear blue eyes. He was pale and looked exactly the way he did in Yara’s era.

      Yara felt as though he’d see right through her as soon as he was close enough. She tensed, her abs tightening, as he stopped right in from of them.

      “This is the young lady I keep hearing about,” King Loric said, his eyes looking Yara up and down, lingering on her bosom, before meeting her eyes again.

      “Why are you here?” Evan asked, his jaw tightened.

      King Loric glanced at him. “I can’t come to your celebration?”

      “You never leave the palace,” Evan reminded him.

      “I like to be unpredictable,” King Loric said. “Why? Are you hiding something, Evan?” He lifted a brow as he turned to face Evan.

      “No. I just didn’t expect to see you.”

      “Lies,” King Loric said.

      Yara’s heartbeat quickened. Oh no. They were exposed.

      “You’ve been keeping this beautiful specimen from me.” King Loric gave Yara a charming smile, his eyes betraying the friendliness it tried to display.

      Evan kept silent as King Loric gave Yara a slight bow at the waist.

      “I just wanted to see this mysterious creature for myself,” he said and gave Evan a wink.

      Yara looked as if she’d seen a ghost, and perhaps that was the kind of Meta King Loric was—but she doubted it. She feared that he was much worse.

      Once he stood to his full height, he straightened his suit and headed back the way he came. “Enjoy yourselves,” he said and left.

      Yara and Evan shared a look.

      “What was that about?” Yara asked.

      Evan exhaled. “I don’t know. But I fear we need to hasten our plan. He may suspect who you are.”
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      YARA AND EVAN COULD NEVER GO OUT together at night. No one was exempt from the kingdom-wide curfew, yet, as night was only hours from falling, Evan invited Yara to his home, where they would discuss a plan that would set them both free.

      Yara and Keo were dropped off in front of Evan’s estate, the sun falling above. After the party the day before, she’d been excited to see Evan again. Having met King Loric in person still left her uneasy.

      This was going to be an overnight visit, and that fact set Yara’s nerves on edge.

      Evan’s advisor, accountant, teacher, and even more, Kel waited for them at the top of the stairs.

      “Prince Evan is delayed,” Kel told them. “He will be here shortly. Come inside and get settled into your rooms.”

      Yara and Keo followed him inside, their overnight bags being carried in behind them by servants. Yara wanted to offer to carry them herself but reminded herself that she needed to keep the lady persona up.

      Even if it was just for the servants.

      Inside Evan’s manor, it was quiet, calm, and a bit eerie. She almost didn’t want to stay there but forced herself up the stairs to the guest rooms.

      Their footsteps tapped along the wooden floor as Kel led them to two rooms separated by a bathroom.

      Keo opened the doors on either side of the bathrooms and shouted across it to her.

      “I have my eye on you, Yara,” she said before giggling.

      Yara shook her head, laughing at her. She was glad that Keo was there. She could certainly lighten a mood.

      Yara changed from her tight lavender gown, a maidservant helping her undo the tiny buttons at the back. She pulled on a much simpler dress afterward, one without a bodice, or a corset so that she could finally breathe.

      She looked in the mirror and smoothed her long hair over her shoulders.

      Once she was ready for dinner, she left her room and walked off to explore the house alone. There was something about it that made her feel odd, and she had to find out what that was.

      As she ventured up the second flight of stairs, her heart began to thump in her chest. What was that feeling that made the hairs on her arms rise? Or, the cold air that made clusters of gooseflesh cover her flesh?

      She kept her eyes fixed ahead, listening to the soft hum that filled her ears.

      Her feet seemed to float, leading her toward something, when Evan’s voice broke her from her trance.

      “Where are you going?” Evan asked her, stepping onto the bottom step and looking up at her.

      Yara turned around, a brow lifted. “What’s up there?”

      Evan shook his head and held a hand out to her. “Come back down,” he said.

      Yara stood her ground. Whatever was up there on the third floor of his house was affecting her.

      It was strong. Persistent.

      It wanted her.

      Looking down at his handsome face, Yara feared that he kept something from her and she wanted to know what that was.

      Right now.

      “Tell me.”

      Evan’s shoulders slumped. He took the stairs to her and wrapped his hand around hers. “Ready?”

      Yara pursed her lips and nodded.

      As they made it to the top of the stairs a voice called to her.

      “Evan,” she whispered. “Did you hear that?”

      Evan nodded. “Yes, Yara. But, it’s not what you think.”

      “What is it then?” Yara asked, her eyes trying to make out if anything awaited them in the darkness.

      “I’ll show you,” he said and took her to the left where the lights were out.

      Yara glanced back to see that they were perfectly fine on the other end of the long hall.

      “What happened to the lights?”

      Evan kept his voice low. “She doesn’t like them.”

      Yara tensed. “She?” She almost stopped walking. Where was he leading her? And to who? Or what?

      The fact remained that she demanded this.

      When they made their way to the door at the end of the hall, Evan turned the knob.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yes,” Yara lied, her eyes locked on the knob.

      Evan pushed the door open and with it, a wind shoved her inside.

      Yara shrieked as the door slammed behind her.

      Darkness smothered her, so thick that she couldn’t make out her own hands in front of her face.

      “EVAN!”

      How could she fight something that she didn’t see?

      Yara blew a yellow light into her hands and held them out before her. Spinning around she shone the light onto every dark corner of that room.

      Yara’s face blanched and she backed away to the door, her eyes fixed on a woman that stood in the center of the room.

      Silver eyes rose to meet Yara’s.

      “Pae?” Her lips trembled.

      Pae didn’t smile at her, she barely looked like she remembered her at all. Her silver eyes remained fixed ahead as if she didn’t see her at all.

      Who was this shell of a woman that looked like her mother?

      “What do you want, girl? Come to hear tales of the past, present, or future?”

      Yara covered her mouth.

      Dear spirits. Her mother was still alive.

      “Mother?”

      Falling to her knees, she sobbed into her hands. How good it was to see her, even with all that she’d done to her. Just seeing a familiar face from home, left Yara feeling raw and exposed.

      “Do you have any questions for me? Or, have you come to gawk?”

      “It’s me. Yara,” she croaked.

      Pae’s silver eyes didn’t blink.

      “Yes. The Spell Slinger. I knew you’d be back. I told that Sirus fella, and he told the others.”

      Yara shook her head, her brows furrowing. Was Pae the prophet, and Sirus just the messenger?

      It all started to make sense. Pae was renowned for telling fortunes back in Kempsey. Who knew it would be the skill that brought Evan and Yara together?

      Yara took a step forward. “Do you remember that I am your daughter?”

      “Daughter? No. I am Paegan, goddess of the inner realm of the Soul Haven, and I have no spawn. Not in this world.”

      Yara shivered. Her mother never called herself by her true name. What changed her?

      “I will give you one piece of advice since you traveled all of this way. Leave now, Spell Slinger. Stop the criminal that escaped the Soul Haven, and maybe the world will survive.”

      “King Loric.”

      “Yes. Kill him, or we will all be subject to an eternity of darkness,” Pae said, her eyes finally meeting Yara’s.

      Please remember me. You’re all that I have left.

      Pae made no indication that she recognized Yara as her daughter. Her face was blank, detached.

      “Pick your friends wisely. Not all are who they seem,” she whispered and into the dark, her image faded.

      “Wait!” Yara yelled, looking for her mother. “I have more questions.”

      “No, you don’t,” Pae’s voice said, coming from inside her head. “You already know what you have to do. Now, go do it.”
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* * *

      YARA CURLED UNDER A blanket beside Evan’s fire, her eyes fixed on the flames as she held her warm coffee cup in her hands.

      “That was surreal,” Yara said. “I thought I’d seen it all. But, my mother, here? In the future? And how could she not remember me?”

      Evan sighed. “I’m not sure. She has lived for a very long time, and to my understanding, moves between the two realms at will. That could affect memories.”

      “Did she never say anything about being my mother?”

      Evan sat beside her, sipping hot chocolate from a large red mug. He licked whipped cream from his top lip. “No, she never mentioned that you were her daughter. She only told us that one day you would return. That you always do.”

      Yara had a feeling she knew what that meant. Could Pae have lost her memories of Yara when she traveled through time, and yet still remembered her returning from Torrington Estate?

      She exhaled, frustrated. Every question left Yara feeling more lost.

      Exhausted, she set her cup down on the side table of his sitting room. The room was small and cozy, with a fireplace, a few plush sofas and chairs, and white bookcases that reached the ceiling.

      Keo had retired right after dinner, and now they were alone to discuss what happened earlier. She should have asked Pae what she knew of Hero and Asher’s current state.

      Were they okay in their prisons?

      Yara rested her head on Evan’s shoulder. She just wanted to sleep.

      “Yara,” Evan said, softly.

      “Yes?” She asked, yawning.

      “Tell me about your life in the past. Tell me about your friends.”

      Yara shrugged. “I can’t say it was a very bright existence. My mother sold me to a lord as his concubine. She claims it was to protect me from being named as a Spell Slinger and to keep the family safe. I wonder if she did it just to be rid of me.”

      Evan rubbed her shoulders and her eyes fluttered closed.

      “I never believed that she liked me, let alone love me. Pae always seemed selfish, like she just used my father and me for our energy.” She glanced back at him. “Metas are like that sometimes.”

      “I know,” he said. “What about your friends? Hero and Asher?”

      Yara smiled. “Hero is my best friend. He’s been by my side since we were tiny children. I met him in the woods one day. He was in his crow form and told me that he wanted to play a game. He led me to a secret treehouse that his father had built for him, and revealed himself to be a boy as well. We played together every day after that. I miss him so much.”

      Evan smiled. “He sounds like a good friend.”

      “He is. He rescued me from the lord’s estate.”

      “And what of Asher?”

      Yara swallowed, her smile fading. For some reason, she almost didn’t tell him the truth. She’d considered lying about their real relationship, but she didn’t want secrets between them anymore.

      Just the truth.

      “Asher was…” she began. She inhaled. “He was the man I loved. The first man I was ever intimate with.”

      She was afraid to see Evan’s expression but glanced at him anyway.

      “Go on,” he said.

      “There’s not much more than that. We had a forbidden romance, my mother sold me, and we never saw each other again until I escaped.”

      When she looked at Evan his brows were furrowed.

      “Wait,” he said. “He never did anything about you being sold?”

      Yara chewed her bottom lip, tears pooling in her eyes.

      She shook her head.

      “Wow,” Evan said, dumbfounded. “If that were me, I would have stopped at nothing to end such a treacherous arrangement.”

      Speechless, Yara stared at him, wide-eyed at hearing the truth she hadn’t come to terms with. Hearing it from Evan made it all the more powerful.

      He was right.

      She’d prayed for Asher to come for her.

      He never did.

      “And now you’re going to rescue him,” Evan said. “Bloody irony.”

      “Well, there’s the whole law about shifters mating outside of their race.”

      “So what? If he loved you that wouldn’t have stopped him.”

      He cupped her face, bringing her toward him so that he looked into her eyes. “It wouldn’t have stopped me, Yarael. Law or not.”

      Yara exhaled, captured by his gaze, stunned by the power of his words.

      She looked at his lips, desperate to taste them.

      “Yara,” he said, lowering his voice as he let her face go. “I have an idea that will encourage King Loric to let you into the palace.”

      “And, what is that?”

      “I think we should get engaged.”

      The blanket fell from her shoulders as she sat up straighter. “What? Are you being serious?”

      Evan took her hands into his. “Listen. I know what you’re thinking. But, my father wants to marry me off to a foreign princess. What better way to get you into the palace but to tell him I’ve found my own wife?”

      “You’re not being serious, are you? Is this for the mission, to save you from an unwanted marriage, or because you really want me?”

      The answer was far too important.

      Evan stared at her and didn’t say a word.

      Instead, he slid his hand behind her neck and pulled her into a kiss that took her breath away.

      Taken aback, Yara’s eyes widened at first. This—was what she craved.

      Then, her shoulders relaxed and Evan kissed her so tenderly that she melted into him, her chest pressing against his as she leaned forward. He took her legs and wrapped them around his hard waist and she moaned.

      Breathless and heated from her core to her neck, she groaned as he slid his tongue into her mouth. She hadn’t felt such desire…since Asher.

      Yara’s eyes popped open, and she pulled away. Her face was flushed, and her chest rose and fell with quick labored breaths.

      Asher.

      She could barely remember his face.

      Why was that? Every night that she slept in her bed as a concubine, she’d dreamt of him. Now, she couldn’t remember what color his eyes were.

      As she looked at Evan, she realized that she’d just complicated things, and there was no turning back. He kissed her hand and stood.

      “There’s the answer to your question,” Evan said before smoothing his hair back and turning to leave the room.

      Yara watched him walk away. Her heart raced, her body still warm from the desire she felt for him.

      She licked her lips, still tasting him and her eyes closed.

      I’m in trouble.
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      HER NAILS as they waited outside the library for Sirus to close up.

      Yara wasn’t surprised to learn that the prophet ran the main library in the kingdom, and had done so since his teen years.

      She held her lavender hat on her head as a swift wind blew down the road. Her eyes followed it and she gasped when she saw a man being carried away by it.

      She narrowed her eyes as she noticed that he wasn’t being carried away by the wind, but controlling it. She sucked in a breath.

      A Wind-Walker.

      They still existed in this futuristic world devoid of magic.

      She should have been surprised, but after seeing Pae only a few nights before, she knew that anything was possible. Even falling for a man while on a mission to save another.

      A few days had passed since Evan and Yara had seen each other, and he still waited for her answer.

      As much as she wanted to obsess over her kiss with Evan, Yara would leave those vexing thoughts for another time. Her eyes focused in on the elderly man that road the wind like a skateboard, his arms held out to the sky.

      What was he doing?

      Was he enjoying himself?

      Behind the man came a speeding hovercraft marked with the signal of the royal police, or as Keo would call them…coppers.

      Keo paused her filing and looked up. “RIP,” she said shaking her head.

      Yara stepped out onto the road. “What do you mean?”

      Her answer came abruptly as one of the men in the hovercraft leaned out the window, a device strapped to his arm. He shot out a red laser which sizzled through the air—and right through the man that rode the wind. His body fell to the ground, a gaping hole in his chest.

      Yara covered her mouth. “What just happened?”

      Keo stepped out beside her. “That’s what happens when they find out someone has magic. They kill them.”

      Stunned, Yara felt her blood pressure start to rise.

      “How awful.”

      Keo shook her head as she looked down at the dead body, smoke rising from the sizzling hole in his chest. “Like I said. RIP.”

      Yara closed her fingers into a fist. Sirus walked down from the library.

      He noticed how everyone crowded the streets to see what had happened. No one went out there to check on the man. They knew he was dead, and perhaps they didn’t want to be targeted.

      “Everything about this is wrong,” Yara said.

      Sirus put a hand on her shoulder. “Come,” he said. “Before someone sees you and gets suspicious.”

      “I won’t stand for this,” she said, lifting her glare to the policeman that killed the man.

      “That’s why I called you two out here today. You don’t have to stand for this. Never have.”

      Yara glanced back at him.

      “What do you mean?” Her heart still raced. She tried to control her breathing, but all she wanted to do was scream and run after the policeman, and pick a fight.

      Sirus led her and Keo back to the sidewalk. “Follow me, and I will tell you how you’re going to fight the king’s soldiers, police, and the Metas that haunt our streets at night.”

      Yara’s jaw clenched. “I’m right behind you.”
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* * *

      SIRUS STEPPED BACK AND admired the tailor’s work.

      “Stunning,” he said. “Go on. Look at yourself.”

      Yara felt odd in her new suit. She turned to look at herself in the mirror and gasped at the reflection in the long mirror in the center of the shop.

      “I don’t look like myself.”

      “That’s good,” Sirus said. “No one will be able to tell that you are Lady Yarael. This is the perfect disguise for the nights when you take on Metas.”

      “It’s also very efficient,” the tailor, Annabel said, a smile on her round face. She adjusted her bifocals and looked Yara up and down. “This material is fire resistant, tear resistance, stretches very well, and is also bullet, laser, and taser proof.”

      Yara stretched her arms and legs, surprised by how nice the leather-like material felt on her body. It was skin-tight, form-fitting, and left nothing to the imagination. She touched the row of buttons on her bodice and felt the boning underneath.

      “Nothing is getting through that suit,” Annabel said. She twisted her curly brown hair around her long, brown finger. “Do you like it?”

      Yara nodded. “As long as it protects my body and my identity, I love it.”

      “Very well then,” she said. “The Spell Slinger is ready.”

      “Wait,” Sirus said, pulling a wooden box from the table beside him. He opened it and took out a glittering wand made of glass. “A Spell Slinger isn’t complete without a wand.”

      Yara’s brows lifted as she admired the impeccable craftsmanship of such a beautiful and outlawed weapon.

      She gripped it in her hands and grinned.

      She couldn’t wait to use it.
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      NIGHT FELL ON THE CITY hours after Yara received her new suit.

      Patrols came out in full force. Rows of armed soldiers combed through the streets, searching for criminals, prepared for the onslaught of Metas that waited until dusk to show themselves.

      This was the result of killing all of the Spell Slingers in Yara’s time. Had they been allowed to do what they were born for, Metas might not had taken over the night.

      Yara watched from Keo’s window, which was now covered with black drapes. Her finger held back the drape a tiny bit; just enough to see what was going on. Everyone tried to make their homes seem as unassuming as possible, to deter any unwanted attention from the Metas.

      Keo stood next to her. “See anything?”

      Yara shook her head. “Not yet.”

      “Good. Maybe tonight will be free of slaughter,” Keo said, returning to her sofa where she wrapped herself in a plush red blanket.

      Yara tensed when the patrols suddenly took on battle formations. A black cloud seemed to come from nowhere, settling along the street. It crept and seeped into every crevice of the city, blacking out all light.

      The electricity in the entire surrounding buildings went out and Keo shot from her seat.

      “Crap,” Keo said, running through the dark to her closet. She pulled out an old gas lamp and set it on her glass table. “I should have known that tonight wouldn’t go by smoothly. What is it this time?”

      Yara shook her head. Fear settled into her heart as she peered down, curious as to what the soldiers would be up against. Yara had seen Metas before, the kind that would rip your children from their beds and eat them. The ones that would use your body to do terrible things. Father used to fight such evil.

      Now, it was Yara’s turn.

      Her eyes widened as she caught a glimpse of three figures emerging from the darkness. “There are three of them,” Yara whispered.

      Keo’s eyes widened. “RIP,” she said.

      Yara frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “It means those soldiers are toast. They might have had a chance against one. Maybe, but not really.”

      Yara took in a deep breath as she let the drapes slip from her finger and fall closed. She turned to Keo.

      “I have to protect the people from these things,” she said, her heart beginning to race as she planned what she was to do. “It’s what I was born to do.”

      Keo stared at her. “Sirus was right about everything,” she whispered. “I am not even worthy to breathe the same air as you.”

      “Enough of that,” Yara said. “I’m just a woman. One that wants to simply protect the innocent.”

      “No,” Keo said, a grin coming to her lips. “You’re just a Spell Slinger.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      DRESSED IN HER NEW SUIT, Yara walked to the middle of the street, thumbs hooked through her belt loops.

      “Girl,” one of the soldiers yelled. “Go back to your home. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      Yara ignored him, striding by in all black leather. Her attention was fixed on the three creatures that stood in the center of the road.

      The Metas roared into the sky, making the soldiers cower behind their large black vehicle.

      Her heart thumped, but not with fear. She’d used to be afraid of the dark, but Yara was born of darkness.

      The dark should fear her.

      “Come to get your tender white flesh devoured, girl?”

      The bestial rumble of his voice raised the fine hairs on the back of Yara’s neck.

      Sharp fangs flashed in the moonlight as a reptilian monster stood to his full height a few feet from her.

      At least eight feet tall, with long barbed tails, and with armored torsos, the three Metas glared at her, their claws sharp and pointed.

      “She does look yummy.”

      Yara pulled out her wand, the silver metal glistening, its sleek cool handle against her palm.

      “I’ve come to send you back to the Soul Haven,” she said.

      The Meta chuckled, puffs of smoke coming from his nostrils as he did so.

      The other Metas roared again, this time, they blew cars and bikes down the street and into Yara’s path.

      She gritted her teeth and focused on everything that threatened to crush her. She lifted both hands, her wand glowing as she did so. Cool air sucked into Yara’s lungs and the world of chaos around her calmed.

      The air thinned.

      The cars and streetlamps froze into place as if hanging by an invisible thread against the dark fog that filled the streets and encircled the Metas.

      “Spell Slinger,” the lead Meta croaked, his bulbous eyes widening.

      A smile came to Yara’s face.

      “That’s right,” she said, as she released that cool breath of air and energy. “I’m back.”

      The world’s roar returned and Yara’s power forced everything back toward the Meta’s.

      A tirade of cars and debris crashed into their armored bodies, making a screeching sound as the metal hit metal. They braced themselves, absorbing the impact of the crash as Yara picked up more and more cars, sending them flying through the air.

      Yara ran toward them then, her feet taking large leaps as she bounded down the road. Ferocity burned in her silver eyes, so much so that the soldiers stood and watched her in awe.

      A roar of fire sprayed from the Meta’s mouths.

      Yara held her wand before her, blowing it away with a gust of air. She took another giant leap, and purple flames of her own rushed from the tip of her wand, covering the Metas, burning their armor and flesh, and ripping through their muscle and bone.

      As she landed, their bodies had deteriorated to nothing more than a pile of mush that smelled like grilled meat.

      Her chest heaved with the exertion of energy as she stood amidst the carnage. Soldiers took a chance to leave their hiding spots, watching her with caution.

      Yara glanced over her shoulder at them and turned to run into the darkness.

      I did it, she thought, a proud smile overwhelming her face.
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      A MONTH LATER, YARA STARTED to feel as though she fit into this new world much better than she did her own.

      She’d dyed her hair to a bright golden blond and wore makeup like the modern girls of Allarya. Each day, she and Evan spent time together. She knew that it was more than just a show for the public. The tabloids and newspapers couldn’t get enough of Prince Evan’s new fiancé, and her giant emerald engagement ring.

      Truth was, every time she looked at it on her finger, a smile came to her face and a warmth filled her heart.

      She walked down the busy street with Keo by her side, in their elaborate gowns, while the people of Allarya went about their day.

      Prince Evan waited for her. She could have taken a hovercraft, but enjoyed the walk to the Antiquities Center much better.

      The Antiquities Museum looked like a castle, with so much brass on the outside architecture that it glowed beneath the sun.

      Inside the museum, Evan waited for her, his attendant, Kel by his side. Yara made her way directly to him, and together they went into the deepest depths of the museum, to sections were only the staff were allowed. No one would turn down the prince, and so the large stone door was opened and down they went.

      It was cold, dark, and damp, and smelled stale. She wondered if the staff ever came down there at all, for there were large spider webs in the corners of the doors and archways as they followed a narrow hall to the catacombs.

      Inside the large room at the back of the catacombs was a group of people waiting in the dim light of a few gas lamps.

      The resistance.

      They perked up when they saw the prince with Yara at his side.

      “Dear spirits,” a woman said, covering her mouth. “She’s really here.”

      The smiles that came from those people left Yara speechless. They all but bowed to her as she entered the room, touching her, shaking her hand, kissing her hand.

      Such appreciation had never been shown to Yara. She was born an outcast. Raised an outcast. And thrown away like rubbish.

      This—this love they showed—was new to her. She found herself smiling at them, unable to keep her blank, emotionless expression. She wanted to be the savior they’d been waiting for.

      Was this her destiny? Did the Skeleton Key really choose her for this mission?

      “They don’t even care that I’m here,” Evan whispered, nudging Yara in the side.

      She glanced at him and he grinned.

      “Go on. Talk to your people,” Evan said. “These are just a few of the last of the shifters, and magic users in Allarya.”

      They nodded, settling down and watching Yara expectantly.

      Keo stepped forward.

      “Not only do we have a prince on our side, but Sirus was right. The last Spell Slinger is with us,” she said, her voice carrying throughout the room.

      Yara cleared her throat. “I don’t know much about the resistance, because, in my time, everyone simply accepted the hardships put upon our people. I am surprised that we seem to have held on for so long. And I’m honored to be here to lead you all to victory. We will end King Loric’s reign. Tonight, we will be free.”

      Everyone cheered, and Yara and Evan shared a look. He nodded, clapping with the others, a smile coming to his face. “Short and sweet. I like it.”

      She took in a deep breath.

      Here we go.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

      

    
    
      THE PALACE WAS A STRONGHOLD built to resist any and all threats. With magic-bound steel encapsulating the entire structure, no magic would be allowed inside without permission. That also applied to shifters like Asher and Hero, who were trapped inside their prison.

      Yara was nervous but excited. Soon, she would be reunited with Asher. Hero would be free. Together, they would destroy King Loric and all shreds of his tyranny.

      Dressed in her best gown, she was led into the palace with Prince Evan linked to her arm.

      No one gave her a second glance as she entered through the doors. She held her breath, almost passing out as she separated her magic from her body, making her flesh go almost translucent. She’d been sure to wear more makeup than she was used to, to hide the fact that she was going more Meta than a sorceress.

      Inside, there was quiet. Loric was a private man. He didn’t have guests often, and tonight Yara went to Sunday dinner as Prince Evan’s fiancé.

      She even wore a ring on her finger, the same finger Lord Torrington had put his gold band on. This one was much more beautiful but felt odd. Asher’s ring was supposed to go there.

      She reminded herself that this was all a game, a sham. Asher’s arms would be ready to hold her very soon. She kept telling herself that. But, why did she enjoy the prospect of being with Evan so much?

      The notion made her stomach churn with dread as she started to realize that her feelings were shifting, and that scared her almost as much as meeting King Loric.

      Evan kept her close to his side, showing her around the palace as Keo and the resistance waited outside the palace gates. They couldn’t do much, but show their support, and wait to see if Yara could truly hold up her end of the prophecy.

      I can do this, she told herself, taking a deep breath as he led her from the main areas of the palace, toward the formal dining hall where a long table stretched from end to end of the dimly lit room.

      Evan’s brothers and sisters were already seated. Four boys and four girls sat across from one another at the table, dressed in their best suits and glittering gowns.

      Yara’s eyes went to the king’s, immediately.

      He looked nothing like Evan, so she wondered why anyone would believe that they were even related.

      With a long, thick black beard, olive-toned skin, and a wide nose, he looked to be in his forties, though everyone knew him to be as ancient as Allarya itself.

      His dark eyes met Yara’s nearly sucking her breath away. The sizzle of magic clung to him, almost visible as he walked to the head of the table.

      “Lady Yarael,” King Loric called once they were seated.

      She could barely look at him without shuddering. The look of a Meta was deep in his dark eyes. The evil inside nearly made her turn and leave.

      Such a thing was not an option. The people needed her to be strong, and so she sat down in her chair and nodded. “Lovely to meet you, King Loric,” she said, forcing a sweet smile.

      “When Prince Evan told me he was engaged, I didn’t believe him. He never brings a woman around. Now, that I see you I see why he waited so long to choose a wife. You are stunning.”

      “Thank you, King Loric.”

      “No need to thank me. This palace could use some true beauty,” he said.

      King Loric was more charming than she’d expected. That didn’t change her opinion on him.

      He was a dead soul in her opinion.

      One that she would send to the Soul Haven for all eternity.

      “Easy there,” Evan said. “She’s mine. You’ll have to find your own.”

      King Loric nodded at Evan’s remark but kept silent as he settled into his chair, his eyes fixed on Yara.

      She avoided his gaze, hyper-paranoid that he recognized her somehow. She folded her hands in her lap to hide their shaking and took a deep breath.

      Wine.

      She needed wine and fast.

      One of the palace servers poured everyone a glass of a deep red wine that smelled potent enough to have Yara giggling with one sip. She took a long gulp of it, desperate for something to calm her nerves.

      Evan gave her knee a squeeze under the table, making her tense at his sudden touch. Their eyes met and she smiled. She was no longer afraid of his touch but craved it more than she should have.

      He leaned over and kissed her on the lips. Surprised, she held her breath. Yara’s eyes closed as he held her face in his hands and pressed his lips to hers in a passionate kiss.

      When he pulled away, Yara was breathless. She opened her eyes and touched her lips. She wanted him to go on but realized that all of Evan’s brothers and sisters watched them.

      So did King Loric.

      “Now, Evan. Let’s save all of that for private,” he said.

      “Sorry. I couldn’t resist,” Evan said.

      The youngest boy covered his mouth, giggling.

      He called for the servant. “Let’s eat. Shall we?”

      The children tapped their forks on the table, eager to eat.

      Yara drank more of her wine as they waited for the food to be served.

      “Don’t worry,” Evan whispered to her. “You’re doing just fine.”

      “He keeps watching me,” Yara said behind her cup.

      “You can do this. I believe in you. And, I am right here by your side.”

      She glanced at him, chewing her bottom lip.

      “And, that’s where I will stay if you let me.”

      She swallowed, her heart soaring at those words. It was real. She knew it. Not everything about this plan was a game.

      Tears burned her eyes as she imagined a life with Evan, one where no one or nothing could stand in their way.

      It was up to her to make that a reality.

      Her eyes went to her lap as the food was brought out by four servers with silver trays.

      I’m sorry, Asher.
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      THE TIME FOR ACTION WAS approaching, and as Yara finished picking over her meal, she mentally prepared herself for what was next.

      Go, Yara. Do it.

      As Yara prepared to stand, King Loric beat her to it.

      “Care to join me for a drink?” King Loric asked Yara.

      She tensed, her face draining of color. This was perfect. But, what was his motive? Why did he want to get her alone?

      “I’ll join you,” Evan said, standing and holding a hand out for Yara. “I can use a stiff drink myself.”

      King Loric slammed his fist on the table, silencing everyone.

      “NO!” King Loric shouted, his eyes glaring at Evan.

      A red light flickered in his dark eyes.

      All of the children sat back in their seats, looking down at their plates. They were too afraid to even breathe.

      “Sit down and stay with your family. I want to talk to her alone. I have a right to decide who gets to join this family.”

      Evan clenched his jaw, but he sat down and followed the king’s orders.

      He and Yara shared a look. So much was said without exchanging words.

      “I’d be happy to join you,” Yara said, hoping to break the tension.

      She came to her feet, set her napkin down and heading toward King Loric as he held a hand out for her.

      When she accepted his hand, both of their eyes widened as an electric shock shot between them.

      “Oh no,” she whispered as King Loric’s eyes narrowed at her face.

      She knew it then…that she was exposed.

      Evan shot from his seat at the table and looked from the king to Yara. “Come on, guys,” he said, gathering his family. The children and the older royal siblings ran from the dining hall and into the hallway as Evan ushered them from danger, and hopefully from the palace entirely.

      Then, it was just Yara and King Loric.

      She swallowed, her eyes locked with his. “We finally meet,” she said.

      In the next second, she found herself lying on the ground, pain in her head, blurred vision, and dumbfounded.

      What just happened?

      She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut, hoping that when she opened them again that she would be able to see straight.

      Instead, King Loric placed his shoe on her chest and glared down at her. “Spell Slinger,” he said and Yara coughed.

      She wiped her mouth, stunned to see that she coughed up blood.

      Her eyes widened as he drew a glowing dagger from inside his coat. “You’re finally here. Do you know how long I’ve waited for this day? When you vanished in the 19th century, I knew you’d come back. I knew I’d have my day to end the reign of Spell Slingers for good.”

      “Did you, now?” Yara asked and raised her hand, a gush of wind following it as she tossed him across the room with all of her might and power.

      King Loric slid to a stop, just before crashing into the far wall. He sneered at her. “Silly girl. I am more than the sorcerer you thought you knew.”

      Yara came to her feet. She wiped the blood from her mouth and dusted off her dress. She nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I know that you’re a Meta as well. The reason they are even allowed entry into our world.”

      That stunned King Loric. He clearly hadn’t expected Yara to know his true lineage.

      She cracked a grin then, taking her wand from her clutch, tossing the clutch aside. “But guess what,” she said, pointing the wand at his face. “I’m part Meta too.”

      His eyes widened, and he growled at her.

      She stepped back as his human form morphed into that of a demon…the worst kind of Meta.

      She swallowed, not knowing what to say. So, she stole one of Keo’s lines. “Holy crap balls.”
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      KING LORIC ROARED AT HER, his body larger than any Meta she’d ever faced.

      With black, rubbery skin loosely wrapped around red bones, he looked like a creature from her darkest nightmares. King Loric was the thing you feared in the dark.

      He was her greatest enemy.

      He was the Meta she’d traveled through time to destroy.

      With that thought, she summoned the energy of her wrath, making the wand glow red as flames shot from it.

      Loric blew a strong wind her way and extinguished the flames.

      “Try again,” he growled, red wings outstretching from his back

      Yara stared at the wand and tossed it aside.

      Her way would have to do.

      He lifted his body into the air, his wings flapping, pulsing with thick veins that were seen through the translucent skin that covered them.

      Yara shrieked and ran as he shot balls of fire from his mouth.

      She ran and leapt over the dining hall table.

      King Loric chased her as quickly as the wind. She could barely catch her breath as he seemed to be right on her heels. She slid down the remainder of the table as he spat a charcoal-smelling black ball engulfed in fire at her. It burnt a hole in the thick wooden table, and into the floor.

      Yara fell to the floor, her knees burned by the friction. She scrambled to her feet and gasped when she realized that her hair was on fire. She patted it with a nearby napkin and put the flames out before they could travel up to her head.

      King Loric waited for her, crouched on the rafters above at the top of the ceiling.

      “Getting too hot?”

      She frowned up at him. “You don’t know what hot is,” she shouted, and threw her hands out toward him, sending rays of power that were so hot that the air around it wavered and blurred.

      King Loric flew out of the way and Yara shifted it to chase him. He flew through the dining hall, shooting more fire balls down at her at every chance.

      “STOP RUNNING!” She yelled at him, and King Loric froze. “Are you afraid to face one Spell Slinger?”

      He turned to her, his red eyes wide with rage.

      Yara needed to think fast. He was strong, and she wasn’t sure if she was stronger, but her friends waited for her in that prison. Evan waited for her as well. The people of Allarya needed her.

      King Loric was coming her way, his clawed feet scratching the polished wood of the floor as he did so. “Do you know why I had the Spell Slingers killed?”

      Yara didn’t care, her mind still raced with her next move.

      “They were the one thing keeping my world from merging with this one.”

      Her brows lifted. What?

      “Yes,” he said, lifting a clawed finger to point at her. “And once you are gone, the Soul Haven will be one with the human world. So, you see why it’s so important to end your life, right here and right now.”

      Yara’s heart thumped. She couldn’t imagine what the world would become if he had his way.

      She backed away from him.

      “No,” she said. “I won’t let that happen.”

      Loric grinned. “You can’t stop me,” he sneered.

      Yara paused. “I already have,” she said, and before he could react, she shot her soul from her body, and into Loric’s.

      I just needed to get close to you.

      He cried out as she infested his heart, possessing him in a way he could have never anticipated she was capable of.

      She’d seen a lot of possessions during her training as a Spell Slinger, and while she knew it to be one of the greatest evils of the world, she realized that…sometimes it took a little evil…to stop evil.

      Now, she said. Go kill yourself.

      Loric no longer had control of his body, emotions or thoughts.

      You’re mine, Yara said.

      There was little resistance as Yara made King Loric use his own glowing Meta dagger on his heart, sliding it in until the tip pierced through the flesh of his back.

      Simple. Clean.

      Yara’s soul emerged from his body and returned to her own, a satisfied smile on her face. She pulled in a long breath of relief and looked down at his carcass. There was no way that she was leaving without making sure the job was done, properly.

      She blew a red light into the palms of her hands and waved them over his body, melting it to nothing.
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      EVAN RAN HIS BROTHERS AND sisters out of the palace, making sure they were far from any danger.

      “Why are you going back in there?” Fern, of all people, seemed genuinely worried for him.

      He raked through his hair, pushing it from his face as he caught his breath. “She needs my help. I have to let the prisoners out.”

      Fern frowned. “What prisoners?”

      Evan turned to head back inside. “Her friends,” he called over his shoulder. “I promised to set them free for her. Just stay away from the palace until I return.”

      As he ran back inside, he pulled his sundial from his pocket and snapped it onto his wrist, locking the latch. The face twisted to the right as he turned the lever on the side.

      He ran from the foyer to the stairwells that led to the lower levels of the palace. His sundial was more than what it appeared. Another twist and it unlocked the heavy prison door before him.

      Once inside, Evan kept his composure…as if he was supposed to be there.

      “Prince Evan,” a guard said, bowing.

      Evan nodded to him and casually walked through the dark halls of the prison. All sorts of criminals were kept there, but mostly his father liked to keep those with magic, to experiment on them.

      Two cells stood before him.

      Shifters.

      A wolf and a crow.

      He wondered what significance they were to Yara, having gotten to know her better over the past week. Whenever she spoke about them, it was with great adoration.

      Deep down he knew exactly what the context was. One of them was her lover, and he hated to admit that it bothered him.

      What claim did he have on her? None, really.

      But, that didn’t stop him from wanting her for himself. He sighed and pushed the code on the door.

      The door opened.

      To emptiness.

      Perplexed, Evan closed the door and turned to the other.

      To his surprise, Keo stood there, sword in hand. She grinned at him.

      “Surprise,” she said and nodded to the other door. “No one’s here, princey wincey. I never thought you’d be so gullible. I mean, I knew she would be, but come on. I thought you were the smart one.”

      “What are you doing?” He asked, noting the odd look in her eyes.

      “Nothing, just avenging my bloodline,” she said, running her finger along the blade. “I’ve seen you fight. Not bad…but you’re nothing against me.”

      He frowned. “Move aside, Keo. We don’t have time to play around.”

      She grinned, her green eyes narrowing. “I can’t expect you to understand. But, I don’t have a choice, really. You see, Yara killed someone I loved dearly, and my family has been waiting for our revenge on her. Sorry, but I can’t afford to let you get in the way.”

      Evan’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

      “Thousands of years ago, Yara killed Lord Torrington, a man kind enough to take her in and give her a home. She was never found and punished for that murder. I’m lucky to be the one to punish her.”

      “Nonsense. Why do you care what happened that long ago? You’ve never even met the man.”

      Evan’s mind raced. What he had just heard was beyond surprising. He needed to get around her, but she had a weapon, and he didn’t.

      “But, I have,” she grinned. “He was my father.”

      His brows furrowed. She was mad.

      Insane.

      There was no way.

      Unless…

      His eyes widened.

      “That’s right. I was a bit hurt that Yara didn’t recognize me. I was six at the time she killed him, and my mother raised me to never forget her and what she did. I joined the royal army just to get close to King Loric. Know what he did? He tested his Meta magic on me, and made me somewhat of an imprint of himself.”

      Evan pushed past her, knocking her far down the hallway. She slid to a stop and leaped to her feet, chasing him like an agile fox chases its prey. He was just a human. He didn’t know what she was…an abomination King Loric had created.

      A beautiful little psychopath.

      “Don’t play coy with me, Evan. Fight me like a man,” she said, laughing loudly. She sliced her sword through the air, the ring of steel vibrating along the walls.

      Prisoners beat the walls of their cells, watching the fight from their windows.

      Evan looked around. He only had the strength of his own body as a weapon.

      He watched her lunge at him with her sword and sidestepped her, only to be caught in the arm by her blade.

      He winced and grabbed a fistful of hair, tossing her back down the hallway.

      He didn’t want to have to hurt her, but she was out to end his life. He would defend himself.

      When she looked up at him, he saw all shreds of humor fade from her face as a rush of rage replaced it, reddening her cheeks.

      “You’ve annoyed me enough now,” she hissed. “I’m done with you.”

      Evan shielded his eyes as she shot black fire from her blade and rushed toward him again. Quickly, he turned to run, desperate for an exit.

      “GET BACK HERE, PRINCEY WINCEY!”

      He was going to be killed by a small woman with a sword.

      What an ironic way to die after winning every fencing and fighting championship he’d ever entered since his teen years.

      She cried out, and Evan skidded to a stop. Spinning around, he saw Yara standing there, covered in blood, her arms stretched out toward Keo.

      As Keo’s body fell, Yara looked from her to him. “I knew something was off about her. It took me a while to realize who she was, but I needed to be sure.”

      Evan sighed with relief and wiped sweat from his brow. “Thank the spirits,” he said. “I didn’t want to hurt her.”

      “Sometimes you have to do what you can to protect yourself. Don’t let a little girl get the best of you again,” she said with a mischievous grin.

      His jaw clenched. Great. He made himself look like a wimp in front of her.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “You’re a gentleman through and through. But seriously, she was going to kill you.”

      He shook his head with a chuckle. “She said that she wanted revenge on you. That you killed her father.”

      Yara rubbed her arms, looking down at Keo’s body. “I had my suspicions, but I kept them to myself. When I heard her yelling her plan, my suspicions were confirmed.” She flickered a look up at Evan. “I couldn’t let her kill you.”

      Evan wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry. I know you thought of her as a friend.”

      Yara closed her eyes and exhaled. “I’ve been betrayed before. This is nothing new.”

      He pulled her at arm’s length. “I’d never betray you.”

      Yara looked at him and licked her lips. “I know, Evan.”

      The sound of footsteps running on the floor above them drew their attention.

      “Is King Loric dead?”

      Yara nodded. “He won’t ever be returning.”

      “You’re amazing.”

      “I know,” she said and clasped her hands together.

      The palace shook.

      Their eyes both went up to the ceiling as the lights began to flicker.

      “Perfect,” Evan said. “I think the palace is imprinted with his soul, Yara.”

      She nodded. “Let’s get out of here. Wait,” she paused. “Did you free Asher and Hero? Where are their cells?”

      Evan swallowed. “They aren’t here.”

      Yara froze. “What?”

      How could he tell her what he’d learned without breaking her heart? “Yara. They were never here. Keo lied to us all to get you to come here.”

      “No,” she said, her eyes lowering to her hands as they started to shake.

      The pain and disappointment in Yara’s face broke his heart. In the midst of danger, all he wanted to do was comfort her. Even if she did love another, he hated to see her in pain, and took her in his arms once again.

      The palace shook again, and all of the lights went out. The ground trembled and a crack split through the stone floor.

      Yara stumbled, nearly losing her balance.

      “What’s happening?”

      He could comfort her later. First, he had to get them out of there.

      Together, they ran from the lowest depths of the palace to the nearest exit which opened to the dark woods of Allarya’s Cliffs, where the Black Sea waited behind the mountains.

      “To the top,” Evan shouted. “We have to get away from the palace.”

      Yara nodded and grabbed him by the hand.

      He looked down at her hand, and with a gust of wind, she flew into the sky, lifting him with her.

      Dear spirits, Evan thought as she carried him into the night sky. I’ve fallen in love with a goddess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29

        

      

    
    
      “IT’S GOING TO EXPLODE and destroy everything and everyone,” Evan shouted over the loud roar of the palace as it trembled and started to implode from within.

      “I can stop it,” Yara said, softly.

      She closed her eyes against the rays of power that emitted from her palms. Her heart ached as she tried to force the image of Asher searching for her, growing old without her, having children, a wife, and a life from her mind.

      Why did it have to hurt so badly? He had a good life. That fact was a small solace.

      When she opened her eyes, the palace burst into a ball of flames that shook the entire city. Yara fell to her knees. She gritted her teeth and focused her energy on containing the flames to that one spot.

      Something was wrong. Pain tore through her like a hot poker skewered her through her heart.

      Yara screamed. She had never felt pain such as this. It threatened to rip her to shreds.

      You’re coming with me, King Loric’s voice whispered.

      “NO!”

      “What’s wrong, Yara?” Evan asked.

      Her heart raced at images of a dark place where not even a sliver of light lit anything. Voices called to her. Bestial cries made her shiver. Screams of pain and terror filled her head.

      An unseen hand gripped her by the throat.

      The Soul Haven waits for us both, Meta bitch.

      Yara’s veins began to show through her skin, black and trembling.

      Her mouth opened as darkness seeped from inside her.

      Evan wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly.

      “His soul,” Yara screamed. “It’s pulling me.”

      “Fight it, Yara!”

      She screamed, desperate to keep her soul fused to her body. There was no way she could save herself, and the city.

      Yara whimpered. She knew what to do.

      Her heart broke at the realization that she would never be loved. Never be free.

      Numb, Yara relaxed her muscles.

      “I’ll go,” Yara said. “Just let the people live.”

      “Who are you talking to, Yara?”

      Yara swallowed against the tightening in her throat and looked to Evan.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice breaking. Coldness filled her veins as King Loric ripped her soul from her body. “But, I have to do this.”

      Evan’s eyes widened and he stumbled over her falling body to catch her soul as it started to float away.

      “YARA! NO!”

      Yara let the wind take her, King Loric’s grip on her secure.

      The agony that encompassed her soul would remain with her for an eternity.

      At least the people of Allarya would be safe. At least people would have the freedom to live their lives the way they wanted. Young girls wouldn’t be sold off because of ancient laws that were formed to suppress them.

      At least Evan would be safe.

      The gloomy dark took over her mind and consciousness, and she let it.

      Just as she began to fade, she was pulled away, like someone held onto her on either end, tugging. Fighting.

      She looked back, her mind leaving her. Her vision blurring.

      A man stood there, black hair falling into his eyes. Teeth gritted, he outstretched his arm, the palm of his hand facing her.

      A black mist flew toward her.

      Yara gasped.

      Hero!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    
    
      YARA’S EYES OPENED. It wasn’t as dark as she’d thought the Soul Haven would be.

      Someone stroked her hair.

      Her brows furrowed as she reached for whoever held her so tightly.

      “Yara?”

      “Hero? Is that you?”

      “It’s me, Yara. Evan.”

      Evan’s voice startled her.

      She shot up from her spot on the ground and turned to him.

      What happened? What was this? Did King Loric take Evan as well?

      No! That wasn’t part of the deal!

      She jumped into Evan’s lap, straddling him as she wrapped her arms around his neck. When she looked around, she realized that this world looked very much like the one she left behind.

      Evan stroked her hair while she sobbed.

      “You did it,” he said, his voice trembling. He kissed her forehead. “You did it, my love.”

      Yara opened her eyes, hot tears streaming down her face as she fought to catch her breath.

      “I did?”

      He nodded. “Yes. You stopped the explosion.”

      She shook her head, confused. “But. Wait. I made a deal for King Loric to take me and let everyone else live.”

      Evan smiled. “This time, the spirits were in our favor. I’ve never been able to master the pull of a crow shifter in all of my years. It is the one test King Loric has been trying to get me to pass since I was a child.

      Yara’s eyes widened. How could she never have asked what kind of shifter he was?

      “They must have wanted you to live in spite of your deal. Looks like they have our backs more than we’d realized.” He outstretched his arms. “And looks like I’ve learned a new skill.”

      Yara laughed, still dumbfounded. She kissed him. “I love you,” she blurted. “From the day I met you. I loved you.”

      His smile warmed her heart to the point where all of the evil and fear she’d just felt dissipated.

      “Now, you’re making me blush,” he said. “But, I said it first.”

      She laughed. “You just called me your love…you didn’t actually say it.”

      Evan cupped her face. “I love you. Now, is that better?”

      Grinning, she nodded.

      Evan kissed her, softly at first, and then harder. She squeezed her eyes shut and held onto him as their tongues explored one another’s so greedily that she almost forgot all that she had just done.

      When he let her go, he pulled her to her feet and they looked over the cliff at the aftermath.

      The city was still intact. Every skyscraper and light glittered below as if nothing had happened.

      Did the world of Allarya even realize that she had saved them from complete destruction? Yara had thought that she was sent to the future for freedom when in reality she was sent to save the world.

      As a wind swept through the mountain, Yara let her eyes flutter closed at the cool air that blew through her hair.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said to her.

      Yara smiled. “Thank you. I’m proud of myself.”

      Applause came from below, making Yara open her eyes in confusion.

      Looking down, Yara’s brows lifted as she saw hordes of people looking up at her, relief and smiles of joy on their faces.

      “Thank you!”

      “Long live the king and queen! Long live the king and queen!”

      Yara gasped. They were talking about her and Evan.

      Queen?

      She couldn’t be their queen. She didn’t want that amount of responsibility.

      “Tell them to stop,” Yara said to him. “I can’t. I need to go home, to Asher.”

      Prince Evan wrapped his arm around her waist. “You can walk away from this. Or, you can lead these people to a new way of life, a just one. I trust you will make the right decision.”

      His words gave her chills.

      They were oddly the same words Hero had said to her. She glanced at Evan, realizing for the first time that they did look similar.

      “What will it be? Will you be my queen?”

      That nagging fear still hid in the corner of her heart, but something else emerged. It was more than a sense of duty. Asher was gone, and there was no returning to the old world. This is where she belonged.

      She realized that finally…she had a choice.

      Yara nodded, wiping the tears from her face

      “Yes,” she said, her heart soaring. “I will.”

      Yara chose to lead her people. She chose a new life, one where she could make up the rules.

      She chose to stay with the man she loved.

      Thank you, Hero, she thought, and kissed her fingers, blowing it to the sky.

      
        THE END
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      Landon had never seen his own reflection. He saw hers instead. He grew up watching this girl in the mirror grow with him. Grew up memorizing every feature, every movement, every horror she endured. He could see into her palace, into the darkness she was trapped in.

      When he was little, he told his parents about her. His parents thought she was an imaginary friend, and they humored him. But she didn't go away.

      She couldn't see him, but the older he got, the more she sensed him.

      And then she started talking to him.

      She didn't need the mirror. She couldn't see him at all, but that didn't seem to matter. When she was alone, she sang to him. And she told him her nightmares. Except the nightmares were her life.

      She was a captive of the Queen of the Damned.

      And when Landon was seventeen, he fell in love with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    
    
      Landon watched Eiress while he brushed his teeth and got ready for school. There was nothing else he could do; she couldn't even see him, but he was loath to leave her. She sat in the middle of her bed, rocking back and forth, humming and petting her pet dragon. Tears slowly soaked her cheeks and every so often, she would sob. The ball must have been horrific last night.

      He put his toothbrush away and closed the mirror, trailing his finger down the reflection of her cheek, as if he could dry her tears.

      She smiled and raised her head a little. "Thank you," she whispered.

      "Any time." Landon smirked, because he knew she couldn't hear him, and yet here he was, talking to the mirror again.

      Some people might think he was crazy, talking to a mirror.

      Of course, if they knew he was actually talking to the princess trapped inside, they'd have him committed right away.

      That was why he'd given up telling anyone about her.

      "Landon! Cassie's here!"

      Landon swore, backing away from the mirror. With every step, Eiress's shoulders hunched and she curled in on herself even more. "I'll be okay," she said quietly.

      With one last, desperate look, he stumbled away, feeling his soul tear slightly as he left the bathroom. He rounded the corner, grabbed his bag, and jogged down the stairs. He caught another brief look as he passed the front hall mirror—Eiress crying over her pet dragon.

      It nearly froze him in his tracks.

      "Hey babe. We're gonna be late." Cassie almost hit him with the door as she stuck her head in, frowning. "I knocked like ten minutes ago."

      This happened, sometimes. He'd get lost in the mirror, end up standing there for hours when he thought it had been minutes. Usually when she needed him most.

      He tore his gaze away. "Sorry. Let's go."

      He opened the passenger door for Cassie, like a good boyfriend would, and mechanically settled behind the wheel and started his truck. Cassie lived three houses down. Her family had moved in last summer, and he'd been giving her a ride to school since the first day of class.

      He wasn't exactly sure when he'd become her boyfriend, though.

      She chattered while he drove, something about her job and how her boss was a jerk. It took her all the way to school and into first period to tell it, and he half-heartedly attempted to listen.

      School was the same, voices and conversations that he barely heard.

      "Landon, what can you tell us about the American Revolution?" "Landon, explain to me how you come to the correct answer for this equation." "Landon, don't mix baking soda and vinegar. You'll cause an explosion!"

      After that, he fought harder to get Eiress out of his head. At least until he got to work after school.

      His mom owned an antique store. He helped out when he didn't have football practice, and since it was April, that meant every day. He didn't mind though. The job was easy, and as a bonus, there was an ancient, mysterious mirror framed with ornate mahogany. For some reason, his mom had never been able to sell it.

      Probably because Landon had changed the price to $2 million, and she'd never noticed.

      Of all the mirrors he'd seen Eiress in, this one fit her best.

      He dropped his bag behind the counter, helped find places for all his mom's new treasures, cleaned the glass display cases, and finally settled down next to the mirror to do his homework.

      Eiress looked up, her bright red hair and bright red lips the only color in a world of grays, whites, and blacks.

      And she smiled.

      His heart immediately broke and healed, all at the same time. To say she was beautiful would be an understatement. To say she was astoundingly beautiful when she smiled was akin to blasphemy. It was like looking into the sun. She made the pale skin work, and the elaborate dresses she always wore—like something out of the Renaissance period, only enhanced her beauty. Landon had drawn her a few times, in regular girl clothing, pretending she went to high school with him.

      It didn't matter what she wore. She was still heartrendingly beautiful.

      Eiress held up her knitting. "I'm making Kaida a sweater. He wasn't thrilled about the measuring part, but he'll get used to it. Without his fire, he's nothing but a lizard." She grinned as the little dragon curled around her wrist, settling in her palm, and hissed at her. "But such a cute one."

      In her world of nightmares, she'd rescued Kaida when a dragon had attacked her castle. The dragon had been killed, and the evil souls had gleefully killed the babies in the nest left behind. All except Kaida, who Eiress had rescued and named after the brother she'd left behind when she'd been taken. The brother she hadn't seen in fourteen years.

      Eiress kept talking, and while Landon hadn't been able to focus on one single word all day long, now he heard nothing except her voice. The cars outside, the customers, his mom, they all faded into the background, and it was just Eiress.

      "The ball last night was harsh. So many evil souls from your world, but I sent them to hell. Elizabeth and Mary granted three a reprieve. I wasn't fast enough in my sentencing. Maybe if there were more princesses to help me…"

      She trailed off, and she absently stroked Kaida's scaly back. There were no princesses because the ones Mary had managed to capture and drag back to the Isles of the Damned only lasted a few days, a week at most, before they gave up everything to escape the nightmare that was their new life. And dying in the Isle meant there was no happy afterlife. They, along with the damned souls, went to hell.

      Eiress had lasted fourteen years. She said it was because of Landon. He liked to believe her.

      "Anyway, the three—the three that made it back. They had evil souls. Very black. They prey on children and worship drugs. Be careful out there." She smiled, but her smile was sad. Changing the subject abruptly, she plopped Kaida onto the bed in front of her and held up her knitting. "I think gray is his color, don't you?"

      "Yeah. It's a good color on him. Goes with the black scales very well," Landon said.

      "Did you say something, dear?"

      Landon jumped, and nearly fell over. The cute little old lady peered at him over her spectacles in alarm.

      "No-no ma'am. I didn't realize I was talking out loud."

      She blinked at him suspiciously.

      "Can I help you with something?" He struggled to his feet, shaking out his legs, wondering how long he'd been sitting there, staring into the mirror.

      "I'm looking for a clock. Mine fell off the wall and broke. See?" She held out her hands, showing him the remains of a clock that looked like it had fallen off the wall and then been smashed with a bat two or three hundred times.

      Landon nodded, taking her arm. "Clocks are right over here." He led her away, glancing over his shoulder at the mirror as he did.

      Eiress smiled, raising one hand in goodbye. Kaida curled his way up her arm and hissed.
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* * *

      Her chambers always seemed so much colder when he left. She dropped her knitting, untangled Kaida from her arm, and rolled off the bed, landing lightly on her feet. Clutching up her skirts, she wandered to the balcony, the chains on her wrists clattering with every move, but she'd worn them so long she barely noticed. The nightmares were out, now. The day waned, the bleak yellow-black sun was setting. It was their favorite time of the day, when the new souls arrived to try to fight their way to the castle, seeking retribution.

      The nightmares made that as difficult as possible.

      Eiress thought by now she'd be used to the screaming. But no. Not ever. It clawed at her heart and sent chills through her blood. She could see some of them, dancing in the shadows below her.

      Her land was made up of everything feared. Clowns were common, as were spiders. Monsters and werewolves and vampires. Sharp cliffs in the distance, foaming waves surging below them. Dolls with empty eyes and broken, half-eaten bodies.

      The kittens, though, always amused her, as did the butterflies.

      She watched them now, fluffy little black things with bright green eyes—the kittens, not the butterflies. They chased the dark souls, and the souls screamed in horror and raced away. The strange thing about her world, though, was no matter how fast one ran, the fear was always right there with them.

      Maybe it wasn't so different from real life.

      The souls themselves were what really scared her. They roiled in rottenness, like curdled, writhing oil with flashes of their victims' faces, screaming for help. She didn't see their physical bodies—the other princesses could, which is why so many had been tricked into taking the damned souls' places in hell. A pretty face could persuade anyone, it seemed.

      But no, Eiress saw their souls. She had no idea what they had looked like before they came to her court. They, more than anything out in her forests, haunted her dreams and caused her to wake screaming.

      She shivered, rubbing her bare arms. Lifting her skirts again, she swung away, eyes drifting to the sky and the black, black moon.

      The ball would start soon.

      Horror washed over her in waves, as always.

      And then warmth. He was back.

      Smiling, she hurried back inside. The closer she came to the mirror, the warmer she got—it was the only warmth in a world of ice. She could feel his frustration, and she fought to alleviate it. "The kittens are back. They're smaller than before. And fluffier. Maybe Kaida would like a friend." She raised an eyebrow at her dragon and he hissed as he scampered away.

      Laughing, she turned back to the mirror. She wondered if he could see her, or if he just felt her presence, the way she felt him. She wondered if—if he could see her—if he thought she was pretty. She could feel his soul, and knew it was beautiful. Was hers, as well? Subconsciously, she smoothed the front of her dress. "You have some odd villains in your world. I mean, all villains are off, you know? Of course. But their fears. Some of them are funny. I saw one who was afraid of a phone. It was being chased by a giant receiver. I almost fell right off my balcony, I laughed so hard. Although the chains would have caught me, and then I would have just hung there…"

      Well. That had escalated quickly.

      Out of words, she picked up her knitting and settled herself into the middle of her bed. Humming, she started knitting again, praying that his warmth wouldn't leave her.

      Inevitably it did, but it returned. Three times before the ball, he left and came back. Only he, in her world of darkness, could chase the shadows away.

      But even he couldn't save her from the ball. Nothing could. As the moon disappeared behind the sharp cliffs, she slid to her feet, put her knitting away, tucked Kaida into her armoire so nothing could find him, and opened her jewelry box. The glittering black crown burned her fingers as she raised it to her head. Lifting her chin, she swept out of her chambers and into the hall, chains rattling quietly in her wake. Plush carpets silenced her progress, and she moved like a ghost through the castle and down the turret steps. By the time she reached the second floor, the wailing and moaning was already wafting through the air.

      The Damned had arrived.

      She reached the doors to the ballroom. They were carved with the faces of the damned, screaming in horror. Mary, in particular, loved this door most. Taking a deep breath, trying to keep the horror at bay, Eiress pulled the doors open.

      "Look who's late, as usual." Elizabeth sat on her throne, perfect black lips pursed in annoyance.

      "Quiet, Elizabeth." That voice.

      Mary.

      That voice sent chills down Eiress's spine. It was the first thing she'd heard when she'd opened her eyes here, telling Elizabeth that they would keep this one. That she was special, that she would be their princess. We can't hurt this one, Elizabeth. Her spirit would kill us all.

      "She doesn't enjoy this like we do." Mary's smile dripped wickedness. She wasn't beautiful, as Elizabeth was. Her hair was short and frizzy, but her stature, the way she held herself—it was far more terrifying than Elizabeth could ever hope to be.

      Bloody Mary. The Queen of the Damned.

      Eiress could see their outward appearances, unlike the damned, who were just souls. It was because they still lived, or lived again, rather. Vlad, too. But she also saw their souls, inside, and knew them to be truly terrifying.

      "Vlad, let the souls in. Maybe one will catch her fancy tonight." Mary swept her arms wide. As their steward turned to open the wide doors leading outside, Eiress took her spot on the throne between Elizabeth and Mary.

      As always, Elizabeth murmured, "We could always kill her. I haven't had a blood bath in ages. My skin is positively gray."

      It was true, but no amount of virgin blood could change that. Her soul was rotting her from the inside out.

      Vlad turned, his heels clicking. "May I introduce the Queen of the Damned, Mary Tudor, her handmaiden, Elizabeth Bathory, and the Princess of the Damned, Eiress Aziz Reinheit." Then he spread his arms wide and the crowd of souls on the other side flooded the room, primping and preening, trying to get the attention of the three women on their thrones. The music started, slow and haunting—the stuff children heard when they were lost in the forest. The melodies that slid through the night before death.

      The crowd of damned surged forward, vying for a dance with one of the women. One dance was all it took to give them another chance at life above. Mary and Elizabeth could dance without sacrificing their own souls, but Eiress could not. One dance with any of these horrific souls would free them, but send her to hell in their place. She'd seen too many other princesses choose that path.

      No matter how many times Mary tried to force her, Eiress would not be one of them.

      She had her friend. The one she could feel in the mirror. And she had Kaida.

      That didn't stop the souls from nearly crushing her though, the evilness slithering through their eyes, smothering their black hearts. Every time they brushed her skin, she was overcome with memories of their greatest sins.

      Eiress cringed away, and Elizabeth and Mary laughed at her. They relished her discomfort. They taunted her, trying to drive her to hell, but they would not succeed.

      No. They would not.

      "Dance!" Mary commanded, and the souls, quaking in terror, chose partners and waltzed through the ballroom. "I so miss this," she murmured to Elizabeth. "Nothing compares to life outside the Isles."

      Elizabeth patted Mary's arm, but her eyes strayed to the beautiful young women with rotted souls twirling across the floor below them. "We will escape soon enough. All it takes is one of these souls to find the key."

      The key. The only thing that protected the world from Mary's bloodthirsty presence. The key unlocked their chains, and then it was just a matter of pulling someone in through the mirror and escaping out in that poor soul's place.

      If any of these souls that Mary and Elizabeth sent back ever found the key, the world would never recover. Every night, Eiress prayed the key would stay hidden for the rest of eternity.

      Even if it meant she would never be free.
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      Landon's shift at the antique store ended as Eiress left for the ball. He'd followed her there once, watching through the grand mirrors that lined the ceiling of the ball room, but it had been so horrific, he'd never dared follow her again.

      He was a coward.

      However, he did catch glimpses of her whenever he checked his rearview mirror, huddled on her throne, leaning away from the crush of people trying to smother her alive. Some, he recognized—he'd seen them on the news when they'd died for their crimes.

      "Hang in there, Eiress," he murmured as he pressed the gas pedal closer to the floor. "I'm almost home."

      His mom met him at the door. "Hey. Dinner's almost ready." She took his bag, hung it up, planted a kiss on his cheek, and went back to cooking. He inwardly groaned—she had a tendency to burn everything she attempted to make. His dad was the chief cook in the house. "Why are you so late tonight? I left the store almost an hour ago."

      "Uh, someone came in. Last minute emergency."

      "A last minute emergency at an antique store?" She glanced at him over her shoulder and raised an eyebrow.

      "Yeah. I guess. I'm just gonna go wash up. Dust. Everywhere." He held up his hands, which were indeed grimy from the antiques. She nodded, but somehow in the time between when she'd gone back to cooking and he'd finished his sentence, she'd become distracted by the phone and was scrolling and giggling while the pasta boiled all over the stove. "Mom? Mom!" Landon jogged past her and lifted the pan to safety.

      "Oh. Crap." She bit her lip and frowned, dropping the phone onto the table.

      He left her to it and ran up to the bathroom. He'd learned early on to never go into a room with a mirror without the light on first. Mary couldn't come out unless he called her name three times, but that didn't mean he wanted to tempt fate or anything. "Where are you, Eiress?" He scanned the mirror, but the crush of damned was so complete that he couldn't see her.

      He could feel her, though. He could feel the panic and the fear and the pain. Because of that, he refused to look away. He had to dig way down deep to find the courage, because it was seriously messed up—Mary and Elizabeth were sweeping across the dance floor, their skin white, lips bloodless, hands like claws on the arms of the souls they were sending back to earth.

      Evil souls.

      Mary and Elizabeth always chose the very most evilest of souls to send back. Maybe because they ruled the Isles, but unlike their princesses, they never had to take the Damned souls' place in hell. It wasn't fair.

      Not at all.

      That was when he saw her. Eiress wasn't crushed beneath the souls, but standing at the gate to hell, head held high, ushering the souls through with her glittering black staff. She looked…

      Fearless.

      Undefeatable.

      Beautiful.

      If he hadn't been able to feel her fear, he would think she had none in her.
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* * *

      "Landon?"

      Landon jerked out of wherever his mind had gone when he heard his name. He stared blankly at the teacher, scrambling to figure out what he'd asked. Something about Hitler?

      "Hitler got syphilis. That's karma, baby." Cassie smirked, arm draped over the back of Landon's chair.

      "Karma doesn't exist," a kid across the aisle said, rolling his eyes.

      "What's karma?" Bella, the girl behind him, who somehow managed to be in high school despite being continually clueless, was frowning as she looked from Cassie to the kid whose name Landon couldn't remember.

      "Karma is the belief that whatever you do, good or bad, it comes back to you," Cassie said over her shoulder.

      Right. Landon gritted his teeth. But since he had no idea what they were talking about, he wasn't in a hurry to inject his own opinions.

      Maybe Bella wasn't the only clueless one.

      "Whatever. Karma had nothing to do with Hitler getting syphilis."

      "Hitler did a lot of unspeakable things. He got what was coming to him."

      The debate grew around him. Cassie loved to argue. She'd be a brilliant lawyer one day, or a politician. But Landon was fuming.

      Karma? If karma existed, all those killers, all those evil souls Eiress fought every night, would have been tortured for their crimes. If karma existed, the rich and famous wouldn't be able to buy their way out of punishments. Child rapists wouldn't get out of prison after a few months. Murderers wouldn't live off society while their victims' families mourned.

      If karma existed, Eiress, who was the kindest, most good and pure person he knew, wouldn't have been stuck in hell for fourteen years. If karma existed, Mary and Elizabeth and Vlad, who were the epitome of evil on earth, wouldn't have been living their afterlife like it was one big party.

      "Karma is bullshit!' Landon yelled, slamming his hand on his desk.

      The room fell silent as everyone stared at him. Cassie's cheeks went red and she glared, jerking her head away from him. Apparently, he wasn't allowed to bellow statements that didn't agree with her argument.

      "Landon? Would you care to support your statement?" The teacher—always encouraging freedom of thought.

      Landon sat up, glancing sideways at Cassie, who still refused to look at him. Bella piped in. "If karma existed, Cassie would have a boyfriend who actually realized she existed."

      The entire class sucked in a breath as Cassie glanced over her shoulder at Bella. Then she looked back at Landon. Slowly, she nodded. "It's true. I guess you're right. Karma is bullshit."
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* * *

      Landon froze. He was used to hearing Eiress's voice, and sometimes Mary's or Elizabeth's, but this voice…it didn't come from the mirror.

      It came from right next to him.

      He jerked belatedly toward the sound, but there was nothing there. No one there. He was alone.

      But he wasn't.

      Eiress looked up, straight at him, like she could see him, although he knew she could not. Her perfect brow creased in concern—concern for him while she fought with the evilest souls on the planet.

      "I'm okay," he murmured, like that would help.

      It didn't. She continued to frown.

      Yeah. He was okay. He was fine. He was just losing his mind, is all. Assuming he'd ever actually been sane, of course.

      "I need your help. She needs your help. Please. Please. Please."

      And then sobs. Sobs that shook the bathroom mirror on its hinges and knocked his toothpaste off the counter. The very air seemed to break around him, and the hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood straight.

      It was cold. So, so cold.

      He scrambled backward, his hand fumbling for the doorknob, before he escaped the bathroom and ran, like a terrified little kid, to the kitchen and his mom.

      "Please help her."

      A woman. Definitely a woman, but that was all he could tell from her weak cries.

      "Landon? What's wrong?" His mom glanced up from her phone while the sauce burned and the pan started on fire. Setting the phone aside, she hurried to him, feeling his head and cheeks like any good mother would. "You're white as a sheet. Are you sick?"

      No. He wasn't sick. He was a great big football player who worked at an antique shop and was in love with a girl in a mirror, and a voice had scared the heck out of him. He couldn't stop shaking, and he couldn't seem to get warm. His mom rubbed her hands briskly up and down his arms, trying to get the blood moving. "You're so cold. Why are you so cold?"

      If I told you, you'd never believe me.

      "I'm-I'm okay. I just…maybe my blood sugar is low?"

      She nodded enthusiastically, like that made perfect sense. "Dinner's almost re—" she trailed off as she turned toward the stove.

      They had pizza that night.

      And then she insisted he go to bed early, which was the very last thing he wanted to do. He wondered idly if he was too old to sleep on his parents' floor. But when he went to the bathroom to get ready, it felt perfectly fine. No freezing temperatures, no weird voices, no freaky shaking air.

      Maybe he really was losing his mind.

      Eiress was in her room again, curled up on the bed like a cat, half-heartedly dragging a string across the duvet for Kaida. She sat up as soon as he walked in. "Are you okay?" she asked the mirror. Somehow, she'd figured out that it was connecting them, even if she only saw her reflection. It looked like she was staring right at him, and a few times he had hoped.

      But no. She was just super smart, apparently.

      "Yeah. I'm fine," he answered, because it seemed rude not to. He would also have asked her if she was okay, but that would just be silly.

      They both knew she wasn't.

      "I felt—I felt something. Something very cold. I'm worried for you." She blushed, and then dragged the dragon into her lap. "Kaida is, too."

      Landon smirked. Sure Kaida was.

      But that blush…did that mean…could it mean... Did she feel something for him? Even though she couldn't see him or hear his voice? Did he dare hope?

      The color stood out against her pale cheeks, and her lashes swept down. His stomach tied in knots and his hands were instantly clammy.

      Holy Hell, she was beautiful.

      So.

      Heartbreakingly.

      Beautiful.

      His hands longed to touch her, to brush the bright red hair off her neck, to erase the tears threatening at her lashes.

      Still staring shyly at the bed in front of her, the smile across her lips grew.

      Crap. She might not be able to hear him, but she could feel every single thing he felt. And it wasn't like he could backtrack to save face. She couldn't hear him—and emotions? They don't backtrack.

      "The ball wasn't so horrendous tonight," she started, fighting to control the grin. "Mary and Elizabeth were…called away twice. I had time to get the gate open earlier and the evil souls were sent to hell before Mary and Elizabeth could save them."

      Called away meant someone had done the Bloody Mary trick. He wondered if there would be new princesses at the ball the next night. Or if they'd only left dead bodies behind this time.

      Sometimes, Eiress herself went. She went to the mirror and tried to scare whoever was on the other side badly enough that they would never do something so stupid again.

      She'd show them images of her dead sister lying on the floor while she'd been pulled in to the mirror, kicking and screaming and absolutely helpless.

      "I don't know," she said, as if reading his thoughts. Her hand idly scratched Kaida under the chin. The little dragon preened and stretched his head and then flopped over on his back so she could scratch his tummy. "They were gone for quite a while, but they didn't bring anyone back from the ballroom. I assume the children ran, and the chains held Mary back. So everyone is safe."

      Landon was grateful for that. He really was, but having some not-evil company could have brought so much comfort to Eiress's battered soul.

      She raised her head and smiled at him. "It is past my bedtime. The moon has almost set. Good night, my friend."

      Landon flipped off the light and went into the dark hall. The cold hit him so hard it nearly, nearly knocked him back into the bathroom, but something seemed to grab him and pull. A ghostly hand at the collar of his shirt.

      "We have to help her. Please."
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* * *

      Eiress felt his fear, as if from a distance. He was gone from her, but the fear, the fear remained. It swirled through the room and settled in her soul. Her friend, her heart, he was never afraid for himself. He was afraid for her often enough, but today was the first time he'd been afraid for himself.

      What was going on in his side of the Isles?

      She scratched Kaida's tummy and worried over this boy on the other side of the mirror. Selfishly, she wondered what she would do if he didn't come back. She wasn't sure she could survive this darkness without his light. Even without seeing him, she knew his soul. It was good and kind and brave and fierce. It was so foreign to this land that she wondered what would happen should it ever end up here.

      Probably, the whole place would implode and take her with it.

      Although she only saw souls in this wretched place, and hardly ever a face, she felt sure that if she ever were to escape and run into the boy on the other side of the mirror, in his world, she would recognize his soul.

      One could not miss a soul such as that.

      She slid under her covers and Kaida curled around her head, and she closed her eyes tight and daydreamed what it would be like to be in his world. To see his face and hear his voice. She didn't even care what he looked like.

      She could barely remember his world. Only bits and pieces, flashes of brilliant love that fought to hold their place in her mind. Her mother's laugh, and her kiss. The feel of her curls and the softness of Eiress's blankie. Sometimes, when she dreamed, she felt her mother's arms around her and she heard her singing, but the memories only came to her when she slept. When she woke, she could only hear the faintest of lullabies, echoing in her head.

      The darkness had already chased those memories away, but she held fiercely to the others.

      She didn't realize tears were soaking the gray of her pillow until Kaida sniffed and tried to dry them with his nonexistent flame. Hot breath scalded her face and she jerked away, laughing because if not for laughter, she might scream.

      And scream.

      And never stop.

      Clearly, sleep wasn't going to come easily this morning, so she picked up her knitting and worked on Kaida's outfit, humming mindlessly and praying the boy would return.

      He didn't.

      She whiled away the day watching the nightmares attack wandering souls.

      "We've brought a friend for you, Lovey." Elizabeth purred from the doorway. Eiress hadn't even heard her pull the door open.

      She was sneaky like that.

      Eiress dropped the knitting and bounced to her feet, shielding Kaida from Elizabeth's view. "I thought everyone got away last night."

      Elizabeth raised a thin perfect eyebrow. "I thought you'd be happy." She jutted her bottom lip out and pouted, her eyes sparking with barely concealed hate. "We just got her. A stupid, helpless girl just like you."

      "Can I see her? Where are you holding her?"

      "No. I haven't decided what I'm going to do with her yet. I just wanted you to know." Her smile widened and she wiped just a trace of blood from her lip.

      Eiress gasped, stumbling backward.

      Laughing, Elizabeth skipped away.

      Eiress sank onto the bed, her heart cracking. A new princess. Eiress had to find her. Protect her. Somehow, she could save this one. She had to.

      She rolled her eyes to the mirror. "Dear friend. What do I do?"

      He wasn't there. Still.

      Somewhere in the castle, someone screamed.

      Luckily, the screaming distracted her from worries over him. Apparently, the new princess wasn't adjusting well.

      At all.

      Eiress glanced at Kaida, who slept, and though she was loath to leave her mirrors in case her friend returned, she had to do something about the wails that nearly shook the castle walls. She wished she could leave a message—to tell him she worried, that she would be right back. She wished so much…

      She had a gruesome idea, but desperate times…

      Picking up her knitting needle, she dug it into the tip of her finger. It hurt, but not much, not compared to the rest of her life. She snatched up her white duvet and traced her finger along its pristine whiteness.

      Luckily for her, Mary hated her princesses to be worthless. She demanded they be taught arithmetic and reading and any other knowledge new princesses brought with them. She was a harsh task masker, though. Eiress had lost much blood trying to learn to write her own name.

      The memories of Mary's laughter while she tore at Eiress's skin still brought chills to her spine.

      She shoved that memory away and gnawed on her lip, wondering what to write. How to start, even. Dear Boy I do not know? That didn't sound very friendly. Dear Boy? That…just sounded strange. And what to include? I'm going to stop the screaming just sounded frightening. I've been worried sick over you, but I'm forced to leave the mirror, and don't know when I'll be back. Also, I think I'm in love with your soul and I would sell my own to hear your voice.

      Umm. Yes, probably not.

      I will return. Please wait for me.

      There. Very eloquent.

      The sheer panic in the screaming increased, and fearing Elizabeth had gotten her claws into their newest princess, Eiress picked up her skirts and ran.

      It wasn't often that she left her chambers during the day, or at all, actually, except when she was forced to attend the nightly ball. The weak sun cast more shadows than it dispelled over the faces immortalized in their horror, carved into the molding as they were. It brought them to life, until their screams joined with the princess's. Eiress dropped her skirts and covered her ears, slippered feet slapping horrifically against the black wood floors. She would have squeezed her eyes shut tight, too, if she hadn't been afraid of running into a wall.

      Her breaths came in short, terrified pants by the time she'd fled down from her tower, through the entryway of the castle, and up into the opposite tower. Thankfully, she couldn't be heard over the screaming.

      And of course, as always, there were the chains.

      She hardly noticed them anymore, She'd worn them for so long, but when running, they held her wrists back, like they knew she was trying to do good, and were desperately trying to stop her. They rattled and tore at skin and tangled in her long skirts, but she jerked free and ran harder, up and up and up the winding staircase until she finally skidded to a stop outside the thick, black door.

      This one had bars over the windows and a heavy lock on the handle. Eiress's did not.

      She jerked on the door, pulling for all she was worth, but that stupid lock wouldn't budge.

      I need a key. I need a key. I need a KEY!

      No key magically appeared, but the door in front of her burst open, tearing from the bottom hinge, hanging awkwardly and smoking.

      She froze.

      On the other side of the door, the screaming faltered.

      Thank goodness for that, at least.

      She shoved the remains of the door open, expecting blood-spattered walls and torn, broken bodies. She'd seen worse in her years with Elizabeth.

      But there was nothing except a girl, younger than herself, standing at the window.

      Eiress frowned, chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath, thinking half-crazily that she might want to strangle this new princess. The girl's soul swirled in viciousness, with barely any light at all, and terror nearly overwhelmed the girl's heart completely. Eiress, for the life of her, could not figure out what there was to be so frightened of.

      And then she remembered.

      The castle. The Damned. Mary. Elizabeth. This life.

      And then she realized more—the new princess was staring out the window at the nightmares.

      "Hello," Eiress said, holding her position at the door.

      She turned, eyes wide and face pale, but not as pale as Eiress. "Who are you?"

      Eiress sighed. "I'm the Princess of the Damned."
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      A pale hand flashed across his face. "We have to help her. Please help her."

      Landon didn't remember screaming, but apparently he had been panicked enough to drive the voice and the cold away and bring both his parents running.

      "Landon! Landon!"

      He whirled in a circle, searching for the voice, the hand he'd seen, anything, but he was alone in the hallway, spinning like a maniac. He heard his parents, could see them in front of him, felt them grab at him and let them pull him close, but it was all from a distance.

      "He wasn't feeling well earlier…"

      "He was fine at dinner!"

      "He doesn't have a fever."

      "Landon? Honey?"

      When he'd first told them he saw Eiress in the mirror, all those years ago, they'd been terrified. They thought he was seeing things, hallucinating. They'd taken him to a psychologist. They'd made him draw pictures of her and theorized what his lapses in sanity meant. The medications they'd put him on had nasty side effects. He'd finally learned to play along, to pretend she was an imaginary friend.

      So, of course, he couldn't tell them now that he was also being stalked by what seemed to be a ghost.

      "It is awfully cold in here. Maybe turn the heat up?"

      They could feel it, too. It wasn't just him.

      "I thought—I thought I saw a spider," he finally had the sense to mumble.

      They both froze in their worried examinations of him to stare. "A spider?" his dad asked.

      "But—but you killed that one for me yesterday." His mom frowned. "And it was huge."

      Landon had always been a horrible liar, but he tried his best. "I—I know. It dropped down right in front of me, but then I lost it, and I was looking for it…"

      His voice trailed off while they both scoured the walls and floor, looking for the made-up spider. "I don't see anything," his mom said.

      "Maybe it ran into the vent." His dad nodded, laughing uncomfortably. "Just got a week's worth of cardio because you saw a spider."

      His mom wasn't convinced. "Are you sure you're feeling all right?" She squinted at him, and despite the fact that he towered over her by almost a foot, he felt like a little kid, lying about a broken window.

      He nodded mutely.

      "Let's just get you into bed, then." She led him down the hall by the elbow, and tucked him under his covers like she hadn't done in about ten years. Kissing him on the forehead, she backed away, still watching him with worried eyes. "Should I leave the hall light on?"

      He felt like the world's biggest coward when he nodded. "Sure."

      She turned reluctantly and ducked out, forehead creased. He heard her, in the hall, talking to his dad. "Something's wrong. He hasn't kept the light on since that little imaginary friend he used to have."

      "Maybe he caught a scary movie with his friends. He'll be fine."

      Yeah. That had to be it. Something scary he'd watched was now attacking his subconscious. He was not losing his mind and/or hearing ghosts cry for help.

      "Please."

      He swore, jerking upright, covers tumbling to the floor. "That's it. Who are you?" He kept his voice low, but tried to put all the force of a bellow into it. "Stop freaking me the hell out."

      The mirror sparked.

      Panic gripped him. He leaped out of bed, tripped over the blankets, nearly broke his neck, and ran to the mirror. "Eiress?" he half-shrieked.

      Like a little girl.

      She wasn't there. Kaida, who was waiting at the door, lifted his silvery head and hissed.

      "I can help you help her."

      The voice came from behind him, even as the mirror swirled and sparked again.

      He spun. "Who are you?"

      Finally, finally, she shimmered to life in front of him.

      Or…non-life, as it were.

      A woman, maybe his mom's age, wafted two feet above the ground between him and the safety of the doorway. His mouth opened—to cry out or shriek again—he wasn't sure. But his voice failed him completely.

      "Help her. Please."

      She raised a hand and pointed to the mirror. It seemed to take an inhuman amount of energy, and the air around them shook.

      "Eiress?" he asked, moving closer to the ghost, wondering where that little bit of courage came from. Eiress. Even the mere thought of her drove him to insanity. "You want me to help Eiress?"

      She nodded, a silvery tear snaking its way down her cheek.

      "I will. Anything. Just tell me how." He would have grabbed her hand to hold her to him if it were possible. His fear was gone—anything that could help him help Eiress was not something to be feared.

      He hoped.

      "I am…her mother…"

      Landon swore again. Of course. It all made sense now.

      She reached past him, touched the mirror again, and Landon turned to see it swirl away from Eiress's empty chambers to an altogether different scene. A woman—the ghost in front of him—but still alive, knelt over the lifeless body of a young girl, maybe twelve years old. Her neck was torn, the ground around her soaked in blood. The woman sobbed as paramedics came, as cops came, as strangers with cameras came. A baby boy screamed on the floor next to her. They asked her questions. They asked her what had happened, and she couldn't answer them. They asked her where her other little girl was. Her sweet little girl.

      Eiress.

      Where had Eiress gone?

      The mirror swirled, time seemed to pass, and the woman sank into despair as she searched for her lost little girl. The funeral, the questions, the constant, never ending search. Someone came and took the baby away.

      And then the swirling stopped. In the flashback, the woman stared at the mirror, sobbing, in the darkness.

      Eiress appeared in front of her.

      Landon recognized her. This was when he'd started seeing her, or soon after.

      "Mama, please, I can't stay long." Eiress looked over her shoulder. "Please, stop looking. Please. Where I am—you can't—you can't save me. Please move on, Mama. I love you." Eiress put her hand to the mirror.

      The woman cried harder, raised her hand, reaching for Eiress—but Eiress screamed once and then was gone.

      "I can't save her. I can't save her. I can't…" The woman raised her head, eyes terrified, yet full of determination. "I can't save her while I'm alive. But I can…" The next image was the woman, standing next to her own dead body.

      She'd taken her own life.

      The mirror shifted.

      Landon, much younger, played at the antique shop while his mother worked. He was drawing faces in the dust of a mirror on his own reflection. The ghost of the woman stood behind him, watching. She reached out, and in horror little Landon started to scream, but her hand passed him and touched the mirror. "Help her."

      In the mirror, Eiress's chambers—and little Eiress—swirled to life.

      "You! You're the reason I can see her!" Landon gasped, jerking toward her.

      She nodded, silver tears soaking her cheeks. "Help her."

      "I will. I will. Just tell me how."

      Again, she touched the mirror. A sign, painted wood—Welcome to West Haven—and then a cemetery. It zoomed in on a grave with the statue of an angel watching over it.

      "Get the key." Eiress's mother whispered, pointing. "Get the key, and call Mary…with the ruby. It will protect you." She was losing substance, as if the energy required to talk to him was quickly dissolving her away. "You won't see me again. But I am here. Always here. Too tired. Too hard to come…"

      That was when Landon understood. She'd appeared to him once, and it had taken her all these years to gather the energy to appear to him again.

      Before she was gone completely, he turned back to her. "I'll save her. I'll do whatever it takes. I'll save her."

      She smiled, broken and yet the most hopeful thing Landon had ever seen. "Thank you."
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* * *

      "What do you mean, I have to go to a ball? I'm not leaving this room. This place is horrible. My daddy will figure out how to get me out."

      Her name was Brittan. Her soul was black and spoiled. Eiress could see it under the heavy makeup and trendy clothes. She was not a kind soul. Eiress tried to give her the benefit of the doubt, but after Brittan's initial fear had faded, she'd become demanding and rude.

      Eiress clenched her teeth. "You have to go to the ball. We usher the damned through the gates. If you don't make an appearance, Mary will let Elizabeth come after you. And she doesn't care if you don't make it past Elizabeth's claws or not."

      Brittan paled, the fear in her soul clenching her heart.

      Apparently, she'd met Elizabeth.

      "Whatever you do, don't dance with the damned. They will return to the living and—"

      "Could you please not tell me what to do? No offense, but you're not my mom." Brittan rolled her eyes. Her fake lashes threatened to fall, clinging haphazardly to her eyes.

      "No. I'm not your mother. I've just been here for fourteen years, learning how to survive. Don't dance at the ball." Eiress whirled, lifting her skirts out of the way of her chains. She had to change. Mary did not like her princesses to wear the same dress twice, and Eiress, for the life of her, couldn't remember if she'd even bothered to change since last night.

      "You're leaving me?" Brittan shrieked, her hands like claws on Eiress's arm. "But—but this place—"

      Eiress shook her off. "If you're afraid to be alone, I suggest you get dressed and come with me. I'm not waiting to be fetched by Elizabeth."

      "Dressed?"

      Eiress nodded toward the massive armoire and crossed her arms over her chest. "Hurry up. My dragon's waiting."

      Brittan's blue eyes widened in alarm. "You have a dragon?"

      Eiress could have pointed out that her having a dragon was probably the least bizarre thing Brittan would run into today, but she just wanted to go. Brittan was not an ally. Her soul was too dark. Even though she had a body like Mary and Elizabeth, she couldn't hide her soul from Eiress. No one could, not here. Not when reading souls was how Eiress survived.

      Although she wasn't sure, if she ever saw a soul too beautiful to be here, that she would have the courage to dance and send herself to hell so she could set the soul free. If the last fourteen years weren't hell, she couldn't imagine how awful it might actually be.

      Nor did she want to.

      "What is this place, anyway?" Britton asked as she dug through the armoire.

      Eiress sighed. "It's the Isle of the Damned. Apparently, when Mary was beheaded, the devil rewarded her with the Isle and the castle for her evil deeds. She has her own court, her own subjects. No one can ever take it away from her."

      "Weird." Brittan spent the next fifteen minutes criticizing each beautiful black and gray dress she'd been given.

      Black and gray. Everything in this world was colorless. Apparently, Mary wasn't fond of color. Mary, or whoever had created this place for her.

      That was why Eiress's bright red hair was such an anomaly. Her only act of defiance.

      "Brittan, honestly, if you aren't ready by the time I count to thirty, I'm leaving without you." It didn't matter how long Eiress had been there. She was still terrified of Elizabeth.

      Terrified might be an understatement, actually.

      "What?" Brittan gasped. "It will take me twenty minutes just to figure out how to get this thing on!"

      Eiress glared at her for about five seconds. She snatched up her skirts, stalked across the room, grabbed a dress out of the armoire, and threw it at Brittan. "Get. Dressed."

      Brittan glared back, but Eiress didn't care. She whirled away and stalked out the door.

      "Wait! I'm coming!" Brittan, clutching the dress, came flying out after her, eyes wide and terrified. Eiress breathed in silent relief.

      It took her far longer to make it back to her quarters than it had when she'd raced recklessly through the halls. She had to stop to explain to Brittan twice that she had no idea how the chains worked, or why they seemed to be almost alive, or why they didn't clank and scrape like normal chains. "We all wear them. Elizabeth, Mary, me. You. It's just how it works here. You come through the mirror and the chains clamp on. So we can't escape out of the mirrors. Or," She motioned with her head, "out into the nightmares."

      "You've never been out there?" Brittan asked, peering around Eiress into the darkness beyond.

      The darkness, which was a blessing and a curse. It hid the nightmares, except for the occasional glowing eyes, but it also hid the nightmares.

      "Only a few feet. To rescue my dragon. That was as far as the chains would let me reach." Eiress shuddered.

      They made it to her quarters as the bell started to toll. "Kaida, hide." Eiress said, dumping her little dragon off her pillow. He squeaked in protest and then stretched his wings and soared up, into the darkness. The ceilings were so high, and light so weak, that Eiress had never even seen the top half of her room. She raced to her own armoire, yanked out a dress without looking, and flung the one she was wearing to the floor. "Hurry, Brittan," she whispered.

      This time, Brittan did as she was asked, changing as quickly as Eiress. Eiress grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the room, into the halls as the last toll of the clock sounded. They sprinted silently through the castle, but they weren't fast enough. Rounding the corner, Eiress nearly ran right into Elizabeth Bathory.

      The witch would have been beautiful, if Eiress couldn't see her soul. Long, long black hair, pure white skin, perfect bone structure. But her eyes. Her eyes were pure black, swirling with fiery hatred. "You're late."

      She didn't wait for an answer. She slid through the shadows around Eiress, to Brittan. Brittan whimpered, clinging to Eiress's hand, turning her face away. "You haven't made a very good first impression, young one." She ran a fingernail along Brittan's cheek, drawing black blood. "Your skin is soft. Your blood is pure." Her other hand reached for Brittan's neck, the nails growing into claws.

      "Stop it." Eiress wasn't sure where the voice had come from. She nearly fell over when she realized it was her own. "Stop it, Elizabeth. You can't have her."

      Elizabeth jerked upright, whirling to glare at Eiress. "You dare defy me, little princess? Just because Mary fears—"

      "We are late, Elizabeth. Mary doesn't like it when we're late, does she? Save your evil little games for another time." Eiress had no idea where the strength in her voice had come from. She glanced up, saw the gilded mirrors running along the length of the ceiling, and felt him. Her friend was here with her. And she was strong.

      Pulling Brittan away from Elizabeth, they hurried the rest of the way to the ballroom. Brittan's quiet sobs and Eiress's hitched breathing echoed off the harsh black walls. Behind them, Elizabeth dissolved into the shadows.

      Mary's wrath could be felt before they even opened the ballroom doors. Eiress trembled so hard she could barely grip the handle. It swung open at her touch, despite how much she feared the woman on the other side.

      Vlad grinned at them, a horrifying grin full of sharp teeth and blood lust. Brittan cried out, clutching at Eiress's back as she cringed away from him. "The Princesses of the Damned, your majesty."

      "Stand tall. Don't look her in the eye and whatever you do, don't dance with anyone," Eiress whispered.

      Brittan nodded too fast, her head snapping on her neck.

      "You will not sit on your thrones this evening." Mary's smile was cruel, and Eiress trembled harder. "You will kneel. There." She pointed one long, clawed finger toward the center of the ballroom. They would be surrounded by the damned.

      Eiress felt a terrified sob rise in her throat, and she fought to contain it. Mary loved to see fear. She fed off it. Eiress refused to give her that power. Instead, she nodded, raising her chin, and went to the center of the room. Settling on her knees on the floor, she smoothed her skirts around her, secretly hoping they would protect her from the evilness of the souls. Black chains joined the silver ones, winding around her ankles and her neck, keeping her in place.

      Next to her, Brittan sobbed.

      And Mary smiled.

      As he did every night, Vlad announced them and swung open the doors. The rotting souls swarmed the room, the brave going to Mary and Elizabeth, the weak eagerly surrounded Eiress and Brittan. Eiress squeezed her eyes shut tight and held her breath. Maybe if she didn't breathe, she wouldn't…

      But no. They touched her, and every evil thing they'd done, their lust in it, and their madness, invaded her mind, pulling her into their memories. As if she were them. As if she were the one raising the gun, the fist, the knife. As if she were the one raping, murdering, torturing. She heard the screams, the crying and begging. Every so often, through their memories, she'd see a cave in the darkness. A solace they had found in the Isle. They would promise to take her there, and she would shake her head no, and they'd be shoved aside by the next damned in line. Every time a new soul touched her, begging for a dance and another chance at life, she was pulled back under.

      Like she was drowning in their memories.

      Somewhere, from a distance, she could hear Brittan screaming. She wanted to reach for her, to lend her strength, but her chains held her fast.

      Eiress wasn't sure she had any strength to lend, anyway. Still, she fought to raise her hand. Fought, and failed, and Brittan kept screaming.

      Hours, years, centuries passed, each soul darker than the one before, and finally Mary raised her voice. "Would you care to dance, little princesses? I give you permission to rise."

      The rustle of skirts, and Eiress's eyes flew open. "Brittan, no!" she cried.

      "I will dance! Let me go and I will dance! I will dance with them all!" Brittan babbled through her tears.

      "Brittan, don't do it. Your soul—you'll lose your soul! Brittan!"

      But Brittan wouldn't look at her. Her frantic eyes scanned the souls. "Him. He's hot. I'll dance with him." She pointed at one whose memories would haunt Eiress forever. Hot? How could Brittan not see?

      No one sees their souls but me.

      That may have been true, but even if Brittan couldn't see what he was, she could feel it. She was pulled into their memories just as Eiress was.

      "Brittan, don't do this. Please, Brittan, listen to me—"

      "Stop it, Eiress!" Brittan shouted, covering her ears with her hands. "Leave me alone!"

      The soul came to her, offered his hand. Brittan smiled through her tears, even batted her eyelashes. Mary and Elizabeth watched, practically giddy.

      Brittan took the soul's hand, and her chains fell away.

      She started screaming again, as his rotting corpse sucked her life away, eating her from the outside in. She fought to escape his grip, but they were bound tight. Eiress sobbed, squeezing her eyes shut tight like she could escape into herself.

      Again, she felt him. He didn't usually come to the balls. She could feel his fear, his pain, his helplessness, but her friend, the boy from the mirror, he stayed. As if he somehow knew the comfort he brought. The strength. She could almost hear him, begging her to be strong. Begging her to keep fighting. She could almost hear his soothing words, praising her courage, telling her she would make it through this. When the screaming stopped, when Brittan's soul had been dragged through the gates of hell, and the souls, seeing what one dance could do for them, massed around her once more, his voice kept their memories out.
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      It wasn't until Eiress was returned safely to her rooms and had cried herself to sleep that Landon left the mirror. It was four o'clock in the morning, and he had school in a few hours.

      It didn't matter.

      Landon always been a good kid. He never cut class, didn't party, didn't break curfew. He could count on one hand the number of times he'd been grounded. He'd never snuck out before in his life.

      Until now.

      Moving with the stealth of a badly wounded ninja, he grabbed his truck keys, a shovel, a flashlight, and his wallet. He wasn't sure what else, exactly, one needed to go grave-robbing, so he stuck to the basics. Somehow, he made it outside and, like every smart kid in the movies had done, he pushed his truck down the driveway and into the road before climbing in and starting it.

      He was lucky his parents were deep sleepers.

      He'd been to West Haven a few times before, to hang out with friends or for football games. He'd mapped out where the cemetery was and put the address into his GPS. The streets were deserted. If the farmers were awake, they were tucked away in their barns, because he saw no sign of life.

      After what he'd just seen at the ball, that thought nearly crashed the car.

      GPS only misled him once, and he had to backtrack and figure out where the heck he was. It wasn't until he realized Eiress's mother was whispering directions to him that he shut off the technology and listened to the ghost. She led him through a corn field and his truck left wide paths of torn, bent stocks. It would probably come back to bite Landon later, but they found the cemetery.

      The gates were locked, of course, because only heathens would attempt to hang out in a graveyard at night. He backed his truck up as close as he could, climbed into the back, and jumped over the gate.

      He had no idea how he'd get back out.

      But that wasn't important. Right now, he was just glad he'd made it over without impaling himself or injuring any limbs. He had a football game in a few days. "Okay. Where to now, Mrs. Ghost?" he muttered.

      He didn't actually expect her to answer.

      "This way."

      He could barely hear her, like she was nearing exhaustion. But he followed her promptings, jogging along the asphalt into the depths of the cemetery.

      There were no street lights. The sky was overcast. It was absolutely and perfectly pitch black, except for his flashlight that seemed to be on the verge of death. Way to check the batteries, genius.

      "Almost there. Headstone. Angel."

      He jogged faster, eyes straining through the darkness for the bright wings of an angel. The wings, unfortunately, were not bright. They were dulled with age, so much so that he couldn't see them in the darkness, and when he crashed right into one, it nearly knocked him off his feet. He staggered sideways as Eiress's mom whispered, "Right here."

      "Ya think?" Landon muttered, rubbing his shoulder. Shaking the flashlight to life, he peered at the headstone. The name was worn away, the year said 1812. A metal box, with a rusted lock and blackened metal, sat at the base of the statue.

      "That's where the key is, isn't it?" He crouched down next to it, inspecting the lock. It was old, but still seemed sturdy. "Great. I need a key to get the key. What kind of irony is that?"

      He had no idea whose grave this was, or why this person had the key to Bloody Mary's chains buried above their head. He also had no idea how he was going to break a lock with no bolt cutters…or even a hammer. Or a saw.

      And a guard, walking right at him.

      Landon swore and flattened himself on the ground. His truck was backed up to the gate. His flashlight was rolling across the asphalt and working now, inconveniently enough. There was no way the guard would miss him. He was going to get arrested, and they would make it harder to get into the cemetery, and he would never save Eiress.

      He was working frantically for an excuse, any excuse, when there was a crash from across the cemetery. The guard spun and sprinted into the darkness, his light bouncing over the headstones. Landon scrambled to his knees and dove for his flashlight. He had seconds, probably, until the guard returned. "Thanks, Eiress's mom," he murmured. Using his flashlight as a club, he banged on the lock.

      Miraculously, it crumbled under the first hit. He wasn't sure if he should thank Eiress's mom or time for that one. With shaking hands, he fumbled with the lid. It was rusted to the box and didn't seem to have any intention of moving. Grabbing the battered flashlight again, he whacked it against the box again and again until he missed and his hand smashed into the box. Searing pain shot clear up to his shoulder and he felt his hand bleed, but he couldn't see it. Muttering something along the lines of, "Ouch, that hurt," he used the pain to give him strength, and hit the box again. It cracked, half the lid sliding sideways with a groan. With his good hand, he shoved the pieces out of the way and peered inside.

      He wasn't sure what he'd been expecting. A glowing key nestled in red satin, maybe?

      But it was nothing special. Seemingly made of thick glass, about four inches long, with two "teeth" to open the lock. And what looked like some sort of precious stone—probably the ruby the ghost had mentioned. He could hear the guard coming, talking to someone on his phone—probably the police. There was no time to hesitate, even though sticking his hand into ancient, un-inspected boxes had never been high on his list of fun things to do. Landon sucked in a breath, thrust his hand through the broken pieces, and wrapped his fingers around the key. Then he was on his feet, grabbing the flashlight as he sprinted through the cemetery and back to his truck. Adrenaline gave him super powers as he jumped the fence, swinging himself over the top like an Olympian. He landed in the bed of his truck, leaped over the side, and threw himself into the cab. He could hear the guard yelling, could see the bounce of the flashlight in his rearview mirror, as he jammed the key in the ignition and started the truck. By the time the guard reached the gate, Landon was turning the corner and roaring off into safety.

      Or so he thought. He tucked the key into his jacket pocket and drove home. The lights of the house were all on, and he could see his parents in the living room. He parked the truck and let his head fall back against the headrest. "I am so screwed."

      But it was okay. He could be locked in his room for a year, for all it mattered.

      There was a mirror in his room.

      Resigned to his fate, he pushed the door open and cradling his injured hand against his chest to keep from dripping blood on the sidewalk, he slouched up the steps to the front door. "Hi."

      His parents stared at him in shock. For several seconds, there were no words, just hanging mouths. And then they both spoke at once. "What happened to you?" "Where were you?" "What were you thinking?" "Let me see your hand!" That last one was from his mom, who jerked his hand away from his chest and then gasped at the injury. He hadn't had time to inspect it yet, so he risked a glance, too.

      Yeah. He definitely wouldn't be playing football next week.

      "Where did you go?" Dad asked as Mom dragged him into the kitchen.

      "I…" He had no idea what to say. Why oh why hadn't he practiced lying more?

      "We've got to take him to the hospital. I'm sure this is broken."

      Funny, he'd noticed the pain, but it had been dulled, as if from a distance, because of the need to get the key and get to Eiress. Now, though, as he risked a look at the wound, it all hit him at once and nearly brought him to his knees. He felt the blood leave his face and black splotches blurred his vision. "I—I think I need to sit." He mumbled as he stumbled backward. His dad managed to yank a chair out just as Landon's legs gave out.

      "I'll get the keys." Dad rushed out of the room as Mom wrapped his hand in dish towels. They were new—he'd given them to her for Christmas because she always complained about how ugly hers were. She heaved him to his feet and tucked herself under his shoulder, helping him toward the car.

      But the key.

      The key was in his pocket. And the ruby. He couldn't risk losing them, and he knew he'd have to take his jacket off at the hospital. Trying to muster more strength than he thought he had, he said, "I—I have to go to the bathroom."

      She looked at him like he'd lost his mind, with something akin to dread.

      "I can do it myself," he reassured her quickly. That would have been embarrassing.

      She walked him to the bathroom and shut the door behind him. "I'll be right here if you need me."

      Awesome. He flipped the fan on, hoping that would convince her he wasn't in here just digging through his pockets. With his good hand, he fumbled for the key and the ruby. Grateful for the cute plants his mom had on the corner of the counter, he tucked both treasures carefully into the dirt and prayed she wouldn't suddenly remember to water the flowers. That would be just his luck—she never remembered, except when he needed her not to. He risked a glance at the mirror, but Eiress, luckily, was sleeping soundly, Kaida curled around her head.

      With the key and Eiress safe for the moment, he let his parents take him to the hospital.
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* * *

      Eiress had been plagued by nightmares, and when she finally awoke, she had to convince herself that being awake was better than sleeping. Either way, she was surrounded by horror. She searched for him—the boy from the mirror. But he wasn't there, and that hurt more than any nightmare.

      Of course, he couldn't be there all the time. She knew that. He probably wasn't trapped in a nightmare like she was, probably had a life beyond her, and he was out living that life. But he'd been there for her last night, during the monstrosity that was the ball. He hadn't left her, and had stayed until she'd fallen asleep. For that, she was grateful.

      Still, she missed him.

      Kaida hissed and puffed smoke next to her face, telling her to get up and face the day. Sighing, she threw the blankets off and forced herself to her feet. Her entire body hurt, like she'd been stomped by a dragon. That had happened, once. When one had invaded the castle and come straight for her. She'd had to crawl back to her room and laid on the cold floor, fighting for her life for hours. She hadn't been able to walk to the ball that night, and her punishment had been…

      Severe.

      But that had also been when she'd rescued Kaida. His egg had been just beyond the castle entrance, with all kinds of nightmarish creatures fighting over what got to devour it. She'd never ventured beyond its walls; her chains would not allow it, but she had stretched and strained and somehow, the chains had grown. She'd retrieved the egg and rushed back to her room, protecting it until Kaida had hatched.

      He'd been the only bright spot in her gray world.

      Slowly, she picked up the knitting needle on her side table and drew it lightly across her wrist. Deep enough to make it bleed, but not deep enough to do any real damage. One hundred and eighteen scars and one new cut. One hundred and nineteen princesses had gone since Eiress had come.

      A part of her didn't want to bind the wound. A part of her wanted to see what would happen if she didn't. But she ignored that part. When she was strong—when the boy was there, she could shove that darkness deep into her soul, where she could barely feel it. But when he was gone, it was harder. She wasn't as strong without him, and could only ignore it, instead.

      She wandered to the window to see what horrors awaited her this day. A person living outside the Isles would eat breakfast, but she hadn't tasted food in years and years. No one ate here.

      Except the monsters. They ate quite often. Lost souls seemed to be their favorite meal.

      Today, there was darkness. Even though the sun was up, it granted no light. Pitch blackness greeted her. Kaida hissed and attempted to blow fire, curling up her arm to her shoulder as something huge with gaping jaws and red, glowing eyes reared its head at her window. Eiress shrieked and leaped backward, slamming the shutters closed. The castle was enchanted, of course, because Mary didn't want to deal with any nightmares trying to kill her and send her to hell. If she died here—if any of them died here—they would go to hell. Mary wanted to avoid that, hence the enchantment. The only way in was through an open window.

      Or an open door.

      Of course, the one time Vlad left the door open when he let the lost souls inside for the ball, the dragon waltzed right in and tried to eat them all. Luckily, she was raising Kaida to be a good little dragon who ate spiders and not humans. Hopefully, he would remember that when he was all grown up and huge.

      She sank onto her bed and let her head fall into her hands. Honestly, could hell be worse than this? Maybe it was time…

      The boy was back.

      She raised her head, a smile already creasing her face. He had a habit of showing up when things were at their worst. When she needed him most. "Last night was bad," she said, and paused as if waiting for him to answer, even though she knew he couldn't. "Thank you for staying with me."

      She could feel pain from him. And fear. And confusion. She wasn't sure what was happening on his side of the mirror, but it didn't seem to be good. "Are you okay? I hope you're okay. I…I don't want you to feel pain." And then she blushed because that sounded stupid and lovesick.

      Was it possible to be lovesick over someone you could only feel?

      Yes. Yes it was.

      "A thing tried to get into my room today," she said conversationally. She felt his alarm and smiled in response. "Kaida scared it away, though. And I closed the shutters so it couldn't get in."

      It took her a moment to realize what his emotion was then. When she did, her heart nearly stopped in her chest.

      Determination.

      "Friend?" she whispered, but he was gone.
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      She'd almost died. Again.

      While he was off getting his hand set and being drugged to the gills with pain medication, something had tried to come through her window and kill her.

      He was running out of time.

      But he couldn't very well go through the mirror and fight Mary while he was so loopy the room kept spinning. He'd have to sleep off the pain meds and then go.

      Stupid broken bones.

      He dropped his head on the table in front of the mirror, just to rest his eyes because they didn't want to stay open. He heard her panicked whisper from a distance as the medication won their battle and he fell asleep.

      "Friend?"
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* * *

      Landon woke up hours later. Eiress was on her way to the ball for the evening, head high even as her entire body trembled. He needed to get up, get ready, gather supplies…but he couldn't leave her. Not while she was so afraid. So he stayed and watched, hoping she could feel him there with her. He watched her face down Mary and Elizabeth both, her huge green eyes narrowed. Both of them laughed, but he could feel their discomfort. They were afraid of Eiress.

      He'd thought so before, but hadn't been sure until now. This was very important, he could feel it. But he didn't know how to use it to his advantage. He needed to know why they were so afraid of her.

      He had no idea how to figure that out.

      Instead, he made a list of everything he could think of that he would need. First and foremost, the cat's eye ruby that would keep Mary away from him. Second, a flashlight because one always took a flashlight into terrifying mirror worlds. Third, the key. Because otherwise, this was all just pointless.

      That was the entirety of his list.

      Landon felt massively ill-prepared.

      The ball, for the most part, was uneventful. At least, it was as uneventful as it could be. No one traded their soul for hell, no one was dragged kicking and screaming through the black, rotting gates, and no new princesses were sucked through the mirror.

      All in all, he'd call it a good night.

      Several times, he saw Eiress look up at the mirrors on the ceiling, as if she knew that was where he watched from. He knew she couldn't see him—she'd told him so, once—but it still gave him something between goose bumps and butterflies when it felt like she was staring right into his eyes.

      And then the ball was over, and she escaped to her room. He finally let out the breath he'd been holding, the tense set of his shoulders slipping away when he knew she was safe.

      "Thank you, friend," Eiress said quietly as she collapsed onto her bed, Kaida settling at her feet.

      "You're welcome." Landon put his hand to the mirror. "I'm coming, Eiress."

      He gathered his supplies. Checked on his parents, who were both sleeping. Landon knew full well that he might not make it back. That he might never see them again. He knew they would wake in a few hours and he'd be gone, and they'd be terrified, and he had no idea how to alleviate that fear. His note was short.

      Going to rescue a good friend in trouble. Please don't worry. I love you both.

      Yep. That would work.

      "Landon?"

      He jumped, nearly fell over—and not just because the pain meds made him loopy.

      "Your mom told me you were sleeping when I came by earlier, but I saw your light on." Cassie eased through the opening in the back door. Damn the safe neighborhood they lived in. His parents never locked the door, and Cassie knew it.

      "Yeah. I was. Broke my hand." He lifted said hand and waved it carefully, as if that explained everything.

      "Oh my gosh. How? You poor baby! Let me kiss it better." Cassie gave him a wicked grin as she reached for his hand. Just before noticing the bag sitting at his feet.

      And the note on the table.

      "What's going on?" The wicked grin died from her face. Now her eyes were narrowed, half-suspiciously, half-worried.

      "I've gotta go. I'll talk to you later, okay?" He tried to maneuver her out the door without it seeming like he was trying to maneuver her out the door. She sidestepped his attempt and planted her hands on her hips.

      "Landon."

      Sighing, he raked his good hand through his hair. "I've gotta go. A friend is in trouble."

      "Right after you mysteriously break your hand? What the hell is going on, Landon?" Her eyes narrowed more.

      He set his teeth. This was going to hurt.

      Her. Not him. He'd never loved her. Not with Eiress in the mirror.

      "Cassie, it's a girl. She's in trouble and I'm going to help her." There. That hadn't been so tough, had it?

      "A girl?" Her voice was suddenly shrill. "From school?"

      "No. Not from school."

      "Then from where?" Shriller, still.

      "I can't tell you that."

      Her thin eyebrows shot up and her cheeks reddened. "What do you mean, you can't tell me that? Are you cheating on me?"

      He shook his head. "No. But you should know…I'm in love with her," he said softly.

      Cassie sucked in a breath, paling like he'd hit her. He'd never told her he loved her. She'd said it, a few times. He never had.

      And he felt like the biggest jerk ever, right then.

      "And…" She tilted her head, tears pooling in her eyes. "You're in love with her, but you aren't cheating on me?"

      "No. I'm not cheating on you." He was aware of the clock behind him, the ticks of the second hand mocking him. He was losing so much time. "Cassie, I can't explain this to you tonight. I've gotta go. When I get back, if you still need answers—for closure or whatever—I'll tell you what I can. But I've gotta go now."

      "You always treated me like crap. I treated you like a god, and you—"

      "I know. I'm awful. You deserve better. I'm sorry, Cassie. I really am." He was glad she was angry. Anger was easier to deal with than pain and tears. If she'd let those tears fall, the guilt would have eaten him alive.

      "I'm not going anywhere." Cassie folded her arms over her chest and glared. "I want to meet this mystery boyfriend-stealer."

      "She's not—Cassie, you can't meet her. Not tonight. I won't even be back tonight."

      "Then I'm going with you." She reached over, plucked his truck keys from the post by the door, and tightened her fingers around them, hazel eyes daring him to try to take them away from her.

      But he wouldn't. He didn't need his keys, and wrestling them away from Cassie would only waste more time. Sighing, he grabbed his bag. "I'll be right back."

      He left her there, in his kitchen. Alone. Because he was in love with someone who was not her, and Cassie was safe and Eiress was not, and he was a horrible boyfriend.

      He went into the bathroom and shut the door, praying Cassie didn't try to follow him in. Hefting his bag over his shoulder, he dug the cat's eye ruby from his pocket, holding it tightly in his good hand. With shaking fingers, he reached out and turned off the bathroom light.

      He had no more excuses. It was time.

      "Bloody Mary."

      His voice shook. He didn't sound like a brave hero. He sounded like a scared little boy.

      "Bloody Mary."

      The mirror seemed to fog, and he felt the cold seep from it and into his bones. For several long minutes, he stood in silence, eyes wide, throat closed with fear. He couldn't do it. He couldn't summon her. He wasn't brave enough.

      "I'm so sorry, Eiress."

      Eiress smiled in her sleep. In that smile was forgiveness. No judgment, no anger. It encompassed everything she was—good, strong, beautiful.

      And he couldn't fail her.

      "Bloody Mary."

      For the first time since he could remember, he couldn't see Eiress in the mirror. He didn't see himself, either. The room froze, the light from under the door vanished, and icy wind swept through the bathroom. Landon stumbled back, slammed against the wall, where his legs refused to move.

      Mary appeared before him.

      "What is this?" she purred. "It's not often I'm summoned by a boy. Only the girls are brave enough to face me." She smiled, a wicked, soul-sucking smile, and reached for him.

      Landon didn't fight. He wasn't sure if he would have even been able to, so frozen in fear were his limbs. He felt her claws sink into the skin of his throat and he had a wildly horrified moment when he thought she might kill him without even pulling him in—like Eiress's sister.

      But then he was dragged through the mirror. It was like being pulled through the ice on a frozen lake. The edges tore at his skin and the cold chilled the breath in his lungs. Everything hurt. Everything glacial. He fell to his knees on the black ground at her feet as chains raced through the room and clamped on his wrists and ankles. "I have no use for men," Mary said. "But Elizabeth does. She'll—"

      Landon thrust his fist in the air. The cat's eye ruby seemed to burn through the ice in his veins.

      Mary screamed and fell back, clawing at the black and gray walls. "Get thee hence! Elizabeth!"

      Landon scrambled to his feet, trying to force his sluggish body to do his will. This was not the time for immobility. Digging the key out of his pocket, he ran for the throne room, where he'd seen the chains attached to the giant lock behind the thrones. Behind him, he could hear Mary screaming for Elizabeth, could hear her footsteps stumbling through the darkness, but he didn't dare look behind him.

      Get to the lock. Get to the lock. Get to the lock.

      He raced past Vlad, who stood at the doorway to the ballroom, stunned. Apparently, they weren't used to live men running through their haunted halls.

      It worked in Landon's favor.

      "Stop him!"

      He saw Elizabeth come in the side door, more horrible in person than she'd ever been in the mirror. She was beautiful, yes, in a nightmarish, horrific sort of way.

      She wasn't fast enough.

      Landon dove for the throne and the lock between them, chains curled around it like sleeping snakes. The key fumbled in his casted hand, and he dropped it. It glowed against the black floor, translucent light. He snatched it with his good hand, fell to his knees and shoved it into the lock.

      I'm going to die. But Eiress will be free.

      And he would go to hell, because he died here. Whether he deserved it or not.

      It didn't matter. Eiress would be free.

      The chains hissed, lashing at him, coiling tighter around his wrists. He fought them, pushing the key through the lock. Elizabeth screamed and dove at him, but Mary was strangely silent. He didn't have time to search for her, though, as he fought Elizabeth off and tried to untangle himself from the chains.

      Vlad was rushing from the doorway. Landon landed one miraculously placed kick to Elizabeth's face. Her nose broken, black blood gushed from her gray face, and she tumbled back, howling.

      Vlad froze, eyes on the blood, fangs biting into his bottom lip.

      Landon didn't hesitate. He sprang to his feet and ran for all he was worth. Elizabeth was behind him, Vlad's fingers grabbed at the collar of Landon's shirt, and there was no time to think. He dove for the wide, stained-glass windows. The glass shattered around him as his body hit, and hot air enveloped him as he flew through the air and landed hard on the black grass below. He rolled to his back and crab-walked backward, trying to get his feet under him, injured hand screaming as more bones cracked.

      Above him, Elizabeth, broken and screaming, stood at the window, Vlad next to her. Neither of them made any move to follow Landon, and although he had no idea why, his feet were finally under him so he turned and ran for all he was worth into the darkness.
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* * *

      At some point, Eiress had dozed off. She wasn't sure when, and she had no idea what time it was when she jerked up in bed, heart hammering in her chest. Cold dread gripped her, making her shake despite Kaida's warmth.

      Something was wrong.

      As always, she searched for her friend, first. He wasn't there.

      Or…he was there? But he was far away.

      Confused, she pressed a hand to her forehead. No, he was close. Closer than he'd been before.

      What did that even mean?

      She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and pushed herself to her feet. Padding silently across the dark room, she went to the mirror and pressed her hand against it.

      Cold.

      Ice cold.

      Shivering, frowning, panic clawing at her throat, she turned in a circle, trying to place the difference.

      He was in trouble.

      Chills raced up her spine. Yes, he was in trouble. Of that much, she was suddenly certain.

      At the window, Kaida whined, clawing at the shutters. Tentatively, Eiress walked toward her little dragon, checking over her shoulder to watch the mirror. It had never seemed so lifeless before. So devoid of hope.

      Had she lost him completely?

      But no, she could still feel him. He was alive.

      Unless he wasn't. And he was here.

      Shaking her head so hard her red hair swirled around, she growled. No, he was good. His soul was good. Had he died, he would not be here. This was the Isle of the Damned. Good souls did not venture here.

      The commotion from the hall distracted her. Elizabeth, in a screaming fit, demanding the blood of a virgin. "He can't see me like this!" she wailed, her voice coming closer and closer.

      Coming to Eiress's door.

      Because Eiress was the only one left. They'd killed all the others.

      Mary will never let her kill me. They need me.

      But Mary was strangely silent. Her vicious laughter didn't follow Elizabeth's screams. Only Vlad's monotone pleading.

      Across the room, the door handle shook.

      Kaida clawed more frantically at the shutters, trying to light them on fire when he couldn't break through. Frowning, Eiress backed toward him, unable to tear her horrified gaze from the handle.

      The door swung open.

      Elizabeth stood in the doorway, illuminated from behind by the hallway candles, her face bathed in shadows except for her glowing red eyes.

      "Mary said we weren't allowed to touch her," Vlad said, stopping behind Elizabeth. "She'll destroy us all—"

      "I don't care what Mary says!" Elizabeth shrieked. "Mary's not here, is she? I am the Queen, and I say it's time for you to taste her blood. It's time for me to bathe in it."

      Vlad's red eyes glowed bright with hunger.

      Kaida squealed, throwing his tiny body against the shutters as Elizabeth and Vlad advanced. Stifling a scream, Eiress stumbled backward, away from them. As Elizabeth's claw-like hands reached for Eiress's throat, Eiress grabbed Kaida, tucked him against her chest, and threw herself backward.

      Out the window.

      She expected to feel free, as she fell. She'd always thought falling to her death would be the best way to go. But she didn't feel free. Her body twisted over and around, tumbling through the air, and as she fell she saw in the distance a light.

      A light, being smothered by the darkness.

      And Eiress knew she had to fight. She could not die—not now.

      She had to save the light.

      Suddenly, somehow—she didn't know how, even when she thought back on it later—but the shadows devouring the bright light exploded. The darkness seemed to rip apart at invisible seams, and the light was suddenly free and running.

      Running away from her.

      And she never figured out how, but Eiress was suddenly no longer falling. She was on her feet, Kaida wrapped around her arm like a shaking bracelet, and then Eiress was running. Running away from the castle and toward the darkness and the nightmares and the lost souls.

      Toward the light.

      She was yanked clear off her feet, though, as her chains caught.

      Her chains. She'd forgotten all about them.

      She whirled, felt them tangling around her ankles and wrists, up her legs. She teetered and fell to the ground, her head bouncing against a rock. Eiress struggled to remain conscious as blackness blurred her vision. Elizabeth stood at her windows, pulling the chains, pulling Eiress back toward the castle.

      Beyond the edges of the courtyard, the light had fallen again. Hungry shadows fought over it, as they'd fought over Kaida, and she thought she could hear screaming, but she couldn't be sure it wasn't Elizabeth.

      She could not go back to the castle. She had to save the light.

      She had to save the light. She had to. She had to.

      Her chains exploded.

      They burned her skin, scorched her skirts. Elizabeth screeched, falling backward and out of sight, her face and hands afire.

      Eiress was free.

      She wasted no time. Struggling to her feet, she kicked her bedraggled skirts out of the way and ran, barefoot and cold, as hard as she could go toward the light.
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      Landon had played football his whole life. He thought he'd known what pain was.

      He was so wrong.

      Shadows he could barely see, attached to claws and teeth and glowing eyes, monsters he remembered living under his bed and in his closet, they tore at him. Somehow, he'd kept his throat intact, but the arms and hands that protected it were torn to shreds. He wasn't going to make it.

      But at least he'd freed Eiress.

      He felt his hands slipping away from his throat, his broken hand more useless than before, as his eyes fell shut.

      Her voice echoed in his mind, begging him to stay with her. Begging him to hold on, she was coming.

      And then suddenly, the monsters were gone.

      His eyes opened, he struggled to see through the pain, and then soft, cold hands were sliding over him, checking injuries. Warm puffs of air tried to thaw the ice from his veins, and he could just see the little dragon next to him, doing his best to help.

      But he couldn't see her. The only thing he'd ever seen when he'd looked into a mirror, and now he was here and she was hidden behind the blood and the pain. "I came all this way…" he mumbled, his eyes sliding closed.

      "No! No you don't. Stay with me, my friend. Please stay with me."

      He heard cloth ripping—it sounded like the time his uniform had been torn right off his shoulder during football. And then cool cloth was being placed on his wounds, and dabbed at his eyes, and he blinked twice as the blood was wiped away.

      She was there.

      She was right there in front of him.

      She was there, taking care of him.

      "Eiress," he breathed.

      Her hands froze and in the still of the frozen night, he could hear her heart pounding. "You—it is you—I knew! I knew I recognized your soul!" She kissed the knuckles she had been wrapping. "First, we must bind your wounds. When you're strong enough, we will talk. For now, save your strength." Although worry still creased her brow, a small smile played around her lips.

      He'd made her smile.

      "Your chains—you're free. I unlocked them." His voice was barely a whisper. Not quite the way he'd wanted to make her acquaintance.

      Her eyebrows shot up. "You unlocked my chains?" Then she looked at Kaida. "That would explain why Elizabeth was trying to hold on to them. So I couldn't escape…"

      Landon's head fell back and he let his eyes close. "You're free."

      "I'm free of the castle. You are my hero." He could hear the smile in her voice without opening his eyes, which was good, because it hurt too much.

      "We just—just need to find a mirror and go back out—"

      Her voice was infinitely sad when she spoke again, several quiet seconds later. "I can't go back out."

      This time, he forced his eyes open. "Yes you can. I unlocked the chains. With the key."

      She smiled, placing her hand against his cheek. "There are rules."

      Behind her, there was a growl.

      Landon had never been a hunter, but he'd always been fascinated by animals. Especially predators—wolves, bears, lions, cheetahs.

      This growl, it was like all of those and none of those at the same time, rolled and permeated with evil.

      His heart stopped. Eiress froze, her eyes widening in horror. He could feel the pulse in her wrist jump against his jaw. Kaida raced up her arm to her shoulder and hissed into the darkness.

      "We need to run," Eiress whispered.

      Right. Landon couldn't even open his eyes without wanting to scream like a little girl. Running was out of the question.

      But Eiress didn't seem to realize that. She was pulling on his arms, trying to heft him to his feet—good hell, she was trying to lift him over her shoulder as Kaida scampered out of the way—

      Not trying. She did. She lifted him over her shoulder.

      And then she ran.

      They didn't make it far, but it was farther than they would have made it if Landon had been in charge of moving them. She collapsed between a huge tree and a solid black wall, and carefully slid him off her shoulders. "I'm sorry," she whispered, peeking around the tree to see if they had been followed.

      Landon forced himself to sit up, leaning against the icy wall. He could still hear the growling, but it wasn't as close, now. Past Eiress's head, he could see the red, glowing eyes. Everything in this awful place seemed to have red, glowing eyes.

      Except Eiress. She turned to him, worry creasing her brow, and he saw for the first time that her eyes were brown. He'd never seen her so close before. "Friend?" she asked when he didn't blink.

      He'd gotten lost in the beauty of her gaze.

      "Landon."

      She raised an eyebrow. "What?"

      He cleared his throat and tried again. "Landon. My name is Landon."

      She smiled, so sweet it broke his heart. It was the only light in that world, but it was enough to melt the ice and chase back the shadows. "Landon."

      Kaida hissed, racing up one arm, across her shoulders, and down the other arm. He blew puffs of smoke at the darkness, like he could possibly chase away the monsters.

      "We need to get somewhere safe," Landon said. "So we can come up with a battle plan." Because clearly, winging it had worked so well already.

      She smirked, patting his unbroken hand. "There is nowhere safe, Landon. Not on this side of the mirror."

      The Isle of the Damned. It had been fittingly named.

      "If you listen, you can hear the moans of the lost, trapped here with their greatest nightmares, too afraid to go to the ball, too afraid to go to hell. If your world saw this place, spent a day here, or even an hour, they would change their paths."

      Landon nodded. It was all he could do. He had no idea how long he'd been here, but it was far too long. "Tell me the rules."

      She had been keeping steady watch around the tree—something Landon didn't dare to do. He was sure he'd seen some weird sort of serial killer/werewolf combo the last time he'd searched the darkness. But Eiress did it fearlessly. "There's no time now. We need to move. Away from the castle. I think Vlad is sending his forces."

      Away from the castle seemed the most terrifying choice possible and going farther from the mirrors seemed counterproductive, but Landon said nothing. He was finally able to see straight, the blood clotting under Eiress's bandages. His mom was going to have a conniption if he made it back out of this hell hole.

      When. When. When.

      Not if.

      Eiress helped him to his feet. Kaida curled around his shoulder, blowing hot smoke against the wounds. Cauterizing them, Landon realized belatedly. Eiress looped his arm around her neck, supporting his weight, and they started moving. It was slow progress, but at least it was progress.

      It took all his concentration, all his will, to remain upright, so there was no time to talk. Eiress, too, seemed to be focusing entirely on the area around them, although what tiny little she could do against the nightmares in the darkness, Landon had no idea.

      Very soon, though, he realized that the monsters in the night steered clear of Eiress. They, like Mary, like Vlad, even like Elizabeth, seemed to realize that Eiress was very dangerous. Landon had known there was something that protected her—not an outside force, but Eiress herself—that kept her alive. Some inner strength or—or hidden power or something.

      "Do you know where you're going?" he finally panted.

      She grinned sideways at him, shoving her bright red hair away from her face. "Not really."

      Landon was so astounded by that smile that he forgot, momentarily, how frightened and hurt he was. He'd seen her smile a thousand times, but the mirror dimmed its brightness. Here, in this place, it was enough to chase away the very shadows. "I've…seen…lost souls talk at the balls, sometimes. About a solace in the mountains. Maybe a cave or something. I'm—" she panted, caught her breath, and continued, "—I'm searching for that."

      "Can you see in this?" Landon had to ask, because he could barely see her, and she was mere inches away.

      She nodded, dark brown eyes still scanning what Landon could only assume were mountains in the distance.

      Kaida puffed, and Eiress nodded. "Yes, there. I see it, too. Can you climb, Landon? With my help?"

      He wanted to ask her if she could climb, under his weight, but she'd just carried him through the forest on her shoulders, so there was little she seemed unable to do. Instead, he saved his strength and nodded.

      The ground was rough. It seemed a place made for those with a fear of height. Suddenly he could see, but only enough to realize they were walking across very thin mountain trails, trails that fell away abruptly on both sides, into the darkness hundreds—or maybe thousands—of feet below. He swallowed hard and hoped Kaida's little wings could hold them all up.

      "Don't look down." Her voice was soft, but he could hear the fear in it as well. Her hand on his tightened, and she trembled.

      "Right. Don't look down. But I have to watch my feet or I'll take a wrong step and—"

      "Oh! Yes. Watch your feet. Look down. Don't look up."

      Comforting.

      And then she was talking again. "I'll guide you. Watch your feet and I'll lead the way."

      His mirror angel was impossibly brave.

      He'd already known that, of course, but facing now what she faced—things unheard of except in nightmares on the other side of the mirror—it hit him harder. He'd been afraid of hard hits, ghost mothers, and bad grades that would stop him from playing football. His biggest fear, he'd thought, was going blind, because blind meant he couldn't see her anymore.

      "There it is. We're almost there. We'll get you cleaned up and you can rest. Just a little further. Can you do that, my frien—Landon?"

      "Yes, Eiress." The way her name felt against his lips, the way her bright red hair shone in the darkness, the determined tilt of her chin…if they weren't facing imminent death, he would ask her if he could kiss her.

      That thought was the last thing he remembered before his knees gave out and he fell, his screams echoing through the night.
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* * *

      Eiress felt his hand slacken in her grip as she reached stable ground. Instinctively, not willing to release the first warmth she'd felt in a lifetime, she curled her fingers tighter around his.

      And then he toppled sideways over the cliff.

      "Landon!" Eiress screamed. She dug in her heels, threw herself back, and grabbed his wrist with her other hand. No no no no no no! She would not let him go. She would not lose him. Not here. Not where he'd be lost to hell.

      As if propelled by some unseen force, Landon flew forward into her arms. She stumbled backward under his weight, felt the heel of her slipper slide against the edge of the abyss, and jerked them both sideways. They landed hard on the plateau, a tumble of bruised limbs. Eiress felt a rock smash her forehead and fought to stay conscious. "Kaida? Kaida!" she screamed, hands searching in the darkness.

      Next to her head, Kaida hissed weakly.

      Eiress sobbed once, curling on her side into a ball, her head on Landon's chest, Kaida tucked securely under her arm. "We're okay. We're okay."

      She wasn't sure how long she lay there, listening to her own raging heart beat and Landon's almost steady breathing.

      And then it started to rain.

      Of course.

      Rain on the Isle wasn't the beautiful pitter patter against a tin roof. It was the fury of a thousand storms, tinged with an evil unseen in mere forces of nature. Gasping, Eiress jerked herself upright, blinking to see beyond the fat drops that splattered against her face. The cave was only a few steps away, even darker than it was where she stood. Gathering her courage, she tugged Landon up, slid his arm over her shoulder, and pulled them both into the cave.

      It was small, barely enough room for the three of them. But that was good, that meant there were no hidden guests to spring out and devour them. She'd never built a fire and had no idea how to even go about it, so instead, she checked Landon for more injuries, pushed her hand to her own head wound, and then curled around him again and let her eyes close.

      They were safe.

      For now.
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* * *

      "Eiress. Eiress? Please, angel—"

      Angel? No one had ever called her Angel before. Eiress's eyes fluttered open, and she immediately wished they hadn't. Pain throbbed against her temple, down the back of her neck and into her skull. She barely had time to groan before she rolled to her side and vomited.

      She'd not done that before. Never eating, it hadn't been necessary to throw up. It was a new experience, and not a welcome one.

      "It's okay. You—I think you have a concussion. Look at me."

      She whimpered and rolled back toward him. Toward his warmth. It wasn't until he'd pried her eyes open that she realized he'd built them a fire. A real fire, made for warmth, not for devouring everything in its path. Unassuming, but warm. Unaware of her preoccupation with the fire, Landon was still talking. "Your pupils aren't dilated. I'm not sure what other signs to look for. What year is it?"

      "What?" she asked groggily. Talking wasn't her friend.

      "Crap, yeah. You wouldn't know that. Okay…what—what's two plus two? Wait, do you know math? You've never been to school—"

      "Four, Landon." She smiled, despite the pain.

      He nodded, relieved, and sat back on his heels. "I think you'll be all right."

      She tried to raise an eyebrow, but it hurt. "I will."

      It was his turn to smile. "Of course you will. Always." His hand reached out to brush her cheek, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. Self-consciously, she smoothed her hair. "No." His hand stopped hers. "You're perfect. Just like this."

      "I'm a mess."

      "Yes." His eyes sparkled. "And it's beautiful." He was still torn up, battered, bruised, bloody. But he was beautiful, too. His soul shone through the wounds, gold, just like she'd pictured it. In a world where everything was black, he was light.

      Landon ducked his head, seemingly embarrassed under the intensity of her stare. Maybe where he came from, girls were used to his beauty, and so didn't devour him with their eyes whenever they had the chance, but she was not used to his beauty, and she could not tear her gaze from his.

      He leaned against the wall of the cave and pulled her toward him, until she was curled in his arms. "Is this okay? You don't know me like I know you—I'm sorry. Should I—should I let you go?"

      "Definitely not." She would have giggled, if such a thing were even possible on this side of the mirror. "I never heard your voice, but I felt your soul. I know your soul better than you know mine."

      "But I know all your hopes and dreams. Your fears. That's gotta count for something." She could hear the smile in his voice, and her heart thrilled at it.

      "Yes. It does."

      They stayed that way for hours. Days. Years. She didn't know. It was dark in the cave, and the weak outside light couldn't reach them. It was warm, and she wished never to move, never to have to face the Isle again.

      But that, of course, was a stupid wish.

      "Eiress, tell me the rules."

      She'd assumed Landon was asleep. He hadn't moved for a while, and she thought he'd succumbed to exhaustion. Apparently not.

      "The rules. Okay." She nodded, and was pleased that the cave didn't spin around them this time. "I don't know them all. I do know the important one, though. If one person comes through the mirror, only one person can go back out. It's never mattered before," she rushed on, even as she felt him suck in a devastated breath, "because we were chained, and none of us could escape. And it has to be before the gate to hell opens again. So you see…" she trailed off, because he was dead silent now, holding his breath, but she could feel the bone in his jaw working where she leaned against his cheek. "So you see," she started again, sadly, "only you can go back out. I can't go with you."

      "But—no." He shook his head. "No. That can't be right. I unchained you. I did what your mother said. I came and set you free—"

      "My mother?" she gasped, whirling around and coming up on her knees so she could see him better. "You've spoken to my mother? You've seen my mother? How is she? Is she well? Did you see Kaida? Is he older now? Of course he's older. He'd be…I don't know!" she cried. "I don't know how old he would be now!"

      Landon swallowed hard. "Eiress, there's something I need to tell you."

      And Eiress knew. In that one look, she felt the pain from his soul, and she knew what he would say.

      "My mother is dead, isn't she?" Eiress whispered.

      Landon nodded, taking her hand in his unbroken one, his thumb running over the tattered skin. "I'm sorry, Eiress. But she's a fighter." He smiled, and it had a heartbroken tinge to it, but also pride. Pride in her mother. "She's the reason I could see you in the first place. And then she fought and fought until she could come back to tell me how to save you. She never gave up, and neither will we. We'll find a way out of that mirror." He nodded with finality. "I promise you, we will. I'm not leaving without you, Eiress."

      Her eyes widened as her heart raced. Yes, he'd come all the way here, but he couldn't have truly known what he was getting into, and she wouldn't have blamed him one bit if he'd gone back out to live his life as he had before.

      But he was staying. With her.

      In this hellish Isle.

      I'm not leaving without you, Eiress.

      She knew, in the coming months and years, when she'd be trapped in darkness, fighting not to succumb to the shadows, that those words, whether true or not, would get her through it. Those words would be her light.

      Slowly, he reached up and again brushed a stray curl off her cheek. His gaze dropped to her lips, and his hand followed, running his thumb lightly against her mouth. "I've waited so long to touch you," he said quietly, almost as if he didn't realize he'd spoken. "This is where I belong. Wherever you are."

      More words for her to cling to. More words to fight the darkness with.

      Terrified, heart pounding so loudly she couldn't hear the wind outside, she leaned forward, until she could feel the heat of him, until his eyes widened with understanding and then slowly fell closed, until her lips brushed his, and his hands came up to cup her face, fingers tangled in her hair.

      They were broken. Torn, tattered, wrecked.

      And yet that kiss lit the room, lit her spirit, with a light she hadn't seen for fourteen years. It was like it amplified all the good in his soul and all the hope in hers, and it threw it throughout the cave and chased away the shadows and the nightmares. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on for dear life, because nothing in the past could ever compare to this and she would not let it go.

      She would hold on.

      Except the Isle of the Damned had a wicked sense of humor, and it was then, when peace threatened to break the darkness completely, that the lost soul stumbled in. Attracted to the light and the warmth, maybe to the peace, it found its way to their haven. Sins writhed through its blackened heart like maggots. Gasping in fear, or in response to the rotten smell of it, she jerked away from Landon and scrambled to her feet. "Get back."

      Landon, too, had risen, and now stood next to her, holding a makeshift torch from the fire. "Stay away from her," he growled.

      Eiress almost smiled. After fourteen years, someone had come to fight by her side. She couldn't even imagine the happiness of it.

      The light shone brighter.

      So bright that, when she turned back on the soul with its writhing sins, hands like claws reaching for her, it took very little effort at all to make it implode into the blackest of ash.

      She did it.

      She'd blown up the door. She'd exploded the chains. She, in her desperation, had discovered a power she had all her own.

      She could chase away the nightmares.

      Landon blinked at the missing soul—or what was left of it, and then turned to her. "That's why they're afraid of you," he breathed.

      She could think of no answer to that, try as she might. So she stared stupidly at him while her mind spun around his words. "What?"

      And his eyes started to dance as a grin lit his entire face. "I knew there was something! When I started watching the balls, I could see their fear but I didn't know why—they knew you could do this before you did!"

      They knew?

      They knew.

      She remembered their conversations. Elizabeth wanting to kill her, Mary saying they needed her. Vlad always trying to protect her, even though his eyes betrayed how badly he wanted to kill her himself.

      They were afraid of what she could do.

      Now she needed to figure out why.
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      Landon had expected, with such an earth-shattering revelation, that she would change. Maybe become a fearless warrior who would rush into the darkness and kill everything that had ever hurt her or scared her, fight fire with fire. Wasn't that what super tough heroines did?

      Not all of them, apparently. Eiress had a smile of quiet wonderment. She sank to her knees and pulled Kaida into her lap, stroking his spikes and staring at the ground. "What does this mean?" she finally asked, her voice hushed like she was afraid if she spoke too loud, she'd wake up and this would all be a dream.

      He sat next to her, and she leaned her head on his shoulder. Without thinking, as if he'd done it a thousand times before, he kissed the top of her head. "I think it means that you can stop them. We just have to figure out how."

      She sat in silence for long, long minutes before finally saying, "I blew up a door once. And the chains, when you were being attacked. Elizabeth tried to stop me, but—but I blew them up."

      Landon nodded. He'd heard the screaming, but barely. It had been drowned out by his own screams, and the howls from the thing attacking him. He leaned back against the wall of the cave, which was warm from the fire now and not icy cold. Or maybe it was warm from Eiress, because she seemed to be positively glowing.

      "I don't know what to do with this." She held up her hands, as if her gift was resting there in her palms.

      Landon absently played with a bright red curl and let his mind wander. "What do you do that none of the other princesses ever did? Or Mary or Elizabeth?"

      "I survived more than a few days," she murmured, tracing his casted fingers with her own. The pain in her voice nearly killed him, and the warmth in the room slid away.

      "Yes. You did. But what else?" He tried to drag the conversation away from the pain. Back toward the light.

      "Umm. I sit in my room and knit Kaida sweaters. I have a pet dragon. I go to the ball every night and sit on a hard throne. I open the gates to hell so the evil souls get sucked in." She lifted her head to smile at him. "And I talk to you."

      "Yes." He brushed his knuckles against her cheek, stealing the tear there. "You do—Wait. What?"

      She blinked. "I—I talk to you—"

      "No, before that. You said you open the gates? Mary and Elizabeth don't do that ever?"

      She shook her head, smirking. "No. They're the ones who close them every chance they get. They don't want the evil souls to leave them."

      "Eiress, that's it. That's what you have to do. I don't know what it was Mary wanted for you, but I know why they're afraid of you. You can explode the gate."

      Suddenly, she sat up, so quickly she toppled over backward and nearly crushed Kaida. "No, Landon. That's not it. And I know why Mary always protected me from Elizabeth. She said once—" Eiress shuddered, reliving those memories, "—that they couldn't let me die. My spirit would kill them all. If I die, Landon, maybe—maybe the whole Isle of the Damned dies with me!"

      Landon felt like he'd been punched in the stomach.

      With a unicorn.

      Something in him whispered that what Eiress said was true. Maybe it was her mother, reaching him from the other side of the mirror. Who knew what crazy powers ghosts might have in this place. Eiress was the death of the Isle. To kill her would end Bloody Mary's five-hundred-year reign.

      But if she died…if she left him…

      "There's got to be another way, Eiress." You can't leave me. Please don't leave me.

      She smiled. "I'm sure there is."

      She didn't believe it. He could hear it in her voice.

      "Eiress."

      "No, I know. There's another way. We'll find it. But first, we have to get you back to the castle, before the moon rises again. If it hasn't already." She bit her lip and frowned, eyes straying to the darkness beyond.

      "It hasn't." She had slept, but he had stayed awake to watch her sleep, count her breaths, and watch the cave entrance for nightmares. So he knew very well that the moon hadn't risen yet. Although it was difficult to tell in the Isle. The sun gave off barely more light than the moon did, and the whole place seemed to be swathed in darkness all the time.

      "So… what's with the cats? I've seen demons, which I get. Ghosts, spiders, sharks. But kittens?" Again attempting to distract her.

      It worked. Her face lost the pensive determination and she grinned. "This place is full of the damned's greatest fears. In a normal afterlife, I suspect it would be full of lost loved ones and watching others suffer, but not here. Here, it's heights, snakes, monsters, and kittens. Apparently fear of cats is a real thing."

      Landon laughed. "You learn something new every day."

      "Yes. You do. Now stop trying to delay the inevitable. We have to go back to the castle."

      "Not yet. Talk to me, Eiress." In case they didn't make it back to the castle. He had to use these moments wisely. He pulled her back to him and she fitted herself against his shoulder. At her touch, his heart took off on a sprint, and again, he was amazed at her effect on him.

      "Okay. What's your favorite color?"

      "What?" Landon laughed. "That's…slightly random."

      "I know your soul. But I know nothing about you." She twisted her head so she could peer up at him with huge brown eyes.

      And who was he to refuse her? "My favorite color is blue. Dark blue, though. Not the girly powder blue they wrap babies in. What's yours?"

      She blinked the huge brown eyes. "I…don't know. I haven't seen many colors for so long. But I think…" she drummed her fingers on his arm, pretending to ponder, but the mischievous smile gave her away. "I think my favorite color is also blue. But the blue of your eyes. Not that girly powder blue they wrap babies in. By the way, don't they wrap boy babies in powder blue?" She grinned like she'd won an entire debate.

      "Touché. Your favorite food is corn, I think."

      She lit up. "You remembered!"

      "Always." He met her gaze and was lost in it. He never wanted to look away.

      "What's yours?" Her voice was just a little breathless.

      "My what?" For the life of him, he couldn't remember what they'd been talking about.

      The grin split her face again. "Your favorite food."

      "Oh." He chuckled, running his good hand through his tangled hair. "My mom's spaghetti. No one makes it like she does. Not too chunky, not too tasteless. It's the only thing she can make without burning the kitchen to the ground." The image of his mom battling fires with her handy old fire extinguisher flashed through his mind and he was suddenly hit by a wave of homesickness that nearly knocked the wind out of him.

      "Tell me about her?" Eiress asked softly, her voice barely reaching him over the snapping and popping of the fire.

      "My mom?"

      Eiress nodded.

      "She's amazing. She did her best to raise me well. I remember when I was little, and she'd pick me up each time I fell, every time I got knocked down. She'd chase down my bullies." At Eiress's raised eyebrow, he added, "I wasn't always the strapping knight in shining armor I am now."

      She giggled.

      "Every day when she'd drop me off at school, she'd yell, 'Be kind!' and everyone could hear her. But I didn't care. She'd sing me to sleep every night and burn my breakfast every morning. She believes in chasing dreams, risking everything, following your heart. She says these corny things like look for the helpers and be the good and don't give up and no matter how many times someone says you can't, they're wrong. She's the reason I had the courage to come here." He traced a path across her fingers, memorizing the scars. "Do you remember anything about your mother?"

      Eiress tipped her head, watching his hand. "I remember a lot. The memories of my mother are what kept me from giving up so many times." She laughed softly. "Mothers, huh? I remember a song about the sunshine. She'd sing it when I was sick while she would stroke my hair away from my face. Her hands were always cold. She could never get them warm. I remember she hated ice cream but loved frosting. And she worked all the time. But she was still there when I needed her. Almost always." Her smile died. "The night I was taken, she was at work. The babysitter was asleep on the couch and my sister thought…she thought it would be fun to try this thing everyone was talking about at school. After—after I was taken, my mom kept calling—at the—at the mirror. I had to keep going to her before Mary did. Mary would have killed her. I tried to tell her to move on. But…but I guess she didn't."

      "She never stopped fighting for you, Eiress. Everything she did, everything she's done, it was to save you. Your mother will not give up until you make it back." He brushed the tear that was soaking its way down her cheek.

      Eiress nodded silently and leaned back against his chest.

      "Back to our conversation," Landon said, twining her fingers through his. "Funniest thing Kaida has ever done?"

      Eiress scrubbed her eyes and nodded. "Okay. Yeah. Umm…Oh! We were racing down the hall. There are no mirrors out there, so you couldn't have seen. Kaida wasn't watching, and he missed the corner and smashed right into the wall." A half-hearted giggle escaped her. "He folded up like an accordion. Once I made sure he wasn't broken, I couldn't stop laughing."

      Landon laughed with her, relieved that she was smiling again.

      "Do you have pets?"

      He shook his head. "My dad's allergic to all types of fur. I had a tarantula for a while, but it scared my mom to death. She didn't sleep the entire time I had it. We finally took pity on her and got rid of it. Truthfully, I'm not a fan of spiders, either."

      "Your dad wouldn't be allergic to Kaida. No fur." Eiress tickled the little dragon under his chin. "What do you do for fun? On the other side of the mirror."

      "Fun. Fun. Well, I play football every chance I get. I'm the wide receiver on my high school team."

      "Wide receiver?"

      "Oh. Yeah. Wide receiver catches the ball and runs like hell." He winked and she blushed.

      "What else?"

      "Well, homework because my parents seem to think I should get good grades and go to college, you know. Make something of myself." He leaned his head back against the rough wall of the cave. "Also, I work at my mom's antique store, which mostly means I dust stuff. A lot. There are a lot of creepy dolls that come through there." He shuddered.

      "Hey!" She practically squealed. "There are creepy dolls that come through here, too!"

      "And you thought we had nothing in common."

      She shrugged playfully. "Now that we've discovered that, we have to go back to the castle. We're out of time, Landon." Standing, she winced a little and grabbed her wounded head. Then she gathered herself and reached her hands out to his.

      "Are you sure? I kinda like it in here. No bad guys trying to eat me, no cliffs to fall off. And," He winked, taking her hands, "you're here."

      She rolled her eyes. "Very funny. You aren't going to stay trapped in this land forever. You have a way home and—"

      "I meant it, Eiress. I came here to rescue you, and I'm not leaving without you. I promised your mother, and I keep my promises."

      She sighed. "Of course you do." But it was an endearing sigh, and he loved her for it.

      Landon rose to his feet and held a hand out for Kaida. The little dragon scurried up his arm, across his shoulder and leapt to Eiress. She smiled up at Landon. "He likes me."

      "He's not the only one," Landon said quietly.

      She sucked in a breath, her eyes dancing. "Good."
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* * *

      Leaving the safety of the cave was hard. In the cave, she'd had Landon. He was there with her, a light, a warmth, and he was all hers. But leaving the cave and going back to the castle, to Elizabeth and Mary and Vlad and the ball, the gates of hell, and her newfound destiny…

      It was terrifying.

      And she could lose him at any second. Eventually, she would lose him. Somehow, she had to come to terms with that, because he was going back through the mirror, and unless they pulled someone else through to take Eiress's place—a reprehensible act that she would not do—she could not go with him.

      But his journey had not been worthless. He'd freed her of her chains, yes, but he'd also given her beautiful memories to hold on to when she couldn't stand the darkness anymore. When he was gone.

      She held tightly to his hand this time, as they made their way back down the mountain. The sun sank in the sky, too quickly. Unless they ran, they wouldn't make it, and that was assuming there were no nightmares to attack them along the way.

      The only problem was Landon. He was in no shape to run. He could barely walk steadily.

      You'll never make it. He'll be trapped here. With you.

      And would that be so bad? Even this place, with Landon in it, could be a home, couldn't it?

      She let herself dream of that until they made it to the valley floor, and then she had to give it up. She'd lost her family. She couldn't ask him to give up his. He had parents who obviously loved him—and whom he obviously adored, as well. The smile on his face when he spoke of his mother told her that well enough. He had an innocence, like he'd not been exposed to the horrors of real life. His parents had protected him, and she couldn't take him away from that.

      "Do you have brothers and sisters?" she asked quietly as they fought their way through the thorns surrounding the mountains.

      "No," he answered just as quietly, clearly realizing that to make noise would bring the nightmares. "My parents were never able to have more. I'm it."

      Her decision was sealed with his words. Hope died with it.

      But he could never know that. She forced a smile and prayed the weak light of the sun didn't show him how false it was. I have to let him go.

      Before she let him go, though, she had to get him back to the mirror. "Do you think you can run?" she asked, because they were free of the thorns.

      He'd been staring at the ground in front of them, focusing on placing one foot in front of the other. He raised his head, and the look on his face clearly said he couldn't. But this boy, he seemed to not know the word can't. She watched him gather his strength, pulling from deep within his soul, and he nodded. "Yes."

      Eiress checked to make sure Kaida was holding on tightly, and without releasing Landon's hand, she started to run. He ran with her, keeping pace but not easily. It hurt him, she could hear it in his breathing, feel the pain emanate from his soul, as she'd done a thousand times through the mirror. She might not know all his hopes and dreams and fears, but she knew his soul.

      That told her everything she needed.

      She watched the sun sink lower and the shadows grow longer. The castle loomed in the distance, seemingly drenched in blood and darkness. She stumbled to a stop, and Landon gratefully stopped next to her, dropping to one knee. "Are you alright?" she asked, crouching next to him.

      He nodded but didn't say anything, breathing hard. When he raised his head, his face was white, his lips pulled tight with pain. She didn't have to be a doctor to know that he was done running.

      Eiress had spent a lifetime learning to protect herself, to take care of herself. She didn't know what to do now, to save him. Especially when half her soul was begging to keep him there with her.

      The sun sank lower.

      "The monsters…" Landon gasped.

      Eiress looked up, away from his pain-filled eyes, past his wild, dark hair. He'd seen them before she had.

      Now they were surrounded.

      "It's okay. I'll—I'll take care of them. Just stay still."

      He nodded, but as soon as she had turned her back on him to face this new threat, she heard him climbing to his feet, and she almost smiled, thinking again that can't wasn't in his vocabulary.

      The nightmares inched closer. She saw a clown with long, sharp teeth. She saw a Taraxippus, claws reaching for her soul. There were shadow demons and grotesque animals with jaws gaping and red, glowing eyes. Too many for her to fight alone.

      "You're not alone," Landon said quietly by her side. "I'm here, Eiress."

      She glanced at him sideways and nodded, fear making her throat tight. She searched through the depths of her courage, searching for the strength that would protect them. As the nightmares leaped, anxious for their blood, as Kaida uncurled from her arm and blew little flames, as Landon raised his club…

      She found it.

      She screamed, like a banshee, and it echoed through the night. The monsters shattered, raining down like shards of black night. Those not torn apart tried to run, with their sharp claws and sharp teeth and terrified hearts.

      Eiress went after them.

      She had to clear a path to the castle. There was no more time for stops. Landon wasn't going to make it unless she did everything in her power to get them there safely, and this was in her power.

      Kaida dropped from her arm and ran back toward Landon, but Eiress kept running, kept screaming, feeling the power radiating from her in waves, watching from outside herself as the nightmares burst into black and gray flames.

      And finally, when the path was clear, the nightmares realized what she could do and scrambled to get far, far away from her, or maybe to find bigger nightmares to come after her with. She didn't know, but finally, she felt her soul quiet, and the screaming stopped, and she turned and ran back to Landon.

      At first, she thought he was just resting. That's what her desperate mind tried to make her believe. He was hurt, and he was resting. But Kaida was running the length of Landon in panicked circles, screeching, breath coming in smoky gasps.

      Eiress fell to her knees next to him. "Landon? Landon?" she whispered, because that was all her voice would give her.

      The nightmares.

      The nightmares had gotten him.

      While she'd chased down their brothers, they'd circled around and gone after Landon.

      Heart in her throat, she rolled him over, onto his back, and cradled his head in her lap. "Landon? Please, please…please?"

      "It's…it's okay, Eiress." Landon gasped, and blood, red blood like hers and not gray and black like everything here, spilled from the corner of his lips and traced its way to his jaw. "But I have to tell you…before you go…"

      "No! Landon, I'm not leaving you! You'll be okay. We just have to—we just have to—" Have to what? What could she do?

      "Eiress, I love you. I've always…loved…you. Go…through the—the mirror. Take my—my place." His eyes slid closed.

      "Landon! Landon, no! Come back, please—please don't leave me." She bent her head over his, her long red hair falling around them like a curtain, like she could block the world out and keep him here with her.

      But she couldn't.

      She'd left him, high on her own power, and now he was dead, and it was all her fault.

      His soul, his beautiful, bright soul, it did not belong in a place like this, but now it was doomed here.

      Forever.
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      Eiress stayed like that, curled around him on the cold, damp ground, for hours. The sun sank, the moon rose, and then the sun followed it. She could feel the frenzied energy of the souls, and realized belatedly that Elizabeth and Mary would not have opened the gate. The lost spirits had been granted a night's reprieve, and they were growing in strength. Another night like that, and they might try to overthrow the castle. They might break Mary's spell and attack her royal court.

      Eiress couldn't seem to care.

      She cried until there were no more tears, and her eyes burned so badly she couldn't keep them open. She relived every moment with him, in the short time they'd had, every conversation, every touch. When those were burned into her memory, never to be forgotten, she went back further, to every time she'd felt him at the mirror, every time he'd lent her his strength, every time he'd soothed her with his compassion.

      And now he was gone, and she didn't know what to do without him.

      There was no hope left. No light. Nothing.

      She realized, as the sun started to set again, that her hair was no longer red. It had turned black, and she wasn't even sure when.

      She leaned up on an elbow, used her skirts to wipe the blood from his face. She brushed his brown hair back from his forehead, and gently kissed everywhere her fingers touched. His eyes, his cheeks, his cold, cold mouth. And she decided she would stay here with him, always.

      Likewise, Kaida hadn't moved from Landon's chest, as if he thought keeping Landon's heart warm would make it beat again. She'd never seen Kaida cry before, but tears soaked the tiny dragon's scales now, and tremors shook the little body. "It's my fault," Eiress whispered. Her voice shocked her—it sounded old, and raspy. Like Mary's. Like brittle leaves rolling across a desert wash.

      This was what she became, without Landon.

      Another night spent sobbing, unable to move, unable to find the will to do anything but stay by Landon's side.

      Another night of the lost souls gaining power.

      It wasn't until the morning that she truly realized how much danger she was putting the world in. If the souls found a way to fight back, or…or escape…or whatever they seemed to be trying to do, Landon's parents would be in danger. Her mother was dead, but maybe her brother—maybe her brother Kaida—was still alive. She had to open the gates. And then she would blow them to pieces so no one could ever close them again.

      Then, she'd go after the castle, and Mary.

      She rose stiffly to her feet, brushing her skirts, dried hard with blood, out of the way.

      Landon's blood.

      She refused to leave him. She picked him up, and with slow, determined steps, carried him all the way to the castle. Elizabeth didn't meet her at the doors. Vlad didn't announce her presence. Mary didn't scream through the halls.

      They were hiding.

      But whether they were hiding from her or the souls, she didn't know.

      The spirits were swarming the castle now. The ball would start soon. Eiress took Landon to her room, laid him on her bed. Pulled a blanket over him so she could pretend he was sleeping.

      "Protect him, Kaida. Better than I did," she whispered as she slid her crown in place in her black hair and turned to go. She glanced back with one last sob, and then shut the door.

      Souls were thick in the halls, reaching for her, begging her to dance. She ignored them all, ignored their horrific memories. They couldn't hurt her anymore. Eiress's greatest fear was losing hope. Landon was hope, and he was gone. She'd lost him, and all hope. There was nothing more to be afraid of. She felt tears soak her cheeks, but she kept her head up and walked through the damned to the ballroom.

      Vlad met her at the door, eyes wide with horror, nearly torn to shreds by the powerful souls in the room behind him. Eiress barely noticed. She swept past him, toward the gate. It wasn't until she'd passed her throne that she realized…

      Only one throne was occupied.

      She froze, and then turned slowly back toward Elizabeth. The woman's beautiful hair was torn from her head. Her face was a bloody, blackened mess. The souls had gotten to her, too. "Where's Mary?" Eiress asked.

      "She left us." Black tears slid down Elizabeth's wounded cheeks. "She left us here with this." She swept her hand toward the sea of evil below them. "She left and you left—"

      "What do you mean, she left us?" Eiress asked with dawning horror.

      "Your friend came through the mirror and unlocked the chains with this." Elizabeth tossed her a key, and Eiress caught it and held it tight to her chest. "And Mary was free to go. So she left. After everything I've done for her, she left me!" Elizabeth screamed, her claw-like hands tearing at the throne's arms, at her dress, at her ravaged skin. "She left me!"

      Eiress couldn't breathe. The absolute and total horror of what Elizabeth had said nearly stopped her heart.

      Mary was alive, and she'd escaped the Isle.

      Even if Landon had made it back in time, he would have been trapped here, because Mary had taken his spot and gone through the mirror. Now she was free to unleash her fury on the world.

      Eiress moaned, her knees almost giving out beneath her. She fought to remain standing as Elizabeth sobbed and wailed about Mary's broken promises. All Eiress could do was stare in horror.

      It doesn't matter. You have a job to do.

      She wasn't sure if it was her voice she was hearing or Landon's, or maybe her mother's? Or maybe all of them combined, beating inside her chest, giving her the strength to get up. "Where are you going?" Elizabeth cried. "Why are you leaving me?"

      Eiress ignored her, stumbling away from the thrones, toward the gates. It was like wading chest deep through quicksand, and she was drowning. Only the voices in her heart kept her going, closer and closer to the gates. She would blow them up, watch the powerful souls get sucked down to hell, and then she would…

      Would what? Would she blow up the Isle while Mary was free in the world?

      It didn't matter. Gate first. She would figure out what to do next, after.

      Step by step, she made her way across the ballroom, Elizabeth's screams in the background, Vlad wailing in pain as the souls tore at him. They tore at Eiress, too, but she didn't feel it. She didn't feel anything, actually.

      Except…

      Warmth.

      And light.

      Eiress froze, turning slowly toward the ballroom doors. There, among all the darkness and sin, the swirling never-ending shadows, there was a light.

      It moved closer, and although it didn't have Landon's face, she recognized the soul she loved so much. Bright, glittering in the darkness like a star. It didn't belong here. Instead of horror and pain, it was hope and dreams and determination.

      Landon.

      Eiress didn't hesitate. She fought her way through the souls toward him. Elizabeth's screaming had stopped and now her mouth hung agape. Never before had a bright soul entered these unholy halls. The darkness around him shied away, as if the light burned them.

      Eiress held out her hand, knowing full well that she was damning herself. It didn't matter. She would allow her soul to be thrown into the depths of hell a thousand times to save him. "Dance with me."

      Landon had no choice. She saw the turmoil in him, the need to stop his hand from taking hers, when the laws of the Isle forced him to. He fought it, her determined hero who'd never met the word can't. She would have smiled, if she had any smiles left. Finally, the laws won, and Landon gripped her fingers, slid his arm around her waist, and she could almost, almost feel his touch through his soul. The warmth, the light, flowed through him to her, and she was overcome with all his memories—just as she was with the touch of the evil souls, but his memories were beautiful. Playing football with his parents, helping his mom score a touchdown because she was half the size of his dad. Saving the stove from his mother's attempt at cooking. Riding a bike. Watching Eiress in the mirror.

      She sobbed, wishing she could hold him tighter, wishing so much that she could feel his heartbeat or hear his voice one last time.

      But it wasn't to be.

      His soul didn't suck away her life force, as the others would have. He just…left her. He was there, and then he wasn't, and some unseen force was dragging her back, back toward the gates.

      She'd damned herself to hell.

      And she didn't care.

      Tears soaked her cheeks as she craned her neck, trying to get one last glimpse of Landon, but he was gone, safely away from the Isle and back to the other side of the mirror.

      She had one last chance to finish the job she'd been sent here to do. As the gates swung open at her touch, she dug deep, deep down, where fury and desperation still lived, and she pulled on her strength like a gown. Throwing her hands up, she exploded the gates. The impact threw her backward. The souls around her screamed as they lit on fire, burning and burning and never stopping. Eiress tumbled to the floor of the ballroom as pieces of the gate fell like rain around them, igniting everything they touched. Elizabeth cowered behind her throne. Vlad was fighting to flee the room, and failing. The souls, all of the souls, had turned into one eternal bonfire being pulled through the gaping hole where the gates had once stood.

      The noise nearly deafened her. So much screaming and wailing and gnashing of teeth. She buried her head in her hands, her entire body trembling.

      The room was nearly silent by the time Eiress realized that she wasn't being pulled to hell. Somehow, she'd been freed from the bonds. Struggling to her feet, she looked around her. Elizabeth was gone. Vlad was gone. She stood alone in the ballroom.
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      Landon had never hurt so badly in his life. He was vaguely aware of cool air across his face that burned so much he wanted to move, but he couldn't. Too. Much. Pain. Nothing was responding the way he was telling it to.

      He'd left her. Eiress had given up everything for him, and he'd left her there. I'll come back, Eiress. Even if I have to fight all the way the hell to save you, I'll come back. He was about to lapse back into oblivion, the pain too overwhelming, and he would have gone willingly.

      Until he heard the whimper.

      It wasn't Eiress. But it was familiar. He just…he couldn't place it. Someone he loved…

      "Landon, your mother needs you. Get up." That voice. He knew it, too, but it just kind of floated around his head, and he couldn't place it, either. Somehow, though, he managed to roll over and push himself onto his hands and knees. His eyes opened last, and it took several long seconds before his vision cleared.

      His mother lay in a pool of blood just through his bedroom doorway. It looked like she'd been attacked trying to make it inside.

      To warn him.

      She'd been trying to save him.

      And then he remembered. His broken hand, the trip through the mirror.

      Eiress.

      The attack.

      He crawled across the floor, sometimes dragging himself by his arms and the strength of his will, because nothing in his body wanted to move at all. His mom's phone was lying on the floor nearby; no doubt she'd had it in her hand when she'd fallen. He reached for it, praying hard that it wasn't dead because he didn't have the strength to get up and search for his own phone.

      Two percent battery remaining. Landon's hands shook so badly he could barely swipe his finger across the phone's face to unlock it—there to greet him was a picture of the three of them at Glacier National Park last year.

      He sobbed as he dialed 911.

      "Help. Please help." His voice was barely a rasp, and he dropped the phone and collapsed next to his mother.

      Please be alive.

      He fought to stay awake, to keep the black splotches at the edge of his vision from taking over completely. He opened his eyes wide and blinked several times, finally focusing on the mirror just out of reach. He couldn't see himself, but he could see Eiress. She stood alone in the ballroom, turning slowly in a circle.

      Please be okay.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He awoke again in the hospital. The steady blip of the heart monitor told him that he was, in fact, alive, despite all the pain. He forced his eyes open, searched desperately for his mother, and found his father, instead, staring down at him with worried eyes. "Mom?" Landon asked, afraid of the answer.

      "She's recovering. If you hadn't come home when you had—"

      "Come home?"

      "I was out looking for you. Cassie said you snuck out in the middle of the night. Why would you do that, Landon?"

      "She's recovering? What does that mean? Is she awake? Can I talk to her? Can I see her?"

      "She's stable but not awake yet. They're keeping her in a medically induced coma for the time being."

      "What happened? Who did this to her?"

      His dad rubbed a hand over his face, scrubbing at several days' growth. "I was out looking for you. Cassie said you were going somewhere far away, so I went to the cabin to see if you were there. Your mother—She stayed home. Someone attacked her. She hasn't been able to tell us what—er—who, yet. Where were you, Landon? What's going on?"

      "Didn't you get my note?" Landon asked. He wasn't sure if it was horror at what he'd put his parents through or pain that tried to choke him when he spoke.

      "What note? There was no note. Cassie was in our kitchen when I got up for work. That was all. No note, Landon. What were you thinking? Do you know how scared we were?"

      "I'm—I'm so sorry. I left a note. I—a friend—a good friend—" his heart nearly seized in his chest. He had died. He'd been killed in the Isle, and Eiress had saved him. She'd given up her soul to save him.

      But then…

      She'd been standing in the ballroom. She'd been alive. In the Isle. What had happened? He was torn between the need to see his mother and the need to find a mirror. Neither of which could be accomplished being stuck in this bed.

      "Landon?" His dad was quickly losing patience.

      He cleared his throat, trying to put his thoughts in order. "A good friend was in trouble. You—you always taught me to be a helper, to look for ways to help people. She—she needed me. But I left a note, Dad. I swear I did."

      "What friend? Cassie had no idea where you'd gone."

      "Cassie doesn't know her. No one does." Landon let his head fall back against the pillows. "But I left a note, Dad."

      His dad ran a hand through his thinning hair. "You were unconscious when the paramedics arrived. But your toxicology screen was clean. No drugs, no alcohol. No injuries except your broken hand."

      "What? No injuries? I was mauled by—" Landon lifted weak fingers to his throat, to the tears there, but the wounds were gone. He patted his chest, felt his face. Everything hurt like the tears and claw marks were still there, but the actual marks were gone. Landon stared at his broken body in confusion. Except it wasn't broken.

      His dad was still talking. "You snuck out the other night, too, and busted your hand. Then you come home and your mother's been attacked? What's going on, Landon? What are you into?"

      Landon had never had a reason to lie to his parents. He hid Eiress's existence, yes, because they'd been convinced she was an imaginary friend. But he could count the times he had outright lied on one hand.

      He was a bad liar.

      And he desperately needed to see a mirror. Eiress would feel him there. She would tell him what was going on. She would tell him what had happened. He had to stop her, because he knew her plan. She was going to blow Mary's Isle to pieces and end Mary's reign.

      And die doing it.

      Landon dropped his head. "I'm not into anything. I don't know who attacked Mom. I don't even know how I got home. All I can tell you is a very good friend needed my help, so I tried to save her. I failed. Big time. She ended up saving me instead and screwed herself over doing it."

      His dad sighed. One of those huge I-don't-know-what-to-do-with-you sighs that all parents give right before they either get really angry or that sort of resigned chagrin thing. "Landon…"

      "I'm sorry, Dad. I'm not sorry I went. If I could do it again, I would. But I am sorry I worried you. I'm sorry I wasn't there when Mom needed me. I'm sorry I made you go all the way to the cabin." He shrugged helplessly, not sure what else to say, and dangerously close to tears.

      He'd lost Eiress. He'd put his parents through hell. Someone had attacked his mother while he was off, failing at being a hero.

      He'd screwed up everything.

      "Excuse me, Mr. Heritage? Can we speak to you and your son, please?"

      Landon and his dad turned simultaneously toward the door, where two uniformed policemen waited. "What is this about?" his dad asked.

      Landon half-watched the cops talk to his dad while he scanned the room for a mirror. There was probably one in the bathroom, and he was just starting to get out of bed when the cops left his dad and came to him. "We just have a few questions."

      Landon sank back against the bed and nodded. One man was tall and blond. The other had darker hair and a goatee. Neither told Landon their names.

      "Can you tell us what happened when you came home last night? What time was it? Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?"

      Landon closed his eyes, trying to picture it again, but all he could see was his mother, lying silent, her blood soaking the carpet. "I don't remember coming home. I just—I just woke up, and I was lying on the bathroom floor, and I hurt like—like I'd been attacked by a bear. I opened my eyes and my mom…my mom…" He couldn't say the words. Tears threatened and he brushed them away, ashamed, with a shaking hand. "My mom was lying on the floor by the doorway of my bedroom. Like she'd gone in there to—to protect me or—or to warn me." And he started to sob. "And I wasn't there."

      He'd failed. He'd failed at everything.

      The cops backed off while his dad came, slid an arm around Landon's shoulders, and pulled him close. Landon sobbed against his chest like a little boy for several long, long minutes. "Can I see her? Please?" he asked, his voice cracking.

      His dad had been crying, too, and he nodded. "We'll work something out. I'll talk to the nurse."

      Both of them had forgotten about the police officers who still stood at the end of the bed, waiting. "We need to know what you saw, Landon. It's very important. Think back, any little detail, anything out of place…?"

      Landon tried. He tried to remember, but he couldn't. All he could see was his mother's body and blood. So much blood. He shook his head.

      "Are you sure, Landon? Can you try harder?"

      His dad interrupted. "He's been through hell, and he doesn't even remember what happened to him, let alone whether there was anything that could have pointed to an attacker. When my wife wakes up—"

      "We don't have time to wait for your wife to wake up, Mr. Heritage. There have been fifteen attacks since your wife was brought in, and five that happened before. Bodies are piling up in the morgue, and we need to know what your son saw. Right now."

      Landon could only stare at them in horror.

      His dad had a similar reaction. "This—what?"

      "You understand, then, why it is so important that you tell us anything you know, Landon. Even if it seems inconsequential."

      "How…?" he asked. His voice sounded like rocks tumbling all over each other. "How was my mom attacked?"

      "We don't have a weapon yet."

      Landon closed his eyes, trying to remember. But there was nothing. He'd seen nothing out of the ordinary. Again, he shook his head.

      Giving up, they gave his dad their cards and asked if he would call should he remember anything. He nodded and sat back, stunned into silence.

      "Can I see her yet?" Landon asked quietly.

      His dad looked up, like he was just remembering Landon was there, and nodded. "I'll go find a nurse."

      "I'm just going to use the bathroom." Landon lied, but it didn't sound like a lie. Technically, he was going to use it, or at least the mirror in it. He couldn't just sit in the bed and wait for his dad to find a nurse.

      He was able to stand on his own, but he hurt like he'd literally been run over by a truck. He expected to see a bloody, bruised reflection in the mirror, but of course, he saw none of that.

      Only Eiress.

      She sat in her rooms, stroking Kaida's head. The chains were still gone from her wrists and ankles, which was good because Landon had no idea where the key had ended up.

      But her hair.

      Her beautiful red hair was black, and her lips were gray. She'd succumbed to the Isle after all this time, losing her color.

      "Eiress," he murmured, heartbroken.

      She must have felt him because she looked up with such a radiant smile, it nearly stopped his heart. "You're there! I was so worried. I didn't know—when you came to the ball, and we danced, I wanted to make sure you were okay, but you were just gone, and I—I have so much to tell you. I feel that you're in pain." She stopped and frowned. "I'm so sorry I failed you."

      "You what?" Landon asked, aloud. Like she could hear him. But of course, she couldn't. You're sorry you failed me? I'm the one alive and well and free, Eiress.

      "I was being pulled by something—something invisible—but I wanted to explode the gate so the souls would be pulled in, and I was so angry and so…desperate, and when I raised my hands, fire exploded, but it exploded everything, and Elizabeth and Vlad, all the souls, everything, it's gone. They're gone. I'm here alone. But—but Landon, there's something else." Eiress stared at the mirror as though she could see right through it and into his soul. In a way, she could. Without seeing him at all.

      He missed her so much, the feel of her skin, the silk of her hair, her fierce determination. The thought of never being able to touch her again nearly drove him to his knees. But she was still talking.

      "Mary took your place in the mirror. She's on your side of it now, Landon. Be wary. I don't know what she'll do, but she's…"

      Mary was on his side of the mirror.

      There have been fifteen attacks since your wife was brought in.

      "Mary's here." The room spun, the floor seemed to crack and tip beneath his feet. A woman so evil hell hadn't wanted her there, had come back to life.

      Because of him.

      "My mom," he gasped, and prayed Eiress would understand when he bolted out of the bathroom and left her behind. He jerked on his jeans and tugged his shirt over his head while he ran from the room. "Laura Heritage's room, please? I'm her son."

      She gave him an odd look before going to the computer to check. By that time, it didn't matter, because his dad had just come around the corner. Landon expected a lecture or a reprimand or something, but his dad just motioned him to follow, and Landon didn't hesitate. They hurried down the hallways without speaking, Landon's brain racing as fast as his pounding heart. Mary was here, and his mom had been attacked. Mary had taken his place in the mirror.

      By the time they got to his mother's room, he knew what he would see. He'd watched Mary do it often enough with her razor sharp claws—to the other princesses, but never to Eiress. His mother's throat had been slashed.

      Bloody Mary had attacked his mother.
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      Eiress wasn't used to the silence. There were no moaning souls. No screaming Elizabeth. No Mary. The nightmares beyond the castle seemed to be giving it a wide berth. Eiress wasn't sure she was the reason, but she liked to think she was. She'd blown up the gates to hell.

      She was tough.

      So why did she feel so empty and alone?

      Because she'd had Landon, and now he was gone. She'd had hope, and now it was crushed. There was no way out for her now.

      But she also couldn't kill herself and take out the Isle now. Not while Mary was still free. She'd have to wait. She was okay with that. A small, stupid part of her kept expecting Landon to swoop in and save her. To come crashing through the mirror and pull her to the other side.

      Instead, there was just silence.

      Lots and lots of silence.

      She lay curled on her bed most of the time, healing. Reliving every moment she'd had with Landon, every touch, every smile. That one single kiss. The brightness of his soul and the kindness of his eyes. His determination against all odds.

      She had failed him.

      She cried. A lot.

      For hours. Maybe days or years. She wasn't sure. There was no nightly ball, now. No Vlad or Elizabeth to threaten her or terrify her. No Mary. Nothing that forced her to get out of bed and try to live.

      So she lived in her memories.

      She'd only felt Landon come that one time. He'd been full of pain, and upon hearing her news, panic. No doubt having Mary on his side of the mirror had to be terrifying. Who knew what she'd be capable of.

      And Landon, of course, would go after her. To try to save the day.

      He'd try to save the day.

      Eiress sat up in a rush, nearly toppling off the bed. She had to help him. Somehow, she needed to fight by his side.

      But how? She had no chains, but she also had no way to get out of the mirror. Someone had to call her. She'd have to pull some innocent in so she could get out.

      Running a hand through her tangled hair, she paced her silent room, idly twisting her fingers. Try as she might, she couldn't think of a better, less evil way. "But I'll come back." She promised the empty room. "I won't abandon them. I'll come back."

      Gathering her skirts, finding courage in having a purpose that didn't involve her blowing herself up, and being able to save Landon the way she should have the first time. She swept from the room, Kaida on her shoulder. She marched down the empty halls, keeping her spine straight, trying not to hate herself for what she was about to do.

      "I will come back."

      Kaida puffed on her shoulder in approval.

      The throne room was scarred and black, showing the damage of the explosion. Scorch marks covered the floors, the walls, the ceilings. The thrones were black and brittle. Mary's had toppled over on its side; Elizabeth's was on three legs and leaning dangerously.

      Only Eiress's stood tall. The plush red velvet was hardly charred at all. The gold was covered in the ash of the souls, but it fell away as she approached it. The symbolism wasn't lost on her. Mary and Elizabeth were gone, and their thrones were toppled. Eiress alone remained, as the Queen of the Damned.

      Until she ended this place.
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* * *

      Landon's mother was tough. She wasn't a big woman, but she was fierce, and she'd nearly died trying to protect Landon. The heart monitor beeped regularly as Landon held her hand, watching her sleep. "She's going to be okay," his dad said from the other side of the bed. "They're just keeping her in a coma to let her heal."

      Landon nodded mutely. He wished he could talk to her. He wished he could tell her how sorry he was. He wished…well, he wished a lot of things.

      He could almost hear her in his head. "You can't do anything sitting here, Landon. Go save Eiress. There's still time."

      He sat back, staring at her in surprise, wondering if her lips had moved and he'd just somehow missed it. But her eyes stayed closed, her face pale. And yet…

      Landon nodded and let go of her hand. "I'll be right back." He stood stiffly, still feeling like he'd been run over multiple times by a steam roller. His dad watched him with dark, worried eyes. No one could see his injuries—they were wounds of the soul and just as deadly.

      He'd been given a second chance, when Eiress had given up her soul to dance with him. To send him home.

      She'd given up everything for him.

      He went into the bathroom and shut the door quietly, torn between staying by his mother's side and searching for Mary.

      Again, he heard his mother's voice in his head. "Stop her, Landon. There's still time."

      Eiress sensed him, apparently, because she looked straight up at him and that heartbreakingly beautiful smile lit her face. "You're okay. I was so worried." She put a hand up to the mirror, and he wondered if she longed for his touch the way he longed for hers. Slowly, he placed his hand next to her, pretending they were palm to palm and not worlds apart.

      "I can feel your pain." Eiress clutched at her chest with her other hand, her words strangled. "I know how awful this must be, Landon, to face this nightmare. But you have to stop her. Okay? You have to send her back to me."

      Landon rubbed a hand over his face, peering at her over his fingers. "How, Eiress? How do I stop her?"

      But Eiress, of course, couldn't hear him. She couldn't answer him. She must have felt his panic, though, because she shuddered. "You can do this, Landon." A small smile almost lit her face. "You, who never says can't."

      "Landon? Are you okay? Did you fall?" His dad was jiggling the handle.

      "Uh, yeah. Yeah, I'm okay." Landon pushed the door open, nearly bowling his dad over. "I fell, a little. Still trying to get steady on my feet." He gave a weak laugh.

      "Maybe you should go back to your room. I'll keep your mother company." His dad gave him an even weaker smile.

      Landon nodded. He had to leave them.

      Again.

      On an impulse, he threw his arms around his dad, ignoring the pain that came with it. "I love you, Dad."

      His dad hugged him back, just as tightly. "I love you, too, Landon. We'll get through this."

      Landon nodded and moved away, bending to kiss his mother's forehead. He whispered, "I'll save her, Mom. And I'll stop Mary."

      He had no idea how he'd do that, but somehow, he believed he could.

      Maybe it was Eiress. Maybe it was his mom, who had told him a thousand times that he could do anything he put his mind to. Maybe it was his dad, who really thought they'd get through this okay.

      It was all of them. Landon knew that. He knew he could do it because they believed he wouldn't fail.
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* * *

      "You haven't been cleared by the doctor to leave yet. Just sit tight, hun." The nurse patted him back into the bed, checking her charts and barely noticing him. "I'll go find him and be right back."

      Landon had played football his entire life. He'd been in the hospital with concussions, broken bones, sprains, bruises, tears—often enough that he knew when the nurse said she'd be right back, that could be anything from ten minutes to three hours. And then they'd have to track down his dad and get his signature.

      Groaning, Landon went into the bathroom. Flipping on the light, he focused on the mirror, hoping Eiress would feel him and also somehow magically read his mind and answer all his questions.

      It was dark in the ballroom, and Eiress sat silently on her throne, the black sheet of hair hiding her face from him. Still, she was alone. No lost souls, no Vlad, no Elizabeth.

      "They're gone," Eiress said quietly without raising her head. "I killed them all when I tried to blow up the gates to hell."

      "What are you doing, beautiful?"

      She didn't answer. Only pushed herself to her feet and walked away from her throne.

      "What are you doing in the throne room, Eiress?" Landon suddenly had a sick feeling that he knew what she was doing. He hadn't spent fourteen years watching her every move to not know what she was planning. She was waiting for Mary to come back, waiting for Landon to stop her and send her back to the Isles.

      And then Eiress was going to kill them both.

      "Eiress," he said, slapping his hand against the mirror. "Eiress, you can't do this. We'll find another way. Eiress!"

      As if she heard his every word, she looked up at him, eyes shining with tears. "I wish we could, Landon." She pushed her hair away from her face and paced the ballroom. "I thought I could come to your side of the mirror and help you find her and—and stop her. But three little girls have called for her now, and every time, I couldn't do it. I couldn't pull them in. I can't…I can't do it, Landon. You're on your own."

      "Landon?" His dad's voice, tight with stress, echoed through the bathroom and Landon prayed no one had heard him pounding on the mirror. He pressed his palm again to the mirror, hoping she could feel his goodbye.

      "Yeah, Dad?" He left the mirror and Eiress and went back into his room.

      "Are you trying to leave? The doctors haven't even figured out what was wrong with you."

      "Just exhaustion, Dad. I'm fine."

      "No, they said your white blood cell count was elevated and your blood pressure is elevated and several other things are elevated—"

      Landon sucked in a breath, gathering courage. "Dad, I know you don't believe me about any of this, but my friend is still in trouble and I can't save her from here. I have to go, and I have to leave Mom even though she tried to save me, and I have to defy you and I know—"

      "Landon, I know you think you're invincible because you're young, but there's a reason the doctor hasn't signed you out yet. Your body needs to recover, you need to rest. Whatever you've been out doing, your body has to recover. Just because you can't see an injury doesn't mean it isn't there."

      Landon dropped his head. "You're right, Dad." Without arguing, he climbed back into his bed and hoped his dad didn't notice he had his shoes on.

      "Good boy. I'll see if I can find out what's going on. You just rest." His dad tucked the blankets around him and patted him awkwardly on top of his head.

      "Yeah. Thanks, Dad."

      As soon as his dad had disappeared, Landon shoved the blankets off him and slid out of bed. His legs were still wobbly, so running didn't seem like the best option, but he did it anyway, skidding out of the room and down the hall, making sure it was the opposite direction his dad had gone.
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* * *

      Landon started calling the number on the little card the police officer had given him as soon as he hit the elevator. He barely waited for the man to answer before he started talking. "I think I know what the lady looks like."

      "What? Who is this?"

      Landon ground his teeth, searching for patience. He did not have time for this, but he had no idea how else to go about finding a centuries-old demon woman running loose in his city. "Landon Heritage. I talked to you at the hospital a few hours ago. My mom was attacked. I think I know what the woman looks like."

      "Woman? Why do you think it's a woman?"

      "Because it is. She's super pale, short frizzy hair, dead, evil eyes. She—she walks like royalty—you can't miss her."

      Yeah. That didn't sound weird at all.

      "Could you describe her to a sketch artist?"

      "No. I don't have time. Do you have any idea where she is?"

      "Look, Landon, I know you're very upset about your mom, but let us handle this. It's our job."

      The man was very nice, but Landon just wanted to throw his phone.

      Not. Helping.

      "Yeah, but I know things about her that can help—"

      "Is she a friend of yours?" The man's voice had changed, imperceptibly.

      "No. Definitely not. She's been torturing my—" he suddenly froze. What did he say here? "—my friend for years. I can help you!"

      "Son, your mother was just attacked," the man said, not unkindly. "I know how much you want to avenge her or whatever, but this is our job. This is what we do for a living, every day. We're trained for this—"

      "You're not trained for her. Please, you have to listen—"

      The man cut him off. "How do you know her, Landon? Who is this friend she's been torturing?"

      "I don't know her—I mean, I know her, but I—"

      "Did you have a fight? And she came after your family?"

      "No." Landon was getting nowhere. "No, it's not like that. She's just a very, very bad woman, and she's not…" How to explain that without sounding crazy?

      He'd been sounding crazy his entire life. No reason to stop now.

      "She's ancient. And more powerful than you can realize—"

      "Ancient? You're telling me an old woman is behind these attacks?"

      "No. No, she just doesn't…"

      "What Landon? And how do you know her?"

      Landon couldn't answer his questions. If he did, the man would only think he was crazy and have him committed or something. At the very least, he'd laugh in Landon's face and ignore his words, anyway.

      Landon hung up.

      "I will lead you."

      Eiress's mother. Landon recognized her voice despite how faint it was.

      "Okay. Okay, I've just gotta get home. I need my truck."
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      Eiress hadn't felt Landon's presence in hours. Maybe days. She'd lacked the courage to pull three separate groups of children through the mirror. Now, she didn't even respond. Just waited in the empty throne room.

      Waited to die.

      What else was there to look forward to? And if she died in this place and was sent to hell, at least she could make sure that no one else ever had to share her fate.

      She'd tried to get Kaida to leave her, to seek his own kind and safety. He refused and had even nipped at her hand when she'd tried to urge him away from her. Now he dangled over the backrest and randomly blew smoke rings into the air.

      So when the room chilled, she assumed at first that Kaida had just run out of steam. It was Kaida himself that alerted her when he started hissing angrily, smoke surrounding them both.

      Even the smoke didn't dispel the cold by then.

      Eiress rose slowly to her feet, looking from Kaida to the direction he was hissing, and back again.

      The gates. He was hissing at the gates.

      Terror clawed at Eiress's throat. No. It couldn't be. She'd blown the gates open and everyone had been pulled down to hell. They couldn't come back up.

      Could they?

      It was Elizabeth. Or what was left of her. She materialized through the darkness, her soul roiling with maggot-like darkness. "You little bitch," she hissed.

      She moved with a limp, sliding to the left with every step. "I had everything. The world bowed at my feet. I was beautiful. I was more beautiful than you will ever be and Mary said 'don't touch her. She'll be the end of us. I see her in my nightmares,' and then she leaves me here to die with you!" She screamed, throwing her fisted hands in the air.

      Eiress stumbled backward in the face of Elizabeth's anger. "How did you get out?" Fear nearly paralyzed her.

      "I clawed my way back like vermin. You've reduced me to vermin!" Her screams echoed through the rounded room, attacking Eiress from all angles.

      Blow her up. Blow her up. Blow her up.

      But fear stood in the way and Eiress couldn't seem to find her strength or will or whatever it was that had served her before. Instead, she crept backward, stumbling on the torn edges of her gown. She fell to the floor and scrambled on hands and feet until she smashed against the mirrored wall. Elizabeth loomed over her.

      "I'm going to drain you of your blood slowly, and watch you die. I'm going to watch them drag you to hell and this time, you'll have nothing to fight back with, and then I'm going to bathe in your blood and toast Mary, who left me to rule alone." Her eyes were black, black pits with no spark of mercy.

      "I love you, Landon," Eiress whispered as Elizabeth's clawed hand reached for her throat.

      Fire billowed from behind her.

      Elizabeth screamed as her soul lit, flames enveloping her, and she whirled and dove.

      At Kaida.

      Elizabeth moved much too quickly for a roiling black soul. She had Kaida around the throat, her claws digging into his scales, before he could escape.

      And in this, Eiress found her courage. "No!" she screamed, and her screams rivaled Elizabeth's. The room shook, columns crumbled, and Elizabeth fell to her knees. "You will never hurt anyone ever again!" Eiress shrieked, raising her hands.

      Elizabeth's grip on Kaida relaxed, and the little dragon slithered free and ran for the safety of Eiress's feet. Eiress thrust her hands forward, flames burst from her palms, and Elizabeth's soul shattered into a thousand pieces, scattering across the room and past the broken gates. The mouth of hell roared, consuming her.

      Elizabeth was gone.

      Suddenly exhausted, Eiress fell to her knees and scooped Kaida into her lap. Her little dragon was bleeding, but not the black tar that everything else in this horrid place bled. It was red blood, staining Eiress's hands and skirts. Cradling him to her chest, she rose to her feet and ran for her rooms, her soft slippers pounding against the tile and echoing through the empty halls. "You'll be okay. You'll be okay. You'll be okay."

      She crashed through the door, sending it smashing into the wall, and Eiress sprinted to her bed. Kaida made pained little mewling noises and clamped his weak claws into her hand, holding her close.

      Eiress sobbed, but there wasn't time for tears to blur her vision, so she brushed them away and tore her sheets into strips. "You'll be okay. You'll be okay."

      It was in between sobs that she heard the moans and wails coming from the halls. She didn't have to look to know more souls had fought their way through the broken gates and were in her castle, trying to find her. Clearly, she'd made a horrible mistake, blowing up the gates. Now, it seemed she would have to fight every soul she'd ever sent to hell, but she'd lost Landon when she'd given in to blood lust, and she refused to leave Kaida.

      Let them come.

      She wouldn't abandon him.

      Instead, she focused on binding Kaida's wounds and trying her very best to stop the blood flow. So much blood. The fact that it was the same color as Eiress's hair had been wasn't lost on her, but there was no time to marvel on it. "You'll be okay. You'll be okay."

      Her hands shook and her cries wracked her body. Kaida puffed smoke weakly, unable to even raise his head. "You'll be okay. You'll be okay."

      In that darkest of dark moments, when angry souls were wandering the halls and Kaida struggled to breathe, she felt Landon's light. She could almost hear him whisper her name, and it gave her strength. The shaking stopped, the cries quieted. "You'll be okay."

      The bleeding slowed, and Kaida's breathing evened, his eyes drifting closed. Cradling him to her chest again, she turned to the mirror. "Thank you, Landon."

      She could feel his panic, but couldn't tell if it was because of her situation, or something on his side of the mirror. "Elizabeth came back. She—she escaped somehow, and now there are others…but she attacked me, and Kaida tried to save me, and she hurt him, but I—I found my strength and I blew her up." Biting her lip, she stared down at her little dragon. "I'm trying to save him."

      She felt Landon's pain, pain at seeing her hurting and being unable to do anything about it. "It's okay. He'll be okay. He's sleeping and the bleeding has stopped."

      And then, for the first time ever, she felt another presence with Landon. Eiress froze. It was, at once completely unknown and yet…

      So familiar.

      "Mama?"

      Eiress didn't realize the word had slipped from her lips until she felt the second presence light with joy. Her mother. She was there, on the other side of the mirror. Eiress raised her hand, pushed her fingers against the cool glass as if she could reach through it and hold her mother's hand. She raised Kaida so her mother could see him more clearly and said, "I kept him safe, Mama. As safe as I could."

      And she felt love. Never ending, all consuming love.
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* * *

      Landon hadn't been prepared to see Eiress covered in blood, hair disheveled and no hope in her face. It sent him reeling, and the sight of her little Kaida broken and bandaged in her arms hurt his heart. Thankfully, her mom stepped up and saved the day while Landon wrestled to get his emotions under control. While Eiress checked Kaida's bandages and reported on his condition, Landon asked her mother, "What do we do next?"

      The ghost touched the mirror. Her entire presence shook with the effort to be seen. He could tell her energy was fading fast, but he still needed her help. "I know we're doing this for Eiress. But I need to know how to find—"

      "Look."

      The simple command held a trace of annoyance, and Landon quickly looked to the mirror, lest he be reprimanded by a ghost.

      That's one thought he'd never imagined having.

      Mary was in the mirror.

      Well, Mary wasn't in the mirror; she was clearly on his side of it, but her reflection showed Landon where she was, and who she was with.

      He didn't like what he saw.

      She was still in the area, which wasn't surprising. She'd been dead for almost five hundred years, and public transportation hadn't been then what it was now. She was in what looked to be the subway, but in the tunnels, not the waiting area. Her hands were covered in blood and she licked each finger in ecstasy. And she was surrounded by people. Landon didn't have to read souls like Eiress could to know that those worshiping her now were the souls she and Elizabeth had sent back to life. Somehow, she'd called them to her, and they were happy to do her bidding.

      Landon swore.

      The ghost shimmered next to him, and he wasn't sure if it was an agreeable shimmer, or an offended one. Either way, his mother had always told him never to swear in front of his elders, and he ducked his head in shame. "How are we going to stop her?"

      Eiress looked into the mirror, almost like she'd heard him, but she said nothing. Her mother was also silent, but Landon didn't know if that was because she had no suggestions, or if she just lacked the energy to tell him.

      Landon ran his unbroken hand through his hair, leaving it disheveled enough that he looked like a mad scientist. "I can call the cops. They told me to let them do their jobs. I just need to know…" He turned back to the mirror and scanned the scene again, recoiling in horror when he saw the two half-devoured homeless people off to the side. He'd missed them before. Swallowing hard, he averted his eyes and searched the rest of the tunnel for anything that would tell him where they were.

      There were signs and graffiti all through the tunnels. There was a lot of cursing, colorful swearwords and works of art that belonged in a museum, not on subway tunnels. And there, with a big arrow pointing up, was the name of a business. "Free Soup."

      Landon knew only one business in the city that gave the homeless soup. Digging the cop's card out of his pocket yet again, he dialed the number and listened to it ring.

      "Devons."

      "This is Landon Heritage again. I think I know where she is."

      Before Devons could argue or object, Landon said, "They're below Ducky's. In the subway tunnels." And he hung up. Then he went back to the mirror, alternating between watching Mary and her crew, and watching Eiress rocking Kaida in the chair while she stared out the window.

      Hopeless.

      It took the cops less than five minutes to swarm the tunnels, which meant that while they might think Landon was a basket-case kid, they at least believed him enough to come, and bring backup. They caught five of Mary's court, but the rest, and Mary, escaped into the darkness.

      Of course.

      Landon slammed his fist into the wall, but there was nothing to be done. Mary seemed to have melted into the shadows, unseen. They laughed while they hid, watching their cohorts being arrested. No honor among thieves, or whatever.

      Landon sank back into his chair, scrubbing a hand over his face. "What am I supposed to do now?" he muttered, but he already knew. He'd run the first time he'd met Mary. He'd let Eiress do the heavy fighting in the Isle. Now, he'd run out of anyone else to do this for him.

      He had to go after Mary.

      First things first, though. He wasn't going into this completely unprepared. Knowledge was power. Isn't that what everyone always said? He opened his laptop and sank into his desk chair. He still hurt everywhere, but it was dulling, finally. Now, he felt like maybe he'd only been hit by one train. What were Bloody Mary's greatest weaknesses?

      He scanned the pages that came up, frustrated when all but the top three were about drinks and not people. He scanned what was there, but it was largely unhelpful. Her weakness was marrying Phillip, apparently, and her pride. Her strengths were gathering forces and getting others to rally behind her.

      Yeah. That one, Landon knew too well.

      But she was a human before she was a horrific legend, right? He erased his search terms and tried again. What were Mary Tudor's weaknesses?

      The search bar tried to suggest achievements, hobbies, and accomplishments instead of weakness. It was like the internet itself was behind her. After reading for almost an hour, the only weakness she had seemed to have in life was that she was abandoned by everyone who should have been there to guide her. Her father, her husband, her advisors. She hadn't been trained to be royalty. She'd lived mostly in obscurity when she took the crown, and she led with emotion and never a level head. That, and she was incredibly stubborn.

      None of that seemed like anything that would help him, so he gave up.

      Mostly numb with exhaustion or maybe resignation, he went to his dad's gun safe and turned the key. He pulled out the hand gun and the rifle and the backpack his dad kept full of ammo. He was just swinging the bag over his shoulder when something glinted in the back of the safe.

      Frowning, he reached in and closed his fingers around it, brought it out into the light.

      His tiger's eye crystal.

      He turned to Eiress's mother, but she was not there. "How…?"

      "It belongs to us. It comes when we call it."

      Landon scanned the room, but there was no sign of Eiress's mother.

      Or the other voices that spoke with her.

      "Good to know," he said, his voice shaky.

      Tucking the crystal in his pocket, he adjusted the bag and the guns so he didn't drop anything, and he left. He'd just started the truck when his phone rang. He recognized the number.

      Officer Devons.

      "Hello?" He shifted into reverse and backed out of the driveway. Now, when he looked in the mirror, he saw Mary, and he saw Eiress. Eiress was still in the rocking chair, and Mary was still in the tunnels, heading north, as far as Landon could tell.

      "How did you know where they were, kid?"

      "If I told you, you'd never believe me."

      "We need you to come into the station for questioning."

      Landon stopped at a stop sign. "Am I in trouble?"

      "Not right now. Could change if you don't cooperate, though."

      Shifting into first with his broken hand proved difficult. "Sorry. I really am. But I can't come in right now."

      "What?" Devons didn't sound as surprised as Landon expected. Apparently, dealing with uncooperative juvenile delinquents wasn't unusual for him.

      "I'm not trying to be difficult," Landon said. It sounded lame even to his own ears.

      "You think your vigilante crusade is going to end better than our sting did? You think you're not gonna get killed messing around with this? These people aren't a joke, kid."

      "Trust me. I know that better than anyone you'll ever meet."

      "Then get your butt in here and let us do our job!"

      Landon hung up.

      Awesome. He was hunting Mary, she was hunting everything, apparently, and now the police were hunting him. This was getting less and less fun by the minute.

      In the mirror, Eiress screamed.

      Landon nearly drove into a ditch. Jerking the truck to the side of the road, he leaned closer to the rearview mirror, straining to see what was going on.

      She was under attack.

      Souls were swarming through her chambers. She had Kaida behind her and she was throwing her hands around and the souls were flying across the room, some of them exploding, some bursting into flames, some disintegrating into wafts of ash. Basically…

      She was kicking ass.

      Sweet, beautiful Eiress, love of his life, was fighting the swarming souls, and she was winning.

      But she felt him. He could tell because suddenly, her attacks were more powerful, more deadly. Faster. Her hands moved so quickly they blurred, and the fire seemed to leap from her fingertips, strangling the souls as it burned them to nothing. As if she were borrowing his strength, she straightened her spine and raised her chin, flames dancing in her eyes.

      He'd heard rumors of sorcerers who threw spells of fire, but he'd never seen anything like it before.

      Until now.

      And he wondered if she could possibly belong to them, those rumored sorcerers. If she'd had this power all along and only found it now. But the way she moved, with so much confidence and so much strength, like she was born to it.

      He watched her until every soul was gone, every demon and nightmare vanquished. Then, she slowly sank into her armchair, one hand on Kaida and the other brushing her stray curl away from her face. She looked up to the mirror and she smiled. "Thank you." Taking a deep, shaking breath, she nodded. "You need to go. You're running out of time."
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      Swearing, Landon tore his eyes from Eiress and shifted into drive, roaring back out onto the road, cutting off a black Suburban as he did. "Sorry," he muttered, slamming his foot down on the gas. In the mirror, Eiress paced. Next to her, Mary and her court laughed as they stormed through the subway tunnels. Mary, with her chin high, leading them all.

      Once, while he was driving, he happened to glance at the rearview mirror in time to see Mary slitting the throat of a helpless man with her claw-like nails. Then she kissed him while he bled out. Eiress was right.

      He was running out of time.

      He pushed the truck faster, the guns rattling on the seats next to him. At a red light, he tried to count how many were in her court, but too many of them were in the shadows. He had no idea what he was up against.

      And he could not fail.

      If they killed him, they also killed Eiress. They'd go after his parents. Eiress's mom would be doomed to walk this earth as a ghost, never finding peace.

      He could not fail.

      He was almost to the subway entrance when he saw the cop cars parked nearby, lights flashing. They were searching the tunnels and no one seemed to be getting past their tape.

      "Awesome." He sank back against the seat and ran a hand over his face. They'd never let him through. If Devons saw him, he'd probably arrest him. Especially if he got caught with these guns.

      He had to ditch the truck.

      As subtly as he could, he steered to the side of the road and parked it. Keeping one eye on the flashing lights down the road, he quickly gathered the guns and the backpack and slid out, shutting the door quietly. He'd have to backtrack to the last station.

      He made it several yards and was confident he was blending into the darkness when he tripped over the manhole cover. It rattled against its base and echoed through the quiet of the street.

      Landon spun toward the other end of the street, but no one seemed to have notice him. Slowly, he released the pent up breath he'd been holding and continued on.

      Behind him, the manhole cover rattled again.

      He was absolutely positive he hadn't kicked it this time. Slowly, so slowly, he turned toward it again. In the darkness, silhouetted by the flash of red and blue lights, he saw the outline of Eiress's mother. Apparently, he was supposed to go through the manhole.

      He wasn't sure it was legal. He knew that normally, it required a big key thing to open a manhole cover, and probably all kinds of other special equipment. But this one was half-open already, so he pulled it wide enough to fit through and slid inside. The ladder was cold and slick and he nearly dropped the guns and broke his neck trying to get down.

      Clearly, he wasn't born for a life of crime.

      He landed with a thud on the thin alley between the track and the wall, and turned in a slow circle. "Which way do I go?"

      To the right, a rock rattled across the tracks.

      "Okay. North it is." He adjusted the bag on his shoulder and checked to make sure the rifle was loaded and ready. The handgun was tucked into his jeans at his back, also loaded. He just hoped he didn't accidentally shoot himself in the ass.

      He'd walked for several silent minutes, nearly getting run over by the train only once. The smell of blood was the first sign he was getting close. The sight of it was next—all over the walls, glistening in the darkness, still wet. It was the guy he'd seen Mary attack in the mirror. She'd used his life force to paint pictures on the walls, pictures of beheaded people, burning at the stake. Hanging from trees. He could hear her laughter echoing through the tunnels and it sent chills through his blood. He held the tiger's eye crystal in one hand and the rifle in the other, his finger light on the trigger. He was immensely grateful that his dad had taught him to use a gun when he was still small.

      At the moment, though, he didn't feel very big.

      He came around a bend in the tunnel and they were there, surrounding someone not wholly conscious. Without thinking, without time to feel, Landon jerked the gun up to his shoulder and aimed it for Mary's heart, squeezing the trigger before he had a chance to regret it.

      Behind him, yells and chaos erupted, but he didn't lower the gun, watching as if in slow motion as the bullet shot through the darkness. As what he realized belatedly were police officers swarmed past him, a man in Mary's court threw himself in front of her.

      In front of the bullet.

      Blood spattered everyone around him. Mary screamed in fury, and it shook the very walls of the tunnel, dirt and plaster raining down on Landon's head. He didn't lower the gun, but squeezed off another round as a rain of bullets descended on Mary's court. There was no way to know which one was his, or who he hit.

      He did know, though, that he didn't hit Mary. None of them did. She fled backwards, into the shadows, before she whirled away and ran.

      Landon went after her. Devons yelled his name, but turning back wasn't an option. He hurdled the fallen court members and shoved past the ones still standing, like he was in a football game running the ball for all he was worth.

      But this wasn't a game. He had Mary in his sights and he was faster than she was. He skidded to a halt and jerked the gun up again, barely aiming as he squeezed off another round. He didn't see if it hit, though, as he was tackled from behind. The gun clattered out of his hand and skittered across the cement, spinning idly a few feet out of reach. Landon kicked hard, freeing his legs, and dove for the gun.

      "Dammit, Landon! Stay down!" Devons tackled him again, this time grinding his face into the cement and holding him there. Landon twisted enough that he could see Mary, pointing one clawed finger straight at him. She smirked before she turned on her heel, followed by the remaining members of her court. They all surrounded her, protecting her. There was no way to get to her now.

      Bullets shot over their heads, and Landon stopped fighting, realizing—finally—what was going on. The cops were there. They were trying to chase Mary, too.

      Devon finally released him and climbed to his feet. "That was stupid, kid. You could have been killed."

      "It wouldn't be the first time." Landon climbed to his feet, staring down the tunnel, trying to decide if he could outrun Devons and still catch Mary. The rifle laid silently on the floor, but he still had the pistol.

      Reading his mind, Devons grabbed him. "Enough, Landon." His grip was like iron. The swat team flowed around them, several glaring at Landon as they went. "Stupid kid."

      "How'd you get down here so fast?" Landon asked, jerking his arm free.

      "We followed you. Did you really think we wouldn't have someone watching you?"

      Landon shrugged. Being followed hadn't even occurred to him.

      Devons glared at him, crossing his arms over his chest. "I should arrest you right now for obstruction of justice. Or possession of a firearm."

      "Probably." Landon nodded. "But I'm your best shot of finding Mary."

      "You're no good to us dead, kid."

      Finally, Landon dropped the attitude. "I can find her, but I can't tell you how. Just don't arrest me."

      Devon jerked his chin in the direction the team had gone. "We don't need you anymore."

      Landon shook his head. "We'll see."

      He'd killed a man. The man was evil and probably already supposed to be dead, but still, as the adrenaline wore off, Landon started to shake. And then he threw up, all over Devons' shoes.

      Sighing, Devons pulled him up. "Come on. I'm taking you to the station."

      Grudgingly, Landon followed him. There were no more shots fired. Behind them, the subway tunnels were silent.

      Mary had escaped.

      Again.
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* * *

      "If I could just stay this angry…" Eiress paced in front of her doorway, glancing briefly at Kaida before staring again toward the ballroom, "I could kill them as soon as they come around the corner, instead of waiting until I'm swarmed by them and they're almost to you."

      Kaida puffed a ring of smoke in agreement.

      "The key is to hold on to my anger." Bitterness had driven Mary to become what she was, and letting bitterness go was what had saved Eiress from becoming just like her. Now, trying to stay angry was exhausting. But she was getting the hang of it. The last wave of souls had come about fifteen minutes ago, and she'd managed to blow them up or start them on fire before most of them had made it past her to Kaida.

      Progress.

      For some reason, everything left in this world wanted Kaida. She'd had to nail the shutters closed because nightmares kept trying to get in. She now stood guard at the doorway because souls she'd sent to hell kept coming back, only to smother her under their weight while they fought to get to her dragon.

      Eiress was getting faster, though. She'd discovered if she moved her fingers while she was angry, it would burn designs into the air. Sometimes, it would change the fire coming from her hands.

      The souls weren't quiet, when they came. They talked amongst themselves, moaned, and mostly screamed.

      A lot.

      So she could hear when the next wave made it to the broken gates, even though it was half a castle away. She turned toward the noise, twisting her fingers as fear tore at her stomach. "Stay angry. Stay angry."

      She wasn't angry. She was terrified.

      The fire within her abruptly died, as it did every time she became more scared than mad, which only intensified the fear because she didn't know when or if she'd be able to fight again. "Help," she whispered.

      As if he'd heard her, she felt Landon's presence. It radiated from the mirror and swirled around her. She raised her chin and squared her shoulders.

      "Stay angry."

      Eiress thought about everything she'd been through that day. And then the day before. She'd lost Landon, she'd nearly lost Kaida, she'd blown up the gates and fought Elizabeth twice.

      Flames leaped from her fingers.

      Screaming, because she'd found it helpful when she screamed like the world's angriest banshee, she jerked her hands up and threw the fire at the souls as they rounded the corner. They came straight toward her, hands like claws reaching for her soul. Their sins swirled through them like maggots. Eiress stumbled back through the doorway. Kaida attempted to get up, maybe to help or maybe to hide, Eiress wasn't sure, but his movement sent a frenzy through the souls and they moved faster, their screams more frantic and more piercing.

      Eiress leaped between them and Kaida, screaming louder. Again and again, the fire came unbidden to her palms, and again and again she threw it at the souls. The horrors of the last few days—and then the last few lifetimes—ran on repeat through her head, filling her mind with a fury she'd never known before.

      She felt like she could fly.

      Instead, she fought the souls. When the remainder of them turned and fled, she went after them, jerking her skirts from beneath her feet so she could run faster. One soul, fairly new to the area and braver than the rest—perhaps because he hadn't actually been to hell yet—stopped to make his stand.

      Eiress launched herself from the wall and dove over him. As she rolled through the air, a tangle of skirts, petticoats, hair and limbs, she thrust the fire at him, watching in fascination as the flames devoured him from the head down.

      She landed on the other side of him, on one knee and one foot, panting. As the soul screamed, Eiress smiled.

      Standing, she turned in a slow circle. She'd chased them all the way to the ballroom. It sat empty, now that she'd killed everything. Charred on the edges, but silent except for the echo of screams from hell. She reached up, adjusted her crown, and swished her skirts out of the way.

      Then she went back to her rooms.

      Kaida was pacing the window seat, his gray scales shimmering against weak, black candlelight. He hissed at her, angry enough to actually produce sparks.

      "Look at you! Breathing fire and shooting sparks!" She scooped him up and scratched his head. "My little baby's all grown up."

      Kaida huffed and pouted for several seconds before he gave up and flopped over so she could rub his belly. Eiress laughed lightly, glancing over at the mirror. "Things are changing here, Landon."

      If she listened really hard, she could almost believe she heard him ask how, so she continued. "I have this…power. This strength. Did you see me chase them? Did you see me save us? I'm learning to control it. When Mary comes back, I will be able to—I mean—I'll be able to protect you. All of you."

      She felt Landon's despair radiate from the mirror like a heat wave. But she couldn't fail this. This is how she'd save Landon where she had failed him before. And maybe, somewhere out there, her little brother Kaida needed saving, too. And Landon's parents.

      Shaking her head and forcing a smile, she beamed at the mirror. "But first, I have to practice. I have to be able to attack when I want, instead of waiting until situations get dire. And I hear more coming." She set Kaida on her bed and patted his head. "Time to go to work."
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      "You're awfully quiet, Landon." His dad glanced over, the headlights flashing against his glasses.

      Landon had been watching Eiress in the rearview mirror, fighting like a she-demon, throwing fire from her fingers and exploding everything that moved. He was at once horror stricken and amazingly impressed.

      "When I said we would get through this, I didn't mean to somehow imply that it was okay to go racing through the subway shooting at a serial killer. What the hell is the matter with you?"

      Landon hung his head. He'd lived his whole life trying to be what he was supposed to be. Pretending he didn't see Eiress, pretending he wasn't crazy. He went to school, he played football, he never got in trouble. He never made them worry, he never partied with friends. He'd been someone he wasn't, hid the most important thing in his life from them. And now, at the worst possible time, he was throwing everything he was right in his dad's face.

      And there was nothing Landon could say to make it better.

      "Landon, what is going on? Why are you doing this to us? Where did we go wrong?" His dad ran a hand through his hair and suddenly looked older than his forty-eight years.

      "You didn't go wrong. This isn't some random act of rebellion," Landon muttered.

      "Really? So you think you're a superhero now? The cops are tailing you! They're probably following us home right now! And my guns are in impound, Landon. How the hell is this not rebellion?"

      Landon had tried asking about his mom when his dad had first picked him up. His dad had told him, tersely, that she was still unconscious but they had upgraded her status to stable. He'd been yelling at Landon ever since.

      "I'm trying to do what's right, Dad," Landon suddenly snapped, raising his head. "That's what you taught me to do, isn't it? Do what's right, help people, put others before me? Well that's what I'm doing. Maybe if you had listened to me when I was little, we wouldn't be in this mess. But no, you told me I was crazy and sent me to that freaky doctor who forced pills down my throat!" Landon was yelling, and it echoed through the car. He wasn't sure when he had started, or where the words had come from. And he couldn't take them back.

      His dad gaped at him silently for several long seconds. "What?"

      Landon rolled his eyes and turned back to the rearview mirror. Eiress hadn't left the room. Instead, she was staring intently at the mirror, biting her lip. She could feel what he felt, and she knew something was wrong. Slowly, she raised her hand and put it on the mirror. "I'm here," she whispered.

      "How does your imaginary friend from fourteen years ago have anything to do with this?" His dad was yelling, too.

      Landon pulled his gaze from Eiress, but the strength of her stare stayed with him. "She's not imaginary. If you had ever listened to me instead of telling me I was crazy—"

      "You're saying that your actions the past few days have been sane? And now you're talking about some girl in a mirror that you haven't seen for fourteen years!"

      Absently, Landon wondered if his dad was even watching the road. They were weaving through the lines, and it wouldn't surprise Landon at all if Devons was behind them, about to pull them over.

      "Say something, Landon!"

      "Fine." Landon's tenuous hold on calm snapped. "I'll say something. That girl in the mirror? I see her every damn time I look in the mirror. Yeah, and not only that, but I'm in love with her. I'm so crazy, mindlessly, insanely in love with her that I risked everything to save her, and I failed. I failed, and I got the shit beat out of me, and I got sent home. And that thing out there?" He thrust his hand at the windshield. "That thing out there that attacked Mom? I set her free. She's here because of me. Mom's unconscious because of me."

      His dad only blinked. Slowly, without taking his eyes off Landon, he pulled the car to the side of the road. "What?" he whispered once the car was stopped.

      "She's not imaginary," Landon said, suddenly exhausted. "I broke my hand breaking into a headstone in a grave in West Haven. To get a key. That key—" Landon's voice broke, "—opened a lock that held Eiress chained at the gates of hell. Except it let Bloody Mary out, too, and she came through the mirror and attacked Mom. And while I was failing at everything, Eiress was fighting the demons, and I died. She saved us, and I died. How's that, Dad? How's that for saying something?"

      For several long minutes, they sat in silence. A car behind them flashed its lights, and, as Landon suspected, Devons got out and came to their window.

      "Awesome," Landon growled, crossing his arms and collapsing back against the seat to glare out the opposite window.

      "Everything all right?" Devons asked when Landon's dad rolled down the window.

      This is where he'll tell them I'm crazy and they'll take me right back to some stupid doctor.

      "My wife is lying in a coma in the hospital and my son thinks he's her avenging angel."

      Landon's head snapped up, but his dad was still talking.

      "That leads to some tense conversations, as you can imagine, and I pulled over in the act of being a responsible driver. Is that a problem?"

      Devons' eyes moved from Landon's dad to Landon, his eyebrow furrowing. "No. Have a good night." Nodding once, he left and went back to his car.

      "You're not gonna send me—"

      "I don't know what the hell is going on, Landon. We'll have to talk to a counselor. Maybe it's long overdue—"

      "I'm not crazy!" Landon bellowed. "Why can't you believe that?"

      "Because what you're saying and doing is unbelievable!"

      "I know how it sounds! But I'm asking you, for once, to trust me. We were okay at the hospital. What changed?"

      "What changed? Are you kidding me?" His dad threw his head back and laughed, but it was empty of mirth. "I just picked you up at a police station because you were chasing down a serial killer!"

      Landon fell back against the seat again, shaking his head. "Fine. Believe what you want. Can we just go home?"

      Without a word, his dad shifted the car into drive and pulled back onto the road. Too much had been said already, so they rode in silence. As soon as they parked in the garage, Landon got out of the car and slammed the door. They both stalked into the house, his dad getting to slam the door this time. Landon dropped his stuff on the counter and went up to his room. Collapsing on his bed, he rolled toward the mirror. "What do I do now?"

      Eiress was fighting demons. She didn't even need him anymore. And her mother was silent. There were no images of Mary in the mirror. No whispered words to show him the path.

      Several minutes later, his dad's voice rumbled through the vent in the floor. "I don't know. Maybe he's had a psychological break or something. He's always been such a good kid…Doctor said it might be caused by the stress of Laura's attack."

      Landon rolled over and pulled a pillow over his head.

      He'd failed. At everything.

      His cell phone, which had been sitting on his dresser since…he wasn't sure when…started to ring. It was the popular love song by a boy band he didn't even like—meaning it was Cassie. He had no desire whatsoever to talk to her. Where had she been when his mother got attacked? His dad said she was still there when he got up, so where had Cassie gone between then and when Mary had come through the mirror?

      The phone stopped ringing, and the one downstairs rang, instead. She must have seen them come home. "Hello?" His dad sounded exhausted. "Yeah, Cassie, he's home, but he's not up to talking right now." Long pause, and then he said, "Yeah. Yeah, I'll tell him you called. Bye, sweetie."

      Yeah. They'd always loved Cassie. She wasn't imaginary.

      Landon threw his pillow at the door, effectively slamming it shut.

      Twenty minutes later, he heard a knock on the back door. "Seriously, Cassie?" he groaned, rolling onto his back and forcing himself to sit up. With the door shut, he couldn't hear as well, but it sounded like Cassie was upset. There was back and forth for several tense seconds, and then the door slammed again.

      Frowning, Landon pushed himself to his feet and went to the window. His dad was sprinting across the grass to the road. Cassie was nowhere in sight. "What in the hell…?"

      He glanced at Eiress. She stared back at him and then put her hand against the mirror, sending him strength.

      "She comes."

      "What?" Landon spun in a circle, barely catching a glimpse of Eiress's mother standing near the mirror.

      "Cassie—she came to get my dad—did Mary—" He took off, racing out of his room and down the stairs.

      He nearly bowled Cassie over as she was coming up the stairs. She toppled backward and he grabbed her by the shoulders to save her. "What are you doing here? Where'd my dad go?"

      "Landon, I need to talk to—"

      "Cassie, what the hell is going on?" He looked past her to the front door his dad had just left from. His shoes sat empty in the basket.

      "I just need to talk to you—"

      "She comes, Landon. Prepare yourself."

      Eiress's mother was shimmering at the bottom of the stairs. He could see the fear in her eyes, and the determination. "Arm yourself."

      "Cassie, you have to get out of here. Go home, lock the door. Keep my dad out of here, and call the cops. Ask for Devons, he'll know what you're talking about." He pushed her backward, down the stairs. When she hit the tile, she dug in her heels.

      "That's what I'm trying to tell you, Landon."

      He looked down at her, for the first time noticing that her eyes were filled with tears and her cheeks were streaked with mascara. "I told your dad my parents were hurt. To get him out of here."

      Horror gripped Landon's chest as he struggled to understand. "What did you do, Cassie?"

      She sobbed.

      "Cassie!"

      She covered her face in her hands. "She came—when you left me here! She came and she saw that I was crying and she knew—she knew it was because of you and she said all this stuff about how evil men are and how she could make me feel better."

      Ice poured through Landon's veins. "Cassie, what. Did. You. Do?"

      "And then tonight, they called. Her—her friend called and asked where you are and she said they just wanted to talk and I thought how bad could that be, they just want to talk? So I told them I'd find out, and then they told me to make sure you were alone—so—so no one would get hurt—"

      "You sold me out?" Landon bellowed. "Do you know what she is?"

      "She said—"

      "She's one of the most evil women in history, Cassie!" He shoved past her, heading for the kitchen. "You need to get out of here. If she doesn't kill you, I might." Turning to Eiress's mother, he said, "How do I fight her?"

      She spoke, which he could tell used precious energy, but Cassie was suddenly yelling behind him. He missed everything the ghost tried to say.

      "This isn't my fault! You dumped me, and then rather than face me, you snuck out and left me at your house in the middle of the night! I waited for you! You ran out to see some other girl, and you left me here, Landon! This is your fault."

      Slowly, Landon turned. "The woman on her way here is a murderer, Cassie. She attacked my mom, she's killed dozens of people in the last two days, and she's killed thousands more throughout history. She is bringing with her some of the most evil souls of our time. I doubt very much that I'm going to survive, and I doubt even more that you will unless you get out of here right now."

      Cassie sobbed once. "She told me to keep you here until she came."

      Landon stumbled backward like he'd been sucker punched. "You're doing all this to keep me here? You—you hate me that much?"

      "She said no one would get hurt!"

      "She lied!" Landon bellowed.

      Behind him, the doorknob rattled and the back door creaked.

      Too late to get to the kitchen. He had no weapons. He had no defense. He whirled around, took Cassie by the arm and dragged her to the front door. He couldn't run, but she could. He jerked the door open, shoved her through and slammed it in her face, locking it behind her.

      Gathering what courage he had, he turned.

      In his kitchen, Mary stood, surrounded by four men—men who, when Landon saw them in the bright kitchen lights, did not look whole. Like they were dead on the inside, and it was slowly rotting them away.

      "Guns and knives cannot kill them," his ghost whispered.

      Landon blinked. Between him and Mary, between the front door and the back, there arose a mist. "Guns and knives cannot kill the dead. The dead kill the dead, Landon."

      Forming from the mist were figures. Women. Girls. Boys. Men. Their souls were light, like Eiress's mother.

      The dead kill the dead.

      She had her own army.
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      Something was very, very wrong.

      Eiress had never felt such horror. Landon was in trouble, and her mother, and there was nothing Eiress could do. She could throw fireballs and cause explosions all she wanted, but in the end, she was stuck in the mirror.

      Just another girl who needed saving.

      She really, really didn't want to be that girl.

      Given nothing else to do, she prowled the gates of hell and blew up anything that showed its face. When that got old, she left the castle and went after the nightmares. Kittens, zombies, spiders, monsters. She didn't care. She took her frustrations out on everything she could find, circling farther and farther away from the castle. The moon hung shattered in the air, seeming to share her terror. If it were at all possible, she'd attack that, too. But she couldn't reach the moon. She couldn't reach the moon and she couldn't reach Landon and no matter how strong she was, she was helpless.

      She'd been helpless her whole life. It had never felt as awful as it did now.

      She was out of sight of the castle when her heart seized and spasmed. Gasping, she clutched at her chest and fell to her knees.

      The castle. She had to get back to the castle.

      She struggled to her feet, turning in a circle. It was so dark. She had no idea where she was. She'd never been this far away before. Even with Landon, they'd stayed within sight. The cave was just…

      She had no idea where the cave was.

      Again, her heart clenched and she gasped and stumbled, falling into the undergrowth. The pain intensified and she screamed, trying to claw her heart out through her chest.

      Landon.

      Landon was in trouble.

      Her mother was in trouble.

      They were together and they were both hurting, and her heart felt every blow they took.

      She didn't know what she would do, or how she could possibly help. She did know, though, that she had to get back on her feet, and she had to make it back to the castle.

      Sobbing, she pushed herself up. Her vision blurred, and she couldn't draw a breath, but somehow, she put one foot in front of the other. She fell more times than she could count—felt the thorns tear her skin and dress and hair. But she got up. When she could no longer see, she held her hands in front of her and listened hard for nightmares.

      Her heart.

      It was breaking.

      "Landon."
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* * *

      "Hello, pretty boy. I've missed you. Did you miss me?" Mary jutted her rotting lower lip. "What's the matter? You only respond to the young and the beautiful?" She trailed a hand around the kitchen table as she made her way toward him, her claws making deep gouges in the wood. "Elizabeth would have loved you. And Eiress, well…" she tipped her head and studied him while everyone else in the room stood silent, poised and tense. "We all know how Eiress feels." And she laughed.

      Landon swallowed hard. "You're only here to hurt Eiress. But you can't. You can't get to her."

      "Hurting you hurts Eiress." Mary smiled. "Hurting her mother hurts Eiress. Hello, Jasmine."

      Jasmine. Eiress's mother shimmered angrily.

      "Why?" he asked, his voice harder and braver than he felt. "Why did you keep her when you knew what she could do?"

      Mary froze, her eyes narrowing. "I don't answer your questions, peasant."

      "Elizabeth wanted to kill her. But you'd never let her."

      Mary scoffed. "The difference between Elizabeth and me is that she lives for beauty. She kills for youth. I kill because—" Mary smiled, licking her teeth. "—I live for the pain of others."

      "So you kept Eiress because you fed off her pain? That was pretty stupid. Now she's going to blow up your entire world."

      Mary hissed, her eyes flashing red. "This is my kingdom now."

      Landon shrugged and hid his trembling hands. "Eventually, you'll have to go back. And she's waiting for you. Pretty stupid of you to keep her around. You're supposed to be this all-wise ruler and everything."

      "I couldn't kill her, you idiot! If Eiress dies, the whole kingdom falls."

      "My ancestors protect her." Jasmine spoke for the first time. "They make her strong. Stronger than Mary."

      Mary's head snapped toward Jasmine and she hissed again, her eyes snake-like in the bright light as she left the kitchen for the hallway. "This is your fault."

      Jasmine flashed a bright gold, shooting forward so quickly Landon's eyes couldn't follow. When his gaze finally caught up, she had her ghostly hand wrapped around Mary's throat. Translucent fire sparked from her fingers, charring Mary's white skin.

      And then all hell broke loose.

      Mary's minions leaped to her defense. Jasmine was throne backward into her ghosts and Mary lunged through the hall toward Landon, the court in her wake. Immediately, they were swarmed by golden ghosts, Jasmine shouting orders, leading the charge. They were able to entangle the men, but Mary fought her way through.

      To Landon.

      She dove at him, claw-like nails glinting in the darkness. As if from a world away, Landon noticed they were still caked in dried blood around the edges, and varnish from the table. "Landon!" Jasmine's scream jarred him from his trance, and he spun away just in time, grabbing up his mother's umbrella holding vase. He swung it as he came back around and hit Mary square in the face. The entire left cheekbone caved in and she screamed. One hand to her cheek, she reached for him again, and somehow she moved so quickly he barely had time to react. Her claws grazed his throat and he felt blood well to the surface.

      Jasmine shot to his side and then straight through him. Her ghostly hand plunged into Mary's chest. "Run, Landon."

      He stumbled backward, up two steps. The entire lower floor of his house was in chaos. The ghostly army was holding their own, but barely. He seemed unable to touch them, but Mary's court could. Three steps away from him, one ghost fell, headless, and slowly faded away. The light from within died.

      And Mary had Jasmine now, claws moving lightning fast as she slashed at Eiress's mother. Jasmine cried out, her countenance fading.

      Like he was running a football play, Landon leaped down the stairs, hurdling a man being strangled by two ghosts at once. He dove, hitting Mary square in the chest, and they both went flying. He landed hard on top of her, watching in satisfaction as her neck snapped back and her skull crushed into the tile. He drew his fist back, only hesitating for a nanosecond because he'd always been taught not to hit a girl.

      That nanosecond was his undoing.

      With freakish strength, Mary hurled him away from her. He tumbled backward and slammed into the wall. He saw stars as the room blurred. Instantly, Mary was upon him, her claws tearing at his chest. It burned, like her nails were on fire as they ripped gashes through his skin.

      "Landon!"

      Mary froze and spun. The chaos in the room froze with her. Landon fought to see clearly, but failed. "Dad?"

      "Get away from my son!"

      Landon shoved Mary away from him, catching her in the face with his foot. Black blood sprayed him, the wall, the tile. "Dad, run!"

      But his dad was a parent, and a good one. He would never leave his son in the midst of a battle, no matter how unearthly it was. The ghosts held off Mary's court, and his dad made it to Landon's side. "We've got to get you out of here!"

      "I can't—"

      Mary screeched. It was ear splitting. Glass shattered and sprayed the room. Landon ducked, covering his head. His dad threw his body over Landon. Protecting him.

      But Mary didn't want him to be protected. Screaming, she stabbed her claws into Landon's dad's back and lifted him, tossing him across the room like he weighed nothing.

      "Dad!" Landon screamed and lunged to his feet.

      Mary rose to her full height, laughing. Her court surrounded her, advancing on Landon.

      Jasmine and her army rose out of the floor between them. "You will not touch him."

      Landon's dad lay, unmoving, across the room. Landon couldn't tell if he was even breathing. And Mary stood between them.

      As one mind, the ghosts advanced, blurringly fast, and attacked. Mary screamed as Jasmine again reached for Mary's heart.

      But she didn't have one.

      She shrieked, but her shrieks turned to laughter, and then she was ripping her claws through Jasmine's face over and over, holding Jasmine fast.

      Landon grabbed a kitchen chair and swung it at Mary's face. It was an antique from his mother's shop, and heavy. His arms shook, but followed through, and it hit Mary hard enough to shatter the arm that held Jasmine. Screeching, she dropped Eiress's mother and grabbed her broken arm.

      Landon darted around her, but she followed, spinning with him. Two of her minions were being torn to pieces, the other two were losing their personal fights. But Mary seemed unconcerned as she shot across the floor and hit Landon in the back.

      For the umpteenth time, they both went down, but this time it was Landon who cracked his head on the tile. Splotches through his vision and through blinks of clarity, he saw Jasmine fading in and out, her soul torn. Most of her army had fallen around her. Landon knew if he lost consciousness, that was it. He would die. Jasmine would lose. Eiress would lose. His dad would lose. In an instant, he heard his mom, cheering him on at every hard moment of his life. He heard his dad saying he believed him. "Take my strength, Landon."

      He heard Eiress, in his head, and somehow he found the strength to open his eyes. He pushed himself to his hands and knees and threw Mary off. He reached for the lamp, swung hard, and connected with her face. As she screamed, he surged to his feet and raced for the stairs.

      "Stop him!" Mary snarled. They were right behind him, their feet faster than his, laughing as they chased him, the same laugh he'd heard in the subway. But he'd been chased by defensive linemen his entire life, and when Mary lunged at him, he sidestepped. She flew past him and fell up the stairs.

      It would have been funny if it hadn't been so, so horrible.

      He made it to the landing and turned a hard right, running for his room. Safe inside, he slammed the door and twisted the lock, then backed away.

      "Bloody Mary."

      The doorknob shook. "Do you really think something so small could keep me out, Landon?" Again, with evil laughter. She punched the door, her claws shattering the soft wood, and she reached through, stained hand slowly turning the lock. "Did you really think you could save them, Landon? Against me?"

      "Bloody Mary," he gasped again.

      The door swung open, hanging awkwardly on its hinges. He could barely see her through the darkness—her pale skin seemed to absorb the shadows. The last of her court, one single torn up murderer, stood behind her. "No one in your world can kill me, Landon. Especially not someone so…insignificant as yourself. You should have sent Eiress back and stayed in her place. No one needs you here or there. Although," she shrugged, smirking at the man beside her, "Elizabeth would have enjoyed it."

      "Elizabeth is gone. Eiress blew her to hell. Vlad, too."

      Mary froze. He couldn't see her face, but he could smell the rot of her, could hear the drip drip drip of her black blood. "What?"

      "Your kingdom is empty." Blood kept running into his eyes, and he roughly scrubbed it away with his casted hand.

      "You lie!" Mary screamed and she lunged for him.

      He saw the flash of her claws just before he felt the pain of them, and he sagged back against the mirror, his knees giving out under the attack. "Bloody Mary."

      And she laughed. "Should I be flattered? You know my name."

      "So…does...she..." his words were slurring.

      "He's lost his little mind," she giggled girlishly over her shoulder to her henchman.

      "No. He hasn't."

      Through his pain, Landon saw Eiress reach through the mirror, her own hands shaped into claws. They dug into Mary's skull and jerked her back, away from Landon. With strength he hadn't known she possessed, she wrapped an arm around Mary's throat and pulled. Gasping and choking, Mary was dragged through the mirror. The chains slithered across the elaborate tile and clamped around this newest princess. "Nooooooo!" Mary shrieked. The mirror split, shattered pieces falling to the floor.

      "Eiress! Get out of there!" Landon yelled.

      He never saw the knife coming.

      He barely even felt the pain; it just seemed to melt into the rest of his wounds. He raised his head and stared into the eyes of Mary's last member of her court. They were black and dead, and his teeth, when he smiled, were rotted and curling with maggot-like sins.

      Eiress screamed. Her white, white hands shot through the cracked mirror and grabbed the man, claws tearing straight through him.

      He gasped, black blood spraying from his mouth, dead eyes widening in horror. Eiress jerked him back, into the mirror. Chains that didn't recognize Eiress because she'd never left, now clamped tight around this half of a man, claiming him as their own.

      On his knees, through a haze of blood, Landon raised his arms. "Eiress."

      She turned her back on him, disappeared, and then reappeared with Kaida on her shoulder. "Goodbye, Mary. I hope you enjoy hell."

      "This isn't hell, you stupid little girl. And I'll find another way out."

      Eiress shook her head, red streaks running through the black of her hair. "No. You won't." She backed through the mirror, first one foot, then the other, until all of her stood on Landon's side of the glass except her hands. The light that exploded from them was like an atomic blast in the darkness. Fire ripped through the ballroom, igniting everything in its path, and as Eiress pulled completely free, she closed her fist.

      The Isle of the Damned imploded.
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      Eiress watched as her prison was engulfed in an everlasting inferno. The pain in her chest lessened with each new explosion, and it was replaced by a shocked numbness.

      Until she heard Landon slump to the floor behind her.

      It shook her from her trance and she whirled around, dropping to her knees. "Kaida, cauterize his wounds."

      "Landon!"

      Eiress looked up, momentarily blinded by the light.

      She couldn't remember the last time she'd seen light so bright.

      A man, a man she knew had to be Landon's father, rushed in, cradling his left arm. "The police are on their way. Where is she?"

      Eiress only blinked at him. Did he not see the little dragon breathing fire at his son?

      "She's…she's gone, Dad," Landon gasped around the pain. "Eiress saved us. All."

      For the first time, his dad seemed to see her. She had no idea how she must look—torn and dirty and half blind from her race back to the castle, a race she'd made just in time. Had she fallen just once more, or waited even one more moment to rise after a fall, she would have been too late. Mary would have killed him.

      "You—you're his imaginary friend?"

      Kaida squeaked, blew a spark, and Landon yelped in pain. His dad turned to Kaida, eyes wide.

      "Landon? Mr. Heritage?" a voice yelled from beyond the doorway.

      "Up here! We need an ambulance!"

      Loud steps pounded up what Eiress could only assume to be stairs, and suddenly the small room was full of uniformed men and women. There was much yelling and many questions. Kaida scurried under the bed and Landon was pulled away from her as they fought to save his life. Men came in and carried Landon away on a wheeled thing, and another man tried to get Landon's father to come with him, as well.

      "Eiress," Landon gasped. "Eiress, stay with me."

      Suddenly, all the eyes in the room were on her. "Who are you?" The man who had come in first asked.

      "This is my son's girlfriend. She helped him fight off the woman and her…associates."

      The man stared at her, and she felt that he was searching her very soul. So she stared back, and read his. It was tired. And afraid, more afraid than he acted. But good. And strong.

      Eiress smiled.

      "Both of you, come with me. We've got to get him to a hospital." Unsettled, the man motioned to her and Landon's dad. Battered and bruised, they both followed him. She turned in the doorway, searching for Kaida. He peered out from the corner of the bed, blowing a little smoke ring at her. Then he scampered back into the darkness to hide.

      Assured that he would be okay, she turned to hurry after Landon and all the other people. As she ran down the stairs, she passed the hallway mirror.

      And froze.

      She stared hard into its depths and waited.

      Nothing happened. The Isle of the Damned was gone.

      Also, her hair was red again.

      "Miss?" The man said, watching her from the bottom of the stairs.

      "Yes. Sorry. I'm coming."

      She made it to the bottom of the stairs before she felt it, and she stopped cold, her feet unwilling to move even when the man stopped and glared back at her. "You're boyfriend's in real trouble, miss. You wanna hurry it up?"

      She barely heard him. "I know you," she whispered.

      Weak, but still there. The love nearly overpowered her and her entire body started to shake. "Mama?"

      Eiress felt the cold hand against her cheek, and suddenly, her mother was there in front of her. Unlike the many souls Eiress had seen for the last fourteen years while trapped in that prison, this soul was pure and golden. It sparkled even with no light to shine off.

      "I love you."

      Eiress sobbed. She reached out, but her hand went right through. "I love you, Mama."

      "I'm sorry."

      Eiress shook her head. "No. No, no, Mama. Don't apologize. You—you're here. You saved me." Eiress's lips shook when she smiled, but she smiled anyway. "You brought me Landon, Mama."

      "Kaida."

      Nodding so hard her hair fell into her eyes, Eiress said, "I'll find him, Mama. I'll find him."

      She could feel her mother weakening. She was torn and broken, but still perfect, and Eiress didn't want to overtax her. "Go, Mama. Rest. I'm here now."

      "I love you…I'll never leave you."

      Again, the icy hand against Eiress's cheek and she nodded. "I know, Mama. I know."

      And then Jasmine was gone. The air was infinitely warmer, and yet Eiress felt coldness in her heart. She would keep her mother with her forever, if she could, but it was time to let her go, for now.

      Eiress knew, though, that her mother wouldn't go far.

      "Miss? Do you need medical attention? Are you hurt?" The man was close to her now, studying her, looking for wounds, but he would never see her broken heart.

      She forced a smile, and shook her head. "No. I'm okay. I just—I just…" She had no words.

      Frowning, he took her arm and helped her the rest of the way down the hall. "The ambulance is ready to go."

      For the first time in fourteen years, Eiress stepped into an outside where there were no nightmares. The moon was full and bright and when she breathed, there was no acid to fill her lungs. Instead, there were trees and grass and the sound of dogs barking in the distance.

      "Miss?"

      She realized that she'd frozen, again, to look around her in awe. Choking back tears, she gave him a weak smile. "Sorry."

      Landon waited in the ambulance parked on the lawn. He met her eyes and smiled weakly. "It's okay."

      But being caught in that blue, blue gaze had spurred her to move, and she pulled free of the man and jogged across the lawn to the ambulance. Eyes wide, she climbed inside. It was so bright. So many colors. So many sounds.

      "I can wait, Eiress."

      She smiled down at him. He didn't look like he could wait. He looked like he was in an insurmountable amount of pain, and he was so, so pale. "I have the rest of my life to explore your world. With you."

      His hand shook with effort, but he reached out and grasped her fingers, bringing them to his lips. "I love you, Eiress."

      She barely noticed the ambulance as it rumbled away from Landon's house. "I love you, too, Landon."

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Landon, there's someone who wants to see you."

      Landon had been watching Eiress sleep for the past hour. She was curled in the uncomfortable hospital chair, so exhausted she hadn't moved. Her skirts were torn and bloody, and the skin on her arms and dirty feet were skinned and raw. He had no idea what she had been through. When he'd tried to ask, she just smiled and said she had been "dealing with the consequences of pride." And then she'd told him to rest.

      That had been two days ago.

      In the meantime, she'd gone home twice with his dad, but she never stayed away long. The last time she'd come back, she'd brought Kaida, hidden in Landon's coat she'd borrowed. Now the little dragon hid in the closet, but always where he could see Eiress.

      This big, colorful world was hard for him to get used to.

      "Are you awake?"

      Landon tore his eyes away from Eiress, still unable to believe she was here, after all these years. It had been a shock the first time he'd looked in a mirror and seen his own face staring back at him. "Hey Dad. I'm awake. Come on in."

      His dad looked nearly as bad as Landon and Eiress, dividing his time between Landon's room and his wife's. He'd not spoken yet of what he'd seen that night, but there was a new weight on his shoulders that hadn't been there before. "Look who finally decided to wake up."

      "Mom!" Landon cried. He had multiple broken bones, a concussion, and so many stitches he'd stopped trying to remember how many. But he still tried to get out of bed. A hug. He just needed a hug. Let them call him a mama's boy; she was awake and smiling, her wounds healing. He wanted a hug.

      "Stay in bed, Landon. I'll bring her to you." His dad wheeled the chair close to Landon's bed, and his mom reached out and took his good hand.

      "I've heard of your heroics." She smiled, squeezing his hand gently. "You are grounded until you die."

      Landon didn't even care. He tried, so she'd think he minded, but he failed.

      He'd nearly lost everything two days ago. Now he had everything he could have ever wanted.

      "How are you feeling?" he said instead.

      She nodded. "I'll live. How are you, baby?"

      He nodded, too. "I'll live. There's someone I want you to meet."

      Eiress had awoken while he hadn't been paying attention, and now she stood at his bedside. He wondered how she must look to his mother, in her medieval-style dresses, torn and tattered. Her skin so white it was like she'd never seen the sun, because truthfully, she hadn't. Not for a long, long time.

      "We've met." His mom reached her other free hand for Eiress's, who clasped it readily, her pale cheeks coloring pink.

      Not for the first time, Landon was rendered absolutely speechless by her beauty.

      "She saved us, Mom. She saved us all."

      Was that a tear in his mother's eye as she nodded? "I know she did, Landon. We're going to help her find her brother, and we're going to keep her safe in our home."

      Eiress sucked in a breath, her eyes widening as she met Landon's.

      His mom looked down briefly before looking up and squeezing both their hands again. "And I'm sorry for the years of doubt. You have to understand, Landon. Maybe one day, when you're a parent, you'll get it. But we—" she motioned between Landon's dad and herself "—we were scared. You had this friend that we couldn't see, and you would tell us such frightening things. There's nothing in the parenting manuals that tell you how to handle that. We did the only thing we could think to do. We were wrong, but parents are human. We make mistakes. It doesn't mean we didn't love you with every bit of our hearts."

      His dad nodded.

      For the first time, Eiress spoke. "I—I can see their souls, Landon. They love you so, so much. I think that's why you were strong enough to come to me. It's why you didn't hesitate, because you've been raised to believe that we'll do anything for the ones that we love."

      There were tears. Landon fought them, like his dad did, but they failed. His mom and Eiress didn't even try. But they were healing tears.
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* * *

      "Oh, Eiress. Isn't this pretty? Do you like pink?" Landon and his mom had been released several days ago, and Laura's sister, Tania, had come to help take care of them.

      "I like all color," Eiress said, stroking her fingers across the bright pink comforter. "Anything but gray or black." Tania had been helping Eiress get settled in the guest room that had once been the "junk room" as Laura had called it. She even got a pet bed for Eiress's weird looking "lizard". She took Eiress shopping, and didn't ask questions when Eiress gasped at the escalator or danced in the sunlight. By the time Tania been there for three days, Eiress looked like every other girl on the street.

      Except for her white, white skin and bright red hair. But some things would not change.

      "Okay. Let's get this one. We just have to run to the grocery store and get stuff for dinner. You okay for that?"

      Eiress smiled and nodded. She wanted to see everything. Everything she'd missed, everything she'd never seen and everything she'd forgotten.

      Grocery stores, apparently, were like Landon's football game, except with carts. She was surprised when she and Tania both made it out with barely a scratch.

      "Good grief," Tania said, once they were safe in the car and back on the road. "That was…interesting."

      Eiress smiled. Yes, interesting.

      "One thing you have to learn is that carrying groceries in is a test. If you can make it all in one trip, you win." Tania smiled as they scooped up the bags, looping them over their arms like some primitive form of torture.

      But, they made it in one trip.

      They were laughing and groaning, which explained why Eiress didn't notice that there was a soul in the house she didn't recognize. Not dark, necessarily, but full of bitterness. For the most part, she'd learned to ignore them, the souls she could read—otherwise she'd be completely overwhelmed every time she left the house. But here… here she had come to associate it as home, and she protected it from every dark thing that threatened.

      She followed Tania into the kitchen and set the bags down on the counter, frowning.

      "Who's here?" Tania asked.

      "Landon's friend. She's…apologizing." Landon's dad was washing dishes and didn't look away from them, but Eiress felt the anger in his soul.

      Biting her lip, wondering what could cause such a darkness, she left the kitchen and went to find Landon. He was in the living room, his face dark. "Cassie, there's no getting over this. I'm sorry if you feel guilty, but I can't forgive you for what you did. Not only did you nearly get me killed, but my dad, too. You need to leave."

      The girl with big brown eyes and long brown hair sobbed into her hands. "You don't understand, Landon."

      "I don't want to, Cassie."

      "Hi." Eiress stepped carefully into the room, like if she stepped too hard, the floor might open up and swallow her.

      "Is this her?" Cassie asked, her eyes sweeping Eiress from head to toe. "She's the one you dumped me for?"

      "I'm Eiress."

      "Cassie, not one word. You need to leave." Landon's voice had gone deadly cold.

      Eiress moved between them, blocking Cassie from Landon's view. "You're hurting, and I'm sorry. But Landon's hurting too. What you did, whatever it was, it broke him. You don't see it because you only love his face. But I love his soul, and I have for fourteen years. So I see the broken parts you don't, and I won't let you hurt him again."

      "I hurt him? You have no idea what he put me through! I gave him everything—"

      "I know." Eiress nodded. "I know that you're hurt. You need to heal, Cassie."

      Cassie's mouth opened and shut and fresh tears filled her eyes. She sobbed once, and then whirled and ran from the room. She slammed the door behind her.

      Eiress turned back to Landon. He was smiling. "Hey." He reached out, grabbed her hand. "Come here." He pulled her down next to him, tucking her against his chest. "I love you."

      She breathed the scent of him, ran her fingers through his hair, marveling at the softness of it. For so long, she dreamed of what he must look like, smell like, feel like. None of it rivaled the soul she'd loved for so long, but now that she'd seen him, smelled him, touched him, she hoped she would never be without him again.

      "I love you, too."

      She listened to him breathe for several long minutes before he finally chuckled. "How are we gonna explain Kaida when he's as big as the house and breathing fire?"
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      There it is.

      A thrill skittered up Ava’s spine as she parked her Audi in the gravel driveway of a Victorian tucked in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Beautiful didn’t seem like the right word to even begin to describe it. Three stories of grey stone with green moss growing up one side loomed over her.

      Emerging from her car, she gathered her purse and pulled out the keys to the home. While the outside looked decent enough, she feared the inside needed a lot of work. After all, it’d been empty for almost a decade. But it was the gamble she took when buying the place without doing a walk-through, which her business partner had said she was crazy for doing.

      She did, however, ask the seller why it’d been empty for so long. All they said was that the family simply didn’t want to deal with it.

      Ava didn’t know what it was, nor did she care. She’d bought the house to flip. And that was what she was going to do. She just hoped she hadn’t bitten off more than she could chew.

      She tested each porch step before putting her weight on them. Hmm, pretty sturdy. Once inside, she scanned the foyer that was bigger than her one-bedroom apartment. Dark, hardwood floors stretched on to a staircase wide enough for four people to walk up side by side. About halfway to the second level, the stairs split into two different sets of steps, each leading to opposite sides of the house.

      Glancing up, she gasped at the elegant and very large crystal chandelier. Man, she wished the electricity was already on. She could only imagine how beautiful it was illuminating the entryway.

      Jeff, her business partner, had said she was crazy for wasting money on the place. But she couldn’t pass it by. It was weird, but she got the feeling that she needed to buy the house, almost like it called out to her. So she’d purchased it with her own money. Sight unseen. Thanks to the inheritance from her parents.

      She climbed the stairs and admired the hand-carved rose vine wrapping around the wood rails. Beautiful and detailed. Quickening her steps, she made it to the top of the north wing in record time. Excitement stirred up the butterflies in her belly at what secrets the house might hold. And there were secrets. All old houses had them.

      Each room she passed had the same layout, but they were each unique in their design. Color-coded from the walls, to the carpet, drapes, and bedding. Wow. Had it been a B&B?

      She came to a closed door at the end of the hallway. It was smaller than the other doors, and oddly placed, like it could be a closet. When she tried to open it, she found it was locked. Studying the handle, she noticed that it was the type that took a skeleton key. There weren’t many of those locks these days, and she hadn’t met one she couldn’t break in to.

      Ava pulled a hairpin from her bun. She’d picked locks like this one in her grandmother’s old house all the time when her cousins had tried to keep her out of their rooms.

      It was all in the wrist… The lock didn’t release. Hmm. She tried again with no luck.

      Damn. She stepped back and scanned the door. The hinges were on the inside. Odd.

      Just then, her cell rang. Turning from the door, she pulled the smartphone out and answered. “Ava Green speaking.”

      Kathy, her office assistant, hesitated for a moment before speaking. “Jeff fired me.”

      “What! He can’t do that.”

      “That’s what I said when he called me to tell me not to bother coming in.” Kathy released a heavy sigh. “I thought he was joking or mad at you for buying that house. So I went into the office.”

      Dread slammed into Ava’s gut, burning a trail of cold fear through her. “What happened?”

      “The place was cleaned out. Furniture, computers, clients’ files…”

      Ava leaned against the wall and slid to the floor. She and Jeff had been friends for as long as she could remember, and business partners for five years. Sure, he had been having issues with his marriage. But the separation had gone pretty smoothly. Well, as far as Ava knew, anyway. It didn’t make sense for him to screw her over. She wasn’t divorcing him!

      “Maybe he found a new office and wanted to surprise me.”

      A grunt from Kathy soured Ava’s mood further. “You are a very smart woman. I know you don’t believe that.”

      “I don’t understand why he’d do something like this.” Ava searched her memories for signs she may have missed that would have told her this was coming. She’d dismissed his behavior change, blaming it on his separation and pending divorce. Not once had he come into the office smelling of alcohol. Could he have been using drugs? Wouldn’t she have known?

      Then she remembered the argument they’d had over buying the Victorian she currently sat in. He’d told her they didn’t have the funds in the Line of Credit for it. At the time, she thought he was just being difficult because he wasn’t getting what he wanted.

      “Ava?”

      “I’m here.” Ava stood and moved to the stairs. She’d left her computer in the car in all the excitement of seeing the inside of the house. “I hope Jeff didn’t screw me royally, because I don’t have the money to start up another company.”

      Fucking jerk was going to pay. She’d have to go back to working for a larger realty company until she saved up enough funds to start over.

      “I know. I’m just lucky that Frank has a secure job and is able to support both of us.” Kathy sighed again. Or was it a sob? Ava’s chest tightened.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. None of this is your fault. I’ll be in touch.” Kathy hung up.

      Ava descended the stairs with a heavy heart. She punched in Jeff’s number and waited. A recording came on saying the number was no longer in service. Figures. Deep down, she knew Jeff had screwed her and skipped town. She couldn’t explain it. Her intuition had always been spot on. This time, the knowing was too strong. It also told her that there was something much larger going on.

      Her phone rang again. Well, wasn’t she the popular one? “Hello.”

      “Ava?” A female voice on the edge of tears stilled her as she stepped off the last stair.

      “Alice, are you okay?”

      Alice was Jeff’s soon-to-be ex-wife. Even though they weren’t close friends, they still talked on occasion, mostly about Jeff being a jerk. Alice sniffed once before answering Ava’s question. “Jeff…had an accident.”

      Oh, dear God. Ava sank down to sit on the bottom step. “Is he…?”

      “He’s dead.” Alice broke into sobs.

      Ava squeezed the phone to her ear, not believing that her friend was dead. “What happened?”

      After several long moments, the other woman answered. “He was shot.”

      “Wait. You said he had an accident.”

      Another sniff, then her soft reply. “Yes. I mean… He was shot which caused the wreck.”

      Apparently, Alice was confused and in shock. As was Ava. But there were too many questions whirling in her mind, and they kept the grief at bay. Then again, she hadn’t been married to the man for fifteen plus years. “Are you alone? You should be with family.”

      “I’m with my mom and sisters.”

      “Good.” Another ache shot through Ava’s chest. The one thing she both loved and hated about her life was that she didn’t have any living family. No one to mourn her if she disappeared or died. No one to fight with or to love. In fact, she’d made it her mission to not get attached to people. She could pick up everything and move on at a moment’s notice.

      Something her parents had done every couple of years. It just seemed natural to her to move. That was another reason she’d bought the house for no good reason.

      However, her life was lonely and sad at times.

      “Alice, if you need anything, just call me.”

      There was a softer whisper of a “Thank you” before the line went silent. Tears filled Ava’s eyes. Her earlier anger was whisked away, replaced with a sadness she knew too well. Jeff was gone. How? Why?

      Opening the local news app on her phone, Eva scrolled to see if there was anything on Jeff’s shooting. After about five minutes of scrolling and searching, she found it. The police said it was a possible drive-by.

      Man, of all the dumb luck. She logged into her bank app and her password didn’t work. After trying two more times, she gave up and called the branch. When the rep answered, Ava gave him all her information. The rep said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but that account has been closed.”

      “Closed? When?”

      “A few minutes ago.”

      Ava frowned. How does a dead guy close an account? Or did he? “Who closed it?”

      “Alice Moore.”

      “Thank you.” Ava hung up the phone and squeezed it. The business was in Jeff’s name, and there was no official agreement between him and Ava. A mistake she was currently paying for. All Alice had to do was show the death certificate to close the account. But even that thought didn’t hold much water with Ava. Something weird was going on.

      Ava let out a frustrated growl. Damnit. Why was she so naive and stupid?

      “Why can’t I just be swallowed by the earth or something?” Rising to her feet, she climbed back up the stairs, and before she realized it, she was standing outside the locked door again. It bothered her that she couldn’t get in. But it was just like her to obsess over something like that. Besides, it didn’t make any sense why the door was locked.

      She turned and sighed. She really had other things to worry about. One of them was moving her things to the house. It seemed she was out of a job, and had depleated a large chunk of her savings buying the house outright instead of taking a mortgage on it.

      You’re in deep now. Might as well push ahead and make the best out of the crap situation. Damn Jeff. She’d trusted him.

      When she reached the stairs, she spotted something on the floor, a reflection of light like a prism. She bent down to take a closer look and discovered a glass skeleton key sticking out from behind the railing post. It was about four inches long and made of thick glass with a skull on the top. The bottom key portion looked like…well, human teeth.

      She picked it up and tested the weight. A couple of ounces, she guessed. Studying it for several moments, she wondered where it had come from. Her thoughts turned to the locked door. No. That would be too easy. However, it was a skeleton key. Literally in this case.

      What did she have to lose? Pivoting on her heels, she walked to the door, glad no one was around to witness her state of crazy.

      She took a deep breath and stuck the key into the lock. Turned. A click sounded a moment before the door swung open. A smile lifted her lips, but it was short-lived as she stared out into a forest. What-the-ever-loving-freaking-hell?

      Instantly, she closed the door. Surely she was seeing things and needed to call a shrink. Hell, maybe just go to the nearest liquor store.

      Okay, Ava. You’re not crazy. You may be a little weird at times, but you are not crazy.

      She opened the door again and let it swing wide. Holy crap. There really was a forest in one of her upstairs rooms. Well, she had asked for the earth to swallow her. She laughed at her attempt at a joke and stepped through the door.

      Once she crossed the threshold, the door vanished behind her. Whirling around, she scanned her surroundings. Nothing but trees, bushes, and a whole lot of nature. The house was gone. Everything was so green and full of life, almost magickal.

      I’m definitely not in Georgia anymore.

      A howl like she’d never heard before cut through the trees in the distance, followed by shouts. Then the sound of horses’ hooves pounding the earth grew closer. Her heart jerked to life, beating rapidly as the howls and gallops got louder, nearer, moving in on her too fast.

      Desperate to find a hiding spot or at least get out of whatever it was’s path, she darted to her right. She hurtled over fallen trees and barreled through the brush. But the howls and shouts still closed in. She cut left, only to realize she’d made a mistake. Thick, thorned bushes stood about six feet tall between two large oaks. Damn.

      She turned to dart back the way she’d come, only to come nose to nose with a large, snarling animal that appeared half-sabretooth tiger and half-dragon. Large, purple wings stuck out of the beast’s back. Its snout was long and dragon-like, with fangs about as big as her hand from tip of middle finger to wrist.

      She was trapped like a rabbit on a fox hunt. She just had to know what was behind that damn door.

      “Charles. Heel.” The deep boom of a command came from behind the animal and sent a chill up Ava’s spine.

      Charles backed off but only enough for the man to step into her line of sight. Ava’s heart skipped a few beats as she stared at him. Long, black hair that appeared green in the sunlight cascaded over his shoulders, framing a beautiful yet masculine face. Heat rolled within her abdomen, spreading to the rest of her body. Desire filled her mind, dizzying. The urge to touch him was strong, almost too strong for her to ignore.

      What the fuck was wrong with her?

      “Who are you?” The man loomed over her, arms folded, revealing the most unusual markings tattooed on his forearms. His words shocked her out of the haze.

      Glaring at him, she mimicked his crossed-arm stance and asked her own question. “Where am I?”

      He narrowed his gaze on her, but she swore there was a hint of a smile on his lips. Like he approved of her attempt to be brave. “Answer my question first.”

      Even though it was a command, he spoke the words softer than his previous ones. Still, it wouldn’t hurt him to say ‘please.’ She released a sigh and figured she’d play nice. After all, she had a feeling she was in his world now. “Ava Green. I unlocked a door with a glass skeleton key and ended up here.”

      He raised a brow and studied her for a moment. “You are from the human realm?”

      Umm, yeah, the last time she checked… “And you’re not?”

      One corner of his mouth twitched. He relaxed his stance and gripped her wrist. “Come with me.”

      “Where?” Her heart pounded while her mind screamed that she was going to die.

      “My home, where I can keep you safe from my enemies.”

      What the hell did that mean? She planted her feet in place and jerked her arm free, which was easier than she’d expected. “I don’t know who you are, and I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He stared at her as if he weren’t used to being told no. A mix of shock and annoyance became etched onto his face. After a few moments, he reached for her again, but she darted out of the way. He muttered something that wasn’t English before saying, “I am Finn, King of the Morna, the Dark Elves.”

      King? Dark Elves? Okay, she must have hit her head and this was all a dream. Any moment, she’d wake up. Or it could be that Finn was the delusional one. “You do know that elves aren’t real, right?”

      His brows dipped as he stepped closer to her and waved a hand in front of her face. “Forgive me.”

      Before she had a chance to question him, everything around her grew dim. Her body went limp in Finn’s arms. “What…?”

      “Shh. Just sleep.”

      Sleep sounded wonderful. She closed her eyes and snuggled into his chest as he scooped her up.
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      “This is a mistake.”

      Finn glared at his head of security as the male went on about how he was endangering his life. Blah, blah, blah. If Finn went to the bathroom alone, he was endangering his life. “What would you have me do with her?”

      A low growl rumbled from the male. “You could have put her in one of the holding cells until I verify who she is.”

      Fury rushed through him. With his inhuman speed, he was in Kellam’s face with his hand around the male’s throat. “She will not be locked up like an animal.”

      Kellam narrowed his crimson eyes and worked his jaw before asking, “What are you not saying?”

      “You saw her. She’s the one. She’s the daughter of Jander and Faylan.” Finn backed off and turned toward the bed where he’d placed the female after arriving moments ago. She wasn’t just the prophesied female that would set things right again, she was also his mate.

      A half-grunt, half-growl escaped Kellam. “So you endanger everyone in the palace by bringing her here?”

      “She is under my protection, as much as all my people.” Finn didn’t want to discuss it anymore. “Your job is to tighten security around the palace and keep her identity a secret. And to find out where my uncle is hiding.”

      Another complication in his life. Quinn, his uncle, had been responsible for starting the plague that had wiped out sixty percent of the population of Edra. Finn suspected he also had something to do with the depleted magick.

      Quinn had become predictable in making his threats to claim the throne over the years. However, a few months ago, the messages stopped. That had both Finn and Kellam concerned. Kellam more so than Finn. After all, the palace had a ward around it so no one—who didn’t belong—could enter the gates.

      “She could have been sent by the rebels.” Kellam glared at her suspiciously.

      Finn shook his head. “No.” It was all the explanation he’d give Kellam. He didn’t see what Finn saw apparently. If he did, he wasn’t saying so just so he could argue with Finn.

      Kellam had been with Finn since his training had started at the age of five. The male knew better than anyone that Finn was stubborn to the core. Once his mind was set, nothing would stop him. Not his uncle. And not the rebels.

      Studying the sleeping female, Finn refrained from going to her, releasing her blonde hair from the bun, and threading his fingers through it. From the moment they’d made eye contact in the woods, he’d known who she was. He’d filled with hope that the seer had been right about the prophecy of their savior. Although when the urge to touch her, to claim her as his bride rose up within him, he’d known she was so much more. Precious. The fire in her eyes before he’d put her to sleep told him that she wasn’t afraid to take chances, and would do anything to protect herself. Even if she didn’t realize her destiny.

      “She has no idea who she is.” Kellam turned back to Finn, annoyance still weighing heavily in his stare.

      Flicking his gaze to Kellam, Finn let out a warning growl to let the male know the conversation was over. When he glanced back at her, Finn meet her blue eyes and his heart skipped several beats. She was his mate, and he’d do anything to make her his bride.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ava opened her eyes and blinked several times, trying to clear the fog from her brain. Confusion weighed on her like a wet blanket. By walking through that door, she must have entered a portal of some kind. But to where?

      Whispered voices from across the room cut into her thoughts. Finn was in some kind of tense conversation with a much larger man. Sitting up in bed, she watched them, noting how...not human the larger man was. He was the tallest person she’d ever seen, towering over Finn by at least four feet or so. But that wasn’t the strangest thing about him. His skin was a dark navy blue that appeared black in the shadows. White hair was braided down his back, the tip of the plait brushing the waist of his black pants.

      Without looking at her, he snarled at Finn. “She has no idea who she is.”

      She fisted her hands while meeting Finn’s stare. Annoyance raced in her blood. “I know who I am. Who are you?” After flinging the covers off, she marched to the tall blue guy. Before she could get close, Finn appeared in front of her. Yes. Appeared. As if by magick or something. She focused on Finn, then folded her arms. Something in the way he stood protectively between her and the blue guy told her that they were hiding information. “What is going on?”

      Finn held out his hand. She didn’t take it, so he dropped it. “I sense a power within you. A mixture of both Dark and Light magicks.”

      He was insane. Had to be. She’d stepped into a world of crazies. “I don’t have, nor have I ever had any magick.”

      Finn nodded. “I can see how this could be very strange to you. Even unbelievable. If you give me a chance, I’d like to explain.”

      When he lifted his hand this time, she took it after a few moments of hesitation. She hadn’t a clue what he was talking about, but she needed to know where she was and how she could get back home. Before the insanity wore off on her.

      Her belly chose that moment to rumble, embarrassing her. Finn smiled and tugged her toward the door. “I will feed you.”

      Food sounded great. Besides, Finn was easy on the eyes. Glancing at him, she caught a glimpse of his pointed ears from under his hair. She jerked to a stop and brushed his hair aside. Before she could touch him, he gripped her wrist and shook his head. “The ears are sensitive.”

      “You’re an elf.” The words tumbled out before she’d thought better of it, or realized how crazy it sounded. Sure he’d told her in the forest that he was the King of the Dark Elves, but she really didn’t believe him. Elves were myths, weren’t they?

      One corner of his mouth lifted in a sensual half-smile. “I told you I was. I don’t lie. It’s a waste of time and air.” He leaned in closer so their lips were inches apart. “Besides, I could never lie to you.”

      “Why?” she breathed out, her heart pounding wildly in her chest, pulsing in her throat.

      He frowned and stepped back. “I will explain in private after you eat.”

      “You can explain while I eat.” She tugged her hand free from his and crossed her arms.

      He narrowed his emerald green eyes, and after a moment, he said, “Very well.” Nodding to the other man, Finn gave a tart command, as if annoyed. “Set a meeting with Willow.”

      Mr. Blue Man let out a soft growl that Ava couldn’t help but think was directed at her, then left them alone. She followed Finn when he exited the room. “Who was that?”

      “Kellam. He’s my head of security.”

      Okay. “What is he?”

      Finn didn’t answer right away, just continued to walk down the hall. Fine, she’d save her questions. For a little while anyway. But she would get answers. One way or another.

      A moment later, they came to a small reading room. Or at least it looked like one with a floor-to-ceiling bookcase taking up one of the walls. A large bay window was the centerpiece of the room. Instantly, she went to it, knelt on her knees on the bench seat, and peered out. Below was the largest and most beautiful rose garden she’d ever seen. Upon further inspection, she noticed several paths weaving through the garden like a maze. “Beautiful.”

      “Roses were my mother’s favorite flower. She spent hours of every day tending to the garden.” Finn sat on the seat next to her, staring out the window. Sorrow rolled from him and reached out to her.

      “What happened?”

      He lifted his gaze, and her heart broke at the unshed tears; yet, she didn’t comment and let him speak when he was ready. After a moment, he looked back out the window. “The Morna and Calim—the Light Elves—went to war a few decades ago. The war threw the balance of our world off. The more unbalanced our world became, the more magick they used.”

      She sensed that something much darker had happened. “Are you still at war?”

      “No. The Light Queen and I formed an enchanted contract.” He straightened and lifted his chin. “It’s unfortunate that it took a plague that my uncle started to make our parents see what they’d done. My parents, as well as many others, died in that plague.”

      Reacting on instinct, she covered his hand with hers and said, “Your uncle created a plague?”

      “Yes. He started up a group of rebels who were for neither side and claimed to be against the war.” Finn worked his jaw, making the muscles in his face flex. “He only wanted to claim the throne and wipe out the Light Elves.”

      He turned his palm up and closed his hand around hers. Warm, electrifying energy sparked between their palms. When she glanced down, she could see their auras. Something her mother had taught her to do at a young age when she’d started suffering from social anxiety. All she had to do was make sure she was grounded and centered every morning through meditation. And keep her aura a color of blue that wasn’t too light or too dark. The color of peacefulness and truth.

      In that moment, with hers and Finn’s hands joined, there were three colors: dark green, dark blue, and light blue. She knew the green was his, because it made sense to her. The comfortable and healthy color of nature. His hair had a green hue to it—as did his skin, she realized, being as close to him as she was then. However, her aura had never taken both colors of blue at the same time before. “I’ve never seen it do that before.”

      “You can see our energies?”

      “Yes. Mine is always a medium blue. I have to make sure of it.”

      He faced her, linking their fingers together as he did. “Why?”

      She really didn’t want to talk about it with him. After all, they’d just met. And he hadn’t really told her where she was. After tugging her hand free, she stood and drifted around the room. “You promised me food and an explanation of where I am.”

      She caught the slight smirk on his lips before he stood and stalked toward her. “Food is on its way. You are in Edra, the Realm of the Elves.”

      “How did I get here?”

      “You said you had a key and it unlocked a door. My guess is that the door was a portal.” He stopped inches from her. “We have been waiting for you.”

      Waiting for me? “Me? Why?”

      With a narrowed gaze, he studied her for a moment. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?” She fisted her hands. He wasn’t making sense. Why wouldn’t he just tell her already?

      Just then, a light knock sounded on the door. Finn didn’t move from his spot in front of her. “Come in.”

      The door opened, and a young, petite girl entered carrying a tray. She had purple hair and mocha-colored skin. She met Ava’s stare briefly before glancing to Finn and then the floor as she made her way to the table to the left of the bay window. After setting out the plates and pouring what Ava assumed was tea, the girl turned to Finn. “Will there be anything else?”

      “No, Fern. Thank you.”

      She curtsied and left the room.

      “Have a seat.”

      Although Finn’s words were soft, she sensed the command in them like a power only he possessed. Maybe so. He was the King, after all.

      After taking her seat, she inhaled the savory aromas of thinly sliced steak over steamed vegetables. Her stomach growled. There went pretending she wasn’t hungry to get more information from him. Still, she studied him as he took the seat across from her with fluid grace. He was beautiful, yet masculine at the same time.

      “Please, eat.” He frowned as if uncertain about something. Before she could ask what about, he spoke again. “There is a legend of two elves, one Dark and one Light, who fell in love. Because the union was forbidden, they left Edra to live in the human realm. Their escape sparked a war between my people and the Light ones.”

      A war? Because two people fell in love? “Why?”

      “The male was the Prince of the Calim. He was the only son to the King and Queen.”

      “But war?”

      Finn cut his steak as he continued. “The Calim King demanded my parents’ firstborn as payment for losing his only son. Of course, my father refused, so the Light King declared war, blaming the Morna for corrupting his son and people.”

      He paused to take a bite and chew. Ava pushed her broccoli around her plate, taking in the information. The thought that this whole thing could be a dream drifted through her mind. She didn’t understand why he’d told her about the couple and the war. It didn’t answer any of her questions.

      “The war went on for decades, and used up a lot of the natural magick. We grew weak, both the Calim and Morna. Our ability to self-heal and remain ageless decreased to almost nothing. Then the plague fell upon us, killing most of our people, my parents included.” Finn set his fork on the table and rose to stand in front of the window.

      Her heart broke for him, even though she could sense a wall go up around his. He most likely hid behind that barrier. She felt the need to comfort him. Instead of reaching out to him, she shared her own loss. “I lost my parents a few years ago. My dad fell ill. Doctors said it was pneumonia and that he was too old to fight it off. Well, they didn’t say that exactly, but I got the message. Anyway, a few months after Dad died, Mom passed away. It was as if her mourning sent her into a deep depression and she willed herself to die. She didn’t love me enough to stay.”

      Finn was at her side in a flash. Ava didn’t even see the man move. Kneeling at her side, he took her hands in his. When she peered into his dark green eyes, she saw the first signs of tears. “That is not true. When elves mate, it’s for life. One dies, the other will follow into the next life.”

      Confusion rolled through her mind like storm clouds. “Elves? My parents were human.”

      His eyes sparked like an inner light had been flipped on behind his pupils. After a moment, he drew his brows together. “After Willow, the Queen of the Calim, and I ended the war, a seer prophesied that the child of the lovers would return to us and restore the magick of the land.”

      “And you think I’m that child?”

      A sensual smile lifted one side of his mouth. “You are no child. But yes, you are the one who will forever link the Morna and Calim and restore the magick to Edra.”

      She tugged her hands free and shook her head. He’d told her the story because he believed the lovers were her parents. That made her half Morna and half Calim. Still, she wasn’t sold. “If I am this hybrid elf, why don’t I have any powers?”

      “Our magicks are limited in the human realm.”

      He seemed to have an answer for everything. “My parents never had any either, and they didn’t have a reason to lie to me my whole life.” Anger fueled the pain of loss that surfaced when she first mentioned the two people that had meant the most to her. She pushed her plate to the center of the table and stood. “Thank you for the food, but I need to get home.”

      By the time she reached the door, Finn was there, blocking her exit. “I can’t allow you to leave.” He raised one hand and caressed her cheek with his knuckles. “Not yet.”

      With pursed lips, she stepped back and stared at him, seeing his energy flow around him. Just because he believes what he said doesn’t mean it’s the truth. She crossed her arms. “So you have the power to control my free will?”

      A frown formed on his perfect, handsome face. “I do not.” The muscle in his temple twitched as if he ground his teeth. “I ask you to stay. With me. We can get to know each other, and you can learn about our realm.”

      She didn’t fail to notice that he referred to Edra as if it were her world instead of just his. “Why? I didn’t ask to be here. I was comfortable in my life where I was.” With the expectation of the most recent events, that was.

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again. A moment later, he broke the eye contact and threaded his fingers through his long, dark hair. “I believe you are who I said you are, and I’d like a chance to show you the truth. Besides, if I am right, then you are in great danger.”

      “Danger?”

      With a short nod, he held out his hand. “Even though Queen Willow and I are bound to a peace treaty, the rebels will kill you to keep you from uniting the two kingdoms.”

      There it was. The ripple in his aura. He didn’t lie to her, but he didn’t tell her the whole truth either. However, she’d play long. For now. “Wouldn’t I be safe in my own world?”

      “No. Not now that you are here. Your presence in the forest would have alerted our enemies. They will be searching for you.”

      Hmm. “And I’m safe here?”

      Emerald eyes locked with hers. “Yes, but only inside the palace walls. I have the palace warded to protect those within, including you.”

      Again with a half-truth. She had to get out of there. Finn didn’t make sense. Hell, none of the crap that had happened in the last hour made sense. “You still haven’t answered my question as to why I should stay.”

      “Your life is in danger now.”

      She glared at him. She trusted people too much in her life. That’s why things like the partnership with Jeff ended with her being shitted on. She simply didn’t understand how people could be so hurtful. “You are withholding information from me. Why should I believe anything you say?”

      When he opened his mouth to speak, she held up a hand. “Don’t tell me another half-truth.”

      He dropped his shoulders. “I know from the bottom of my soul that you are the hybrid elf we’ve been waiting for. I also know you are to be my bride.”

      Her heart stopped for a brief moment, then resumed beating at an alarming rate. His bride? Oh. No. That wasn’t happening.

      She rushed to the door and ran down the hallway, desperate to find a way out of the palace. Away from Finn.
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      Ava made it to the edge of the forest before Finn flashed in front of her. Skidding to a halt, she glared at him. Magick rippled around him, darkening his aura. A mix of anger and fear flowed from him and touched her awareness. He truly was afraid for her life.

      She flicked her gaze to the large bodyguard behind Finn. Kellam stood with his arms folded like a wall. No, he was more like a dragon, waiting for danger to strike. Turning her attention back to Finn, she pointed at him. “I’m not marrying you. One, I don’t know you, and two, I will not marry anyone I’m not in love with.”

      Finn closed the gap between them, took her hand, and then flattened her palm against his chest. Heat enveloped her, making it impossible to concentrate. His voice was calm and soft when he spoke. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Please stay with me. Learn about my people, our people, and give me a chance to woo you.”

      A tiny voice in her head screamed to run, but it was her heart that she trusted the most. Even when it led her down a darker path. Maybe she was here for a reason? However, she still wasn’t sold on Finn’s story of her parents being elves. “I’ll give you a day.”

      A sexy smile lifted the corners of his lips. “That’s hardly fair. Give me a month.”

      A month? Thoughts of home churned in her mind. She had no one waiting on her. In fact, she wasn’t sure there was anyone who would miss her. Really, she didn’t have anything to lose. Or gain. Sadness settled into her heart. Her life was a lonely, pathetic mess. “One week.”

      He looped an arm around her waist and meshed their bodies together. Desire rushed through her, making her lightheaded. She took a deep breath to try to clear her thoughts, but his clean, earthy scent only made her want him more. Then he let out a low growl-like sound that vibrated his chest. “Two weeks.”

      Oh, dear God. “No more.”

      “Deal.”

      The sound of that one word made her suddenly think she had just sealed her fate with the devil himself.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Finn placed a finger over her lips in a silent command. A moment later, he moved to stand with his back against her front in a protective stance. Kellam moved in beside Finn then stepped forward. Fear burned her insides as a dark energy touched her psyche. Peeking around him, she couldn’t see any signs of a threat, but it was there, lurking.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      Finn reached back with one hand and gently squeezed her elbow. “Go inside.”

      “What is it?” she asked again, a little louder.

      Just then, a man…no, an elf stepped out of the shadows as if appearing from the darkness. He was about a foot taller than Finn with long, black hair that blended with his tunic and leather pants. His dark gaze met hers, just as a creepy smirk tugged at his mouth. Suddenly, the fear in her gut morphed into a need to protect herself as well as Finn.

      Before she could form words to question Finn again, the man spoke. “She has returned, but she is weak.”

      Kellam let out a low growl a moment before Finn replied to the man’s taunt. “I claim her as my bride.”

      “But she doesn’t accept.” The man laughed. The sound made Ava’s skin crawl.

      Finn’s body tensed, his muscles going rock-hard under where she rested her hands on his biceps. “She has agreed to courtship. You have no business here.”

      The other elf stepped closer, ignoring the warning growls from Kellam while his gaze fixed on Ava. She started to back away but straightened her spine instead. Something told her she was safe with Finn and his guard. “My nephew has forgotten his manners. I’m Quinn, the rightful King of the Morna.”

      Ah, the pieces connect. Ava narrowed her gaze on Quinn and opened her mind’s eye. His aura was a much darker green than Finn’s, with a layer of black closest to his body. Dark power. The words were a whisper in her mind.

      Without warning, Quinn thrust one hand toward Kellam, throwing the large bodyguard several yards into the forest. Ava gasped and flinched as Quinn gripped Finn by the neck. “I could kill you now.”

      No. Ava shook. Warm, electrifying energy flowed around her, fueling her fear that was now like a wildfire inside her. “Let him go.”

      She almost didn’t recognize her own voice. The heat within her grew, and her hands began to glow.

      A moment later, Quinn held up his hand and a dagger formed in it. Dread sliced through her. Before she could react, Quinn sank the blade into Finn’s stomach and released him. Finn fell to the ground, coughing. Ava’s heart hammered in her chest as she glanced from Finn’s still form to Quinn’s evil grin. “What did you do?”

      She ran to Finn but didn’t make it. Quinn grabbed her by the waist, tightly banded his arm around her, and held her back to his chest. His hot breath brushed against her cheek as he growled out, “Something I should have done a long time ago. Bow to your new King.”

      Oh, hell no. The earlier energy, or power, or whatever it was flowing around her intensified. The glowing beneath her skin turned blue, then took on an orange hue, like the color of flames. It wasn’t around her, but rather inside her. Confused and desperate, she welcomed the new power and used it to try to break Quinn’s hold on her. “Let. Me. Go.”

      As soon she grabbed his wrist and pushed at him, he cursed and let her go. She stumbled a few steps before regaining her balance and then rushed to Finn’s side. Relief filled her when she saw his chest rise and fall with shallow breaths.

      “Bitch!”

      Quinn’s snarl drew her attention up in time to see the elf storming toward them. She threw her hands up out of instinct, and an iridescent dome formed over her and Finn. What? Just then, Kellam barreled into Quinn. The men rolled on the ground, and then Quinn was gone, obviously teleporting away.

      Ava focused on Finn. He’d lost a lot of blood. “You’re not healing. Why?”

      “Not enough magick. Too weak.” He coughed again.

      She framed his face in her hands and stared into his green eyes. Compassion mixed with a familiar sense of belonging swam in her mind and heart. Even though she didn’t know Finn, she cared whether he lived or not. It was as if he died, so would she. Odd.

      “I don’t understand any of this,” she whispered before leaning down to kiss him.

      Warmth and magick surrounded them as their lips touched, soft at first. The energy within her lessened, and when she broke the kiss, she realized she’d transferred it to Finn somehow. His wound knitted itself closed. Within minutes, it was as if he were never hurt.

      He locked gazes with her and smiled. “Thank you.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure what I did.”

      He took her hands and stood, bringing her with him. With a finger, he touched the shimmering dome, and it dissolved like a bubble being popped. “I’ll explain inside.”

      Nodding, she followed him while Kellam fell in step behind them. Her body still hummed from whatever she had done. A sense of numbness settled over her. She’d reacted before she even knew what she was doing.

      Once inside, Finn took her hand and led her to the parlor and closed the doors behind Kellam. “Are you all right?”

      “I think so. What about you?” She pointed to his stomach where Quinn had stabbed him.

      Finn offered a small smile and lifted his tunic to reveal smooth, unscarred skin. “All healed, thanks to you.”

      Kellam spoke from the window. “She’s a Fire Elf.”

      Finn studied her for a long moment. “No, I think she’s purely elemental. At least, that would make more sense because she is both Morna and Calim.”

      “I still don’t want to believe it, but I can’t explain what happened out there.” She wrapped her arms around her waist, refusing to fall part. Not again. She’d done that once, when her parents died. And she’d vowed to be stronger.

      “Come sit. Please.” Finn patted the couch cushion beside him.

      With a sigh, she sat. “Why didn’t I have any of these powers before? And what triggered them now?”

      “Simply being in this world could have triggered your magick. Like I said before, we are almost powerless in the human realm.” Finn caressed her cheek.

      “You burned Quinn, wounded him.” Kellam glanced at her, one side of his mouth lifting in an approving smile.

      Ava glanced from Kellam to Finn. “So my parents really were the elf couple that started the war.”

      “Yes. I know it more now than ever.” Finn framed her face and pressed his lips to hers. Desire flooded her in a hot wave. But too soon, he pulled away. “And only my fated mate could share her power with me.”

      Her heart slammed to her feet. His fated mate? As in bride. She shook her head. “I don’t think—”

      He placed a finger over her lips, stopping her denial. “I will not push you. The choice is yours. But you should know that I’m willing to do anything to make you mine, including seducing you.”

      She was in trouble. The more time she spent with him, the harder it was getting to resist him. “Before any seducing starts. I want answers about my parents and their lives here. About you and your role as Elf King and what it would mean for me if I choose—that’s a big if—to become your Queen. I want to know why your uncle wants to kill you. And now me. Can I meet the Calim?”

      Finn laughed. “Slow down. You will get your answers in time. To answer your last question, we leave within the hour to meet with Willow, the Calim Queen.”

      Ava frowned. “I hope it’s not a formal meeting.” She glanced down at her tan slacks and white button-up top. Though she was dressed professionally for work, she didn’t think it was proper attire to meet a Queen in.

      “I will summon Fern to help you freshen up and dress.” He kissed her forehead then stood. “I’ll meet you in the foyer when you’re ready.”

      Nodding, she watched Finn push a button on a small device on the table next to the sofa. Curious, she slid to the end of the couch to study the object. It appeared to be a communication device, like a call button she might find outside a building or something. Convenient.

      She glanced back up to Finn’s face, meeting his gaze. “If my father was once the Calim Prince, then who is the Queen to me?”

      “She is your father’s sister.” He cupped her cheek. “I must go tend to something before we leave.”

      Offering what she hoped was a reassuring smile, she said, “Go. I’ll be fine. Plus, Fern seems nice.”

      The green of his eyes darkened briefly before his features smoothed to express no emotion. “She is young and can be a bit…bold at times.”

      Ava stood and kissed his cheek. “I can handle myself and Fern. Go, take care of your business.”

      The corners of his lips twitched right before he dipped his head to give her a quick kiss. “I have no doubt you can.”

      He left the room, and Ava sighed. She’d been transported to this world for a reason. Mating the Elf King may only be a fraction of it. No, if she was whom Finn believed she was, then it was prophesied that she’d restore the magick in the kingdom. All she had to do was figure out how. Easy.

      Her head began to throb. She’d been overthinking since she’d walked through that door. Yet, the sense of being overwhelmed hadn’t slammed into her. Not unless burning a man counted as jumping off the ledge. She was strangely calm inside. As if a part of her knew she had to be there.

      As for mating Finn? She didn’t even want to go there. Not at the moment anyway.

      The parlor doors opened, and she met the gleeful gaze of Fern. “Good afternoon, miss. Are you ready to prepare to meet the Calim Queen?”

      Ava smiled and nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” She followed the young elf through the great room to the stairs. “You know I’m going to ask you for dirty details about Finn, right?”

      A giggle bubbled out of the girl. “Yes, ma’am. I have tales to share. It shall be fun to have you around.”

      Ditto. Ava’s smile widened. She could tell that she and Fern were going to become good friends.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      Finn entered his study and headed straight to his desk. “Quinn will not let this go.”

      A low growl escaped Kellam as the male turned from the window. “All the more reason you shouldn’t make the trip to the Calim Elves.”

      “It’s important to Ava to know her family. And Willow is her only known relative.” Even though it was the Calim who’d killed her Dark family. However, it was Willow’s place to tell Ava that. “We’ll take the carriage and go through the enchanted forest.”

      His head of security’s silence told him that Kellam didn’t like the plan. Well, tough shit. Finn was not going to hide. Especially from his uncle. “Have you heard from your source?”

      “There is talk about a female hybrid. At first, I thought he was talking about Ava, but now I wonder if there is another.” Kellam said.

      Finn cut a sharp gaze to Kellam. “Another? What makes you believe that?”

      “Vin says the female is evil and very powerful.” Kellam sighed before continuing. “Ava may be powerful, even if she doesn’t know it, but she is not evil.”

      Yes, Finn agreed with that. “Have you asked Willow about this female?”

      Another growl rumbled from the large male. “She avoided answering by telling me to make sure you made it on time and in one piece.”

      If the Calim Queen wouldn’t answer Kellam, then it was true. There was another half-breed among them. But why hadn’t she made her presence known? And what did she want? “What do you have panned for security for the trip?”

      “I’ll have two guards leading the carriage and two trailing. I will ride inside with you. There is a dummy carriage leaving in about five minutes with my twin leading it.” Kellam moved to the door. “I’ll make sure everything is set. We should be moving soon.”

      Finn nodded and waved his guard off. He longed for the day when he didn’t have to hide behind his guards because of the rebels. To be able to walk in the forest, free of a kill order hanging over his head.

      For now, he’d bide his time. Quinn would get desperate and fuck up. When he did, Finn would be there to make sure he paid for all his sins.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cool silk slid over Ava’s skin, soothing away the heat from using magick she didn’t know she possessed. After the royal blue gown had settled into place, she studied her appearance in the full-length mirror with a smile.

      She looked like a renaissance princess with a modern twist. The high waist accented her breasts perfectly, she noted with a half-smile. She lifted her arms to see the full effect of the bell sleeves. Nice.

      Fern came into view from behind her in the mirror. “If I am an elf, why don’t I have the pointed ears?”

      With a gleam in her eyes, Fern brushed Ava’s hair back, revealing her left ear. When the female touched the top, a ripple formed around Ava and made her shiver. Blinking once, she stared at her reflection in awe as Fern explained. “Your parents must have placed a glamour spell on you.”

      No shit. Ava didn’t only have pointed ears, but her skin also shimmered with a mixture of light and dark. “Why would they not tell me?”

      Fern fell quiet and walked away from the mirror. Ava turned and watched her tidy up the room. “Fern. Answer the question.”

      “I’m not sure. Finn should be the one to tell you.”

      Ava closed her eyes and took slow breaths before responding. “Finn says my life is in danger now that I’m here.”

      Fern nodded. “The rebels want you dead. They vowed when the seer predicted your arrival to kill you. Rumor says they are plotting to claim the thrones of both the Light and Dark kingdoms.”

      Quinn’s face flashed in Ava’s mind. It was clear the male didn’t like the fact that Finn was King. “Is Quinn a rebel?”

      “Yes, ma’am. He’s the leader.” The words were spoken low, like she didn’t want to talk about it. When Fern glanced back at her, she smiled wide. “Now that your glamour is gone, you are ready to meet your aunt.”

      “My aunt? Oh, yes. The Calim Queen.”

      Fern nodded. “She is beautiful and nice. You will love her.”

      Ava had a family. Well, at least an aunt. “What do you know about my mom’s family?”

      Again Fern turned away from her, like she had with the last question she didn’t want to answer. Ava decided to let it go and save the questions for Finn. “Never mind. You’re uncomfortable.”

      “No. That’s not it. I never knew your mom, but my mom did. She worked here in the palace.” Fern gathered up Ava’s clothes and headed to the door. “After your parents left and war broke out, your mother’s family were captured and killed.”

      Ava’s heart sank and broke all over again. The loss of both of her parents rose up, bringing the pain front and center. Tears stung her eyes. “Thank you for being honest with me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Fern lingered at the door as if unsure what to do.

      “Don’t be.” Ava wiped her eyes and took a deep breath, then released it in a rush. “We should get going. I’m sure Finn is waiting.”

      And Ava wanted to meet Willow.

      With a nod, Fern led her down to the foyer where Finn waited patiently. He wore a black, high-low jacket over a tan tunic. When he faced her completely, she sucked in a breath at how handsome he was with his hair hanging loose around his shoulders. Then he smiled, and Ava swore her knees would give out.

      “You are beautiful,” he said and offered his hand to her.

      She placed her hand in his. “I’m not sure about the ears and the shimmer.”

      When he gave a gentle tug of her hand, she stumbled into him. “It will take some time to get used to, I suppose. Just promise me you’ll let me know when you are unhappy.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m good at expressing my unhappiness.” She laughed, and suddenly, her nerves sent a zap of worry through her. She was the love child of the couple who’d started a war. Finn’s warning of being in danger finally sank in. The rebels wanted her dead. Who knew how many others resented her parents.

      Finn smoothed her brow with his fingers. “You have nothing to fear. After I announce the wedding, it will be against the law to harm you, punishable by death.”

      Dread and shock stilled her heart for a brief moment. “Wait. I didn’t agree to marry you.”

      A crooked smile formed on his sensual mouth, and a spark of knowing twinkled in his emerald gaze. “Oh, but you will.”

      Will I? “You are so sure of yourself.”

      “Yes. I always get what I want.”

      She had no doubt of that. Every minute she spent with him, she found it harder and harder to remember why she had to return home. And really, what was holding her to one place or another? However, if it meant learning more about her parents and the life they’d hidden from her, she was intrigued enough to stick around. Plus, Finn sparked a desire she’d never felt toward anyone before. “We’ll see,” she teased.

      A bright flash rippled across the irises of his green eyes as a grin played on his face. “Challenge accepted.” He offered his elbow to her. “We shouldn’t keep Willow waiting.”

      Looping her arm with his, she sighed. “I’m ready.”

      He led her out the door to the horse-drawn carriage waiting for them in the circular gravel driveway. Her heart thumped in her head as she allowed Finn to help her into the carriage. Wanting to focus on one thing at a time, she said, “I guess there are no cars here.”

      “Cars?”

      His drawn brows and curious glance at her told her the answer was no. “I didn’t think so. Cars are motorized vehicles that run on gas and oil.”

      He smiled. “Yes, I’ve heard of them. We don’t need such things here. We are creatures of nature, after all.”

      Now that she thought about it, she did feel more clear-headed and at ease. No noise, no pollution. Just her and the natural setting of the forest. It was enchanting in more ways than she’d dreamed. “Would it be possible for a tour of your kingdom?”

      His hands fisted in his lap. After a few moments, he uncurled his hands and covered one of hers. “I would love to show you my kingdom, but—”

      She placed a finger over his lips, halting him in mid-sentence. “I didn’t mean right now. I can wait until the threat on my life is over.”

      “You are staying?”

      A laugh escaped her. “Not so fast. I’m not sure I belong here, but I will help you in any way I can. Plus, my parents are from here, apparently, and I want to know everything about their life here.”

      “Fair enough.” He linked their fingers and added, “Would you join me for a late-night stroll after we return?”

      Giddiness rose within her. “I’d love that.”

      She glanced out the small window with a smile. Peace had settled over her as if she had finally found where she belonged. As far as marrying the Morna King? Well, he would have to do some serious wooing.
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* * *

      The carriage rolled to a stop in front of a beautiful, white and gold mansion. Rose vines with multi-colored blooms crawled up the sides. A large staircase spilled from the center of the front of the house, meeting the gravel of the driveway. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s okay.”

      Ava glanced at him and noted the semi-smile on his lips. “It’s beyond beautiful to me. In fact, this whole place is.”

      He leaned over so his lips brushed against her ear and whispered, “I’ll have you begging to stay before the week is up.”

      Heat pooled in her abdomen. She sucked in her bottom lip before saying, “You really are sure of yourself.”

      The green in his eyes darkened and he leaned into her. Their gazes locked, intensifying the wildfire inside her. Then she lowered her eyes to his lips. What she wouldn’t do for a proper kiss in that moment.

      Just then, a hint of awareness brushed against her subconscious, and Finn broke the eye contact to glare out the window. “Your aunt grows impatient.”

      Ava glanced behind her. At the top of the large staircase, stood a woman she’d know anywhere, yet had never met. With long, blonde hair the color of spun gold, the Calim Queen was beautiful. The lavender gown she wore fell to the ground and pooled into a train, spreading out behind her. She also looked too much like Ava’s father to be anyone but his sister.

      Tears filled Ava’s eyes, and instantly she opened the carriage and ran up the stairs. When she reached the top, she threw her arms around Willow. Footsteps closed in from all directions, but Ava didn’t care. Suddenly, they stopped, making Ava glance up. Willow had her hand up as if to call off the guards, but she didn’t need to. They stared at Ava in awe.

      “What’s going on?”

      Willow framed her face and smiled. “I didn’t tell them you were coming. I wanted it to be a surprise.” The Queen turned to the guard closest to her. “We’ll take our tea in the gardens, privately.”

      The large elfin male nodded then rattled off orders to the others. After they’d disappeared, Willow looped an arm with Ava’s and greeted Finn and Kellam. “Does he have to hover?”

      Finn glanced at Kellam, who then let out a growl before returning to the carriage. Turning his attention back to Willow, Finn bowed and held out his hand. “Hovering is his specialty.”

      Willow laughed. “Thank you for bringing her to me.”

      Finn flicked a glance to Ava. “There is much we need to discuss.”

      “Yes. Come.” Willow descended the stairs, still holding on to Ava’s arm. “We won’t be disturbed. Plus, the gardens are enchanted to keep unwanted guests out.”

      Ava glanced at Finn, worried that Willow had gotten uninvited guests like they had earlier. Finn kept his features emotionless. She’d have to ask him how he did that.

      When they approached the gardens, all her worries seemed to mute to a low hum in the back of her mind. The fragrance of gardenias and lilies filled the air. The sense of calm circled around her. Yet, Ava couldn’t stop her fidgeting as she sat between Willow and Finn at a white circular table in a small courtyard. Questions whirled in her mind. So much had been opened up to her in the short time she’d been in their world, and she didn’t know where to start.

      Finally, Willow spoke as if knowing what she needed. “I see both of your parents in you.”

      “Tell me about them?”

      Willow smiled. “They were so in love. From the moment they met. Jandar planned their escape before asking your mother.”

      “How did they meet?” Ava relaxed a little and sat back in her seat.

      “I’m not sure of the details. Jan said he met her in the neutral area between the kingdoms. Faylan was hunting, unaware she was being watched. At least, that was Jandar’s tale.” Willow’s smile faded. “His eyes lit up at the mention of her. I was the only one he could tell. We were twins, after all.”

      Sadness washed over Ava and mixed with her own grief, that of losing the only two people she’d ever cared about. “Why was it forbidden for a Morna and Calim to fall in love?”

      “My father was a harsh ruler and believed the two kingdoms should never have any kind of relations. Growing up, Jan and I were taught to accept it as the law. When we got older, we realized it as our father’s own prejudice against our Dark cousins.” Willow let out a sigh before sipping her tea. “When Jandar left our realm with Faylan, Father was beyond furious and blamed the Morna for turning his only son against his kingdom.”

      Ava’s heart broke for Willow and everyone in Edra. “Then war broke out.”

      Willow nodded. “And both sides hoarded power to use on the other. After years of battles, the magick faded. Then, my father helped Quinn create a plague.” She paused briefly. “I’d had enough of the war and the sickness spreading over the land. I drove a sword through my father’s heart and claimed his throne.”

      With a gasp, Ava reached out to her aunt. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      Willow took her hand and held it. She opened her mouth, then moved her gaze to Finn, narrowing her eyes at him. Ava wondered what the Calim Queen saw or sensed. Returning her gaze back to Ava, Willow frowned. “You’ve begun the bonding.”

      The bonding? “What?” Confusion stirred up her fear of the unknown.

      Finn spoke in a flat tone. “Your grandmother was a seer. Willow has the gift.”

      That still didn’t answer Ava’s question. Before she could ask again, Willow said, “When you saved Finn’s life, you started the bonding. It’s the first step to mating or getting married.”

      Ava tugged her hand away from her aunt and sat back in her chair again. Uncertainty swirled inside her gut. “What does that mean?”

      Finn dropped his shoulders and faced her, his face full of compassion and worry. “Nothing is set until we go through with the ceremony and complete the ritual. I would never force it on you.”

      “Yet, you didn’t tell me it had started. That I started it?”

      She stood, and Finn followed. “I said you being able to heal me meant we were true mates. Nothing has started. Unless you want it to.”

      Ava glared at him. “So it’s my fault?”

      Willow cleared her throat as if to remind them she was still there. “It is no one’s fault but the Fates. However, there are bigger issues we must discuss.” When Ava sat back down, Willow continued. “Ava will be a target for the rebels. Your uncle won’t stop until he has your throne.”

      Finn let out a growl-like sound from his throat. “Quinn will be disappointed. He will not win.”

      Willow picked up her teacup and tilted it toward Ava. “Not with her by your side. However, he has found Sana—the other hybrid female—and plans to mate with her.”

      Confused, Ava glanced from Willow to Finn. The two of them clearly knew what was going on, but neither was offering any explanations. “Who is Sana, and why do we care if she mates Quinn?”

      After a long silence that threatened Ava’s sanity, Willow spoke. “Sana is your half-sister. She was born days before your parents escaped to the human world.”

      “Half-sister? Then she is not from my father? I can’t believe my mother was unfaithful.” The sadness in Willow’s blue gaze soured Ava’s stomach. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know all the details. I didn’t know Sana existed until a few weeks ago. My gift of Sight only shows me the future, not the past.” The Queen paused as if the mention of Sana upset her more than she wanted to show. “She is like you; half Calim and half Morna. Rumors drifted on the wind that your mother had been raped by my father’s guards. A punishment for ruining the Calim Prince.”

      Tears welled up in Willow’s eyes, breaking Ava’s heart. Taking a breath and wanting to change the subject, she searched her mind for a question not involving her parents. She’d find out more about her mother later. Someone in the Morna kingdom would know her mother. Or she could hunt down Sana for a little Q&A. “How am I supposed to set things right?”

      A smile lit up Willow’s face. “You will come forward to all the people, win their trust and love, and then restore the Light and Dark magicks of the land. In turn, you will unite both kingdoms.”

      That didn’t answer her question. “How am I to restore the magick?”

      “Only you will know when the time is right. I will say it comes from your heart, and it is something you must learn on your own.” Willow stood and scanned the area. “You must stay for dinner.”

      Ava and Finn nodded at the same time. Something told Ava that it was going to be a long and painful journey. The question of the decade was, would she survive it?
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      Ava stepped out onto the green lawn that seemed to stretch out for acres behind Finn’s large estate. They’d returned an hour ago from the Calim kingdom. Ava had told Finn she was tired, but when she got to her room, she couldn’t rest. Too much going through her mind.

      Her main concern was how she had not thought about home or anyone there. Was she being too insensitive about Jeff’s death and Alice? Of course, the widow had stolen from her.

      “A pebble for your thoughts.”

      Finn’s rich, slightly accented voice smoothed over her from behind. It was so hard to deny him, or stay away from him. “I’m a little restless, and thought some night air would help.”

      He came to stand next to her then linked their hands together. “You are troubled.”

      “Before I found the skeleton key and entered this world, I found out that my business partner was killed. I was sadder for his wife than myself. Does it make me a horrible person that I don’t mourn his death?” Once the words had left her mouth, she realized that she hadn’t grieved for her parents either. Well not for a long period of time. Sure, she was sad—she’d even cried—when they died, but she didn’t mourn for them like other people did. Like humans did.

      “We don’t see death as an end. It is the beginning of their next journey. So no, you are not a horrible being.” Finn faced her and placed her hand over his heart. “I miss my parents every day, but I know I will meet them again. If not in the afterlife, then in the next one.”

      That is how she felt, but didn’t know how to explain it. “I guess I kind of knew something was going to happen. I mean, Jeff had been acting strangely for a few weeks before his death. I guess it was why I’d started to pull away from the business, like I was looking for something else.”

      Finn began to walk, tugging her along with him. “I’m not surprised you have strong intuition. You could have gotten it from your grandmother on your father’s side.”

      Ava nodded. Now that she knew that her father’s mother was a seer, a lot of things made sense to her. “Why was the Calim King unforgiving? I mean, he was a Calim Elf.”

      “The differences between the Calim and the Morna are not good versus bad. It’s in our magick. The Calim get their powers from the sun and all things ruled by it. My people and I are ruled by the magick of the moon, the darkness.” Finn glanced at her briefly. She swore she saw a flash of concern in his eyes. It was his next words that confirmed what she saw. “You are both. Therefore, you get your powers from both the sun and the moon.”

      “Making me more powerful than any elf alive.” Suddenly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be there anymore. “No wonder your uncle wants me dead.”

      “Sana is also a hybrid. And she’s had her whole life to hone her powers.” Finn spoke low, and his tone had a hint of a tremble to it.

      “Who says I haven’t? I mean, I may have lived in the human realm, but I can’t believe my parents would leave me defenseless. Even though they lied to me about who I am.”

      With a gentle tug, Finn pulled her into his warm arms and stopped walking. “They wouldn’t. They would make sure you had what you needed. My guess is they might have prepared you all along, waiting for the day they would reveal everything.”

      Ava let out a sigh. He was right, but she was too tired to think anymore about it. “Tell me about your childhood.”

      “I was born months before the war broke out. Most of my life was spent in a safe shelter in the Wastelands, where I trained until I was old enough to fight in the war.” He smiled at her, apparently sensing her horror at his upbringing. “We were at war. Besides, all our children are trained at a young age to fight, hunt, and survive.”

      She wasn’t sure she liked the idea but let it go for now. “So I guess you didn’t have time for fun.”

      “I did. It wasn’t always work. But life in the Wastelands is very different.”

      “Are they as dark and dead as they sound?”

      Finn chuckled. “Yes. The Calim are powerless there, for there is no sun and very little light.”

      Ava frowned. “The perfect place to hide your children and females during a war.”

      “I regret nothing about my childhood. Besides, the training aided me while claiming the throne. I defeated my uncle then, and will again.” A flash of inner light, or was it more of a glow, lit up his emerald eyes. He turned away from her too fast for her to study his reaction. “Quinn warned me when I banned him from my kingdom that he would return and challenge me.”

      Ava huffed out a low growl. “That man…er elf…will not rule. He’s evil.”

      Finn faced her again, a seductive smile curving his lips. “Rule with me. Say yes and be my Queen.” He snaked an arm around her and tugged her close so their bodies meshed together. “The human world isn’t your home. Edra is.”

      She studied him for several long moments. There was nothing waiting for her return. Her career was ruined, and she’d have to start over anyway. However, there was something in his tone that told her he wasn’t sharing everything. “What are you not saying?”

      He closed his eyes briefly and inhaled slowly, releasing the breath just as slow. “I must take a bride to keep the throne. They were Quinn’s last words when he left.”

      “Like a curse?”

      He nodded. “A challenge, threat, whatever you want to call it.”

      Crossing her arms, she scanned his features. “With me here, you fear he’ll make good on his word to claim the throne?”

      “Especially if he indeed marries Sana. He’ll be too powerful to defeat.”

      The power the two elves would form after the union would be too great for Finn to fight alone. He needed Ava to protect his throne and people. Willow did say that Ava had already started the bonding. And the more she got to know Finn, the more she wanted to be a part of his world and life. Plus, Edra was her parents’ home. “What would being your Queen mean for me?”

      “You would rule by my side, be loved by our people, and become the most powerful elf in Edra.”

      She smiled, hearing the teasing tone of his voice as he said the last part of that statement. “I don’t want power.”

      He closed the gap between them and heat rose within her. “That’s what makes you the perfect Queen.” He dipped his head and pressed his lips to hers. An inferno raged to life in her core, then spread throughout her body.

      Pleasure consumed her, making it hard to think straight. In that moment, she wanted him like she’d wanted no other. It was crazy. She didn’t believe in instalove, but there was no denying the feeling that she belonged to him, in this place.

      She let out a soft groan as he broke the kiss. A dark presence touched her awareness. Even the hair on her body stood on end. Whirling around, she came face-to-face with Quinn and a female. The female looked a little like Ava’s mom, telling her that this was her sister. However, it was obvious it wasn’t going to be a happy family reunion. Sana was so full of hate, anger, and regret that she’d allowed it to darken her heart. Her aura said it all.

      “We finally meet, sister.” Sana’s cool taunt was spoken on a chuckle.

      Ava narrowed her eyes, which she never took off Sana, because deep down, Ava knew her sister was the real threat. “He’s just using you.”

      It was a weak attempt to fire back at her, but it was the first thing that popped into Ava’s mind. Suddenly, she heard Sana speak, but the female’s mouth never moved. The words were sent telepathically, for Ava’s ears only. “You are wrong. It is I who am using him.”

      Visions and images of the Calim palace consumed by flames flashed in Ava’s mind. An army of Morna storming the kingdom, killing everyone in their path. Bodies of the Calim littering the forest floor and village streets… The images flashed faster and faster through the horrid event. A future event where Sana controlled an army to wipe out the Calim.

      The images cut off abruptly, leaving Ava to stumble a step backwards. Finn touched her lower back with his hand, but it did nothing to soothe the rage building inside her. Cutting her evil sister a glare, Ava snarled, “You will not get away with it.”

      If the bitch could get inside my head, then I can get in hers. Ava focused and sent her a message, checking to see if she could telepathically communicate with Sana. “I will not allow you to hurt anyone.”

      A raise of a brow told Ava she was heard. Good. “You are weak, little sister. I’ve had my whole life to strengthen my powers, while you were hidden in the human realm.”

      Sana didn’t hide her jealousy very well. Ava smirked. Gotcha. “I’m sure you had a good upbringing. What made your heart so dark?”

      Rage swirled around Sana a moment before she charged at Ava, much too fast for her to track. Sana tackled her to the ground before a shimmering bubble formed around them, leaving out the men. Ava glanced to Finn and spotted fear in his green depths. Flicking her attention back to Sana, who had her pinned to the ground, Ava grabbed her sister’s face and cupped her head while staring into her eyes. Flashes of Sana’s childhood ran through Ava’s mind.

      “You were loved.”

      Sana snarled and gripped Ava’s throat. “I was thrown away like trash. My own mother ordered me to be killed.”

      Ava didn’t react to Sana’s outburst. Instead, she continued to sift through Sana’s memories. As soon as she touched on a name, like a whisper in her sister’s mind, Sana released her and jerked away from Ava. She then stormed toward Quinn, breaking the circle Ava had created around them.

      A moment later, the two dematerialized.

      Finn was at her side in an instant, helping her up. “Are you okay?”

      Ava nodded. “I’m telepathic.”

      “Only with family. It’s common among close families to develop the power.” Finn ran his hands up her arms, then around her back as if searching for injuries. “Did she hurt you?”

      “Only my heart.” Ava hugged him close. “While Quinn wants your throne, Sana wants all the Calim dead. Let’s go find Kellam and then I’ll explain.”

      They had to find a way to stop Sana before she made good on her threat. Because Ava couldn’t allow the future Sana had showed her to come true. Sana and Quinn had to be stopped. And Ava was going to make it happen.
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      Finn led Ava and Kellam into the study as fury mixed with confusion filled his head. His uncle had gone too far by bringing Sana to the palace. He turned to Ava at the soft click of the door. Before he could speak, she held up a hand. “They have to be stopped. Sana shared her vision of the future. She plans to kill Willow and destroy the Calim kingdom. The bitch is crazy.”

      Ava started pacing, anxiety rolling off her in waves. Finn reined in his own fears and anger. “What else did she say to you? Show to you?”

      Ava shook her head. “Nothing. But I did get the name of someone. A woman. Kenia.”

      “Don’t know the name.” Finn met Kellam’s stare. The male shook his head.

      “I need to find someone who knows about Sana’s birth. Like where she was taken. Who raised her? Something tells me it’s this Kenia woman.” Ava paced as her words faded to a mumble as if she were trying to figure it out on her own. Then she stopped and faced Finn. “Fern said her mother worked with my mother in the palace.”

      That was news to him since he’d been a baby when the war broke out. He moved to his desk and pressed the call button that would send his message to all the staff’s earpieces. “Fern, I request your presence in my study.”

      Ava hugged her waist, but Finn sensed the electrifying power around her, angry and waiting to be unleashed. Her hands fisted as she spoke. “She has to be stopped. I keep seeing the Calim kingdom destroyed. Buildings burned to the ground, the elves…all dead.” A sob escaped her, breaking Finn’s heart.

      He went to her and drew her into his arms. “Shh, that will not happen. We will stop her.” He met Kellam’s pissed-off gaze. “Contact Willow and let her know she is also a target.”

      Kellam gave a short nod and left the room.

      A moment later, Fern entered. Finn offered her a gentle smile. “Can you call your mom on video conference? We have some questions to ask about Ava’s mother.”

      With a quick glance to Ava, Fern nodded. “Yes, my lord.” Then she moved to the monitor on the wall between the bookshelves and touched the screen. It fired to life, revealing the keypad to dial out. After she’d typed in her mother’s number, Fern stepped aside.

      Crystal answered on the first ring, her face lit up with a bright grin until she noted Finn. She forced a smile, but worry still creased her forehead. “My lord.” Then she saw Ava and gasped. “Ava.”

      It was a whisper, but he heard it and knew that Crystal indeed knew Faylan well enough to know her secrets. At least, he hoped Crystal did. “Cry, I hope you are well. We are sorry to bother you, but hoped you could give us information about Faylan and the child she ordered to be killed.”

      A frown wiped away Crystal’s happy greeting. She glanced away from the screen as if wishing she had never answered the call. After another moment, Ava said, “Anything you can tell me about my mother will be greatly appreciated.”

      “The child from her rape is alive and has targeted the Calim Queen for assassination,” Finn offered in hopes of swaying Crystal to volunteer what she knew.

      With a heavy sigh, Crystal dropped her shoulders and lifted her gaze back to Finn. Sadness moved into her grey gaze like storm clouds. “Faylan was so in love with Jandar, and he with her. The day before her rape, she’d told me Jandar had proposed marriage. She said he would do anything to be with her, even denounce the throne.”

      Crystal’s gaze fell slightly and a single tear rolled down her cheek. Ava moved closer to Finn, and he linked their fingers together. “Cry, please continue.”

      “After the rape, Faylan retreated to her quarters and wouldn’t talk to anyone, not even me at first. When she found out she was pregnant, she left the palace and went to stay with her aunt in the Wastelands.” A sob escaped her. “It doesn’t surprise me that she’d order the child be put to death. Anyway, it’d been a year since I’d seen her when she snuck into the palace to say her goodbyes. She said she and Jandar were leaving Edra.”

      Ava tensed slight and asked, “What was her aunt’s name?”

      Yes, Finn wondered about that, too.

      “Kenia.”

      Ava faced him, hope lighting up her face. “We have to go to the Wastelands.”

      His first instinct was to say no, that he wasn’t going to risk her life by taking her to the darkest and most dangerous place in Edra. However, he couldn’t deny her her family, and they did need to find out more about Sana. He nodded to Crystal. “Thank you. You need to visit the palace more often.”

      Crystal smiled. “I will.” The smile faded. “My lord, should I be concerned?”

      “Not yet. Fern can keep you updated.”

      “Thank you.” Crystal ended the call.

      Finn tugged Ava to the sofa and sat down. “The Wastelands isn’t what it used to be. Many of the rebels live there, and they will capture and kill anyone loyal to Willow and me. We will need to travel with a guard or two and in disguise.”

      “When do we leave?”

      Squeezing her hands gently, he shook his head. Ava should be protected, not heading off into danger. He let out a soft chuckle. He sounded like Kellam trying to talk him out of a mission. And Finn wouldn’t listen to his guard any more than Ava would him. “Right after I brief you on the Wastelands. You must do as I say.”

      “The two of you will listen to me.” Kellam marched into the room, a snarl in his voice and his glare pinned on Finn. “The Wastelands are filled with creatures that feed on others’ misery and pain. It’s like what the humans call hell, the Underworld, the demon realm.”

      Finn shrugged. “It’s dark and cold.” He took Ava’s hands in his, drawing her attention to him. She needed to understand that she could come out of there a changed female. “You will need to tap into your Dark power more because your Light half will not be able to aid you.”

      “Because there is no sun. I got it.” Ava inhaled, then released it slowly. “I need to talk with Kenia and find out everything I can about Sana. I will not allow her to destroy the Calim kingdom.”

      Finn stood and nodded to Fern, who stood silently by the door, waiting for instructions. “Please assist Ava with finding a proper outfit for our journey. And don’t mention to anyone where we have gone.”

      Fern bowed and motioned to Ava. “Miss.”

      After a few moments, Ava left with Fern. Finn faced Kellam. “I will borrow clothes from one of the staff. I only want you and one other guard with us.”

      “The less, the better.” Kellam stalked to the door, then glanced at Finn from over his shoulder. “Willow fears we don’t have too much time.”

      Finn nodded. Sana’s energy was full of anger and darkness, with a little desperation in her scent. She would make a mistake, but not before destroying as many lives as she could. He hoped they could stop her before losing everything he’d fought so hard for.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Wastelands were everything that Ava imagined. There was no green grass or leaves on any of the trees. Even though there was no sun, it wasn’t truly dark. It was like being in a place stuck in twilight.

      “How do we find her?” Ava was so fixated on stopping Sana from her evil plot, she hadn’t thought things through fully. However, Finn seemed confident. Did he know how to find Kenia?

      He brought his horse to a stop next to hers. “She is your great-aunt. You can sense her. Just focus on her name and your mother’s face, then ask the elements around you to guide you.”

      Ah, she knew how to do that. Her mother had taught her to listen to the wind for its secrets. A smile spread her lips. Thanks, Mom.

      Closing her eyes, she stretched out her senses, searching her surroundings. Nothing came to her. No whispers, no magick. “The air feels neutral. It’s almost like we are stuck in between Light and Dark.”

      “It is possible. Many things have changed over the years.” Finn’s tone was matter-of-fact. “If that is true, you should be able to use either side of your power or a combination of the two.”

      Kellam let out a breathy growl. “Come, I know someone who owes me a favor. We can see if she can tell us anything about Kenia.”

      The guard steered his horse to the east. Finn and Ava followed, and the other guard—Ava couldn’t remember his name—trailed behind them. All the while, Ava kept trying to connect to her great-aunt. Nothing she did seemed to work. It was as if her newfound powers didn’t work in the Wastelands.

      “I don’t think my magick works here,” she whispered to Finn.

      “Hmm. Something is not right.” His tone was low, and the moment the words left his lips, she picked up on a heavy energy.

      “What is that?” Fear burned her gut and made her heart rate increase.

      Before Finn had a chance to answer her, a large, hairy beast with bat-like wings dropped out of the sky onto the path in front of them. Once the thing lowered its wings, she noted the Dark Elf on its back. His skin shimmered with red and gold, beautiful, yet deadly.

      “Well, what do we have here? King Finn. I think you took a wrong turn.” The male snarled at Finn, then glanced to Ava. His eyes rounded in surprise. “Looks like Quinn has been withholding information. The hybrid child has returned.”

      Kellam and the other guard moved in front of Finn and Ava protectively. Kellam said, “I’d advise you to move on your way and forget about seeing us here. This is not rebel land, you have no business here.”

      “You are wrong, demon, it is you who don’t belong.”

      The guard beside Kellam growled and threw a fireball at the elf, but it missed him. In turn, the evil male withdrew a bow and arrow from his back and fired much too fast for Ava to track with her eyes. The arrow hit the guard in the chest, killing him instantly.

      Before she knew it, Kellam swung around and slapped her horse on the rump, sending the creature speeding off into the dark forest around them. Oh, no. They would not send her off while they got themselves killed.

      Come on magick, don’t fail me now. Remembering what Finn had said at the palace about using her Dark side more, Ava called to the darkness, willing the magick of night and the moon to give her strength. Power started to build in her veins like warm water, heating as the energy grew stronger.

      Thank you, moon mother. She turned her horse around and charged back toward the path. The males were off their horses. Finn fought the evil elf while Kellam battled the large, winged beast. Neither one were equally matched to the other. Dread almost made her lose the hold on the power she’d built. Almost.

      Calling to the elements of air and fire, she created a small cyclone of flames and wind, then sent it swirling between them, not really trying to hit either group of fighters. It caught the attention of the rebel elf, which was what she had hoped for.

      He smirked and stalked toward her after hitting Finn with some kind of energy ball. Ava’s heart dropped to her feet, and she screamed out, “No.” When Finn’s chest rose and fell in labored breaths, Ava focused on the rebel. The bastard was going to pay.

      “I see you’ve found your backbone.”

      His taunt did nothing but fuel her fury. She willed a bow and arrow to her hands. A smile lifted her lips as she set up for her shot. Right before she released the arrow, the rebel rushed her, knocking them both to the ground. He straddled her with his hand around her throat. Her breathing came in gasps.

      “Still too slow. Like a human.”

      She tried to throw him off, but he was too heavy. From the corner of her eye, she spotted Finn still lying on the ground, barely moving. And she didn’t know where Kellam was. He and the beast had taken their battle into the forest.

      A moment later, the elf gasped, his back arching before his grip loosened around her neck and he fell to the ground next to her. A female stood at Ava’s feet with a sword in her hand. She nodded to Ava. “You’ve been looking for me?”

      Kenia.

      Ava rolled to her side then stood. “I’m Ava Green—”

      “I know who you are.” Kenia’s voice softened, and she glanced to Finn and frowned. “Fucking rebels. They’ve been told to stay away from this part of the Wastelands.”

      Kellam emerged from the forest, his clothes blood-soaked, and a gash over his right eye. “Why are they here?”

      Kenia glared at him then looked at Ava when she answered. “They are trying to build armies, take over areas they don’t own and force the weak to fight for their cause.” She pointed to Finn and added, “Bring him to my place. Others will be here any moment.”

      Kellam went to Finn and picked him up, then motioned Ava to follow Kenia. She did as directed. Her great-aunt didn’t seem pleased to see them. Well, that was too bad. Ava came for information, and that was what she was going to get.

      One way or another.
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      Ava watched Kenia as she poured herbal tea into cups, and then carried one to her. Accepting the tea, Ava said, “Thank you.”

      “Your mother and I were close. Like sisters. So it was natural for her to come to me after the attack.” Kenia sat down on the love seat next to Ava.

      With a quick glance to Finn stretched out on the couch across from them, Ava nodded. “You know why I’m here.” It wasn’t a question, and she was glad she didn’t have to explain anything or ask questions to confirm what Willow had said about the rape.

      “I use the water and fire elements to see into the future and past. It’s not as efficient as being a seer like your grandmother, but I get by. Know when the bastard rebels are headed my way.” Kenia lifted her gaze to Finn as she continued. “I’m one of the few in the Wastelands who is still loyal to the Morna King.”

      “Sana needs to be stopped,” Kellam said from the bay window behind them.

      Kenia closed her eyes and sat back. “There are many nights, especially recently, that I question my own judgment. Mainly why I didn’t kill the child as Faylan wanted.”

      “I couldn’t have killed a baby either.” Ava’s heart hurt to think about it. Although she understood that keeping Sana would have been a reminder of what the Calim had done to her mother.

      “When I decided to raise Sana myself, I never dreamed she would allow hate into her heart as she did. It has consumed her.” Kenia stood and moved to a small desk next to the fireplace. “Sana became too unpredictable and too powerful. Nothing I did or said would change her mind about seeking her revenge. She left several months ago, and I haven’t heard from her since.”

      Kenia pulled something out of a hidden compartment in the desk and brought it to Ava. She placed an onyx about the size of a quarter in Ava’s palm. “This will aid you when you need it most. Sana wants nothing more than to destroy everything your parents love, including you and your mate.”

      Fury boiled in Ava’s soul. No one would touch Finn, or anyone else for that matter. The stone in her hand began to warm. “She won’t get away with any of it. I’ll stop her in any way I must.”

      Kenia nodded, sadness rolling off her. “You may depend on the sun and moon for your magick, but your power also comes from your heart, your emotions. Your passion. You can do anything you desire.”

      Finn let out a groan and slowly sat up. Without a second thought, Ava rushed to his side. “How do you feel?”

      “Never better.” He gave her a weak smile.

      “Liar,” she said playfully, but Ava sensed his fatigue and eagerness to go home. Plus, the dark, inky air of the Wastelands was starting to weigh on her. After meeting Kellam’s gaze, she turned to Kenia. “Thank you for your help.”

      Kenia held out her hands, and Ava took them. “Your mom would be proud of how strong you’ve grown. Just remember that together you two are much stronger.”

      Ava followed her aunt’s gaze to Finn. Her intuition said Kenia was talking about the bond. Facing her great-aunt again, Ava pulled her into a tight hug. “When this is over, we must catch up. There is so much I want to know.”

      “Sure, baby. Just call on me anytime.” Kenia kissed her on the cheek.

      “Ava.” Kellam’s soft tone pulled her back to the issue at hand.

      She followed Kellam to the door then stopped when Kenia spoke. “I have a teleporter in my store room. You could use that to get the King back home safely. I’ll make sure your horses are returned within a few days.”

      Kellam gave a short nod and turned to follow Kenia to the back of the house. Ava hugged her one last time before entering the door that Kenia called a teleporter. It actually looked similar to the door that Ava had used to enter this world. Yet the energy was different, darker.

      Once back at the palace, Finn appeared to feel better. His color was back to normal. Well, normal for him.

      Ava, on the other hand, had a lot going through her mind. Her great-aunt’s words were in the forefront of her mind.

      “What is it?” Finn asked and caressed her cheek.

      She shrugged. “Kenia said that we’d be stronger together.”

      He dropped his hand to grip hers. “Yes, a marriage bond would enable each of us to use the other’s power. We could also combine our magicks.”

      Making them the most powerful couple in Edra. Just as long as Quinn and Sana didn’t bond, which would be just what they would do to destroy the kingdoms.

      Making eye contact with Finn, she announced, “I will marry you and bind my life to yours.”

      His lips lifted in a smile while his brows dipped in a frown. “You don’t have to do it. I mean, I want you to say yes because I know you are mine. The one I’ve waited for to rule by my side. But I don’t want you to do anything you are not ready for.”

      “I have nothing in the human realm. Without my parents, I’ve just been existing. Here, with you, I feel alive. I have a purpose.” She kissed him.

      He released a low groan and wrapped his arms around her, drawing her closer to him. He licked the seam of her lips, and she opened for him. Her body ached for his touch, to feel his skin against hers.

      Breaking the kiss, Finn framed her face in his hands, his green eyes lit up with passion. “Are you sure? You’re not doing it to stop my uncle and your sister?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. Stopping them once and for all is just a bonus.” She hugged him close. “I can’t explain it. I’ve never felt like this with anyone. It’s like I know I belong here. Everything in my life is making sense, and I’m finally home.”

      “Once we bond, there is no undoing it as long as both of us are still alive.”

      “Then I’ll have to kill you when I’m done with you,” she teased.

      He chuckled as he scooped her up in his arms and moved to the stairs. “The bond has already begun from when you shared your magick with me to save my life. All we have to do is open our hearts and minds to one another while making love. The magick will take care of the rest.”

      “Ah, so this whole thing is just to get me in the sack?”

      “Of course.”

      She laughed and relished the thought of pretending for one night that she wasn’t being chased by people who wanted her dead. No, tonight I’m all Finn’s. We’ll deal with reality in the morning.

      He kicked the door to his room open and carried her to his bed. Her stomach felt like a hundred hummingbirds were fluttering inside. She wasn’t a virgin, but she’d never felt this turned on or nervous in her life.

      Laying her down on the cool sheet, he kissed her lips and moved to trail kisses across her jawline to her neck. Tingles of desire raced over her skin and burned in her core. When he lifted his head, his eyes seemed to glow.

      After urging her to sit up, he gripped the hem of her tunic and lifted it over her head. Then, with slow, teasing motions he pulled her leggings and panties off. Being bare to him amped up her arousal. Her sex pulsed with need, and she had to fight to keep from touching herself. No, she wanted him to touch her, pleasure her.

      As if knowing what she craved, he crawled back on the bed and placed his hands on her thighs, gently urging her to spread her legs. She complied, opening up for him. When his lips touched her core, she sucked in a breath and closed her eyes briefly, rocking her hips in time with his very talented tongue.

      He lifted his head and held her gaze as he slid one hand up her thigh to finger the little bundle of nerves. Spreading her lips, his teased her with his tongue before he slid two fingers inside her. A moan escaped. Never in her life had she ever felt so much pleasure.

      He covered her fully with his mouth as he pumped his fingers in and out of her pussy. Their energies mingled, and his power wrapped around her. Just when she thought she would burst from the mounting passion, he lifted his head and moved up her body with his fingers still inside her, his thumb replacing his tongue. “I want to hold you when you come,” he whispered in her ear, and then kissed her neck.

      Ava wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her hands in his hair, bringing his mouth to hers. The pleasure built as he moved his fingers in and out of her while his thumb rubbed her clit until the convulsing wave of an orgasm overtook her.

      After the last shudder had left her body, Finn pulled away from her, slid backwards off the bed, and smiled at her groans of protest. Their eyes locked and stayed fixed on each other as he removed his pants. Gods he was beautiful. And rock-hard, she noted as he removed his clothes.

      His lips lifted as he settled between her legs, positioning his cock at her entrance. Before giving her what she wanted, he reclaimed her mouth. He pushed his tongue between her lips so it could dance with hers. Heat spread through her, and she was growing impatient to have him inside her.

      She raised her hips slightly, rubbing against his erection and drawing a groan from him. A moment later, he thrust inside her. She gasped at the sudden waves of passion slamming into her. Magick wrapped around them in a lover’s embrace, intensifying the pleasure between them. Then she felt it, the threads that would bind them, weaving together to create a beautiful canopy of their future.

      He increased his tempo, and each movement pushed them further into ecstasy until he roared in his own release. Ava’s body jerked and fell over the edge with him.

      Finn rolled to his side and gathered her in his arms. They were silent for a few moments, and she was okay with that. It wasn’t awkward; they were just enjoying the bliss, the afterglow. She could feel him in her mind and heart. Her own magick was amped by his, and she wondered if it was the same for him.

      “I feel you inside me,” he whispered in her ear. “Our souls are connected.”

      Yes, she knew that. The great thing about it all, she wasn’t afraid or regretful. “Together we’ll make everything right again.” She stretched up and kissed his lips softly. “I’ll stay and be your Queen as long as it takes for us to grow annoyed with each other and one of us has to kill the other.”

      A laugh burst from him. “You have a strange sense of humor.”

      “I like to keep things interesting.”

      He flipped her on her back and entered her, filling her once more. Desire rose back up, ready for round two. And so was she.
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      Since the announcement about the Royal wedding in three days, Ava was ordered by Finn and Kellam not to leave the palace. Both of them feared Quinn would be waiting for her to be alone. Although annoyed, she understood. But still. “I know you said announcing our engagement would protect me from harm, but wouldn’t it make Quinn react? I could lure him into a trap.”

      “No. I can’t allow you to be bait. We’ll find another way.” Finn didn’t even look up from the stack of papers he sifted through.

      Ava set her jaw. “How long are we going to wait for him to get stupid?”

      A chuckle escaped Kellam, the sound surprising her. Up until that moment, the guard had been only serious and grumpy. “Quinn is already stupid.”

      Laughing, Ava sat back on the sofa and propped her bare feet on the coffee table. “It makes me anxious, knowing he is plotting our deaths and we’re just sitting here.”

      Finn set his pen on his desk and stood. A moment later, he sat beside her and drew her into his lap. “The thought of your life in danger kills me. I am very patient. However, if Quinn touches you, no one will be able to stop my wrath. I beat him once before, and I can do it again.”

      “Is it because the magick is muted?”

      Cocking his head to the side, he narrowed his emerald eyes at her. “Muted? The magick is depleted.”

      She didn’t believe that. Since waking that morning, she was full of power and life. Everything around her was alive, and energy flowed through every flower, animal, and the elements. “I don’t think so. I can feel the magick everywhere, but it’s dull, like greyed out. It’s there, but not within your reach.”

      Hope lit up Finn’s face. “You can reach it?”

      She frowned and glanced at Kellam briefly. “I’m not sure…maybe. Since we completed the bond last night, I’ve been able to see this realm more clearly. But I need to go outside to see if I’m right.”

      “Right about what.”

      “That your uncle cursed the land to believing the magick is depleted. He could be keeping it for himself. If so, then he’s planning something much bigger than any of us could imagine.” Ava shivered. The little visual Sana had showed her would be nothing compared to what Quinn could do with all the magick under his control.

      Finn worked his jaw for several moments. “Kellam will take you to test your theories. But you will not go outside the walls surrounding the palace.”

      “I didn’t plan on it. The gardens will be enough for me to connect to the natural world.” She kissed him quickly on the lips. “I will be careful. Besides, now that we are bound to one another, you can track me anywhere.”

      Finn growled low. “I don’t want to have to.”

      “Me either.” She kissed him again, letting her mouth linger on his a little longer. “We will stop him, together.”

      Standing, she waited for Kellam to push off the wall behind Finn’s desk and escort her to the gardens. She wasn’t sure what she’d find, but it was better than sitting around the study doing nothing. Plus, if she could solve the mystery of the vanishing magick, they’d be one step ahead of Quinn.
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* * *

      Ava stepped out into the cool morning air and breathed in the fragrances of the gardens. Roses, lilies, and the slight scent of jasmine filled her senses. The flowers seemed to hum happily, and the air was full of energy that seemed to recharge her. “Was the air always so alive?”

      “It used to be before the war.”

      She glanced at him and frowned. “You don’t feel it now?”

      His crimson stare met hers. “No.”

      By the way his brows dipped and merged together, she could tell it bothered him. So she changed the subject. “Yesterday, in the Wastelands, the rebel called you a demon. Why?”

      “Demon in this world is an insult. I’m a changeling, meaning I can take many different forms at will. I can also use the abilities of the creature I shift into. It disturbs some people.” A wicked grin curved his mouth.

      Ava laughed. “I guess it would.”

      “There is a stream that runs through the back of the gardens and feeds into a pond. It used to be the strongest source of our power.” Kellam increased his steps.

      Excitement filled her as she fell into step with him. A free-flowing water source could possibly tell her if the magick was lost or just muted.

      Kellam stopped a few feet from a three-foot wide stream, flowing into a large pond. Ava knelt down beside it and dipped her fingers into the cool water. Tingles of electrified energy twined around her hand and up her arm.

      “I believe more than ever that the magick is muted. Maybe only from those who were in Edra at the time of the curse or spell or whatever Quinn did to make everyone think the war used up the power.” Ava stood and faced Kellam, watching the play of emotions in his features.

      “He would want us weak while he built his army.”

      Ava pursed her lips. Something just wasn’t adding up. ”Why would he wait so long before acting?” Unless he was waiting for her?

      A memory flashed in her mind. Jeff had come into the office a few months ago, mumbling about elves and demons. Ava had paid him no attention. They usually kidded around about paranormal creatures making them late. It was their warped sense of humor. Kind of like telling the teacher the hellhounds ate your homework.

      “Kellam, is it possible for elves or anyone from here to cross over to the human realm?”

      “Not since your parents left. The Calim King closed all portals in both kingdoms.”

      “What about the Wastelands?”

      Kellam frowned, then slowly shook his head. “He might have been able to.”

      “I think Quinn or one of his minions killed Jeff, my business partner. They must have found a way to the human realm.” Ava hugged her waist as tears stung her eyes. “He was looking for me.”

      “Ava,” Finn called from inside the maze of roses.

      “I’m here.”

      When he came into view, she smiled and relaxed a little. His brows were drawn together, and she guessed he’d heard what she had said. Suddenly, his eyes widened a moment before he screamed her name. Confused, Ava took a step forward, only to be grabbed from behind and pulled under the water.

      Finn’s screams faded to a muffle then silence as she was dragged through the water. Her lungs burned from holding her breath. She struggled to get loose, and managed to break free. Kicking her legs as hard as she could, she swam to the surface. Once her head broke through the water, she gasped for air.

      A hand wrapped around her ankle, and she was jerked under again. After kicking free, she swam away. This time, she glanced at her attacker. Fuck. Sana. That bitch wasn’t going to best her. Reaching out with her senses, Ava called to the magick within the water as well as the creatures. A school of fish swarmed Sana, giving Ava the time she needed to get to land.

      When she emerged from the water, she came face-to-face with Quinn. Before she had a chance to run, he waved a hand in front of her eyes. The world started to fade, and dizziness consumed her.

      Damn it. She really had to learn that trick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      Finn roared in fury, then jumped into the pond, hoping to catch the portal before it closed. But Ava was gone, as was the portal Sana had used to grab his mate. And he had no clue where they’d taken her. “She’s gone. She was safe inside the property walls and they fucking took her. They breached the wards and took her!”

      Kellam mirrored his fury, yet remained calm enough to bark orders to the guards rushing toward them. “Leave no stone unturned until you find Quinn and Sana. That includes the Wastelands.”

      Finn stormed off to the palace. “I’m going with the party that goes to the Wastelands. For that is the only place he could hide.”

      “My lord—”

      Finn cut Kellam off with a sharp glare. “When I find him, I’m killing him. I won’t make the same mistake twice. He kidnapped the Morna Queen and plans to destroy both kingdoms for his personal gain.”

      After throwing the front door open, he marched to his quarters on the second floor. Fury turned his sight red while his heart broke for the female he’d fallen in love with. He pulled out his scrying mirror and placed his right hand over the runes on the right top corner. “Calim Queen, hear my call.”

      A few moments passed before Willow’s face appeared in the mirror. “I can’t see her. How did they get her?”

      The Queen could see the future, and sometimes the present, but she had never been able to see into the past. “Sana somehow created a portal in my garden pond. You sure you can’t see her?”

      “Yes. I searched the moment she vanished. I sensed her panic and tried to connect with her.” Willow’s eyes filled with tears.

      “Then she’s in the Wastelands. I’m going to get her back.”

      Willow nodded. “Do take care.”

      “I will have guards and warriors with me. Quinn and Sana will not get away with stealing my Queen.” After a slight raise of one corner of Willow’s lips, Finn ended the communication by lifting his hand from the mirror.

      “Everything is ready.” Kellam entered the room in battle gear, holding Finn’s amour.

      It was a good thing his personal guard wasn’t going to talk him out of going. He knew better. Taking the chainmail armor, he put it on. “Let’s go get the Queen back.”

      With a nod, Kellam turned on his heels and led Finn down the hall to a pair of winged horses. Charles, the dragon-sabretooth tiger hybrid, waited impatiently by the horses. The beast was ready for battle.

      Finn smoothed a hand up Charles’s snout. “Today is your day, friend.”

      Charles replied by blowing a puff of air from his nose, smoke rolling out with it. Then he raised his wings, ready to take off with Finn and the guards.

      Finn climbed on his winged horse and took to the sky, flying toward the Wastelands.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ava paced the small windowless room she’d woken up in minutes before. Or was it hours? She hadn’t a clue. There was no magick for her to draw on. No elements to call inside her cell. And she didn’t have any hairpins to pick the lock on the door.

      A squeak sounded from the rear left corner of the room. She whirled around and spotted a small mouse. “How did you get in here?”

      Her heart pounded as hope for an escape rose up within her. Carefully, she crept closer to the mouse. Its ears perked up as it looked directly at her. When she got within a foot from it, the creature scurried up the wall and disappeared behind one of the stones. When Ava touched the wall, she felt an almost silent pulse of magick.

      Ha. There you are. She knew there had to be some way out of there. Nothing is ever that airtight or sealed up completely. Sliding her fingers around the stone, she found a crack large enough to fit two fingers inside. Determination to get out of there fueled her strength. She fixated on what little energy was coming through the crack as she pulled on the stone.

      After a moment, it moved a fraction of an inch. Excitement sparked in her gut and she doubled her efforts to pull the stone free. But it was short-lived when Sana’s voice sounded in Ava’s mind. “What are you up to, little sister?”

      Fucking bitch. “Why don’t you come in here and find out?”

      Whether it was by magick or being pissed off at her evil half-sister, it was enough to raise her natural power up, breaking whatever had held it at bay. Good one, Mom. You bound my powers? And Finn had thought it was from her being raised in the human world. She should have known it was more than that.

      With one last jerk, Ava tugged the stone from the wall. To her satisfaction, it was an external wall. The gloom and doom of the Wastelands welcomed her from the small hole. Closing her eyes, she focused on Finn, visualizing his face in her mind. “My King, my love. Do you hear me?”

      Nothing happened, and she sagged against the wall. She would not give up. She and Finn would stop Quinn and Sana, but they needed to be connected to do so. Separate, they were weak compared to the evil couple.

      “Ava.”

      Her heart jumped to her throat. “Finn!”

      “Thank the gods. I feel you, and Charles has your scent. We’re on our way.”

      The door opened, and Ave glared at Sana as she entered with a smirk on her face. “You can try to escape, but you won’t get far. You see, by getting into my head like you did yesterday, you linked us together. I can find you anywhere.”

      Not if I kill you. “Is that suppose to threaten me in some way?”

      Sana narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “Did you think by bonding with the Morna King you would be strong enough to fight me?”

      Ava had to figure out a way to keep the female out of her head. “What do you want besides world destruction and to be Queen Bitch?”

      Sana waved away Ava’s words, but it appeared to bother her more than she wanted to admit. Good. That told Ava she was getting to her. “Now, name-calling isn’t any way to talk to your sister.”

      Why was she stalling? Ava glanced to the open door behind Sana, causing the female to move into her line of sight. Hmm. She was definitely up to something. “Cut the shit, Sana.”

      “You are as strong-willed as your parents.” Sana stepped closer while Ava’s heart skipped several beats. A sad yet satisfying laugh filled the room as Sana continued. “Your father didn’t die of old age. One, he wasn’t human and couldn’t grow old. I do have to give him some points for protecting you, though. The stubborn bastard never plead for his life while I cut off the blood flow to his heart.”

      Ava fisted her hands at her sides while tears filled her eyes and a lump lodged in her throat. “You’re lying.”

      Sana tsked. “You know I’m not. As for your mother, or our mother, she killed herself before I could rip her mind open to find you.” Sana’s eyes flashed black for a moment, and she rushed toward Ava, gripping her by the throat and pinning her to the wall. “You should be thankful they loved you so much they hid your destiny from you. Thank them for allowing you to grow up weak, like a human.”

      Fury mounted, igniting the flame deep in Ava’s soul. Heat spread throughout her body like it had the day she’d burned Quinn. She welcomed it and willed it to grow. Kenia’s words entered her thoughts.

      “You may depend on the sun and moon for your magick, but your power also comes from your heart, your emotions. Your passion. You can do anything you desire.”

      Sana said she’d stopped Ava’s father’s heart by cutting off the blood flow. Ava wondered if she could do the same. Ava gripped the wrist of Sana’s hand that was wrapped around her throat. Sana’s pulse beat strong under her fingers, so she focused on slowing it down.

      After a few moments, it did, and Sana jerked away, releasing her hold on Ava. Taking advantage of her sister’s distraction, Ava thrust a fireball at her. Sana dodged it. The ball hit the wall in the hallway and exploded into a fiery blanket, coating the walls and floors.

      Not waiting for the female to react, Ava charged her. She hit Sana in the stomach and knocked her to the ground. Wrapping her fingers around her neck, Ava squeezed and said, “I wish you would lose all your power and ability to use magick. For my parents and all those you ever hurt, that is the least you deserve.”

      The words just tumbled from her lips without her thinking about what she was really saying. She was so angry, the only punishment short of death she could think of was for Sana to live as a mortal. No magick. Nothing but a shell in a magickal world.

      The onyx Kenia had given her, which Ava had hung around her neck earlier that morning, vibrated against her skin. Ava instantly wrapped her free hand around it. Sana saw it, and her eyes grew round. In between gasps of air, Sana said, “You don’t know what you just did.”

      Huh? A moment later, Sana’s magickal signature dulled, then faded into nothing. Ava released her and stood. Did she just take her sister’s powers from her?

      Just then, shouts echoed from down the hallway. Ava turned to the door, only to take a step back. The flames were twice their original size and spreading fast. Okay, think. Finn had said she was elemental. Glancing back inside the room, she caught a glimpse of the hole in the wall. Wind. No, that would only fuel the fire.

      She needed water. Yet, Kenia had said Ava could do anything she desired. Hesitantly, she reached into the flames and was surprised that they didn’t burn her. “I will the fire to stop.”

      Slowly, the flames lowered until they faded completely. Wow.

      “Ava!”

      She glanced up at Finn’s voice and tears filled her eyes. “Finn.” She ran to him and threw her arms around him. “Where’s Quinn?”

      His guards stalked down the hall from different directions, each one shaking their heads. As if the mention of his name had summoned him, Quinn appeared at the end of the hallway. With an evil snear and a growl, he threw an energy bolt at them.

      On instinct, Ava threw up her hand, raising a circle, blocking them from Quinn. When the bolt hit the shield, it bounced back and slammed into Quinn’s chest. The male fell to the ground, unmoving.

      Once Ava took down the circle, Kellam glanced into the room. “What are we to do with her?”

      “She’s no threat anymore. I took her powers from her. Although, I’m not sure just how I did it. I say send her to Kenia so she can learn to be nice and to live without magick. Like all the people of Edra have had to do for so long.” Ava glanced at Finn and then drew her brows together. “If that is what you want to do. You are King, after all.”

      Finn snaked his arms around her waist and tugged her to him so their bodies meshed together. Desire heated her insides, and she ached to get him alone. One dark brow rose and he smiled as if knowing where her thoughts had gone. “And you are Queen. Your word is law, as well.”

      “Well, then we need to consult with Willow too since Sana is also a Calim.”

      Finn nodded. “We can. For now, Sana will go to your great-aunt. If Willow wishes, and thinks death is more suitable, I’ll honor her word.”

      Ava frowned. She wasn’t sure she could ever order anyone to death. Well, except for Quinn. He deserved what he got, even though it was self-defense.

      “Hey.” Finn cupped her chin and turned her face to his. “You restored the magick.”

      “What? How?”

      With a gentle tug, Finn steered her down the hall. “You were right about Quinn cursing Edra and blocking the magick. I’m not sure how he did it, but the moment he died, I felt the snap of the curse breaking. I can feel the magick around us, and I know it’s only stronger at home.”

      A smile formed on her mouth and her heart swelled. The elves of Edra had their lives back. The war was finally over, and the aftermath was no more. She was free to go home.

      Home? She was home. These were her people, her family. She belonged in Edra.

      Coming to a stop, she framed Finn’s face. “I’m falling in love with you. I’m not sure I’ll make a good Queen, but I’m willing to try.”

      His face brightened with happiness. “I fell in love with you the moment I saw you.” He kissed her and scooped her up in his arms. A moment later, they materialized in his bedroom at the palace.

      “Welcome home, my Queen.”

      
      

      
        The End
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        When I see her

      

    
    
      Oliver

      I was never one to put much stock in fairy tales, instant love, or happy endings. They didn’t seem relevant enough in my life to give a second thought. I was focused on my career, building my empire, and I had no desire to find love. In fact, I rarely even dated. I was no Prince Charming and the idea that I would find a princess was practically ludicrous. Never mind the fact that I grew up in a country still ruled by royalty; I’d left it behind long ago.

      Life is full of unexpected twists and turns, but the reality is, our future is of our making, or so I thought. When Preston St. Claire, King of Rêves and my best friend’s older brother, reached out to me, asking me to consider returning to my homeland, I made the decision as a professional. The country was dwindling, and without an infusion of business and tourism, it would soon sink into complete poverty. To my surprise, I realized a part of me had longed to return home.

      These events were based on my decisions, my vision for the future. Turns out, that little diaper-wearing, flying bastard Cupid, was determined to prove me wrong. After several work-consumed months, I finally poked my head outside the hole I’d been in and accepted a dinner invitation at the palace. If you’re picturing a gigantic medieval structure complete with turrets and a moat, keep right on imagining it. It’s like something out of a movie, and speaking of movie moments, here is another one for you. I walked into the picturesque, stately home and was literally knocked on my ass by the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Philippa St. Claire came barreling around a corner, and the next thing I knew, we were sprawled on the ground, and I became very aware of the lush curves pressed against my body. The smell of jasmine invaded my senses, sending a tingling straight to my groin. After helping her to her feet, I swept my gaze from top to bottom, and the tingling became a burn. She had a knockout figure with large breasts, a small waist, and flared hips, all encased in a pair of tight jeans, and a black, long-sleeved top that clung to her upper body. She was on the shorter side, maybe five foot four, making her seem even more delicate next to my six foot three frame. And yet, I had a hunch her curvy body would fit perfectly into mine. Her dark, almost black hair hung from a ponytail in ringlets to the center of her back, and her sable eyes sparkled as she smiled at me. I drank in the sight of her honey-colored skin—heart-shaped face, with high cheekbones, and bee-stung lips. She was fucking gorgeous.

      I wanted her. And not for a quick fuck or even one night. I wanted to be her forever. She was eighteen—the youngest of twelve sisters, including three sets of twins—so there was an eleven-year age gap between us. I didn’t give a flying fuck about it; Philippa St. Claire belonged to me.

      After one evening in her company, I was even more enchanted. Not only was she beautiful on the outside, but her sisters and parents clearly adored her. When she displayed some sass and wit, it only confirmed what I’d felt, and I started to formulate a plan. I made time over the next several months to visit the family often and, in particular, get Pippa and me alone so we could get to know each other. She was earning her degree in English Literature, while attempting to establish herself as an “Indie” author. Whatever that meant. She wanted to travel the world, and I was more than happy to make her dreams come true, if only she would let me.

      I was relieved when I didn’t notice a man spending time with her. If they came around, she sent them scurrying away with their head hanging in defeat and disappointment. It made things simpler for me since I didn’t have to pull them aside and threaten them to stay away from my woman.

      As time went by, her face began to light up when she first saw me. She smiled incessantly, even when we had a spat. Admittedly, they were usually my fault since I enjoyed getting her riled. She looked so fuckable when she was fired up about something.

      To my frustration, however, she avoided talking about us, or relationships in general, other than the occasional smartass remark about being “tied down.” I knew she’d fallen for me the instant we’d met, just as I had for her, but I had thought it best to allow her time for our relationship to build and for her to recognize her feelings on her own. Until it became clear my siren wasn’t going slow at all, she was putting up a fucking roadblock.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        She’s mine.

      

    
    
      Oliver

      I’ve finally run out of patience. I’m in a constant state of arousal every time I’m around Pippa—my cock hard and my body craving her touch. It’s time to claim her. Out of respect, I took her father aside yesterday and told him of my intentions with his daughter, although, his disapproval would not have stopped me. He laughed and shook his head with mock disappointment. “Another one bites the dust.” I gave him a questioning lift of my eyebrow. Instead of an explanation he said, “I wish you luck. If anyone can convince that girl to settle down, I’d put my money on you. But, I’ll enjoy watching her lead you on a merry chase.” He clapped me on the back and strolled from the room, still laughing. I was a little confused but didn’t dwell on it.

      I showed up today with flowers and an invitation to dinner. I was rendered speechless, a moment ago, when I was turned down with a bright smile and a polite “No, thank you.”

      It is taking me a lot of effort not to let my jaw hang open in surprise. It seems my little spitfire is misunderstanding what is happening right now. I decide to try a physical explanation before a verbal one. Taking her hand, I tug her into my arms and crash my mouth down onto hers. She freezes, taken by surprise, and a little gasp gives me the opening I need. My tongue sweeps inside, and I angle my head to deepen the kiss. After a moment, she melts into the kiss and begins to respond, albeit hesitantly. A shot of even stronger arousal sparks inside me when it becomes obvious how innocent she is. It makes me want to beat my chest and yell like a caveman at the thought of being the one to teach her about pleasure.

      Before I lose my control, I lift my head, smirking when I see the dazed expression on her face, and the blatant arousal in her eyes. There aren’t any signs that she isn’t attracted to me or doesn’t feel the pull between us. If there were, I might have walked away. But, it clearly isn’t the case, and I’m determined to get Pippa to admit to it, eventually. Sooner, rather than later.

      I keep ahold of her hand and lead her over to the couch where I sit close beside her. “Pippa, let me be clear. You are mine. You have been since the moment you knocked me on my ass.” I see the barest hint of a smile, despite her attempts to remain aloof.

      “We’ve never even been on a date, Oliver. How could I possibly be yours?” she asks tartly. She scoots away, so I follow, staying in her space. Her cheeks turn bright with a pink blush, and she squirms uncomfortably. I know she is affected by me, but her glower is cluing me in that some of the color is from anger. She is sexy as hell and yet somehow manages to also be adorable. I mentally shake my head at myself. In a matter of twenty-four hours, I’ve apparently turned into a pussy.

      “You simply are, baby.” I shrug, moving on since it isn’t up for discussion. “You can’t deny our chemistry, Pippa. You’re going to be my wife and then I’m going to fuck my kid into you the minute we say I do.”

      Her eyes widen at my blunt words and I kiss her before she can respond. “Then, we get our happily ever after,” I whisper against her velvet-soft lips.

      She pulls back and the scowl is still on her face, making me sigh. “I have no intention of becoming shackled to another person,” she says with irritation. “Let alone ending up a cliché. I can’t even cook, so the idea of me being barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen is utterly ridiculous. Why don’t you pursue someone who will fall to her knees and beg for what you’re offering?”

      I grin. “Baby, have no doubt. You’ll be on your knees, begging for what I’ve got. It’s only a matter of time.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        The old ball and chain.

      

    
    
      Pippa

      I fight the need to squirm at Oliver’s statement. Maybe he isn’t as stuffy as I first thought. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to let him sweep me off my feet with this tall, dark, and sexy thing he has going on. His wavy black hair and ocean-blue eyes have no effect on me. I don’t want to know what it would be like to have his muscular body wrapped around me, and I’ve already forgotten the feel of those full lips kissing mine. I certainly didn’t fall for him the moment I met him. I mentally sigh; I don’t believe me, either.

      I’ve been fighting off admirers, or if you want to go the old-fashioned way—suitors—since I turned eighteen. It’s somewhat a source of amusement when they approach my father for my “hand in marriage” and he tells them to ask me. Then, I choose the colorful way in which to turn each one down. I can be quite creative, so it’s always entertaining. For me. I’ve had an ace in my pocket, though, and it looks like now is the time to play it.

      “I can’t marry you, Oliver.” I tug at my hand, trying to get him to let go, but his grip tightens and a low sound rumbles in his chest. Did he just growl at me? Why the hell do I find that so damn sexy? Focus, Pippa! “I need to get something from the desk and seeing as my hand is attached to my arm . . . do you see where I’m going with this?”

      “You’re gorgeous when you get feisty,” he says with a grin and my insides melt. Irritated at my reaction, I pull hard and manage to get free, though I suspect it’s only because he allowed it. I hurry to the little writing desk across the room and snatch a piece of paper from the top drawer. I return to my seat, leaving a cushion of space between us and shove the paper into his hands as he starts to crowd me again. He stops moving and looks down at the document he’s holding. As he reads through it, his expression darkens bit by bit, and I get a little more nervous each time. Finally, his head lifts and his blue eyes are filled with fire, burning a hole through me.

      “This can’t possibly be valid. This law has to have been abolished; it’s absolutely archaic.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. So you see, I have no choice but to turn you down,” I say with insincere sorrow. Mostly. “None of the king’s daughters can marry until their older sisters are married.”

      The incredulity on his face is almost comical until a calculating gleam enters his eyes, making me nervous. The paper crumples in his fist as he stands. “All right, Pippa. Have it your way.” He spins and stalks purposefully towards the door, leaving me feeling oddly bereft. I got what I wanted, so why am I not elated? At the door, he stops and turns back. “Is engaged acceptable?”

      I shrug, holding in a laugh, realizing I was wrong. Apparently, my challenge has been accepted. “I suppose. It doesn’t really matter, Oliver. By the time all of my sisters are engaged or married, you’ll have moved on.”

      He narrows his eyes and his gaze bores into me once again. “I want your agreement right now,” he demands. “When all of your sisters are married or engaged, you’ll marry me. Willingly. Without argument.”

      I contemplate his likelihood for success and decide it’s a safe promise to make. He’ll be old and grey before all of my sisters are married. Especially Willow, who is the oldest. She is a chemist and spends all of her time in the lab. She’s beautiful but doesn’t care about her appearance, living in jeans, old T-shirts, and a white lab coat. I doubt anyone could open her eyes and make her take a look at the men who drool over her.

      “Okay.”

      He smirks. “I’m going to have you, Pippa. One way or another. But, we’ll play it your way for now. Just know, the reason I’m so successful is because when I want something, I go after it aggressively, and I always get it.” He winks at me (stupid butterflies) and leaves. I’m left contemplating whether or not I want him to win.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        Its name is Wilhelm.

      

    
    
      Oliver

      “Simon!” I bellow as I shove away from my desk. It’s been three days since Pippa laid down the gauntlet and I’m getting ready to say fuck it, and kidnap her sexy, little ass. I approached her father first, asking him to get rid of the stupid law. He roared with laughter and puffed up with pride at his daughter’s resourcefulness and imagination. I scowled, and it only made him laugh even harder.

      “You’re going to have to beat her at her own game, Oliver. I’m too entertained to step in.” His expression sobered slightly, enough to let me know his next words were not to be taken lightly. “Or perhaps, I want to see if you are worthy of my baby girl.”

      My assistant, Simon, comes running into the room looking harried and a little pissed off. I’ve kept him busy the last few days trying to find me a solution to this absurd situation. We couldn’t find any legislation that would negate the law. None of her sisters appeared to be in a relationship, much less engaged, and Pippa was staunchly refusing to give in. I’d think her stubbornness was adorable if it weren’t directed at me.

      Tugging on my hair, I glared at the younger man, but the action was a waste as he glared right back. “Stop yelling like a fucking lunatic, Oliver. Your staff is starting to think you’ve lost your damn mind. Abbi has called in sick five times in the last two weeks.” Abbi is my secretary, and one of Pippa’s sisters, so it’s probably not a good idea for me to freak her out. “Then again,” he continues with an irritated glance back at my door, “even when she’s here, she’s exhausted and sluggish.”

      I feel a little guilty because I hadn’t noticed this about Abbi. Maybe I have lost my mind; I’m not usually so callus. I feel like every moment without Pippa is a moment wasted, and if I don’t get my ring on her finger and her body beneath mine soon, I’ll lose my last thread of sanity. I’ll break every law in this country, and every other, to make her mine.

      Perhaps it would be best to deal with this somewhere else. “Let’s discuss this away from the office,” I mutter, donning my suit jacket and heading for the door. My office building happens to be a three-minute drive from the house I’d bought after meeting Pippa. House might be a stretch; it’s more like a small castle, but the minute I saw it, I knew it belonged to Pippa. Her reaction the first time I took her there had only confirmed my instincts, and I’d enjoyed watching her explore, delighted at all the little things she discovered.

      I hop in my car and start it while Simon gets into the passenger seat, then make the short drive to my home. Leading him inside and to my office, I hang up my coat and drop some files I’d brought onto my desk. I walk around it, and raise an eyebrow at Simon. “Have you found anything?” I growl, earning me another glare.

      “No one wants you to get Philippa St. Claire more than I do, Oliver. Maybe then you’ll work off your frustrations in other ways, rather than terrify your staff.” I’m sure I’ll feel bad about this after my sanity returns. But, at the moment, I’m not in the frame of mind to care.

      “Short of casting a love spell on her sisters, I’m out of ideas,” I grumble as I drop down into my chair, shuffling the papers around on the desktop mindlessly. Simon is oddly silent, and after a minute, I look up curiously. He’s studying me, a thoughtful, albeit wary, look on his face, his fingers pinching and twisting his lips. I raise an eyebrow. “Do you have a hidden love potion lying around, Simon?” I drawl sarcastically.

      He stops abusing his lips and presses them into a thin line, shaking his head. “Not exactly.”

      “What do you mean ‘not exactly’? Seriously, Simon? Please tell me you aren’t about to suggest we go out and find ourselves a gypsy.” My voice drips with sarcasm.

      “Oliver,” he says hesitantly, “we are out of resources. So, open your mind a little and don’t discount it until I’m done explaining.” He stares at me archly. “Unless you’re ready to give up on having Pippa,” he adds.

      The thought of a life without my sassy, little temptress leaves me cold and the desperation from a few minutes ago comes rushing back. It might be far-fetched and ridiculous, but as I said before, I’ll do anything to have her. I gesture for him to continue and prepare myself to keep from laughing at what I’m sure will be an entertaining suggestion. He sits in the chair on the opposite side of my desk, sprawling his legs out and getting comfortable. I roll my eyes and grunt, “Get on with it, asshole.”

      He glares at my attitude, and I shrug. Whatever. “When I was sifting through all of the old papers in the palace library,” he begins, “I came across a page that looked as though it might have been from a journal of some sort. It referenced a key—a skeleton key—one that supposedly ‘unlocks’ love.”

      I start to scoff, but swallow it down at the annoyed frown he shoots my way. “Anyway,” he snaps. “There wasn’t much information, and I don’t know how it works, but, in desperation to turn you back into a human being instead of this fire-breathing dragon you’ve become, I looked into it.” His eyes shoot daggers at me, daring me to comment and I dutifully stifle my remark. “I couldn’t find any more information but, there was a box in their attic, of all places, with the design of a key carved in the wood. Um...” He clears his throat and shifts in his seat uncomfortably. “I could have sworn it wasn’t in the box of old documents the last several times I dug through it.” He shrugs. “I went back to get it this morning, but it was gone. I couldn’t open it anyway, but maybe you’d have better luck.”

      Finally, it appears he is finished, and I’m allowed to speak. “If it’s not there anymore, why are we even having this discussion?” I query with a mock scowl.

      “I thought, um,” he mutters and shifts again, seemingly struggling to find his words. “Um, I thought maybe it was a, you know, Sword in the Stone kind of situation. If you go looking, it might show up again, and you’ll be able to open it.”

      That does it. I roar with laughter, holding my stomach and gasping for air, tears leaking from my eyes. “Sword in the Stone?”

      Simon leans back in his chair and watches me with an air of mild irritation. “It’s worth a shot, man. What other avenues do we have?”

      The thought sobers me somewhat, though I still can’t wrap my head around the idea of a magical key that will help me convince Pippa to admit she loves me. I rub a finger lightly against one of my temples, trying to relieve the constant ache I’ve felt since I learned about the fucking edict. Is it worth a shot? I do a mental face plant onto my desk, the rational side of me wanting to kick my ass for even considering it. However, there is a louder voice, the one from my heart and . . . other parts of my body. This is the voice that claimed Pippa and is desperate to make her mine. Voice number two wins out. What could it hurt to take a leap of faith?

      “Where was it?” I ask suspiciously.

      Simon perks up, clearly happy I’ve decided to give this a shot. “Just in case, with the king’s permission, I had the box brought over from the palace.” He points to a set of wooden double doors on the wall to my left. I rarely use the closet, so I often forget the gleaming, dark, cherry wood doors are there for more than aesthetics. They match the rest of the furniture in the room, setting off the lighter, beige walls, and cream accents in the curtains and seat cushions. It’s definitely a male space and I vaguely wonder if I should set up an office for Pippa or let her redecorate this one and share. The idea of being separated from her for a significant length of time, even by the walls of our home, is abhorrent to me.

      The sound of three sharp claps brings me back from my musings. Simon raises his brows, his expression a little daring. Did he think I would back out? I snort. He knows me better than that. I jerk my chin towards the door. “Out,” I deadpan. His incredulous face almost breaks my façade as I fight not to laugh. It feels good to find some amusement after so many days of aggravation and ire. He stands slowly, exaggerating the movement, obviously hoping I’ll change my mind. Unfortunately for him, I have to do this alone. I have no desire to have an audience, even Simon, who had this ludicrous idea, when I’m confronted with my gullibility because the key is useless.

      The door shuts with a click, and I open the closet to find the cardboard box sitting on the floor. Squatting down, I heft the box into my arms and take it over to my desk. I stare down at it and sigh, regretting my decision already. Then a picture of Pippa floats into my vision, and I wrench the top of the box off. I dig through the mess of papers until I find a small wooden box, about six by six inches, with the carving of a key on the top. It’s an unusual design, a skeleton key of some kind.

      Taking it with me, I round my desk and sit in my chair, then place it on the desktop and stare at it. Here goes nothing. There is a small metal catch on the front, and I’m surprised when it lifts with ease. However, the top stays tightly sealed when I try to open it. Sword in the Stone my ass. Leaning back in my chair, I continue watching it as I brood until I realize I’m squinting through the darkness. The sun had set and I didn’t notice, leaving all of the lights off.

      My chair squeaks as I roll it away and stand up, gathering some papers to read over in bed. My fucking cold and lonely bed. I open the door and step into the hall, but before I can continue, I stop and think. Overthink and analyze, until I tell myself to shut the fuck up before I get a headache. Pivoting, I stalk back into the room and grab the small box, taking it with me to my bedroom. I set it on the dresser and go about getting ready, my eyes involuntarily drawn to it over and over. Finally, I move to stand in front of it and glare at the stupid thing. This is ridiculous. I roll my eyes and turn to get into bed, but freeze suddenly when the room is dimly lit by a blue light. Whipping around, I’m taken aback by the sight of the box and brightness that seems as though it’s trying to escape through the cracks. I fight the need to glance at the clock on my nightstand, because if it’s midnight, that would mean I’ve lost my mind. There would be no other explanation than I’ve succumbed to some sort of fairytale insanity.

      I lose the fight and peer at the clock from the corner of my eye. It’s official, Monsieur D'Arque should be here any time now to haul me off to the asylum for loons. The box vibrates, drawing my full attention to it once again. When I just stand here, it trembles again, a little more erratically. It calms and I take a step back, only to see it repeat the shaking, with even more force. I move closer and unlike before, when I stop, the pulsating is very faint. What the fuck? It’s like the box was getting annoyed that I wasn’t opening it. At this thought, the box practically jumps from the heavy vibration. “Ok, ok,” I grumble. Great, talking to a box. I shake my head at this whole foolish business and attempt to open the lid. This time, it whooshes open smoothly, standing up straight to reveal the source of the blue light. It’s a key, one that matches the carving on the top of the box. I figure I might as well go all in and release my hold on any rational thought. The light dies down when I pick up the key. It weighs, perhaps a pound, is about four inches long, and it’s cool against my skin. It’s made of a blue tinted, thick glass, a skeleton head, and two teeth.

      What now? I’m standing here like an idiot, waiting for who the hell knows what, and talking to an inanimate object. Fantastic. A sudden bolt of electricity shoots through my arm and I stare disbelievingly at the key. “Did you just shock me?” The key glows a little. Great, a smartass, magical key. The sound of crinkling paper breaks my stare down with the cocky little object. I look up and see a note attached to the inside of the lid, fluttering as though it were in a breeze. Taking the note, I read the words and though a part of me still wants to attribute this whole episode to being a figment of my imagination, the other part is smiling in triumph.

      Apparently, Simon was right; the purpose of the key is to help one find their love. For a brief moment, I worry it won’t be of any help because I’ve already found her. But, as I read the instructions, it dawns on me that this was a solution for the predicament my little temptress had stuck me in. The key will unlock each of their fantasies and they’ll discover who their true love is. It’s corny, I know, but it’s not like I wrote it, so stop judging.

      I can only imagine her reaction when she realizes I’ve plowed through her eleven barriers. Knowing my Pippa, it ought to be entertaining, and mutually satisfying when it ends with her screaming as she falls apart in my arms.

      “All right, Wilhelm,” I address the key, christening it with the name of one of the Brothers Grimm (it seemed appropriate). “We’ll start tomorrow night with Willow.” I groan. I need to stop talking to the key; it can’t be good for my level of sanity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        A motherfucking fairy godmother.

      

    
    
      Oliver

      My eyes blink open as sunlight fills my bedroom. I laugh to myself over the ridiculous dream I had. If only, I think. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a magical way to fix this predicament? After dreaming about the key, I had a vivid dream about Pippa’s oldest sister and the guy she dated in high school, James Pierce. He was the same year as me (one year ahead of Willow). We were friends, though not close ones. I vaguely remember the rumors. When he graduated, his parents had decided to sell the farm he grew up on and travel the world. Since he had a scholarship in the United States, in a prestigious pre-med program, it made sense for him to take it. I don’t know what kept them apart, but it seems she’s been single ever since. She went to college at Oxford and is a chemical engineer. As it happens, she currently works for my company. She must have been on my mind and that was the reason I dreamt about her and James.

      Flinging the covers off of my body, I hop up and walk to my dresser to grab clothes on my way to the shower. Lost in thought, I open drawers and take the things I need then come to a sudden stop. I blink a few times, but every time my eyes adjust, I see the same thing. The small, wooden box is sitting open on the top of the bureau, the odd key nestled in black velvet. It must have sprung open in the night. The moment I turn away, I hear a familiar humming, the sound of vibrations. My head twists and I stare at the key, beginning to accept that, apparently, it wasn’t a dream. What to do with this knowledge, I’m not sure. I wander to the bathroom and take a hot shower, fully waking myself up. Once I’m ready for work, I make my way to the kitchen where my housekeeper has left me a steaming pot of coffee. Reading the morning paper, I drink the hot liquid and try not to think about the thing . . . in the box . . . in my room.

      I finish and put my cup in the sink before retrieving my briefcase from my office, ready to leave for work. At the door to the garage, I once again find myself pausing. I’ve done nothing but run through scenarios this morning, no matter how much I tried not to, and I keep coming up with the same conclusion: what have I got to lose? As long as I keep this whole magic and fantasy stuff to myself, of course. I jog back up to my room and take the key from the case, receiving a little zap as I pick it up. Something tells me it’s protesting almost being left behind. Oh, right. Wilhelm has an attitude. I drop the key into the breast pocket of my suit coat, then dash back downstairs and out to my car. I arrive just in time for a meeting, which leads to another and another, until the day is almost done. As my employees clock out, I take the opportunity to work uninterrupted for a while.

      A knock on my door startles me and I look up to see . . . James? Wilhelm hums in my pocket. Interesting. “James,” I greet. “Come on in.” I gesture for him to take a seat.

      “Thanks. I apologize for interrupting.” He settles in the frame in a leather, high-backed chair, facing me and stretching his long legs out in front of him. He is about my height, but I notice he seems much leaner, almost as though he is smaller boned than he used to be. He runs his hands through his dark-blond hair, another change, his hair was several shades lighter when we were teenagers.

      “It’s been a while,” I remark, leaning back into my plush leather. “What can I do for you?”

      “Yes, it has.” James frowns as he leans forward, elbows on knees, and steeples his fingers. “But, it was time I came home. I probably should have applied and sent you a resume, like all of the other stiffs applying for a job, but here I am anyway.” His mouth quirks up in a crooked smile that doesn’t reach his brown eyes, and he reaches into a folder I didn’t realize he was carrying, then slides a piece of paper across the desk.

      I pick it up and scan it. His resume is certainly impressive. However, on my second glance, I stop at a gap of time where he has no listed employment. I look closely and realize I missed it the first time because it isn’t blank. The time is filled with what looks like an internship working with a trial program in… “Cancer research?” I ask curiously. I’d thought his specialty was anesthesiology.

      James nods, his steady gaze never leaving mine. I don’t know what it is about his look, his countenance, but a thought enters my mind and won’t go away. “Were you a participant?” I ask.

      “Yes. It was an experimental treatment for cancer patients who were given a terminal diagnosis.”

      “Well, fuck, James,” I breathe, “I had no idea.”

      He shakes his head, a rueful frown on his face. “Nobody did. You know I don’t have any family left, and I preferred not to have my friends and . . . other people, watch me waste away as their last memory of me.”

      My head cocks to the side and I study him thoughtfully. I can see his point, but he’d taken the choice away from everyone. People who probably would have preferred to be by his side until the end. And, knowing exactly who this “other people” is, I wouldn’t want to be him when he has this conversation with her.

      “Well, I’m glad you made it,” I tell him honestly. “You know you’ve got a job here, if you want it. Go and talk to the head of HR and we’ll find something that fits both our needs.”

      “Thanks,” he says, then his face clouds with some dark emotion. “I don’t want to disrupt her life, so I’ll stay out of her way,” he informs me. “I’m sure she moved on a long time ago.”

      I don’t respond, particularly because the last comment seemed to be introspective. We both stand and shake hands. “Let’s catch up some time,” he suggests, his voice genuine, and his smile reaching his eyes for the first time since he stepped into my office.

      “Absolutely,” I agree, returning his smile. “The next twelve days will be . . . busy, but catch me after and we’ll go for a beer.”

      With a nod and a wave, he departs from my office and I sit down to get back to work. Fifteen minutes later, a throat clears and I look up to see Willow standing in the doorway. All of the St. Claire girls favor each other, though they have varying shades of dark hair and green eyes. However, Willow looks the least like Pippa, her dark hair short and straight, and her eyes a brighter green. Yet, if they were together, no one would have any doubt they were sisters. I wave her in and she removes her suit jacket before sitting in the chair James recently vacated.

      “I heard James Pierce is back,” she states without preamble.

      “Yes,” I confirm, curious what her reaction will be.

      “I’d um—I’d rather not work with him. If you don’t mind,” she says hesitantly. “I don’t want anything to do with him. He obviously hasn’t felt anything for me in a long time.”

      “Done.” I nod to accentuate my agreement. They will be in completely different departments of the company anyway. The last thing I need right now is drama from star-crossed lovers. Besides, it looks as though I’ll be helping her find her true love soon. I sound like a motherfucking fairy godmother.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs as she gets to her feet. “By the way,” she adds with a smirk. “My sisters and I are rooting for you. We think you’re good for Pippa and we’ve done our best to sway her.” Her smile turns rueful. “But she’s stubborn as an ox. Good luck, Oliver.” With a small wave, she leaves, turning left, back to the offices rather than the parking lot.

      I lean back in my chair, contemplating the circumstances of the day. My wandering eyes land on the empty chair and I realize she’s left her jacket hanging on the back. She appeared to be going back to her office, so I think I can catch her. I’m ready to head out for the day and grab my things. As I pick up her coat, I’m suddenly imagining myself dropping Wilhelm into her pocket. The thought sets the little bugger humming and I take it out and slip it into her jacket. Wait . . . Did that little fucker just Jedi mind trick me? I groan silently to myself. This is really getting out of hand.

      Tossing the piece of clothing over my arm, I set off for the back of the building where there are offices and labs. When I find her alone, I frown. “You left your coat.” I hold it up for emphasis. She smiles in thanks as I hang it on the hook beside the door. “Make sure somebody walks you to your car tonight, Willow. Royalty or not, it’s all the same to someone bent on doing harm.”

      “I’ll have a security guard escort me,” she agrees. I stare her down for a moment, trying to decide if she’s taking me seriously. When I’m satisfied that she is, I lift my chin in farewell and head out to my car. Once I’m inside and driving home, a question occurs to me—how will I get Wilhelm back? Shit.

      I get home and find myself spending the evening brooding in my library, sipping on scotch and staring at my fireplace. My vision is getting fuzzy, and I blink a few times to clear it, because what I think I’m seeing can’t possibly be what I’m really seeing. Images in the flames? For fuck’s sake, is this Harry Potter now? I had hoped we’d confined this lunacy to fairy tales.

      A glance at the clock above the mantle tells me it’s a few minutes after midnight. It’s not exactly shocking, at this point. I look back to the fire and the images—no—the movie has become clear, almost as though it’s being projected onto the flames. That’s when I realize, it’s my fantasy. Okay. This is more like it. I refill my drink and relax into my comfy chair, visions of my woman and our life together dancing in my head.

      Meanwhile…

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        Willow’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Willow lifts her head from where it was cradled in her arms on her desk and looks around, confused at finding herself still in her office at work. She sighs, so desperate to avoid her empty, lonely home, she fell asleep at her desk, again. She can’t avoid it forever, so she stands and lifts her purse over her shoulder, then meanders over to her jacket, hanging by the closed door. Lifting it off the hook, she notices a distinct weight on one side and realizes there is something in the pocket. She reaches inside and her fingers wrap around a cool object that causes a tingle in her hand as she pulls it out. It’s a key. A very unusual key.

      She doesn’t know where it’s come from, but for some reason, it feels at home in her palm. Odd. She decides to worry about it in the morning, putting the key back in the pocket and draping the coat over her arm. She opens the door to her office and pauses in shock. Rather than the neutral-toned walls and grey carpet of her office hallway, she finds herself standing in a foyer. It’s tall and round, the walls covered in an intricate, gold-swirled pattern, with a cream, travertine floor, and ornate sconces that match the ambiance. Not to mention the sparkling chandelier hanging in the center.

      She looks around in awe, her jaw practically on the ground, until her gaze locks onto a set of carved, gold double doors. Without thinking, she steps towards them, giving into a pull she feels, knowing there is something special beyond them. The key glows brighter the closer she comes to the doors and she spies a lock with a small engraving above it. It matches the key. Despite a small, rational part of her brain warning her to be wary, curiosity and an overwhelming sense of rightness has her unlocking the door and swinging it open.

      Leaving the key in the lock, she steps into the family room of an unknown castle and gasps. It’s beautiful, but comfortable and lived in. Somehow, she knows this place is everything she could have imagined for her dream home. It even has scattered toys all around to indicate a child or children live there. Her every wish, deepest desires, and perfect fantasy have always been to have a home and family. She didn’t need a prince; she wanted her own sweet farm boy. She’d always assumed she would live in her family home when she became queen, but this, this is really what her heart desires—a place that belongs to her and her little family.

      Walking into it with trepidation, she jumps when the door behind her closes and glances back to see it’s disappeared. Her heart speeds up with nervousness and she calls out, “Hello?” She immediately hears the sound of footsteps coming towards the room. The doorway is suddenly filled by the overwhelming presence of the man she’s loved since she was fifteen years old.

      “Hey, buttercup,” he says with a gentle smile, walking towards her, his eyes twinkling with . . . love? Buttercup? He used to call her that all the time, telling her she looked like the blooms in spring rather than a drooping tree. He reaches her and pulls her into his arms, planting a scorching kiss on her still mute mouth. She is helpless to keep from melting into him, remembering what this used to feel like, and realizing she’s been craving it ever since she lost it. It’s followed by a rush of love so intense, it consumes her. Apparently, she hadn’t moved on as far as she thought she had if it was so easy for him to bring it all crashing back.

      James finally lets her up for air and his mouth tips up into a crooked smile. “You slept a long time, buttercup”—he winks roguishly—“I hope you were dreaming of me.” Had she been napping? His beautiful mouth grows into a grin and he pats her stomach. “Is my boy wearing you out?” Willow’s head snaps down to stare at her belly and, sure enough, there is a little baby bump. What the fuck? She looks back up at James and he eyes her curiously. “You’re not going to argue with me about it being a girl?” he asks in mild surprise.

      “Um...” She scrambles for what to say, then remembers. They used to argue about the kids they would have. He joked that he was made to breed superheroes and predicted they would only have boys. She told him to get over himself and buy a shotgun because being scared to raise daughters didn’t mean she was going to pop out the cast of The Avengers. Besides, it was enough that their children would be princes and princesses, they didn’t need to add superpowers to the mix.

      “I don’t want to argue,” she blurts.

      He raises a brow questioningly, but then shrugs with a smile. “As you wish.”

      A picture on the wall behind him, of two familiar little boys, draws her attention and before she knows it, it all comes screaming back to her. James showing up after he graduated from college, proposing, their wedding, and the birth of their two rowdy little boys. Had she been dreaming of his leaving with a promise to return and then never coming back? Was all of the time apart—the pain and heartache—all a nightmare? “I had the most vivid nightmare,” she tells him in a trembling voice, tears gathering in her eyes.

      “Hey now, Willow,” he soothes as he runs a hand over her hair and kisses her forehead. “Don’t cry. Want to tell me about it?”

      She begins to cry in earnest and he scoops her up, taking her to the couch and holding her while she sobs into his shirt. “You—you left and didn’t come back. No explanation, nothing. When I tried to contact you, you were just . . . gone. Never to be heard from again.” Her tears begin to thin and she stares up at him, her eyes containing all of the despair from years of a broken heart. “For eleven years,” she sniffles. “You must have gone through your cancer all alone. In fact, in my dream, I never even knew about it. I—I don’t want to rule without you.”

      “Shhh, it was just a dream, buttercup,” he says, placing soft kisses all over her face. “I’m here. What did I tell you when I left?” He grasps her chin so she is forced to look him in the eye.

      “Listen to me, what we have is true love. I will always come for you,” she repeats his words from when he left.

      “You were what kept me going. Always. You’re mine, Willow. I’ll never let you go.” His mouth crashes down on hers and she feels his love surrounding her. She revels in it, letting it wrap her up like a heated blanket, warming her from the years of cold and loneliness.

      “Ewwww!” The disgusted voice of a child breaks them apart and Willow flushes with embarrassment. Their little four-year-old boy, Eric, stands with his feet apart and his little fists planted on his hips. “Do you guys hab to do dat? It’s gwoss.”

      Willow starts giggling as James snickers in her ear, “Cutest little cock blocker in the world,” he whispers. Then to Eric he says, “Yup, I have to kiss your mommy. Don’t you want another brother?” He grunts when Willow jabs her elbow into his stomach.

      Eric’s eyes squint as he thinks hard about the question. “You hab to kiss mommy for me to get anodder brodder?” James nods solemnly. Eric shrugs. “Okay.” He spins around to leave but calls out, “Be careful, Daddy. My friend Jason says girls hab cooties. Even Pwincess Buwwercwup.”

      James laughs then nibbles on Willow’s ear, causing a shiver to run down her spine and her panties to become damp. Her breath catches when his hand slides up her skirt, beneath her underwear, and one long finger dips inside her pussy. “You have the best cooties, buttercup.” She whimpers as he extracts his hand, bringing it to his mouth and sucking it clean. He licks his lips and his eyes scorch her with promises she knows she’ll have to wait for him to fulfill. “Tonight, when the boys are gone for their sleepover at your sister’s house, I’m going to remind you that you’re mine. I’ll fuck the nightmares right out of your head.”

      He stands with Willow still cradled in his arms, then lets her feet swing down so that her body lowers along his inch by inch. Embers of desire have been glowing and now they have ignited into a steady flame, heating her from the inside out. “I missed you,” she whispers.

      James looks confused for a moment, then a look of understanding crosses his face and he hugs her tightly. “If in some fucked up universe, I really let you go, then I missed you more, because I was the monumentally stupid ass who gave up the one thing in life he valued more than anything else. But, I have no doubt, eventually, I would have come for you. Like I promised.”

      Willow smiles and kisses his lips softly, then jumps away when the loud ring of the doorbell slices through the quiet.

      “I’ll get it! I’ll get it! I’ll get it!” Eric squeals as he races towards the front door.

      “Eric, we don’t open the door without asking who is there,” she chides and he drops his hands from the doorknob with a sheepish grin.

      “It’s not like he didn’t know it was me,” a voice calls through the door. Willow rolls her eyes and marches to the door, flinging it open. Her sister Chloe, the next one down in the lineup, stands on the porch grinning. A large, muscular man stands protectively behind her. With his light brown skin, dark eyes, and long, inky-black hair in a braid down his back, he resembles the societal ideal of an American Indian. Damon is Cherokee, in fact, and next to her pale skin, dark, reddish-brown hair, and sea-green eyes, they make a striking couple.

      Although, they aren’t really a couple, in the romantic sense of the word. Chloe is an singer and had recently been having problems with “overly-friendly” fans. She hired Damon to protect her. His eyes never stray far from Chloe, but it’s obvious he is completely aware of his surroundings. It’s also glaringly obvious that Chloe is ignoring him. It’s inconceivable to her that these two don’t recognize the sparks flying between them. Or, choose to ignore them.

      “I’m trying to teach him good habits, Chlo. You think you could go along with it and stop being a trouble maker?” Willow asks with exasperation. “I’m going to need Miracle Max to brainwash the kid after you’re done with him,” she mutters, then she smiles over Chloe’s shoulder. “Hey Damon, you got stuck on babysitting duty tonight?”

      “Same as every night,” he says gruffly and James coughs to cover a laugh while Chloe fumes. To Willow’s amazement, though, Chloe refrains from responding to the insult.

      “So, where is my other handsome man?” she asks brightly.

      “He was napping, but he’s probably up by now,” James says.

      “Would you get him?” Willow asks James over her shoulder.

      “Sure, buttercup. As you wish.” He kisses Willow’s neck before walking away.

      “You got everything, bud?” Chloe asks Eric.

      “Yup!”

      “Kee!!” another little high pitched voice practically screams in excitement. Willow turns and sees her almost two-year-old nephew, Nate, struggling in his father’s hold, reaching for his aunt. James barely manages to keep him from flinging himself away before he’s able to hand him off to Chloe. She grins widely, “Auntie is the best job. I’ll spoil you two rotten and bring you back for Mom and Dad to deal with tomorrow.”

      Willow rubs her temples and groans, “Chloe, I swear on your life, if you bring them back hopped up on candy and ice cream again, I’ll be pouring sugar over your grave.” She points a finger at Damon. “You’re supposed to protect her, Fezzik, so keep her from turning my precious babies into little monsters or her life will be in danger,” she snaps. Damon rolls his eyes, but nods. They gather up the kids and the mountain of stuff that always accompanies them, and leave for their “sweepober.”

      As they drive off, James waves and yells, “Have fun storming the castle!” Willow laughs and rolls her eyes at James as she waves to the kids as well. When they are no longer in sight, James shuts the door and spins Willow around, shoving her up against the door and attacking her lips. “Fuck,” he pants as he rips his mouth away. “I need to be inside you, Willow.” His mouth trails down her neck as he unbuckles his belt and lowers the zipper on his jeans. He takes his cock out, long and thick, it’s tip already red and angry looking. Willow moans at the sight and James swallows it in a deep kiss, his hands palming her ass and lifting her off of the ground, forcing her legs to circle his hips. His cock rubs along the fabric separating it from her wet heat. “Who do you belong to, Willow?” he asks raggedly.

      “You,” she whimpers, rubbing against him restlessly. “I’ve always been yours.”

      “And, you’ll be mine forever,” he grunts. “Do you want me inside you, buttercup?” he asks tightly. She nods frantically, unable to speak. “As you wish,” he answers as he releases one ass cheek to shove her panties aside and thrust deep into her pussy. “Fuck, yes!” he shouts. Mindless with passion, he begins to pound into her, every one of her screams of ecstasy fueling his energy, urging him to mark her, brand her so she and everyone else will always know who owns her body and her heart.

      A gossamer fog surrounds them, as though, together, they create magic and it heightens their senses. Everything is more.

      “I’m—I, I’m coming!” she cries. James slips a finger between them and rubs her little bud furiously.

      “Come, buttercup. Come all over my cock,” he purrs.

      Willow explodes into a burst of light, heat engulfing her, like she’s landed on the sun. James pumps a few more times before he plants himself deep inside her and shouts her name as he fills her with his come. Their bodies are shaking and sweaty, their hearts pounding, but James kisses her gently and whispers, “I’ve never stopped loving you, Willow. Please forgive me.”
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* * *

      James comes awake with a start and looks around, finding himself still in his new office. He blows out a breath of air, overwhelmed by the dream he just had and the suffocating desire for it to be real. It had taken him years, but eventually, he realized what a fucking idiot he’d been to let Willow go. Now he was home and he was going to claim her once and for all, remind her that he’d promised to always come for her, especially after living out that little fantasy, the one where he’d returned after college to create a life with her, a home, children, all the things they had once planned for. And, fuck, he’d almost come from the dream alone. He’d fight “to the pain” for her. If he had to deal with the shriek of every child—every babe that wept in fear at his approach, every woman that cries “Dear God, what is that thing?” reverberating forever in his perfect ears, he would.

      Sighing, he pushes to his feet, grabs his keys, and heads to the parking, dreading the solitary evening ahead of him. He gets a little turned around at some point, and finds himself in a hall with office doors lining each side from beginning to end. They are mostly dark, but one has a light on and he strolls to it. Finding it unlocked, he cautiously and quietly opens it. Time seems to stand still as he drinks in the sight before him.

      Willow lies with her head on her arms, asleep on her desk. She is every bit as beautiful as she had been in his fantasies. He knows he should probably leave but his feet move of their own volition, taking him to her. He brushes her hair back from her forehead and kisses it, softly calling her name. Then, he moves down to kiss her lovely pink lips. Her eyes slowly open and she looks at him with a smile, love shining in her eyes. He’d expected anger, pain, anything but this. Sitting up, she cups his face in both hands and kisses him sweetly, chuckling when she pulls back and sees his wide-eyed shock.

      “We’re going to talk,” she says sternly. “You’ve got a lot to make up for, and a lot of explaining to do. But, I know in my heart that I’ll forgive you eventually, and I see no reason for both of us to suffer even more in the process.” Then, her voice and expression soften. “But, I don’t want to waste any more time. I want to start building the future we always fantasized about.”

      James sweeps her into his arms. “As you wish,” he whispers before kissing her passionately, not one to question a gift so precious. It won’t be easy to conquer their past, but his buttercup is his true love and, eventually, they’ll get their happily ever after. It seems dreams really do come true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        One down, ten to go

      

    
    
      Oliver

      I’m absolutely dragging this morning, having spent a good portion of my night fantasizing about Pippa. I wonder if she was dreaming about me? I’m going to pay her a visit this evening and make sure I’m all she’s thinking about when she goes to bed tonight.

      I’m about to leave for work when I remember Wilhelm. I don’t know how to get him back and I need him to continue working through Pippa’s sisters. Maybe there is something in the box that will give me a clue. I jog up the stairs to my bedroom, hurry over to the box, and open the lid. What the fuck? The key is resting in his little bed of velvet. I start to wonder how, then realize I shouldn’t even try to comprehend what’s happening. I grab him and put him in my breast pocket again. I’m going to go with the flow.

      Later, as I’m getting ready to leave, James and Willow stop by my office. I’m a little surprised at their request for a leave of absence and their news that they are working things out between them. And yet, I know I shouldn’t be. I mean, if I’m going to believe in a fucking magical key, I might as well believe in its abilities. Besides, now I’m one step closer to my Pippa.
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* * *

      Sweet dreams are made of these

      Pippa

      I hit the delete button over and over and over, until the pages on the computer screen before me are blank. I’m trying to work on my novel but every time I stop to read what I’ve written, the characters look remarkably like Oliver and me. I may have actually called the hero Oliver a few times.

      Ugh. After spending the night in the throes of erotic fantasies about him, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. I can’t even escape him in my sleep! I admit, I’ve often fantasized about him, but my imagination has never been so vivid, and definitely not as creative as it was last night. Despite all of the reading I do and research for the sexy scenes in my novels, there were definitely some things in my dreams I’ll be adding to my erotic novel repertoire.

      Just thinking about my dreams from the night before, my body flushes with heat. I decide to take a break and skip down the stairs from my little writing nook in the attic. Not paying attention, I plow right into a hard body—warm arms close around me, holding me steady. Hot breath bathes my ear and I shiver as a low voice says, “If you want to be slammed into by me, baby, all you have to do is agree to marry me.”

      I rear back, scowling and trying to break his hold, but he doesn’t let me go. Before I can open my mouth and snap a caustic reply, we are interrupted by Chloe and her bodyguard, Damon, as they walk into the room, bickering, as usual. Well, Chloe’s bickering; Damon only responds from time to time, otherwise wearing his usual don’t-fuck-with-me expression and practically ignoring her. These two are the only ones who can’t see the raging attraction between them. It’s ridiculous.

      Oliver’s arms loosen and I take the opportunity to reluctantly—I mean—happily step away. I sternly lecture myself about the future I’d have with Oliver. I don’t need a man controlling my every move, no matter how sexy his alpha ways are. He doesn’t fight me when I move away. However, he does grab my hand, only allowing me to go so far. I peek at his face and see him watching Chloe and Damon thoughtfully.
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* * *

      The Next Contestant

      Oliver

      Wilhelm is practically singing in my pocket when Chloe and Damon enter the room. I figured Chloe would be the next contestant on Love Connection, but by Wilhelm’s little routine, seems like Damon is about to fall head over heels. I contemplate how to get the key to Chloe, then mentally shrug. I’m sure Wilhelm will let me know when the right opportunity is in front of me.

      I drag Pippa out to the gardens for a walk, noticing how weak her protests are, and trying not to gloat. I take her to her favorite spot, by a fountain that depicts a scene from a fairy tale about twelve sisters who dance each night away. Her father has a twisted sense of humor.

      Sitting on one of the stone benches, I settle her onto my lap, swallowing any protests she has with my mouth over hers. I then spend the next fifteen minutes reminding her who she belongs to. It takes no time at all for her to melt and become an active participant as we basically make out like teenagers, until I am so worked up, I know it’s time to leave her. The first time she turned me down, I made the decision not to make love to her until we were married. I was determined that when our bodies finally become one, our hearts and souls will already be there. I wasn’t above using just about everything else to convince her, though.

      She walks me to the front of the house and I give her a long, lingering kiss, completely satisfied by the dazed look on her face when I’m done. The front door suddenly swings open and Chloe comes down the steps, followed by her ever-present shadow. Wilhelm starts vibrating, and when Chloe pulls me into a hug, I take the opportunity to slip the key into her purse. “She never shuts up about you,” she whispers. “You’re doing just fine, don’t give up.” Then, she steps back and winks at me, her smile broadening when she glances at Pippa, who is standing with her arms across her chest, glaring at Chloe.

      I reluctantly head home, fervently wishing I was taking my woman with me, and hoping Wilhelm knows what the fuck he’s doing. Then, I spend the rest of the night dreaming about her.

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Chloe’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Damon unlocks Chloe’s front door and steps in first, doing a quick check, before giving her the all-clear to enter. Chloe silently follows him inside, having dutifully waited without complaint. She’d hired Damon for a reason, and it would be ridiculous not to let him do his job. Except for the times when he was truly a pain in the ass.

      “It’s late,” she says with a sigh. “I’m going to bed.” He nodded and watched her go, waiting until she reached the top step before turning and going down another hallway that led to his room. She liked Damon, most of the time. When they first met, she’d hoped they could be friends, and sometimes, she’d thought they were. The moments were fleeting, though, and she’d pretty much given up trying. Sometimes his tall, dark, and silent routine got on her nerves, and the sizzling attraction she felt, which was clearly not reciprocated, only made everything more complicated and hard to navigate. It tended to poke at her until she ended up irritated and . . . if she was honest with herself, quite bitchy. It never seemed to faze him, though. She supposed she should be grateful for his vigilance; he’d kept her safe when a stalker had almost killed her.

      She’d been a rising star as the lead singer of a British pop group since she was seventeen and was full steam ahead, always. But, after the attempt on her life, she’d hired Damon and backed off from the more public scene. Now, she was ready to retire, though early in her career, she was simply exhausted and wanted to do something out of the limelight. Although, this meant her need for a bodyguard was practically non-existent. Despite their odd relationship, she was going to miss him. Or, maybe it was simply the constant presence of someone (not necessarily him) because she had no clue where her life was going or what she really wanted, but she did know she was lonely.

      Walking into her bedroom, Chloe sets her purse on her dresser, then digs through it, looking for her phone. Her hand bumps something hard and cool. Running through the list of things she keeps in there, she has no idea what it could be. Lifting it out, she stares at the glass skeleton key, wondering where the hell it came from. It starts to glow a little and she almost drops it, but her mind disagrees with her bodily reflexes because her hand closes tightly around it, instead. She jumps when her bedroom door suddenly slams shut and looks around wildly for what might have caused it. Spying an open window, she wracks her brain trying to remember if she’d left it open. Better safe than sorry. She dashes to the door, intending to call out for Damon. Throwing her door open, she comes to a screeching halt, finding herself suddenly inside an opulent foyer with a massive set of double doors directly across from her.

      Her hand tingles and she looks down, remembering the key she’s holding. Curiosity overcomes her and she crosses the stone floor to the ornate doors. The lock bears a carving matching the look of her key, so she inserts it and twists. The tumblers click, indicating the door is open. She pulls the handle and steps into . . . no, it can’t be. Stepping over the threshold, she rotates in a slow circle to examine, what is clearly, a bedroom meant to look as though it’s in the turret of a medieval castle. Completing the three hundred and sixty-degree turn, she stands in awe for a moment. A click breaks the silence, and she spins back to the door, but it’s gone. Only the rough stone of the rounded walls remains. Weird. Ok, so she’s trapped. Irritated, she marches over to the large bed, covered in embroidered silk and flops down on her back with a huff, staring at the matching curtains hung on the canopy. Well, this is a pickle. The room doesn’t have any more doors, but there are several large, arched windows in the stone walls. She approaches one to see if it offers any means of escape.

      Yeah, that would a be a fuck no. Her fear of heights has her staggering backward, dizzy from looking down at least twenty stories. It’s dark out, but the moon shines bright and illuminates the endless fall to the ground. Was that a moat? Returning to the bed and resuming her position from before, she breathes deep, trying to calm her racing heart. Her concentration makes her sleepy and soon she is drifting, but a clatter outside the window quickly brings her fully awake.

      She knows she should go find out what the noise was, but well . . . it’s out the window. I’m sure you can see the predicament. Attempting to climb off of the bed, Chloe’s legs get tangled in her gown. Wait, gown? Her eyes drop to her clothes, and she stares in shock at the long, shimmering, opaque material. Obviously a nightgown, but it reminds her of the ones Pippa describes the “blushing brides” wearing in the historical romances she reads. There is a tall mirror propped against the wall next to the bed, and she turns to examine herself. If these were what those chicks were wearing . . . “blushing,” indeed.

      There is a hazy quality to the fabric, but her figure, her nipples, and the darker area between her legs are clearly made out. The lack of underwear isn’t shocking, though, since she rarely wears it anyway. If she pulls her hair forward, it will cover— Well, that’s new. Her hair, which is usually a curly mess that ends just above her shoulders, is now flowing out behind her like the train of a wedding gown. Her eyes dart around once more, trying to figure out what the hell is going on and it occurs to her that reading all of Pippa’s smutty historicals must be affecting her dreams. Because this has to be a dream. Right?

      Someone starts to climb through one of the windows, and Chloe frantically looks for something to cover herself with. She takes hold of the silk coverlet on the bed, only to realize it’s a heavy quilt. She has to put all of her strength into tugging it in her direction. She isn’t quick enough and the spread is only halfway off when a man drops to his feet in the room. She recognizes him immediately and forgets all about her fight with the stubborn quilt. He faces her and his dark eyes flare with heat, causing her nipples to pebble and moisture to gather between her legs. His eyes fall to her breasts and darken even further at the sight of the hardened peaks.

      Chloe fidgets, feeling exposed and unbelievably turned on. She may be famous and have a great amount of confidence in many areas, but, she is still a virgin. It doesn’t help her hormones to see he is only wearing breeches (which leave nothing to the imagination, by the way), and his muscular chest is bare, his ebony hair loose, hanging down his back. His beauty and masculinity are as intimidating as they are incredible. Ok . . . so the historical aspect of the fantasy makes more sense now.

      “Um, what—what’s going on, Damon?” she stutters.

      He begins to prowl towards her, his gaze fierce, like an animal stalking its prey. When he’s inches away, she loses the battle with her bravado and backs up to put more space between them. Does he have to look so fucking delicious?

      “As long as you are free, you are in danger,” he says. “I will always protect you.”

      Her back hits the wall and he continues to close the gap between their bodies.

      “I find this puts me in a dilemma, Chloe. Because if I don’t have you soon, I’ll lose my ability to deem who is a threat and instead, I’ll start killing every man who so much as looks at you.”

      “Ok,” she squeaks as his big body presses into hers, his arms on either side of her head, effectively trapping her in. “I thought, ahem.” She clears her throat nervously. “I thought you weren’t affected by me.”

      His eyes glitter with hunger, the fire only growing as he stares into her sea-green pools. “I can’t protect you if we are together. All I’d be able to see when I looked at you is the image of the last time I fucked you,” he growls. “Keeping completely away was the only way I could shut my desire for you down and focus on my job.”

      “What you’re telling me is that you’ve locked the long-haired princess in a tower in order to keep her to yourself?” she asks sassily.

      His eyes dance with amusement. “I’ve decided to remove all other variables, Chloe.” He leans his face down until his mouth is only a breath away. I’ve stolen you away, you belong to me, and I’m keeping you. No one can get to you here but me, so I no longer have the duty of being your bodyguard.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to free the princess from being hidden away by the witch?”

      He grins. “I decided the old bat was really onto something.” His mouth covers hers and he kisses her with such passion, she feels the flames lick her body from head to toe. He runs his tongue along the seam of her lips and she opens, accepting his tongue as it plunges inside. When he finally releases her mouth, they are both panting, their hearts galloping at full speed.

      “I know you want me, Chloe,” he grunts, grinding his hips into her and letting her feel what she does to him. She mewls an agreement, no longer focused on anything beyond how he’s making her feel. “I will not allow anyone to take you away from me, nor will I let you escape. You will stay here and I will worship your body every chance I get, love your heart completely, and be everything and anything you will ever need.”

      The clouds of desire dissipate enough for her to grasp on to his statement, laser focusing on one part. “Love me?” she asks.

      He nods slowly, locking his gaze with hers, letting her see his sincerity. “I love you, Chloe.”

      Her heart practically explodes with emotion, as though a dam broke and she realizes she’s been holding them all back, afraid to let them free. Love for him pours from her heart and she slides her hands into his silky hair, taking hold with a tight grip. “I love you, too,” she tells him earnestly.

      His face transforms with the most beautiful smile she has ever seen. Damon has rarely ever smiled, but this, this is like a rainbow. Rare, elusive, and magical to see. After a moment, a hint of vulnerability creeps into his gaze. “You’ll stay with me?”

      “For as long as you love me.”

      He grins as he lifts her by the hips, wrapping her legs around his waist and falling with her onto the bed, his body covering hers. “So, forever then.”

      There are no more words. Damon whips her gown above her head and closes his lips around one turgid nipple. Chloe moans and shifts her hips restlessly.

      “Damon,” she whimpers, “I need—I...”

      “I know what you need, Chloe,” he growls, “and I’m going to give it to you.” He waves a hand and she sucks in a breath when her arms involuntarily fly up to the headboard and silk ties bind them to the posts on either side. Wow. Magic has never seemed so sexy. “But, I won’t be rushed. I’ve waited so long to have you, to lick and taste every inch of this spectacular body, to sink my cock into your soaking wet pussy.”

      He punctuates his words with a little swivel of his hips and it’s enough to set her off. She splinters apart with a cry of his name and reaches a high she didn’t know existed. Floating back down, she opens her eyes to see Damon staring at her with both hunger and awe. “Watching you come is the most fucking beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Chloe blushes and it widens his smile before he kisses her again, stealing her soul with every breath. Her eyes drop to his lower body, narrowing on the breeches separating her from his, um, powerful sword? Chloe mentally giggles at herself, just keeping with the theme. It occurs to her right then, shouldn’t she get magic, too?

      In half a heartbeat, Damon is gloriously naked. He raises a single eye brow and a grin slowly grows on his face. Then he spends, what seems like an eternity, doing exactly what he said, worshipping, licking, and tasting her everywhere. Until finally, he sinks deep, deep inside her.

      He doesn’t seem surprised when he breaks through her barrier, but he does look a little smug. If Chloe weren’t so fully in the throes of passion, she probably would have smacked him upside the head. As it was though, they were both instantly lost to the feel of their bodies so completely connected.

      “You’re mine now, Chloe” Damon whispers once they’ve come down off of the high and are cuddled in each other’s arms. “Forever.”
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* * *

      Damon shoots up into a sitting position, disoriented and confused at first, then seriously pissed when he realizes he’s in bed and it was all just a fantasy. Throwing off the covers, he stands and begins to pace, sexually frustrated and his heart pounding. Maybe it was time to take the next step. The waiting was slowly killing him. Making a split second-decision, he takes off down the hall and sprints up the stairs two at a time. As he’s reaching for the door handle to Chloe’s room, the door flies open and she smacks right into him.

      Her head comes up, meeting his gaze as his arms close around her.

      “You’re fired.”

      “I quit.”

      They speak over each other and it takes a minute for them to absorb what the other has said. Then Damon sweeps her into his arms, muttering, “Thank fuck,” and stalking back towards her bed.

      Several hours later, Damon looks down at the woman who has starred in all of his fantasies as she lies draped across his chest. With a finger under her chin, he lifts her head so their eyes meet. “You know you’re going to marry me, right?” he asks gruffly.

      Chloe smiles softly, leans up to kiss him, and winks. “Since you asked so nicely.”

      “It wasn’t a request,” he grumbles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Oliver - 2, Pippa – 0

      

    
    
      Oliver

      When I woke up this morning, the first thing I did was check for Wilhelm. Sure enough, he was right back in the box on the top of my dresser. I tuck him into my pocket, wondering what he has in store for Beth and Kinsey, who are the next two eldest sisters, being twins.

      Not surprisingly, I have trouble focusing at work. With each day, each sister, each fantasy, I get closer and closer to being able to give Pippa my name and start a family. I’m having dinner at the palace again tonight and I spend an inordinate amount of time mapping out the castle in my mind for the best places to corner my siren.

      Finally, it’s after six, and I give up pretending to work. I arrive at the castle and hand my keys off to a valet. I know, not very fitting for an idealistic castle setting, but I wasn’t going to take a horse and carriage just to indulge you even further in the fantastical aspects of my story. Leave it for the fantasies. My world has been turned inside out enough.

      When I enter the house, I can’t help but stop and laugh at the sight of Damon crowding Chloe into a corner and kissing her senseless. I give Wilhelm a mental high five and he starts up with his humming again. I’m a little confused at why he’s vibrating for them until I notice a movement to my left. I turn my head and another of Pippa’s older sisters, Beth, is standing in the doorway of another room smiling fondly at the couple. I look a little closer, and that’s when I notice the longing in her eyes.

      I think back to my time here as a youth and I don’t have many memories of Beth. I do remember her trouble-making twin, Kinsey, though. I only have vague recollections of Beth being there at times, but she was always in the background.

      My body snaps tight when the scent of Jasmine fills my nose and blood rushes to my groin at the mere knowledge Pippa is in the room. I whip around and the moment she sees me, her eyes widen, and her mouth forms a cute little O. I’m not even trying to disguise the hunger in my gaze as my eyes scan her from head to toe. In two strides, I’m at her side and crowding her back into the room she’d just come from. My mouth crashes down on hers, and she melts into me, clinging to my shoulders. After I’ve had my fill, for now, I let her up to breathe. “Fuck, I missed you,” I whisper raggedly. She nods absentmindedly, making me smile because she doesn’t realize what she’s just admitted. Before the fog can clear, I take her hand and lead her back through the castle to the dining hall.

      Dinner with the St. Claires is always entertaining. It’s rare that, when they get together, it is mother, father, and daughters alone. Instead, it’s a loud and fun group of people, but rather than being drawn into the bustle of activity, I find my eyes wandering back to Beth. Her long mahogany hair is braided and pulled over one shoulder, her clothes are not drab, but she doesn’t exactly stand out, either. What surprises me most, is that her hazel eyes twinkle with love and merriment as she watches the group and it highlights a beauty people don’t seem to notice. Except for Kinsey, who is constantly trying to draw her out. But, Beth continues to watch with amusement, seeming content to stay a wallflower.

      With an arm over the back of Pippa’s chair, I lean over and ask, “Does Beth have a boyfriend?”

      Pippa gives me an arch look. “Looking to trade up so soon? Fantastic.”

      I tug on one of her long, coal black locks, wishing I could put her over my knee and spank her sassy little ass. I file that thought away for later because I’m currently in no condition to be even more aroused. “Baby, answer the question.”

      She shrugs, resting an elbow on the table, her chin propped in her hand and contemplating her sister. “I don’t think so. Beth is the kindest and most loving person, but she’s so damn shy. We’ve all tried to pull her from her shell, but she seems content to stay there. I don’t want her to be alone.” She turns her head now, her eyes wide and innocent, the little brat. “Perhaps we’ll just have to be spinsters together forever.”

      I roll my eyes and slip my hand down, using two fingers to pinch her bottom. Her expression turns dirty, and she opens her mouth, no doubt about to say something that will definitely earn her a swat on the ripe ass later.

      “Um. We have news,” Chloe says loudly, interrupting Pippa and gaining everyone’s attention. Over the next hour, I sit back in my seat, observing, knowing the smile on my face is probably growing more triumphant by the minute. Chloe and Damon announce their engagement, followed by Willow and James, making the room erupt in excitement and congratulations. Pippa shifts in her seat uncomfortably, almost falling off as her jaw drops. She throws me sideways glances at times, but otherwise, pretends I’m not there. I simply smile and give her time to let it all sink in.

      The jubilation dies down, and as everyone begins saying their farewells, I keep my eye on Beth, looking for the right opportunity to slip her the key. Wilhelm seems more interested in her than Kinsey tonight. Finally, as I walk to the front of the castle, I find myself alone with Beth. Lucky me . . . or maybe it’s Wilhelm, anyway, she trips and I catch her before she hits the ground. Once she is stable, I lean down to the floor and pick up the key I “let” fall out of my pocket. Yes, ridiculous, but hey, if you had a better option, take it up with Wilhelm.

      “Beth,” I inquire, extending my hand. “Did you drop this?”

      “Nope,” she says, examining it curiously. “It’s certainly unique, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” I agree. “I would imagine whomever left it is bound to come back and look for it. Why don’t you hang on to it?”

      She takes the key with a smile, “Will do. Oh, and Oliver”—she leans in, her voice suddenly a conspiratorial whisper—“let me know if there is anything I can do to help you out with Pippa.” She winks, slipping the key into the pocket of her jeans, and with a wave, turns to run up a grand staircase. I chuckle to myself; she’s about to help me out tremendously and doesn’t even realize it. I mentally salute Wilhelm and wish him good luck.

      Another restless night is ahead of me but I cling to the successes Wilhelm has had so far.

      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        Beth’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      The sultry voice of Adele croons from Beth’s phone as she wanders the gardens behind the palace. She hums along and inhales the fresh, spring air, breaking down the floral mixtures and categorizing them in her head. With a bachelor’s degree in Horticulture and a master’s in Landscape Architecture, it’s no surprise this is her favorite place to be.

      But, the best part is the special garden she has been growing and caring for since she was ten. It was a little bit hidden, and so the groundskeeper had overlooked it for years, causing it to become overgrown and a complete mess. While exploring one day, she’d found the door to it and after telling her father, he suggested she take on the task of reviving it. He’d recognized the depth of her interest and wanted to encourage her to pursue it.

      She’d always been the dreamy one, lost to her imagination, and it fueled her creativity to design landscapes. She consulted with the groundskeeper and local florists, eventually designing a perfect little garden. Over the years, little by little, it was really shaping up. It had also become somewhat of a family project, all of them helping out when needed, but always following her direction.

      The garden was surrounded by a fence completely covered in ivy, giving the area a private, peaceful feel. She’d had a beautiful, custom gate made to look like an arched wooden door, to completely enclose it. She had her very own Secret Garden; she figured she might as well embrace the story. It was late, perhaps around midnight, but there were outdoor lamps that gave it a soft glow. She refused to disturb the growth within, so the lamps were installed outside the walls, high enough to curve over and provide illumination.

      Arriving at the door, she pulled it open and meandered inside, shutting it behind her. For some reason tonight, it felt even more like a magical place. She sits on a stone bench to relax but is startled when an odd vibration comes from her pocket. Digging into her jeans, she removes the key Oliver had found in the hallway earlier. When it begins to glow, she stares at it, thinking she should probably be panicking, even as her eyes are drawn to another side of the garden and she sees a new door. I must be sniffing too much Damiana. She shrugs, if she’s high, she might as well go with it, right?

      Almost like a magnetic pull, she can tell the key and the door are connected. Even without that though, it’s pretty obvious by the matching carving above the lock. Slipping the key into the hole, she turns it, and the door swings open.

      It’s definitely not what she expected. The gold and cream foyer is amazing, but it’s odd, considering her simple tastes, to find herself imaging such lavishness. Even if she is high as a kite. An enormous set of double doors have another matching lock, so she repeats the process and… Definitely, she thinks, definitely stoned.

      She’s suddenly walking out onto one of the palaces terraces, this one connecting through several sets of glass French doors to an amazing ballroom which, sadly, almost never gets used. Except, tonight, it’s seriously hopping. The room is packed with people, all laughing, dancing, and eating delicious-looking hors d'oeuvres. Parties aren’t usually her scene, and she considers returning to her little hidey hole until her mind comes down from the clouds, and then going to bed. She takes a step back, stumbling from her precarious balance, due to the spiked heels she didn’t realize she was wearing.

      Even with nobody there to witness it, she blushes, realizing these are the shoes she keeps hidden way back in her closet. A guilty pleasure she knew she would never indulge in. Skimming her eyes up the rest of her body, she recognizes the shimmery, black mini-skirt, and the red corset top, both having come from that same stash. She’d let a saleswoman talk her into trying the outfit on one day, and when she looked into the mirror, she kind of liked the new version of herself. Particularly the top, it made the girls look fantastic, when they are normally quite . . . well, normal. Beth wasn’t an ugly duckling suddenly turned into a swan, she wasn’t plain, or unattractive; she just didn’t stand out. And, most of the time, she was perfectly fine with it. But, in her secret, most personal fantasies, she dreams of being someone people notice. Well, not people, just one person. Her soulmate. Whoever he is. So, she bought the outfit, then stuffed it away in her closet, because fantasies are by definition, imagining things that are impossible or improbable. Stepping to the side, she blends into the wall and watches for a few minutes. She is the quintessential wallflower and she always will be.

      With a sigh, Beth turns to make her way back through the enchanted door but isn’t able to take more than one step before someone grabs her elbow and spins her around. Unused to the heels, and in a state of surprise, she lurches forward into a pair of strong arms, slamming up against a muscular chest. “Oof!”

      The arms tighten, and the sexiest voice she has ever heard says, “Leaving so soon?”

      If she were wearing panties, (I’m not wearing panties? What the hell? It appears, deep down, I’m quite the hussy) they would have burst into flames. Her insides melt and without a barrier to keep it contained, wetness leaks onto her inner thighs.

      His blond hair, in need of a cut, ruffles in the evening breeze, and those amazing eyes are surrounded by thick lashes of the same color. An angular jaw, high cheek bones, and the fact that he is obviously over six foot, makes her think he must be of Scandinavian heritage. She briefly wonders what their kids would looks like, since they are such opposites in looks. Whoa there, Nelly. You might want to back up, then back up even more.

      “I, um...” She is already stuttering over her words, then she makes the mistake of looking up and connecting with the most startling blue eyes she’s ever seen. Ever. As if their beauty alone isn’t enough to fluster her, they are filled with heat. Like, I want to rip your panties off (He doesn’t know I’m not wearing panties, right?) and have my way with you right now, kind of heat.

      He loosens his embrace and steps away, only far enough to run his ocean blue orbs over her body, leaving a wake of fire in their path. “I can’t let you go anywhere, I’m afraid,” he says once his eyes return to hers. His voice is like smooth, rich espresso, jolting her every nerve and making her hypersensitive. She is suddenly grateful for the tight bindings of her top since they keep the world from seeing the way her nipples harden.

      “What?” she asks in a high voice. She’d rather we not classify it as a squeak, denial is such a lovely place.

      “You’re too fucking beautiful. If you leave, someone else might find you, and if they touched you, I’d have to kill them,” he growls menacingly.

      What exactly are you supposed to say to something like that? Maybe if she wasn’t insanely attracted to him, she could have had a true feminist moment and slapped his handsome face. Or, been afraid of him, considering the frightening look on his face. Yeah, no. Instead, she swoons and mentally calculates what it would take to get him to take her to a dark corner and fuck her. Hussy, indeed.

      “What is your name, gorgeous?” he queries, tugging her back into his arms.

      “Beth,” she says on a gasp, her close proximity to his body making it very clear he wants her.

      “Beth,” he repeats as a smile grows on his face. “I’m Andrew.” His face lowers, his lips coming closer and closer to hers, all the while his eyes hold a warning. Somehow, she knows what he’s saying with the look; speak now or forever be his. Is this supposed to be a tough question? She closes the gap, pressing her lips against his, giving herself over to him. He groans and uses his thumb to nudge her chin down, opening her mouth so he can plunge his tongue inside. Angling his head, he deepens the kiss and gathers her up in his arms, holding her as close as he can. He starts walking forward, backing her up against the railing of the terrace that overlooks the vast gardens. Gliding his hands from where they’d been caressing her back, down to fill them with her ass. He lifts her, molding their bodies together, and the large bulge in his pants pressing into her heat. Then, he sets her on the railing, spreading her legs so he can stand in between them, before gluing their bodies together again.

      She gasps when she feels a finger trailing up her thigh, under her skirt, and running through the lips of her naked pussy. He grunts and dips his finger inside her. “As much as I appreciate the easy access, gorgeous,” he mumbles against her lips, “I don’t ever want to find you without panties in public, again.” He adds a second finger and scissors them, making her moan as her body begins to spiral. “This pussy is all mine, and I don’t want even the slightest chance that someone else might see it.”

      Using his teeth, he tugs down one side of her corset until a breast springs free, then latches on to the nipple. His increases the speed of his fingers—in and out—until her every muscle is frozen to the point of pain. Removing them, he pinches her clit and bites down on her nipple, causing her to splinter apart. Catching her scream with his mouth, he returns his fingers inside to work her slowly down. After a few minutes, he rips his lips away, panting and staring into her eyes with an unreadable emotion. “Exquisite,” he whispers gruffly. “I don’t know what’s happening here, gorgeous. All I know is, from the moment I saw you, you were mine.”

      She honestly can’t argue with his logic, especially when her body is floating to the ground in post orgasmic bliss. Besides, she’d felt the same thing, her body and heart yearning for him instantly. “How did you even see me?” She cocks her head, honestly curious.

      Andrew’s brows furrow as he looks at her incredulously. “How could I miss you, Beth?”

      Helping her off of the railing, he rights her top and smooths down her skirt, before extending his hand towards her. Without hesitation, she takes it and an idea has her tugging it earnestly. “I want to show you something.”

      He smiles at her enthusiasm and lets her lead the way. She turns towards the door only to find it gone. And with it, the key. Well, fuck a duck. How was she supposed to get back through? In case you were wondering, it was about halfway into her orgasm when she accepted the fact that she wasn’t high and this is clearly some sort of alternate universe.

      She had every intention of taking him through it with her; she refused to entertain the idea of going back without him. She’d finally found him—the one—her soulmate, and there was no way she was letting him go.

      “If you’re looking for the door you came in through, I don’t think it works like that, gorgeous.” Andrew’s comment had her whipping around in astonishment and complete confusion. He shrugs, but his expression is frustrated. “I know this isn’t reality as much as you do. I just haven’t found a solution yet, because I’m not giving you up.”

      His words do funny things to her stomach and her heart skips a beat. Clutching his hand tightly, she leads him to the stone steps of the terrace and down into the gardens. “I can still show you my special place. My Secret Garden.”

      When they reach the secret garden, he looks around in awe. “This is amazing, Beth.”

      She blushes and he runs a finger over the pink-tinged cheek. “This is what I do. I’m a landscape architect.”

      He raises a brow, studying her for a minute, before chuckling. “I should have guessed my perfect woman would work with plants.” At her questioning look, he goes on, “I’m a botanist.”

      Before she can control her mouth, she says, “You’re a geek? But, you’re so hot.” Then, she slaps her hands over her mouth, mortified. Andrew bursts out laughing and scoops her into his arms, planting a hard kiss on her lips.

      “Yeah, gorgeous, I’m a complete nerd. I may not look like it, but trust me, inside, I’ve got the glasses, bow tie, and pocket protector.”

      Beth giggles and snuggles into him as he settles on one of the wicker chairs situated in the center of the garden. They talk, for what seems like hours, getting to know each other and sneaking in kisses and touches here and there. But, it’s late, and as hard as she fights it, eventually, she falls asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Andrew wanders through the palace gardens, following the directions given to him and trying not to get lost. The grounds are incredible, and he can’t wait to see this special garden the king had told him about. He’d only recently moved to the country to set up a lab for an in-depth study of the land and how they can increase more productive crops and use plant biology for other resources.

      He’d been very curious to meet one of the princesses who is in a similar field, but had yet to make her acquaintance. After showing interest in the garden that was, apparently, her baby, one of her sisters suggested he might find her there. When he spots the door, he can’t help laughing at the idealistic picture it creates, transporting you to another time and place. Frances Hodgson Burnett would be proud. The door opens easily, despite its weight, and he steps inside, halting on a gasp. It’s the most incredible, magical, unbelievably gorgeous thing he’s ever seen. And, the garden is amazing, too.

      “You!” a sweet voice exclaims, her hazel eyes blinking at him, mirroring the same astonishment he’s feeling. He dreamt about her. This is the woman he spent his night fantasizing about. With this realization, there is an even stronger emotion overriding the surprise. Possessiveness. There is no doubt, in his mind or heart, this woman is meant for him. He strides over to her and lifts her from the chair where she is reading, and his mouth crashes down on hers. Satisfaction roars through him when she melts like butter, and one word pings around in his head like an erratic pinball.

      Mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        Double the trouble

      

    
    
      Oliver

      I can’t deny the power of love at first sight after meeting Philippa St. Claire. In fact, I’m putting a whole lot of faith in the idea right now. It’s not like I pay much attention to the love lives of other people, well, not until now anyway. So, I really had no clue whether most of the St. Claire sisters were in a relationship or not. I don’t dwell on it overly much; it’s Wilhelm’s job to play matchmaker.

      Kinsey, Beth’s twin, is a fashion designer and up until a few weeks ago, was living in Paris doing an extended internship. I would like to kiss whomever convinced her to move back because getting Wilhelm to her would have been a bitch. As it turns out, we are both attending the same charity function tonight. Pippa is being stubborn, as usual, so I’m going stag. I don’t care for these dinners, anyway. Although, I would have enjoyed seeing my girl in a sexy dress. Then again, I don’t know if I could have handled all of the other men seeing her in it.

      I have to make an appearance and it will give me the chance to slip Kinsey the key before I make an unnoticed exit. It turns out to be easier than I expected. Kinsey isn’t the same boisterous, fun-loving girl I remember. She puts on a good front, chatting and smiling but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      She spots me and, for once, I see a spark of the old her in those hazel eyes. She hurries over to me and throws her arms around me in a hug. I stagger back a little, taken off guard by the affectionate action. Wilhelm does his little dance in my pocket. “Hey, Oliver!” she exclaims. “It’s good to see you.”

      My brow lifts, wondering what she’s up to. “I don’t recall you even knowing I was alive when you were young, Kinsey.”

      She laughs and looks around, frowning when she doesn’t see what she’s looking for. “Where’s Pippa?”

      Ah, now it makes sense. I grin and shake my head. “Were you attempting to make my woman jealous, Kinsey?”

      She laughs and shrugs. “Whatever it takes.” The light in her eyes dims just slightly. “She shouldn’t waste time and risk you giving up and walking away.”

      Well, that’s interesting.

      “Never going to happen,” I state firmly, my time leaving zero room for argument.

      “Oh, I know. I’m—anyway. She should realize a great thing when she’s got it.” She pats my cheek and winks. “Good luck, Oliver.”

      Leaning down, I kiss her cheek, drop the key into her purse, and whisper, “If he let you walk out the door, he was obviously an idiot. Don’t lose hope in finding your true love. Someone worthy of you.”

      I stand back up, and she looks at me inquisitively. “Thanks. How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess,” I say sympathetically.

      “Well, anyway, it really is nice to see you, Oliver.” She gives my arm a squeeze, and I lift my chin in farewell before slipping out.

      This guy is obviously back in France. I mentally bang my head against a wall and send a telepathic lecture to Wilhelm. This one is going to be twice as hard to accomplish as Beth’s. He’ll need to have some kind of unicorn up his sleeve to pull it off.

      At home, I hang my tux up and stare at my closet. Another night of tossing and turning without Pippa doesn’t sound appealing. I decide to spend some time clearing space for my woman when I finally have her in our home.
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        Kinsey’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Kinsey stares at herself in the mirror of the ladies room at the banquet hall hosting a charity ball. There was a time when she’d never gone to any kind of function dateless. Before she’d gone to Paris and met Cole, subsequently attending every function alone from then on. He certainly wasn’t going to accompany her, and she couldn’t bear to go with anyone else.

      Mostly, she stopped attending social events at all, but her employer had a lot to do with this charity and since the company was based in Paris, representing them at functions here was one of their stipulations for her moving back to her own country. She is setting up a new fashion house here and works remotely for everything she can, though it will require the occasional trip back.

      She loathed the idea of going back and running into Cole. He’d been her supervisor for her internship and, despite working directly under him (if only that pun was intended . . . wishful thinking and all that bullshit), he barely noticed she was alive. No matter how hard she tried, excelling in every task he gave her, wearing the sexiest clothes she could get away with and still be professional, nothing seemed to draw his attention her way. To be fair, no woman had his attention. He was so focused on the job; he was practically blind to the rest of life. The weird thing was, she could have sworn the attraction was mutual.

      After the internship was over, she’d taken a permanent position with the company, hoping once he was no longer her supervisor, he’d open his eyes and notice her. The fashion house had already approached her with the idea of expanding to her country and after discussing it with her father, she knew it would do her homeland a lot of good. Still, she put off giving them a final answer until it became abundantly clear—Cole was never going to come around.

      So, she left and here she is. Her gown is a silver couture piece (another perk of the job—wearing the clothes). The matching shoes remind her of Cinderella’s and she winces as she shifts. It’s easy to imagine glass slippers being this uncomfortable, too. She pulls the pins from her bun, allowing her long, mahogany hair to tumble down her back, and sighs. The tension headache forming eases, and she runs her fingers through the strands before deciding it’s as good as it’s going to get and leaves the bathroom.

      As she pulls open the door, something clatters to the floor from her purse. She kneels down and looks around but all she sees is a blue-tinted skeleton key made of thick glass. It doesn’t look familiar, and she isn’t sure how it came to be in her purse. She picks it up, noting it weighs at least a pound, making her wonder how she hadn’t noticed it in her purse.

      Still staring at the key, she walks through the open door, but quickly comes to a halt when she looks up and sees she’s in some kind of foyer, judging by the thick gold doors and the lavish, crystal chandelier hanging above her head. She must have gone through the wrong door, although, she could have sworn the bathroom only had one exit. Turning around, she goes to push the door back in but . . . where the fuck did the door go?

      Taking deep breathes, Kinsey tries to make sense of what’s happening, avoiding the possibility that she might be having a mental breakdown. Figuring the best course of action is to see where the other doors dump her out, she examines them. The key is still clenched in her fist, and as she bends down to look at the lock, she feels it vibrate. Her hand opens and she drops the key as though it had burned her. It lies on the ground, glowing slightly blue, and she gets the distinct impression that it unlocks the door in front of her. Another deep, calming breath. Picking up the key, she inserts it into the lock and turns. Without provocation, the door glides open, the key still in the lock, and she’s staring at the same lobby she’d come from when she entered the bathroom. Bringing two fingers to each temple, she rubs slowly, the tension headache beginning to return.

      “Kinsey.”

      Kinsey freezes at the sound of the voice. Holy fuck! Wow, her imagination had clearly started working overtime as if she was hearing Cole’s voice when other men spoke to her. Except . . . the spicy scent surrounding her was so much like Cole’s aftershave. The heat at her back, the goosebumps suddenly all over her body, the butterflies in her belly, the French accent that dissolves her into a puddle of want, they all indicated that if this isn’t Cole, it’s his doppelganger.

      “Kinsey. Bébé.”

      Did he just call me baby? Seriously. What. The. Fuck? Kinsey spins around and glares at the beautiful man who never fails to make her weak in the knees. And, it really, really wasn’t fair that she seemed to be the only one on the verge of spontaneously combusting from lust when they were around each other. This time, though, the hurt and anger were strong enough to help her keep her composure. Otherwise, she might have simply melted, and how embarrassing would that have been?

      “Cole.” Her voice doesn’t waiver, coming across emotionless, and she barely restrains a fist pump in victory. Maybe she would actually walk away with her dignity intact, only in her dreams had she ever been able to keep her composure around Cole. “What are you doing here?”

      He looks so much the same—tall, lean, and curly brown hair. Heartbreakingly handsome. His brown eyes, framed by long, black lashes, pierce through her, and she fights the temptation to squirm. She always felt like he could see inside her and wondered how it was he could ignore the burning passion and love she had for him. There is something in his gaze she’s never seen before. Or, a more apt description might be that she can see everything in his eyes, as though he’s removed walls she hadn’t been able to see past before. And, what she sees is freaking her the fuck out.

      “I’m here for you, Kinsey.” His velvety voice is almost her undoing. He prowls closer and Kinsey backs up, desperately trying to keep distance between them. There is hunger is his gaze; he’s staring at her like she is his next meal.

      Shaking her head, she puts a hand out to stop his advance. “Arrêtez,” she begs raggedly.

      “Non, bébé,” he answers with a scowl.

      One more step back and Kinsey bumps into another body. “Sorry!” she apologizes as she tries to catch her balance. There is a bit of a shuffle and Kinsey seizes the opportunity to take off in the crowd. To her shock, she’s in the middle of the same ballroom, but everything is different. The room is lit by oil sconces; the women are dressed in large, fairytale-type ball gowns, while the men are dressed much as the princes are in the same stories. They are dancing the waltz, spinning around the room, and suddenly she’s being swept away in the same dizzying pattern.

      Cole holds her close as he leads, swirling and stepping in time to the music. Kinsey looks up in confusion, not understanding what’s happening. His face is soft and tender as he gazes down at her, and when he bends his head to brush his lips over hers, it leaves a delicious tingle behind. “Si belle,” he murmurs. He thinks I’m beautiful? Her valiant attempts to stay unaffected are failing miserably and she feels hope lift her heart.

      It seems as though the whole world fades away, including the ballroom where they are dancing. Kinsey looks down and sees nothing but clouds at their feet. Cloud nine? Somebody is having too much fun with the realism of expressions…

      Finally, the floor solidifies under their feet again and they stop spinning. Keeping her hand firmly clasped in his, he leads her out the front door to the relative quiet of the night. He stops once they are out of the way from people leaving the party and leans against a wall. With his hands on her hips, he situates her so she is standing between his legs.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” she cries softly.

      “Je suis désolé mon amour.” His voice breaks slightly as he apologizes, running a hand over her hair and kissing her forehead. “I should never have let you go. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “Why?” Tears are making tracks down her cheeks, and he wipes them away with his thumbs before framing her face in his big hands.

      “Because, I’m a fucking idiot, bébé,” he admits. Kinsey sniffs and nods her agreement, making him chuckle. “When you first arrived, I was blown away by my . . . envie . . . desire, for you,” he says, struggling a tiny bit with his English. Of course, the more he speaks in French, the more of her resistance fades away. “I couldn’t do anything about it while you were working for me. So, I did my best to . . . voir tout sauf vous . . . focus on other things, I guess?” He raises a brow to ask if she’s following. Kinsey speaks fluent French, but she doesn’t remind him of this, preferring to make him work for it. “Then, you were gone and merde, bébé, my life fell apart.”

      “Really?” Kinsey sniffs.

      “Really,” he affirms.

      “What if I’ve moved on?” she asks hesitantly.

      His face darkens, his brown eyes becoming fierce and he growls, “Tu es à moi, bébé.”

      Swoon. Kinsey takes a step back, not ready to give into this dream; it will only hurt so much more when she wakes. She needs time to think, to process what the hell is happening. Lifting the hem of her dress, she skips down the step as quickly as she can without tripping in her ridiculous heels.

      “Kinsey!” His footsteps are right behind her and she knows she can’t outrun him. Huffing in annoyance, she stops and kicks her shoes off before sprinting the rest of the way to the bottom. It well after midnight, so it’s not like a pumpkin carriage is going to show up, but luck is with her because there happens to be an orange cab. Wait, what century are we in again?

      She doesn’t know how, but she manages to elude Cole before diving into the back seat of the vehicle. But then, Cinderella out ran Prince Charming (although, I think we can all agree on what a pussy he was), so I guess this shoeless maiden can do the same.

      The cab speeds off, and she gives him her address, then slumps back, contemplating her circumstances. When the car finally pulls up the curb in front of her house, she spots a white Knight XV in the driveway. She rolls her eyes. This is getting out of hand. After paying the driver, she hops out and traipses across her front yard, no longer trying to outrun him. Still, she jumps when the driver’s side door slams and Cole rounds the car, calm as can be.

      She stops at her front door and faces him. “How did you know where to find me?”

      Cole answers as he strides purposefully towards her. “Perhaps I spoke with your … eh, mère fée”—he stops and chews on his lip for a second, thinking, then seems to settle on a phrase— “fairy mother?” He smiles at his little joke, but Kinsey is not amused and continues to stare at him.

      He pouts for a moment, then shrugs. “I called your parents.” Standing in front of her now, he twists the knob on her door and it opens, without the key. He puts his hand on her lower back and guides her inside. The door shuts, and he sweeps her into his arms, carrying her to a couch in the first room he comes across. Taking a seat, he settles her in his lap, and Kinsey feels all of the resistance melt away. The truth is, she loves him and is happy he’s here. His arms wrap around her, and she snuggles down into his embrace, taking a deep inhale of his spicy scent. “I’ve asked to be part of the team getting the fashion house off the ground,” he informs her.

      Kinsey’s nose wrinkles, not liking this at all. “You’re going to be my boss, again? But—”

      “Didn’t you know this position was a—pro—eh, promotion?” he asks, clearly surprised. She sits up and faces him, her jaw hanging down, and shakes her head. Cole laughs and gives her a quick, hard kiss. “We are equals, bébé. Partners.”

      “Seriously?” Kinsey practically shouts with excitement.

      “Oui, bébé,” he whispers before kissing her again, this time slow and deep, exploring her mouth with his tongue, and causing the butterflies in her stomach to party like it’s Mardi Gras. “I love you, Kinsey. I will go wherever you are.” The words are mumbled against her lips.

      Kinsey disengages her mouth and rears back to be able to look him in the eyes. The sincerity she sees in her undoing. “I love you too, Cole.”

      He grins, and she could swear his chest literally puffs up a little with pride and it makes her giggle. Cupping her face between his hands, he sweetly kisses her forehead, eyelids, nose, and lastly, her mouth. “You have three months, bébé.” Kinsey’s brows lower as she tries to figure out what he’s talking about. He winks, his grin back in place on his perfect face. “To plan our wedding.”

      There is only a moment of hesitation before Kinsey decides to say fuck it and throws rationality out the window. “Three months, then,” she agrees. His expression of joy lights up the world around her and she could swear something akin to magic is crackling in the air.

      Cole holds her to him as he stands, raising a brow in question. Kinsey laughs and directs him to the bedroom. He takes his time with her, savoring and loving on her body, leaving no spot untouched. When they are both naked and pressed together, desperate for completion, he pushes up on his elbows and looks down at her. “Birth control?” he asks.

      She cringes. “No, and I don’t have any condoms, either.”

      He jerks his head up and down once, his face determined as he says, “Good. I want to see you with a round belly, growing a little one made of you and me.” He narrows his eyes, daring her to object. “No protection, bébé. I’m going to give you my baby.”

      Once again, Kinsey vaguely wonders if she should be thinking this over, but ultimately, it’s what she wants. “Knock yourself out.” She laughs at his puzzled expression. “It means, go for it. Yes.” With no more preamble, he thrusts inside, and it isn’t long before they’re both flying high, right back on the cloud they’d been dancing on.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cole runs a hand through his hair nervously. He knows convincing Kinsey he loves her is going to be an uphill battle but he puts on some proverbial armor and readies himself for the fight. He knocks on the door of the house and waits, hoping he got the address, her sister had given him, correct.

      When it opens, an adorably mussed, sleepy-eyed Kinsey stands in front of him. She looks bewildered for a moment, then the morning fog starts to clear as her eyes widen. Before he can open his mouth to give her his perfectly rehearsed speech, she grabs his shirt and yanks, causing him to stumble into the house. Twisting the fabric in clenched fists, she glares at him. “You better be here to tell me you love me and are moving to Rêves to be with me.”

      Cole’s eyebrows shoot sky high, his face a mask of disbelief, warring with hope, and he can only manage a nod. Her face softens with a smile. “You can grovel later, right now, I just want to be with you.” She takes his hand, and he follows blindly behind her, until they reach a bedroom. If this is a dream, he thinks, please don’t ever let me wake up.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        Forcing might be a bit of a stretch.

      

    
    
      Pippa

      My sister Kinsey called today. I ignored the sneaky suspicion about why she was calling, until my mother started squawking and clapping, evidently thrilled with whatever Kinsey had to say. The guy she’d been pining over had shown up, and they were engaged. Engaged!

      It was just my luck that Oliver happened to be there when the call came. I eye him suspiciously, trying not to laugh when he winks and wiggles his eyebrows. He holds up seven fingers with an arrogant grin, and I blanch. Was this his doing? No, that’s crazy, right? How could he possibly be orchestrating my sisters’ love lives? I shake the absurd thought out of my head.

      I am easily distracted when he stands, his back muscles rippling and his spectacular ass on display. It certainly doesn’t help that I’m still tingling from when he’d hauled me over to his side, forcing me to cuddle up to his warm, delicious body. I do a mental face plant into the cushions, I have to stop ogling him or pretty soon, the side of me that likes the idea of being tied to this sexy man will win.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jealous of a cupcake

      Oliver

      I turn around and catch Pippa’s sable eyes on my ass, and her face pinkens with a pretty blush. Eventually, I’m going to discover how far down it goes.

      I’d stopped by to spend some time with her and found her reading in the library, so I dropped down next to her, dragged her into my side, and poured over some business contracts. I could see her debating whether to fight me, then seemed to accept the inevitable and relaxed in my hold.

      Wilhelm is getting antsy, but I’m not quite sure what to do. Pippa’s sister, Jenna, is the oldest of the available sisters now. She lives here at the castle, and I’d hoped to catch her when she came home from work. However, she recently opened The Fairest Cupcake, a bakery situated in the town square of a little village not far from here. Considering what it took to get my own business off the ground in Rêves, I should have expected her to be in the same rabbit hole I’d recently climbed out of.

      Dessert suddenly sounded like a fantastic idea. “Let’s go and get some of your sister’s cupcakes, baby,” I suggest and hold my hand out to help her up. Pippa is an absolute sucker for sweets and she, more than anyone, has helped Jenna to get her store running. She licks her lips in anticipation, and I stifle a groan, envious of her tongue. Pippa is more delicious than anything I’ve ever tasted.

      She takes my proffered hand, and I pull her to her feet, suppressing the instinct to throw her over my shoulder and run away with her. I’m pleasantly surprised when she continues to hold my hand, allowing me to guide her out to my car, and get her seated and belted in. I get into the car and lace my fingers with hers, resting our hands on my thigh.

      The drive to The Fairest Cupcake doesn’t take long, and when we walk inside, we see her behind the counter, serving a line of customers. Like all of the rest, Jenna is obviously Pippa’s sister, but she’s also drastically different. Her eyes are a dark, emerald green, and her hair is almost black, like Pippa’s, but she wears it in a short style, the curls ending just below her ears. Her skin is much paler, and I’ve rarely seen her without her blood-red lipstick.

      The line dies down and she notices us, rushing over to hug us both. “I tried something new today, you guys are going to be my guinea pigs,” she announces, dragging us to a different table than the one we’d settled at. She goes back behind the counter and gets into the glass display case by the register. There are two cupcakes on the plate she’s holding when she returns, both covered in a red glaze to make the cake look like a shiny apple, there is even a chocolate “stem” sticking out of the top. Pippa’s musical laugh brings a smile to my face, and I wait, content to watch her as she bites into the confection. Her eyes roll and she moans, forcing me to concentrate on the cupcake instead of her, attempting to get my dick to settle back down.

      “Jenna, it’s amazing,” Pippa mumbles around a mouth full of the tasty treat. “I’m having a foodgasm over here.” I frown, irrationally pissed that something, anything, besides me is giving her any kind of orgasmic pleasure. Jenna claps and bounces excitedly, turning to me. I bite into the apple-flavored dessert, and Pippa is right, it’s incredible. Even though I know it’s cake, I could swear my mouth filled with apple juice. I nod at her, too busy devouring my cupcake to form words. Jenna laughs and does a fist pump in the air.

      The bell over the door rings and Jenna’s face immediately flushes. Glancing over, I see a blond-haired man entering, his eyes straying instantly to Jenna. Well, well, isn’t this interesting? Wilhelm begins his little cha-cha cha in my pocket, and I peek at Pippa to see if she’s paying attention. Her head is swiveling back and forth between Jenna and the man, who seemed to be locked into a stare down. I covertly remove Wilhelm from the pocket of my pants and slide it into her apron, hoping she is too distracted to notice the added weight until later.

      It seems like an eternity until these two break their connection and, without a word, Jenna heads back to the front of the store, then disappearing into the back. The man’s face falls and he walks dejectedly to the register and puts in his order. He finally leaves, and we aren’t far behind, not having seen Jenna since she scurried into the back of the bakery.

      I went to bed and spent another night fantasizing about Pippa, counting the hours until all even sisters are paired off.
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        Jenna’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      “You can go home, sleepy head,” Jenna tells her bus boy. He is one of seven brothers she rotates through for odd jobs in the bakery. Today was crazy busy, and she can plainly see he is dead on his feet.

      “Okay, thanks, boss,” he calls as he trudges out the door. She would be worried about him leaving, being so tired, but the boys live in a rented house that’s only a two-minute walk away.

      Wiping down the last of her appliances, Jenna steps back and admires her kitchen. She’d admit to having a little help from her parents to get started, but she’d worked her hind end off to do as much on her own as possible. And, she was damn proud. She spies her apron in a heap on one of the counters and goes over to shake it out and hang it up. One of the front pockets seems to have something in it and she sticks two fingers in to lift it out. It looks like a very strange key. It must belong to a customer but, how did it get into her pocket? She studies it absentmindedly while she moseys to her office, intent on putting it in the lost and found. Opening the door, she walks inside and after a few more steps, she runs right into a solid wall. “Motherfucker!” she grunts, putting a hand to her head and feeling a bump already forming. Looking around, she forgets all about her head. She’s in a foyer—a great, big, ornate, room—and it wasn’t a wall she’d walked into, it was a tall set of gold, double doors. Freaked, she rushes to return to the door she came through but, it’s a solid wall with gold swirled and cream paper.

      It’s then she remembers the skeleton key, particularly because it’s vibrating in her hand and . . . um, glowing? Looking at the door once more, Jenna sees a small carving above the lock; a replica of the item in her hand. Without any other options in sight, she timidly inserts the key into the designated slot and rotates it until she hears a click.

      Both doors fly open, banging against the walls on either side, making her flinch. The scene before her has her jaw dropping to the ground and forgetting all about the key. It’s a bakery. Her bakery. Well, sort of. It’s likely what her bakery would look like if it were being depicted in a fairytale. The setup is the same, with a counter and glass case up front, and tables and chairs throughout. Except, the tables are crudely carved, there is no register, the boy at the counter counts out coins from a bag, and the room it bathed in dim light from lanterns scattered about.

      Everyone is dressed in clothes that remind her of the sixteenth century and when she peeks down at her own clothes, they are a similar style. A sweeping, white skirt, a deep blue, boned top with a deep V down the center of her skirt, and blue puffed sleeved attached at her shoulders. How hard did I hit my head? It’s incredibly busy and fast inspection of the room reveals all seven of the young brothers are working. One of them is at the register and he seems to notice her all of the sudden. He waves her back and, of their own volition, her feet start making the journey over.

      “Jenna, I’m so glad you’re here. The delivery of apples just arrived and it’s not our usual supplier. I was afraid to accept it without consulting you.”

      “I’ll check it out,” I murmur dazedly and walk to the exit in the back that lets out into an alley. A horse and cart stand, seemingly unattended, and on the side board is a logo; a large apple and the words Magic Wishing Apples.

      An older woman with long, grey hair, a large nose, and a cigarette between her lips, slinks from around the corner, startling Jenna. She scowls in irritation. “Where is Ted?” she snaps. “And, please don’t smoke here. We deal with food, for crying out loud.”

      The woman shrugs and drops it to the ground, crushing it under her boot. Jenna holds in a biting remark figuring it isn’t worth the effort. She’d call Ted, oh wait—no phones. Um, she’d send him a message, and find out who the hell this is and make sure she is never sent to The Fairest Cupcake again.

      “Ted’s out sick, asked me to make the drop today.” She grins and it doesn’t do her looks any favors, especially the yellowing teeth. “Besides, these are the best apples you’ll ever get. Wait till you taste one, dearie.”

      This was definitely getting weirder by the minute and there was something familiar about it all. Either way, she needed the inventory, and if Ted had sent the woman, Jenna trusted his judgment enough to accept the delivery. Once the boys have the fruit all unloaded, the woman hauls herself up onto the horse and with one last, very odd, look, she drives the cart off into the night.

      Shaking it off, Jenna returns to the front of the store and stops short when she sees an incredibly handsome, blond man ordering at the counter. As though there were a magnetic force between them, his head flips in her direction, and they stare at each other. Heat engulfs her body as his dark, almost grey, eyes survey her. Damn, he’s sexy. His bottom lip is slightly bigger than the top, and she would love nothing more than to bite it. However, in the three months that he has been a daily customer, she’s never worked up the courage to approach him. Every day he doesn’t make a move, she is more and more convinced he doesn’t feel the same level of attraction and talks herself out of acting on it.

      She almost faints when, for the first time, he walks in her direction. Her heart beats so hard, she is sure he can hear it. The heat she feels inside is burning her skin, making it clear to her that she is blushing from head to toe.

      He doesn’t stop until he is directly in front of her, closing the gap between them, ignoring the rules of personal space. Not that she minds. In fact, in her opinion, he’s still not close enough. “Jenna.” She shivers at the gritty sound of his voice. She hadn’t thought he could get any sexier. Wrong. “I’m Hunter.” Double wrong.

      “Hi,” she squeaks out in a higher voice than normal. She clears her throat and tries again. “Hi, um, nice to meet you.”

      He cocks his head to the side, observing her with a small smile. “Would you, I mean, could we talk somewhere in private?”

      Jenna nods dumbly and leads the way to her office, but halts at the closed door. The last time she stepped through this door, it took her to this place, and she wasn’t about to leave when she and Hunter are finally moving forward. She could open it and simply not step through, right? Would Hunter find that weird? She sighs and slowly cracks the door. It leads to her office. She blows out a breath of relief and goes inside. Here, too, everything is similar and yet, different in style and age.

      With no warning, she finds herself being whirled around and molded to Hunter’s hard body. Her breasts press against his defined chest and her nipples harden, her hands landing on his muscular biceps, very aware of what her proximity is doing to him by the bulge digging into her stomach. He wasn’t overly bulky and his build didn’t seem gym grown; she wonders what he does for a living, assuming whatever it is attributes to his fantastic body. His grey eyes were like molten silver as he drank in the sight of her, lingering hungrily on her lips.

      “I’ve waited far too long to taste you,” he growls before covering her mouth with his own. Jenna, in complete agreement, throws herself into the kiss with gusto. When his head rears back and he looks at her, his gaze is somewhat unreadable, she wonders if she came on too strong. There goes the blushing again, she groans to herself. Her worries are set aside when he flashes a big smile and dives back in, devouring her mouth, his hands finding her butt cheeks and lifting her against him. He tears his lips away only long enough to spot a chair and swiftly walks to it. He sits and lifts Jenna’s skirt so it bunches around her waist, making a noise of frustration at the amount of fabric between them. This time period doesn’t seem very conducive to quickies. Spreading her legs, he settles her on his lap so she is straddling him. He is big everywhere, and she can feel his rock hard cock against her pussy, making her squirm. He grips her hips to keep her still. “Don’t move like that, sweetheart, or I won’t be able to control myself,” he says with a groan.

      “Why . . . now?” she asks, panting, her heart racing, and her body electrified like live wires.

      “I don’t know,” he claims. “I’ve wanted you for so long and today I finally gathered the courage to go after you.” His hands slowly travel from her hips, up her torso, to cup her full breasts. “Now, I know I won’t ever let you go.” He dips a finger inside her low neckline and brushes it over a stiff nipple. She gasps and wiggles again, rubbing herself against him, seeking relief. He growls and flexes his hands on her breasts before tugging her fairly inflexible top until they pop out, the rigid neckline holding them up and together. Hunter’s eyes flare and he buries his face between them for a second before wrapping his hips around one peak.

      Sparks fly from where he sucks and nips straight to the ache between her legs. He switches sides, and she begins to rock, sliding her pussy over his cock, moaning at the incredible pleasure. He lets her nipple go with a pop and cradles her face in his hands. “I must be crazy, but in my heart, my soul, I know I love you. You are the only one for me.”

      Jenna stills at his words, her heart soaring, and takes a deep breath, trying to control her craving to move. She turns her face and kisses one of his palms. “Me, too,” she whispers. Hunter urges her head forward and takes her mouth in a deep, soul-binding kiss.

      “It’s too soon. Fuck, I know this is too fast, but damn, Jenna, I need to be inside you.” His emphasis on need is her undoing and she scoots back on his lap, shoving her skirts out of the way to gain access to his—she’s relieved to see pants instead of tights. Wrong era, but she wasn’t sure she would have been able to keep from laughing. Mood killer, anyone? He holds the fabric away while she unbuttons him and takes out his long, thick cock. Hmmm. Impressive.

      Hunter raises her up, and she aligns his member with her pussy before helping her sink down on him. He groans in bliss as he’s gloved in her tight, wet heat. “Fuck, sweetheart. You feel perfect. Like you were made for me.”

      Jenna moans, her heart melting at his declaration. She grabs onto his shoulders for leverage and begins to move up and down, swiveling her hips every once in a while. Her breasts bounce in Hunter’s face and he takes full advantage, sucking hard on her nipples, shooting streaks of pleasure down to her pussy, and she cries out. He thrusts up in time with her, their bodies synched in a steady rhythm until he seems to snap. Gripping her hips roughly, he begins to pick her up and slam her back down, getting more frantic with each plunge of his cock inside her.

      “Oh, yes! Fuck! Hold me in, sweetheart,” he demands, his eyes locked with hers and Jenna bears down every time he elevates her, so his cock drags against her walls. “Just like that, Jenna. Fuck, yes!” She begins to tremble from head to toe, her orgasm building in a swift crescendo. “You’re almost there aren’t you, sweetheart?” he grunts.

      “Yes! Oh, Hunter! Oh, yes!”

      “I can feel you coating my cock in your cream, Jenna. Come,” he instructs her through gritted teeth, then he seems to really lose it and shouts, “Now!”

      Jenna throws her head back and screams his name as her orgasm erupts in a deafening roar, the symphony of sensations creating a Heaven on Earth. Hunter thrusts up hard two more times and on the third, he buries himself as fucking deep as he can and roars his release.

      After righting themselves and cleaning up, a task that took much longer due to their need to stop frequently to kiss and caress each other, they walk hand in hand to the door. Reality hits Jenna in the face and she gasps in mortification. The walls are not thick here and where the bakery was full of activity when they slipped into the office, she hears nothing now. Did the sounds of them fucking shock them all into silence? Jenna fervently wishes for a nice, dark hole to open up and the ground and swallow her.

      Hunter chuckles and she glares at him until he points to her left and her gaze follows the direction of his finger. A clock shows the time as two in the morning. She hadn’t even thought about the fact that her bakery had been hopping well after midnight until this moment. Considering she closes at eight, she shrugs; this is the least weird thing about her night at this point.

      Outside the small office, they find the place deserted and closed up for the night. Jenna finds a note from one of the boys, informing her they’d done all the nightly rituals for closing and she could take off and relax. The P.S. at the bottom made her smile. They’d used the batch of new apples to make some cupcakes and left a couple of them on the kitchen counter for her.

      Grinning, she grabs Hunter’s hand and leads the way to the kitchen. “You’ve got to try these cupcakes.” She hears a snicker behind her and peers over her shoulder to see his hungry gaze roving all over her body. Her muscles tighten in anticipation with the memories of what happened last time he looked at her like she was his next meal.

      “Sweetheart, I’ve already tried your cupcakes, and they are spectacular.”

      Jenna laughs, shaking her head. “Terrible, Hunter. Just terrible. I hope this isn’t indicative of your sense of humor and that you’re just tired.” Finding the container of sweet treats, Jenna lifts the lid and hands one to Hunter. The other cupcake has a note saying the apple lady had told them to make her something special with an apple she insisted was the best of the bushel.

      She lifts the cupcake but stops to watch Hunter, and he moans in delight. He leans in and kisses her. “Delicious.”

      Giggling she asks, “Me or the cupcake?”

      Hunter leers at her suggestively. “I think that theory can only be truly tested by putting them together. I’ll have to eat some of these off of you, sweetheart.”

      Her whole body tingles and she can’t help the wide smile plastered on her face. Bringing the dessert to her mouth, she takes a bite and the world goes dark.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Hunter bangs on the back door of The Fairest Cupcake. He can’t explain it, but he woke in a cold sweat this morning, worry for Jenna coursing through his veins. He’d spent the night fantasizing about finding the courage to finally take her and make her his. He’d never been a coward in his life, but the world tilted on its axis around Jenna, gripping him in fear because he knew, if she rejected him, he’d more than likely kidnap her and take her somewhere to seduce her until she changed her mind. His dream had seemed unbelievably real and he’d actually come all over himself from merely imagining fucking Jenna.

      After a minute he stops pounding and looks at the door handle, wondering if he should try it. Making up his mind, he twists the knob and is equal parts relieved to be getting inside and pissed that Jenna has left herself unprotected.

      It’s five in the morning, and he knows she is usually here prepping for the day. It’s likely she’s alone and he doesn’t want to scare her, so he calls her name immediately. There is no answer so he goes further inside until he enters the kitchen. His blood turns to ice at the sight of Jenna sprawled on the floor, eyes closed, and her skin paler than usual. He rushes over and kneels at her side, bending over to clear her tangled hair away from her face.

      Her pouty lips are still painted red from her lipstick and before he is able to check himself, he leans down and presses his lips to hers. When she moans, he breathes a sigh of relief and peppers her whole face with kisses.

      “Hunter?” she mumbles. Her eyes are still closed and his heart starts beating rapidly. How does she know his name? Blinking lethargically and looking around, her emerald green eyes come to rest on his face, and she smiles softly. “Hey, did we pass out on a sugar and sex high?”

      “A what?” he croaks.

      Her eyes skim down his body and then they widen with mortification as her skin flushes red. She sits and scrambles backward in a crab crawl. “I didn’t—I mean, just ignore me. Sorry. I thought you were someone else. Forget I said anything. Have you had breakfast? Although, I wouldn’t suggest anything apple,” she rambles nervously.

      Apples? It’s not possible, is it? “Jenna, Jenna, calm down, sweetheart,” he soothes. She looks at him oddly, and he knows she’s got the same questions running through her mind. “Did you dream about me last night?”

      Her blush deepens and she looks everywhere but at him. “Um . . . why would—I don’t even know you—”

      “—I dreamt about you,” he cuts her off, deciding to not beat around the bush. She looks at him again, still blushing adorably, but noticeably curious. “I dreamt that I finally manned up and came after you. I made you mine, like you’re are meant to be.”

      Her mouth forms a little O, and he nods to punctuate his statement. Might as well be blunt and to the point; it is what it is. She is his and the sooner she figures it out, the sooner he could make his dream a reality.

      “Does that mean you’re mine?” she asks shyly.

      “Completely,” he confirms and crawls over to where she’s backed herself against the wall. He pulls her into his arms and takes her spot on the floor.

      “Deal,” she says confidently and he can’t stop himself from kissing her, repeatedly, until they break apart to take in great gulps of air.

      Staring at the floor, he remembers how he found her and frowns. “Sweetheart, why were you passed out on the floor?”

      She thinks for a minute then shrugs. “I have no idea. But, I have no problem with you making a habit of kissing me awake.”

      He chuckles and gathers her a little closer. “Every day, for the rest of your life, sweetheart.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        If the shrew fits

      

    
    
      Oliver

      Wilhelm is back in his box this morning, like he has been every morning. And yet, I exhale a sharp breath in relief, afraid that this is all too good to be true. My dreams of Pippa at night are making it harder and harder (no pun intended) to wake up without her. If things keep on schedule, I have six more nights. Six nights until she is all mine. Forever.

      I get ready for the day and head to my office, throwing myself into the mounds of paperwork on my desk. My door is mostly left open so I am accessible to my employees without them having to go through a gatekeeper. Although, it seems I’ve been a lot less approachable lately, or so Simon tells me. The little bastard. I should point out that he’s been just as much of a grouch lately, but I don’t need the added grief it would be sure to bring me. On days like today, when I am behind and not in the mood to deal with bullshit, I shut the door and instruct Abbi to keep everyone out. Except Pippa, of course.

      The morning is productive and it relieves some of my stress, not to mention that it helps distract me from my growing need for Pippa. I’m in a much better mood when Abbi buzzes me at one in the afternoon and tells me Iris is here to see me. I’m curious as to what she needs from me considering she isn’t my employee. She is a highly sought-after art expert, specializing in rare books. Wilhelm chooses this instant to start putting up a racket, and I realize why, remembering that the twins, Iris and Piper, are the next two sisters down the line. It must be Iris’s special night. I tell Abbi to send her in and greet her with a warm smile when she enters my office, carrying a box of books. “Iris, what can I do for you?”

      She smiles, setting the box on my desk, taking out four of them, and placing them in front of me. She perches on the arm of a chair, flicking her straight, honey-brown hair over her shoulder and brushing her bangs off of her forehead. Though her eyes are a green so light, they are almost translucent, she still bears the St. Claire nose, mouth, and shape of the eyes. Not for the first time, I wonder if my and Pippa’s children will carry the dominant features of the royal family. Picturing a sweet baby girl, who looks exactly like her mama, never fails to further harden my determination to marry my Pippa and knock her the fuck up as soon as possible.

      “I found these books in an old section of the library at Vianden Castle when I was in Luxemburg last month. I’ve been meaning to drop them by.”

      My brow furrows in confusion and Iris laughs. She gestures to the stack and gives me a scheming smile. “Those are first editions of Pippa’s favorite classic novels.”

      I’m a little taken back by the thoughtful gesture. “Thank you, Iris. These are incredible.” I silently give Wilhelm props for this plan, grateful these eleven ladies are getting their happily ever afters.

      She sighs and stands. “I’m off to work. The rest of these were requested to complete a collection in a library I’m going to catalogue.” She reaches for the box of books, but before she can lift it, I quickly grab it. “Let me help you,” I suggest. She nods her thanks, and I follow her to the parking lot and set the box in the trunk. Just before I close it, I toss Wilhelm in with the books.

      Iris is watching me when I straighten back up. “You’re good for her,” she muses.

      “So you’ve all been telling me,” I respond dryly. “Now, if only I could get Pippa to admit she agrees with this opinion.”

      “She will,” she divulges. “Pippa has always maintained that she wouldn’t marry until later in life. And then, you come along and upset the balance. All of the sudden, she wants things she was convinced she didn’t. You and I both know; no one is more stubborn than Pippa.”

      I shake my head in exasperation. “You’re right, with one exception,” I inform her.

      A smile plays around the corners of her mouth and her eyes twinkle. “Why do you think we’re rooting for you? If anyone can tame the shrew, it’s you, Petruchio.” She laughs and opens the driver’s door, giving me a wave as she gets in, then drives away.

      Returning to my office, I look through the books and find The Scarlet Pimpernel, Pride & Prejudice, Little Women, & Jane Eyre. All four novels are about strong, independent, courageous women, but I wonder if Pippa realizes that in the end, they each settled down as wives and mothers, having found men who treasured those qualities rather than stifling them. I chuckle at Iris’s joking comparison to the Shakespeare play. No, Pippa isn’t a shrew, she’s full of fire and it’s one of the things I love most about her. I don’t want to tame her; I simply want her to be mine.

      When I get home, I change and head down to my den, light a fire, and pour myself a drink. I stare into the flames and brood. Every moment I’m not with her, I miss her.
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        Iris’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Iris walks up the front steps of the old castle, holding the heavy box of book precariously in her arms. Apparently, it used to belong to a Duke or something, but now it’s owned by some mysterious guy nobody knows much about. At the top, she glares at the doorbell, wondering who the hell still had a pull-down ringer? Without available hands, she stares at it, hoping The Force or a magic fairy will ring it for her. She’s not about to set this precious box of books on the ground; who knows what could happen. Sighing, she presses the box against the door, bringing up her knee to help support it so she can free up one limb.

      Never attempt a career in the circus, your balance sucks. Finally, she’s as stable as she’s going to get, so she gingerly removes a hand and reaches up towards the handle—fa-thud! Iris goes flying forward when the door suddenly swings open and lands hard on the floor. The box of books is heavy and the stupid thing simply falls to the ground, completely unharmed.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry!”

      Iris winces as she crawls to her knees and looks up at the owner of the apologetic voice. An older woman, probably the housekeeper, since the owner is single, holds out her hand to help Iris up.

      “Thank you,” she says as she grasps the proffered hand.

      “No need to be sorry. It wasn’t anyone’s fault,” she assures her with a smile. Once she’s on her feet, she squats down to try and lift the books back up. Getting leverage under the heavy box is much harder when it’s not elevated, and she blows out a breath in frustration. The woman goes to the opposite side and they attempt is together, successfully hefting it up after a few tries.

      “You must be Iris,” the woman guesses, her countenance cheerful and welcoming. Having only dealt with the grumpy owner of the castle on the phone, Iris perks up at the pleasant reception. The woman is short and plump, rounder around her middle than anywhere else, with graying hair, pulled into a soft bun, curly strands escaping around her face. “I’m the housekeeper, Mrs. Kettle.”

      Iris barely suppresses a snort of laughter as her mind conjures up images of talking tea pots. “Yes, I’m Iris,” she manages to say with a straight face.

      “Great!” Mrs. Kettle (stop laughing!) beams. “Follow me and I’ll take you to the library.”

      They traverse through several halls, turning here and there, until they reach a set of elaborately carved, wooden doors, stretched from floor to ceiling. Mrs. Kettle turns the knob and to Iris’s surprise, the heavy door opens smoothly and silently. She crosses the threshold and comes to a standstill, taking in the majestic library with awe. The ceiling rises up at least two stories, and three of the four walls are floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, with a catwalk splitting them in half, reached by a single spiral staircase to the right of the entrance. The fourth wall is completely made of tall, narrow windows with comfortable couches and chairs in front of them, creating little “conversation nooks.”

      Mrs. Kettle chuckles. “I had the same reaction the first time I visited this room.”

      Iris finally regains her faculties and sets the box on the nearest sturdy surface, with a grunt.

      “There is an intercom system installed,” Mrs. Kettle explains and points to a small panel on the wall next to the door. They installed an intercom but haven’t upgraded the doorbell? Iris mentally rolls her eyes at the thought.

      “If you need anything, I’ll be in my office, near the kitchens. Don’t hesitate to call me.” She hands Iris a key and adds, “Here is a key to a side door.” She points to an exit directly behind the stairs that Iris hadn’t noticed at first. “Come and go to the library as you like, I know this will be a time-consuming project.”

      “Thank you,” Iris says gratefully. Mrs. Kettle smiles brightly and nods before leaving the way they came. Looking around, she analyzes the structure of the room and breaks it into chunks, deciding to tackle it from left to right, working her way through until it’s done. This job is going to take weeks and weeks to accomplish, but it’s what she does and she can’t help being excited about it. Grabbing paperwork and her tablet from the box, she sets to work.

      Iris is so engrossed in her tasks, she doesn’t notice how late it is once she calls it quits. Standing from where she was hunched over on a table doing paperwork, she puts her hands on her lower back and leans in a deep stretch, groaning at her stiff muscles. Her eye catches on the container of books she brought with her and she moseys over to unpack them and stack them neatly on the table. When the box is empty, she glances inside to make sure she got everything and notices a small object at the bottom, glowing with a muted blue light.

      Retrieving it, she realizes it’s a skeleton key and examines it thoroughly, wondering how it got into her possession. She’d have to make the rounds with her clients and see if someone lost it. Placing it in her pocket, she looks around for her purse so she can leave only to remember she’s let it in the car. Shit. This means her keys are locked inside. Along with her phone. Excellent.

      A look at her watch confirms how late it is (just after midnight), and she plops down in a chair to figure out what to do. She really doesn’t want to disturb the household, but she doesn’t much like the idea of spending the night in the library, either. Mrs. Kettle had brought her snacks earlier, but her rumbling stomach makes it clear it’s been too long; she wants real food.

      Grimacing, Iris heads to the intercom and searches for the button which will buzz in Mrs. Kettle’s office. It’s possible she’s still up and working in there, right? But, nothing happens. Iris waits another minute before trying one more time, and when there is still no response, she curses. Spending the night in the library it is. However, she needs to find a bathroom and maybe she could find her way to the kitchen and scrounge up some food.

      She twists the knob on one of the double doors leading into the house only to find it locked. Luck be a lady, my ass, Blue Eyes. Luck is a bitch. A vibration in her pocket reminds her of the key hidden in there, and she snags it with a finger, taking it out. The blue glow is even more pronounced now, and it’s buzzing in a low hum. She feels as though the key is telling her to use it on the door. Smacking her forehead, she admonishes herself for letting her imagination get away from her.

      The feeling grows stronger, and she figures, why the hell not? There is no one there to know she decided to follow the instructions of an inanimate object. Inserting the key into the lock, she rotates it until she hears a click, then tries the handle again. This time, it opens, except . . . this isn’t the hallway she’d seen before. It’s the only door from the library to the house, though. She blinks a couple of times and shakes her head. I must be deliriously tired.

      The impressive gold and cream foyer is like nothing she’s ever seen before and it certainly doesn’t fit the timeline of this castle. There is another set of doors across from her, made of carved, gold brushed material. The details of the room draw her in to inspect them closer. She grabs the key before taking a turn about the space but, when the gets back to where she started, the library doors are no longer there. Okaaaaaay. Am I on an episode of one of those prank shows? With eleven sisters, and their natural instinct to rile each other up, it certainly wouldn’t surprise her. The key starts up again and she figures it wants the same thing it did before. Sidling up to one of the doors, she bends to peer at the lock and sees a little carving depicting the key she holds in her hand.

      She unlocks and opens the door, ready for another big surprise. Instead, she finds herself in the hallway she’d expected to find when she first stepped from the library. Well, that was anticlimactic. Her imagination is clearly limited, she thinks, reminding herself that’s why Pippa is the novelist.

      Getting back to her original goal, she wanders a few minutes until she finally discovers a powder room. After using the bathroom and washing her hands, she heads back out on her little journey. Navigating through the house is confusing, and she is starting to not only despair of ever finding the kitchen, but of not being able to return to the library. Ah ha! She finally peeks in a random doorway and sees the beautiful sight of a refrigerator. Practically skipping over to it, she opens it and grins at the shelves full of fresh fruit. Score!

      “Who the fuck are you?” a gruff voice booms, causing Iris to scream and drop the orange in her hand when she jumps about a foot.

      “Um…” She’s at a loss for words as she stares up at the biggest man she’s ever seen, into searing blue eyes, almost hidden by his overgrown, dark-blond hair and scraggly beard. He looks like a beast or a Yeti. Never having been a fan of scruff, Iris is floored when she’s hit by a wall of lust. “Iris,” she blurts out.

      “The book girl?” he asks.

      Iris frowns. “If you mean the art expert you hired to catalogue and appraise your library, then yes.”

      The Yeti’s facial hair twitches. There is too much of it for her to get a read on his expression, but she could almost swear she sees amusement in his eyes until they narrow suspiciously. “Why aren’t you in the library? Better yet, what are you doing in my fucking house this late?”

      Annoyed by his attitude, she considers making a snide comment but decides it would take too much brain power for being after midnight and simply not worth it. So, she settles on the blatant truth. “I locked my keys and phone in my car and I didn’t want to disturb anyone. I was going to stay in the library until morning when I could ask about calling someone to come take care of it. But, I’m hungry.”

      “You’re stuck here.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      Iris responds anyway, “No, I—”

      “—You’re stuck here,” Yeti repeats, cutting her off. Before she can make any kind of a comeback, he closes the gap between them, lifts her by the waist as though she weighs nothing, and deposits her on a counter top. When he lets go, she’s tingling from where his hands had been on her body. “Stay.”

      Iris gasps in outrage. “You can’t just tell me to stay. I’m not a dog!”

      His eyes do a slow perusal of her from head to toe, the blue of his eyes practically glowing with heat. “No, you’re not. You’re all woman.” His gravelly voice has lost the angry edge, leaving a rough, sultry sound that she can practically feel abrading her skin. In the most delicious way.

      Her stomach chooses this moment to grumble again and he points the finger of one large hand at her. “Don’t move.” Much to her annoyance, she doesn’t. Her stupid body has evidently short-circuited her brain. She sits and watches as he moves about the kitchen; removing a pan, eggs, vegetables, and other ingredients. She rubs her tired eyes as she watches him, convinced she is seeing things that aren’t there when it looks as though a plate is handed to him, rather than him reaching in and pulling it out. The stove lights on its own and she scrutinizes the walls, looking for a button like the ones that ignite a fireplace.

      The Yeti sets about making her an omelet and her mouth waters. At the food. Not at the very fine ass encased in well-worn jeans. He finishes the meal and sets it on the large kitchen table, then picks her up and puts her in a chair in front of it. “I can walk, you know,” she mutters. “I don’t even know your name, and you’re hauling me around like a rag doll.”

      “Archer, and it’s simply easier to put you where I want you.” He shrugs. Even his name is sexy? Luck needs a spectacular bitch slap.

      Iris decides to ignore him and digs right into the fluffiest, most scrumptious omelet she’s ever had; she moans in delight. The sound of a chair flying backward and crashing into a wall has her head whipping up in alarm. Archer is standing at the end of the table taking in deep, quick breaths, the chair he’d apparently been sitting in, now in pieces behind him.

      “Stay in here,” he growls before marching over to the door. He throws her one last warning glance before he disappears.

      Iris leans back in her chair, bewildered by what is happening. There is still some food on her plate, however, and not willing to waste it, she goes back to eating, humming a Disney tune that suddenly popped into her head. When she finishes, Archer still hasn’t returned, so she takes her dish to the sink and washes it, setting it on the counter to dry.

      Finding this whole situation unsettling, she decides to disobey Mr. Sexy McGrowl and return to the library. As she leaves the kitchen, she could swear she hears a low murmur of voices conversing behind her but when she looks, it stops and she doesn’t see anyone. She lectures herself about getting more sleep and not imagining things as she walks through the castle. She’d tried to pay attention when wandering before and only makes two wrong turns before she arrives at her destination. Before her hand can touch the knob, she’s hauled backwards, spun around, and thrown over a shoulder, her face suddenly staring at a familiar, very tight derriere.

      “What the fuck?” she screeches, for which she gets a smack on her ass.

      “Watch your language, Iris,” Archer warns. “It’s not befitting of a queen.”

      “Since I wouldn’t wish to lose any of my sisters, I assure—oomph—will you stop bouncing me around so much?” she snaps. Pacified when he slows his steps, she starts to thank him until he chooses to hold her steady with his big palm on her butt. Flustered, she runs through what she was attempting to talk about. Right. “As I was saying, I’m not likely to be queen.”

      Archer mumbles something almost unintelligible, but it sounds like it might have been, “We’ll just see about that.”

      He comes to a set of stairs and swings her down to be cradled in his arms while he jogs up to the next floor. She should probably be focusing on what the hell is happening, but at the moment, she can’t do anything but stare, open-mouthed, speechless at the beauty of the face attached to the strong body she is nestled against. Archer had shaved and is now only sporting a slight darkening of scruff, and his hair is pulled back into man-bun-type-thing. Every chiseled feature is on display; his angular jaw, full lips, patrician nose, and those unbelievably blue eyes surrounded by dark lashes, despite his blond hair. A long, corded neck leads to strong shoulders, and reeeeeally nice biceps. He’s, to put it bluntly, fucking gorgeous.

      He enters a room and the next thing she knows; Iris finds herself dropped onto the mattress of a massive bed. She glances around quickly, and it clicks that she is most likely in his bedroom. He’s standing over her, hands on his hips, studying her with clear indecision. Behind him, her eye is drawn to a large painting of a rose. Her mind starts to play tricks on her again because . . . is that rose wilting?! She begins to crawl backwards on the bed, intending to climb off on the other side, but Archer snatches her ankle and keeps her from going anywhere.

      “You’re mine, beauty.” The words have a ring of finality to them, as though there is no question; it simply is.

      “I don’t think so,” she replies crisply. Staring up at him, she knows she should be freaking out, screaming bloody murder or something but . . . ugh, why does he have to be so magnetically attractive? She feels a pull to him she’s never felt with another person before. Archer leans over her, his eyes probing, searching for something.

      “I don’t have the fucking time to court or woo you, Iris,” he says abruptly. “Besides, it will have the same result. There is no fucking way I’m letting you go.”

      “You can’t just . . . keep me here,” she declares. To her mortification, her voice is more puzzled than seething. She can’t possibly be considering—this is crazy—there’s no way. A persistent little voice in her head would like to know why. She does a mental head shake. The voice must be connected to her hormones because he is lighting up every fucking nerve ending like fireworks.

      He opens his mouth and by the obstinate gleam in his eye, she’s pretty sure he is going to flatly disagree. Then his mouth closes and his face turns cunning. “I’ll tell you what, beauty,” he drawls, “if you can resist me, I’ll leave you alone and let you walk right out the door in the morning.”

      If it were anyone else, this would be a no-brainer, but Iris is well aware of the pitfalls in making this deal, namely the fact that he isn’t even touching her and she’s practically panting like a bitch in heat. Finally, she decides to let her inhibitions go and just give in. Let’s not pretend that his whole alpha “You’re mine” attitude isn’t sexy as fuck.

      She grasps his shirt with both hands and tugs sharply, throwing him off balance so his big body falls onto her. “You win,” she purrs. His eyes light up as though he’s won the lottery. Although, judging by his castle and his amazing library of priceless books, he doesn’t need it. But, you get the point. He smiles and any sign of the Yeti disappears, except in his eyes. They are the same piercing blue, gazing deep into her soul.

      Lifting himself onto his elbows, he runs a finger down her cheek, her neck, collar bone, and over her breast, tweaking the nipple and making her catch her breath. “You are so fucking beautiful. My beauty,” he groans before his mouth crashes down on hers.

      His kisses are drugging and consume every part of her, making her forget everything except him. He tastes like peppermint and something she instinctively knows is just him. He takes him time, taking her clothes off piece by piece, kissing, licking, and biting each uncovered spot with a growl. By the time she’s naked and he sits back with a satisfied expression, she’s a quivering mass of want.

      Stripping, he joins her on the bed, scooting down and shouldering her legs open to wedge between them. His hot breath bathes her pussy and she moans, her hips lifting involuntarily. Archer turns his head and licks the delicate skin of her inner thigh, then bites gently, leaving a mark of possession. Without warning, he puts his mouth on her, his mouth wide, taking as much of her pussy as he can and sucking. Iris cries out and bucks up, whimpering when Archer uses his hands on her hips to keep her anchored to the bed. His tongue laps at her, long, slow licks from top to bottom, interspersed with plunges of his stiffened tongue inside her. He drives her up and when she’s sitting high atop the pinnacle, he licks torturously around her clit without touching it. “You have the prettiest pussy, beauty. So wet, pink, and plump.” His voice is dark and deep, saturated with need. “Do you want to come?”

      Iris shouts a garbled agreement, her head thrashing on the pillow. “Whose name are you going to be screaming when you come, beauty?”

      “Yo—yours,” she pants.

      “Damn fucking straight.” He wraps his lips around her little bundle of nerves and sucks it hard. She screams his name as her body splinters apart, like a firecracker, each little electrified piece of her raining from the peak.

      Archer climbs her body and revels in the sight of his woman as she feels such ultimate pleasure, all because of him. It’s a primitive, primal thing, the need to be everything to your mate, as much as the need to breed. He grabs Iris’s chin and holds her head so they are visually connected. “I’m fucking you bare, beauty. You’re going to give me a son. I need an heir.”

      “An heir?”

      “I have to take a wife in the next few days or I won’t be allowed to ascend to the throne. I’d resigned myself to it, then you came along, and I knew you were going to be mine. You deserve everything I have, Iris. You deserve to be my queen.”

      “I don’t need anything, but . . . you.” She looks shocked at the revelation. “I need you?”

      Archer winks. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure that is always true.”
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* * *

      Archer puts two plates with omelets on a tray with bowls of fruit, muffins, and a couple glasses of orange juice. He sternly tells himself to calm the fuck down and stop acting like a teenager. Except, he feels like one, unable to control his physical response to even the thought of Iris St. Claire.

      The first time he spoke to her, there was something in her voice that called to him, he’d been so flustered, his voice had gotten gruff he’d struggled for words, so his responses were clipped one word answers. He knew he’d come across like a real bastard, and he’d had every intention of rectifying it during their next conversation. He’d gotten off of the phone and researched her, learning as much as he could, before calling up a friend and having him run an in-depth check on her. He didn’t care what people would say about it; he was determined to know as much about her as possible so he’d have the best advantage when convincing her she was his.

      Unfortunately, they’d only had one more phone call, and it hadn’t gone much better because she’d been asking to push the job off a few weeks. Apparently, she’d found a stash of antique books and first editions in a hidden spot of the castle she’d been working in at the time. Archer was already impatient to have her, the delay irritated the fuck out of him. He tried to agree graciously, but once again, he was sure he’d given her the impression he was a beast.

      Last night, he’d dreamed of them together. It had been incredible and he was sure the real thing would be a million times more so. This morning he seen her car parked out front and was surprised she would be here so early, but when he popped into the library, he’d found her slumped over a table, her head pillowed in her arms, and fast asleep. He knew she was passionate about her job and he was willing to be she’d fallen asleep while working late and had been there all night.

      He’d decided to wake her with breakfast. This was his chance to undo some of the damage he’d done. Carefully balancing the tray, he makes his way to the library, pushing on the door he’d left partially open and backing his way in. She is sitting up, but she looks dazed as though she is just waking. The dishes clink and she whips around at the sound, her light green eyes much more alert. They widen as they drink in the sight of him and he is immensely grateful for the tray hiding the evidence of his desire for her.

      He smiles and takes the tray to her table, setting it down gently. She looks at it and then back up at Archer with raised brows. “Omelets?” she asks with a little dreaminess in her tone.

      He nods and goes to her, squatting in front of her. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, Iris.” He lifts her hand to his lips and brushes a soft kiss across the tender skin. When he looks up again, her face is soft and almost shy as she returns his smile. “I want to apologize for acting like such a jackass the two times we spoke. My only excuse is that you tie me in knots and I—” He stops, unsure how forward he should be. Oh, fuck it. “I’ve wanted you from the moment I first heard your voice, Iris. I knew, in that moment, I knew you were meant to be mine.”

      A blinding smile breaks across her face and she throws her arms around Archer, nearly knocking him to the ground. “You’re right, Archer. I’m all yours, as much as you’re mine.” She leans back and looks at him warily. “Right?”

      Archer uses a hand on the back of her neck to pull her forward and seal their mouths together. Against her lips, he mumbles, “Completely yours, beauty.”

      Eventually, they break apart in need of oxygen. Archer runs a finger from her cheek down to her breast, over her nipple, circling it, before going back up. He cups her face between his large palms, gazing deeply into her eyes. “I have to return home in two months,” he tells her. “My father wants to step down, and we’ll have the coronation shortly after.”

      Iris looks adorably confused when she clarifies, “Wait, you’re a prince?”

      Archer shrugs sheepishly. “You know how it is. I’d rather meet people without their preconceived notions of royalty, or worse, be on the receiving end of their ploys to use me.”

      Not able to argue with his logic, Iris nods.

      “I want you to come with me, beauty.” He watches for signs she might be freaking out, when he sees none, he forges ahead. “As my wife, Iris. I want you to be my queen, to give me an heir and a spare, and couple little girls to spoil, who look just like their mother.” He grins.

      “You want four?” Iris asks thoughtfully.

      “At least,” he admits.

      Iris grins and pecks him on the lips. “We’d better get started on those right away then.”

      Archer laughs and reaches for her but she bats his arms away and pulls over the tray of food. “First, you feed me.”

      He leans in, his lips close to her ear, and runs his tongue along the shell. “I’ll fill you with food, beauty. Then I’m going to take you to bed and fill you with something else,” he informs her. Iris starts choking on her bite of muffin, her cheeks turning bright red, causing Archer to laugh boisterously.

      He fulfilled both promises.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . swoon

      

    
    
      Pippa

      Apparently, Jenna and Iris have found the loves of their lives. I would have thought my parents would balk at so many cases of “insta-love” among their daughters. Then, I remember a. they met and married in less than two months and b. they are hopeless romantics. I sigh and slide down into a comfy, overstuffed chair by my window, grabbing one of my new books. I crack it open, but my mind wanders to the events of the evening.

      Oliver gave me first editions of four of my favorite books. As if it wasn’t a sweet enough gesture, then he told me the men in the stories were incredibly lucky to win the hearts of these women. When a man finds a smart, courageous, independent, unbelievably gorgeous woman, trying to change her, or letting her go, was the stupidest fucking things they could ever do.

      Then he kissed me senseless and left.

      What did I do next? See chapter title above=.

      Damn that man for being so irresistible.

      I have eleven sisters . . . six down . . . five more.

      But, who is counting?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Who is counting? Me.

      Oliver

      The look on Pippa’s face when I left last night was absolutely priceless. I figured it was better to quit while I was ahead, so I kissed the fuck out of her and left her still in a daze.

      An arrogant grin has been permanently painted on my face today. I can’t wait to see her look like that when I’m buried deep inside her. I blow out a breath and run my hands through my hair, irritated at not being able to concentrate on getting any work done, and now I’m sporting a fucking hard on. I need to get it together, or next thing I know, I’ll be daydreaming and drawing hearts around Pippa’s name.

      I’m saved from my thoughts of losing my man card when Simon walks in and flops down on my couch. I raise a single eyebrow at him. “Something on your mind?” I ask, welcoming the distraction.

      Simon’s expression turns dark and he practically snarls when he looks back at the door to my office. Following his line of sight, I just barely catch Abbi scurrying away. When did this happen? “No,” he growls in answer to my question. “I simply think people shouldn’t stay out all night with who the fuck knows and then come to work dragging and tired.”

      Hmm . . . I wonder if Wilhelm is paying attention. A jolt stings me in my chest, right behind my pocket, and I almost berate Wilhelm for being a little bastard and shocking me. I catch myself in time and avoid indulging Simon’s theory that I’m losing my mind.

      “Wilder called. He’s on his way here.” Simon changes the subject. “He’s bringing new contracts.”

      “For the new expansions, I presume?” Wilder is an architect and owns an incredibly successful construction company. He’s going to head up the expansion projects on several of my company’s buildings.

      “Yeah.”

      I nod. “You told him to get with Piper for the interior design?” I confirm.

      Simon waves me off. “I told him months ago. He’s already been working with her for a few weeks now.”

      At Simon’s words, Wilhelm practically does a little dance in my pocket. All right, all right, calm the fuck down. Right, Piper is the next sister on the agenda, I suddenly remember. But the little shit just gets even crazier when Wilder strolls through the door a minute later. He’s dressed in jeans, boots, and a leather jacket, having just come from a job site. I scrutinize him for a second because something looks different. Same brown hair, medium height, brown eyes, and toned muscles from working construction and his MMA training.

      “Hey,” he says, striding over and shaking my hand.

      “Wilder,” I greet as I take the folders he proffers me. “Take a seat and I’ll sign these now.” Another glance and I realize what it is, he looks a little gaunt and from the weariness in his eyes, it’s clear he is exhausted. “You okay, man?” I enquire.

      He scrubs his hands up and down his face and nods. “I haven’t been sleeping well, but the problem should be resolved tonight.”

      “Woman trouble?” I guess and give him an empathetic smile.

      He laughs. “Not to your caliber, dude. You any closer to putting a ring on your woman’s finger?”

      “Any day now,” I smirk.

      This gets Simon’s attention as well, and he eagerly asks, “Really? Was it—”

      “—Don’t you have work to do?” I cut him off. He shrugs and stays planted on the couch, but keeps his mouth shut.

      I open the first folder and take the papers out of the pocket. Wilhelm shocks me again. Ouch. Knock it off, jackass. I sign the papers and am returning them to the folder when it hits me. Wilhelm seems to want to go with Wilder instead of Piper. That’s new. I mentally shrug and while Wilder and Simon talk, I drop the key into the folder.

      I convince Pippa to go to dinner with me and we go to a romantic little restaurant. While we are there, we witness an elaborate set up for a man to ask his woman to marry him. It makes me realize, a romantic proposal could only help my chances.

      Dropping her off, I leave her with a scorching kiss and drive home making plans for when my twelve days are up.

      After tonight, there will only be four.

      But, who is counting?
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        Wilder’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Wilder walks into his office and tosses the folders onto his desk. Something small flies out of the bottom one, hitting the wall behind his desk and falling to the floor. He walks around the furniture and bends at the knees to pick it up. It’s a key, a skeleton key. It’s like nothing he’s ever seen before and he scrutinizes it as she stands back up and sits in his chair. Where did it come from? He’d taken the contracts to Oliver, then he’d left them in the car while he checked out three different active construction sites.

      He was supposed to meet with Piper, Oliver’s recommended interior designer for his projects. Normally, he doesn’t let the client dictate who he works with but, he trusts Oliver implicitly. Of course, he did his due diligence anyway, and Piper’s portfolio is extremely impressive for being so young. It had only taken one minute in her presence to know she was his. And after spending more time with her, he became even more captivated. She was sweet, smart, and she made him laugh. And, she was insanely hot. Let’s not beat around the bush, he was completely and irrevocably, in love with her. But, circumstances had kept him from pursuing her. Until now.

      The corners of his mouth turn down in a frown as he thinks about her. She’s also been very dependable and she’d missed their appointment, worrying him. Do to trouble at one of his projects, he called and texted her, asking to push the time of their meeting. He’d never heard back. Picking up his cell phone, he calls her for the fourth time and still no answer, prompting him to leave a fourth message. He shot off a text to her, as well. He hadn’t wanted to worry her family if it was nothing but, if she didn’t get in touch with him soon, he’d see if she contacted them.

      As he stares at his phone, it pings with an email. Tension seeps out of his shoulders when he sees the final payment from a client who’d been the biggest pain in the ass. Not only did she change her mind at every turn, but she blatantly came on to him every time he was forced to see her, despite him turning her down repeatedly. She’d started asking his opinion on every decision she was given, which wouldn’t necessarily be unusual, but for the fact that it was literally every time. She’d make offhand remarks about it being important that he liked the house, too.

      She’d made him so uncomfortable, it was why he held off asking Piper out. He didn’t want her on the crazy lady’s radar. Finally, unable to wait until the job was done, he’d handed her off to his partner, Phoenix, for which he still hadn’t been forgiven. Phoenix told him he was being a coward, that Piper wouldn’t appreciate the fact that he hadn’t slain his own dragon. He’d snorted, ignoring the first part, but agreeing she was definitely a fire-breathing dragon.

      The job is done now, and he doesn’t have to deal with her anymore. Wilder stands, the key still in hand, and absentmindedly slips it into his pocket. His office resides in a renovated, sprawling ranch house not far from town, and it had a separate door to his office from the back where he’d put a parking lot. He came in through it and he wants to make sure the rest of the floor is cleared out of employees before he locks up.

      He grasps the handle and tugs. When it doesn’t open as expected, gravity throws him forward and he almost goes head first into the door. Trying the knob again, he isn’t able to turn it and even though it supposed to lock from the inside, he isn’t able to find the mechanism. What the hell? He scratches his head and looks around as though he’ll find the answer somewhere else in the room. His eyes eventually fall to the clock on his desk. It’s just after midnight. He’s been up since five in the morning, so he chalks it up to being overtired. Facing the door again, he gives the handle one last twist and tugs. Nothing. Frustrated, he rests a palm on the door and almost falls on his face when it pushes open. He starts to wonder if the universe is intent on getting its kicks from seeing him break his neck.

      Catching his balance, his jaw drops when he gets a look at the luxurious foyer he suddenly finds himself in. The gold and creams scheme is detailed and only just barely on the classy side versus gaudy. A massive, crystal chandelier hangs above him, and he quickly steps to the side so he isn’t in its immediate drop radius. Simply hedging my bets.

      The slam of a door startles him, particularly when said door is no longer there. He groans in frustration, convinced his mind is playing tricks on him. With a tall set of gold, double doors being the only exit now, he attempts to open them and finds them locked. Shocker. A hum breaks the silence and Wilder’s ears perk, listening. It’s the sound of something vibrating and it’s coming from his pocket. The key. Could it be? It would be awfully coincidental. He shakes his head at himself. It would be par for the course of weirdness; he might as well give it a shot. Extracting the key from his pocket, he dips down to examine the lock and seeing the matching carving, he inserts it into the hole. The tumblers click and he’s able to open the door.

      Hesitantly going forward, he finds himself in a bedroom—one he doesn’t recognize. The figure lying on the bed, however, he definitely recognizes her. Padding across the thick carpet, he approaches the bed. Piper is on her back, on top of the covers, her lush, dark brown hair pulled over both shoulders, spilling down her chest. She’s wearing a lavender gown, ruched and snug around her chest; the straightened, silky skirt flows down from her waist to her feet. He smiles when he sees she isn’t wearing shoes; her adorable, purple-tipped toes are peeking out. His hardening cock is a familiar reaction, since everything about this woman turns him on, giving him an erection every time he sees her, hears her, even just fucking thinking about her gets him going.

      She appears to be deeply asleep—her long, black lashes resting on her pale, plump cheeks, and her lips, soft in sleep, are pink and completely kissable. His eyebrows raise at the unexpected sight of a rose clutched between her hands as they rest, crossed beneath her breasts. Something about the whole scene . . . the way she’s dressed, her position, even the blue, silk panels hanging from the canopy, the weaved rod iron headboard which looks like a thicket of roses and thorns. It all reminds him of something, but he isn’t able to get a grasp on it.

      He sits down next to her and stares, awed by her beauty as always, enjoying the site of her so peaceful in sleep. But, he wants to see her sparkling green eyes, so he runs a finger over her forehead, down her cheek, and across her delectable lips. No response.

      “Piper,” he calls softly. “Baby?” This time, he leans over and brushes his lips across her forehead, but she doesn’t stir. She must really be in a deep sleep. Maybe . . . he has an idea, though it seems ludicrous. He stares at her mouth for a moment, then decides to try it. His head dips again, intent on giving her a kiss. Before their mouths can connect, a blast of hot wind blows him right off the bed.

      “Son of a bitch!” he curses as he lands hard on the ground. Are you happy now, universe?

      “The universe is the least of your worries, Wilder.”

      His head whips up and he’s staring into the violet eyes of… “Maggie?” he croaks.

      A woman stands at another entrance to the room, a set of doors leading to a balcony. He almost doesn’t recognize his obnoxious client in the snakeskin body suit she’s poured herself into. Let’s just clarify, no one…no one, should ever wear this outfit, doesn’t matter how fit you are, it will still be ugly as sin. This goes triple for Maggie. He’s not being insensitive or judgmental. It’s simply a fact. Maggie’s body had taken a hit from the years of hard drinking, bad food, and no exercise. Somehow, she manages to look emaciated everywhere except the spots where she had sagging pockets of fat. See? Fact. You feel me?

      “You didn’t think I would learn about your precious Piper, Wilder?” she sneers. Anger courses through him as he gets to his feet and takes a menacing step in her direction.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Maggie?” he spits.

      She glances at his beautiful, sleeping Piper and when she looks back at him, her eyes are practically spitting fire. “You’re coming with me,” she says in a low tone, sending a cold shiver down his spine. “You can’t kiss her.”

      “Maggie, you’ve lost your fucking mind,” Wilder bellows as he stalks towards her. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      An evil grin slashes across her face. “Now, you deal with me, oh Wilder. And, all the powers of hell.” She backs up, out to the balcony and sits on the railing, still smiling malevolently. Without warning, she falls backward into the dark night.

      “No!” Wilder yells as dashes outside. He knows it’s too late to save her, but the white knight inside him has to try. Rushing up to the balcony, he grips the rail and looks over, only to be, once again, knocked to the ground by a rush of heated wind.

      A large shadow looms over him and he looks up at the source. He blinks, shakes his head to clear what must be a hallucination, and blinks again.

      Nope. Still staring at a fucking dragon. A flying dragon.

      He jumps to his feet and glances around wildly, trying to figure out how to make himself wake up from this dream. His eyes land on a sword, propped against the wall in the corner of the balcony. His eyes narrow on the weapon and he swiftly walks over and picks it up. Words are carved in the gleaming silver, Sword of Truth. The feeling of familiarity begins to nag him again, but with more force this time.

      Maggie, the malevolent dragon, as he’s christened her, hovers over the side of the balcony, watching him. He lifts the sword and she breathes fire, just missing him by inches, and it singes the hair on his arm.

      “Are you going to slay the dragon?” she hisses.

      Wilder considers his options, reading the words on the sword again. An idea pops into his head. “I don’t think so,” he says thoughtfully. “In fact, I don’t even think this is my fantasy. You are a product of our mixed imaginations. I don’t need to take you out, I have no desire to kill anyone”—he looks her over with disgust—“or any thing. I’m just going to be honest.” He drops the saber on the ground and turns back to the room. “Go back to your cave, Puff.”

      She shrieks in outrage but he tunes her out and focuses on the gorgeous sleeping woman. He returns to his previous spot on the bed and picks up where he left off, dropping his head and covering her mouth with his own.

      Piper gasps and tries to sit up suddenly, effectively banging their heads together. “Ouch.” She winces, putting her hand to her head. Wilder scoots back and lets her sit up fully as he swallows a chuckle, then grasps her face between his palms.

      He kisses the abused spot, then looks into the depths of her green pools. “Are you all right?” he queries before indulging himself in another kiss to her sweet mouth.

      “Um hmm,” she mumbles against his lips, then pulls back. “Wilder? What’s going on?”

      “Well,” he drawls, “I considered slaying a dragon for you. Then, I decided I had a far greater weapon with which to win the fair princess.”

      She giggles as he stands and does an exaggerated bow. “I’ll bite,” she says, then giggles again at his raised brow and very interested expression. “What is this magic weapon you think is going to win me over?”

      Wilder slowly gets down on one knee by the side of the bed, winking at her as her eyes grow big and round. He takes her hands and kisses each one in the center of the palm.

      “I’ll tell you the honest truth, baby. I’ve loved you since the moment I met you, Piper. I wanted to make sure there weren’t any forests of thorns in our way before I took you and made you mine.”

      Her jaw had been slowly dropping but now, it snaps shut and she glares at him. “Make me yours? Do I get a say?”

      He shrugs. “Not really.”

      She sputters but doesn’t seem to have a response, so he decides to move on and gets on on the bed, his body covering hers, forcing her to lay back again. He holds some of his weight off of her, but makes sure he’s pressing into her, connecting them from head to toe. When his hard on settles in the cleft of her thighs, she gasps and shudders.

      “You can’t deny it, baby. Admit it,” he whispers. “You feel it in your heart, and I’m betting your pussy is drenched right now, because your body knows it, too. You’re mine.” He starts to kiss his way down her body, his hands traveling all over her, wanting to feel every inch of her. When he reaches the end of the ruching on her top and the skirt begins to flow, he frowns at the diaphones material. He clutches a handful of the lavender silk and rips it from the seam, tearing the whole skirt down the center. Wilder grins at the surprise underneath.

      “Hey!” Piper exclaims, her head lifting and directing a pout in his direction. But, she seems to lose all thought when his hot mouth lands on her naked pussy. He groans at the proof he was right; she’s completely soaked. She tastes like peaches and cream, and he can’t get enough. He’s been dreaming about this every damn night. Unable to sleep without fantasizing about fucking her until she’s screaming his name. Deciding not to waste time, he attacks her pussy, rapidly driving her up and pushing her over the ledge.

      The sound of his name falling from her lips in ecstasy almost drives him to orgasm, but he manages to hang on to a thread of control. Crawling up, he finds a side zipper on the top of the dress. He lowers it, then impatiently rips in apart to get to her breasts. They are even more gorgeous than he’d imagined; full and round, with tight, pink nipples, the same shade as her lips. Drawing one into his mouth, he moans, discovering they taste every bit as delicious.

      He switches nipples and sucks it deep before letting it go with a pop. “Baby,” he growls. She’s too lost in sensation to hear him, so he pinches a nipple hard and speaks louder this time. “Piper!”

      She shudders, as much from the stinging pain as sparks of pleasure elicited from his actions. “What?” she pants, trying to focus on him and not the bulge of his cock cradled in the V of her thighs.

      “I’m not going to take you until you agree to marry me,” he states nonchalantly. As though he hadn’t just turned her world upside down.

      “You’re asking me to marry you?” she asks incredulously.

      “Yup,” he answers in the same cavalier tone.

      “I—yes.”

      Astonished, he asks, “Just like that?”

      She nods. “You were honest, so I’m going to be, too. I want to marry you. I want to be yours. Done. End of story.” Her green eyes become mischievous. “Now, are you going to take me or are you all talk and no action?” she taunts.

      Action, she thinks later as she lays replete with pleasure and utterly exhausted. Definitely action.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A tingling sensation in her lips wakes Piper, and she rubs her eyes sleepily, shifting to try and relieve some of the pressure in her body. Stupid, fucking erotic fantasies.

      “Baby?” A low masculine voice washes over her and every nerve in her body sings. “Piper?”

      She opens her bleary eyes and finds herself staring at the most amazing brown eyes. Ones she had countless dreams about, ones she’d fallen hopelessly in love with. “Wilder?”

      He beams at her. “Hey, sleeping beauty.” Then, he frowns. “You feel asleep in the waiting room of my office. Were you here all evening, baby?”

      She thinks for a minute, trying to clear the fog of sleep from her mind. “Um, yeah. I had a cancellation and was already here when I got your text, so I decided to wait for you.”

      His frown deepens and he growls, “Why didn’t you respond, Piper? I’ve been going out of my mind with worry.”

      Confusion clouds her face. She did respond. She’s sure she had. Picking up her phone, she swipes the screen to turn it on, but nothing happens. “Shit,” she murmurs before looking up and smiling at him sheepishly. “I sent the text and then my phone died. It must have still been in the process of sending. I’m so sorry I worried you, Wilder.”

      His face softens but his eyes are completely serious. “I don’t want you to let your phone die while you’re out by yourself, baby. I can’t stomach even the possibility of something happening to you. I’m not all that happy you were alone in my office so late. Anyone could have walked in.”

      Piper’s heart starts to beat a little faster the more he says, he sounds like he . . . like he might care about her. As more than a colleague. She tells herself not to hope but it’s impossible when she’s already owned by him, even if he doesn’t know it.

      “Your secretary locked up before she left. We both thought you’d be here sooner.”

      He caresses her face, and his eyes follow his fingers as they run through her dark hair, pulling it forward over her shoulders. They linger on her breasts for half a beat, then they jump to her lips and seem glued there. She’s taken off guard when he lunges forward and kisses her deeply. Her head spins and she grabs onto his biceps to steady herself. He finally releases her mouth when they need to come up for oxygen. “I’m sorry you had to wait for me, baby. But, fuck, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “You are?” Please, please, please, she chants in her head. Please say what I hope you’re going to say.

      “This may be a little overwhelming but, I need you to listen with your heart and not your head, okay?” he petitions her earnestly. Too busy chanting to speak, she nods.

      “I’m so in love with you, Piper. You consume my every thought, every dream. All I can think about is making love to you, marrying you, and starting a family with you. You’re mine already, even if you haven’t realized it. So, listen to your heart, baby, because I know, without a shadow of a doubt, it beats for me, just like mine does for you.”

      “Wow,” she breathes. “You kiss a girl awake and then make a speech like that. How could she possibly turn you down? Of course, it certainly doesn’t hurt that you’re hot.” She grins even as she blushes from being so bold.

      Wilder laughs and his lips quirk up into a crooked smile. “Baby, you’re one to talk. You’re a walking wet dream, and I have the feeling I’m going to be in a constant state of arousal for the rest of our lives.”

      “I guess, I’ll have to spend the rest of my life with you so I can take care of this little problem then,” she says cheekily. Wilder throws his head back and laughs a full out belly laugh.

      “I love you so fucking much.” He stands and holds out a hand to her. “Let me take you home, baby. Our home.” Piper takes his hand and steps into a life where fantasy has met reality.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        Principles for orgasms seems like a fair trade

      

    
    
      Oliver

      “Fucking gorgeous,” I growl, burying my face in Pippa’s masses of long, almost black hair and inhaling her sweet jasmine scent. “Five nights, baby.” An evening breeze blows through the open doors to my terrace, cooling my heated skin.

      “Wh—what?” She stumbles over her words, her breathing choppy, her sable eyes are glazed over with satisfaction. I may not be willing to fuck her until we are married, but it doesn’t mean I can’t make her come. As often and as hard as possible. There are few sights I crave more than seeing Pippa come. Lifting my head, I remove my hand from her slick pussy and bring my hand to my mouth.

      I groan as her taste explodes on my tongue. I’d taken Pippa to dinner, then brought her back to our house to spend some uninterrupted time alone. I don’t know what I was thinking. I need to take her home. Now.

      “Five nights, then you’re mine,” I answer her. There are still four sisters to work through, then I’ll be dragging her, kicking and screaming if need be, to a priest and tying her to me permanently. Then I’m going to take her to our home and make her scream in an entirely and much more enjoyable way.

      “You sure are cocky, Oliver,” she mutters as she squirms in my lap, though, I notice she doesn’t try to get up.

      “Confident, baby,” I say with a grin. I kiss her lips quick and hard, then help her stand, laughing when she looks as though she trying to decide whether to pout or be angry. Getting to my feet, I can’t resist pulling her back into my arms. “Why are you still fighting me, Pippa?” I’m determined to win her little game, but I’m curious why she’s still adamantly refusing to admit she wants me as much as I want her.

      She mumbles something as she tries to break my hold, but I tense my muscles, keeping her caged in. “What was that, baby?” I can’t help grinning when she glowers at me.

      “It’s the principle of the thing!” she snaps. I start laughing so hard I have to let her go so I can bend over, hands on my knees, trying to get in some air.

      “You’re so fucking adorable,” I say when I can breathe again. “I appreciate your moral code, baby. But, in a few days, you’ll be trading those principles for orgasms.” I kiss her hard and fast on the mouth, then smirk. “You’re getting the better end of the deal. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Spinning on her heel, she marches from the room, and it doesn’t escape my notice that she didn’t dispute my comments. I catch up to her by the door, still snickering, and place my hand on her lower back, leading her to the car.

      It doesn’t take long to get to the palace and when we walk into the kitchen through a back door—once a servant’s entrance—we run into Pippa’s other twin sisters, Odette and Shelby. They are identical in every way except Shelby wears glasses and her eyes are more sea green as opposed to Odette’s darker grey-green ones. Even their hair is cut similarly, hanging straight to swish just above their shoulders. They are sitting at a table, deep in discussion and eating ice cream from the container. Pippa immediately grabs a spoon and plops down next to Shelby. She dips her spoon in for a big scoop of the chocolate and peanut butter dessert, even as she scrutinizes Odette.

      “Man troubles?” she prods before sticking the utensil full of ice cream in her mouth.

      Odette’s head drops to bang lightly against the table. “More like wicked step-mother troubles,” she groans. “Except it’s worse because it’s Dylan’s actual mother.” She sits back up and eats another bite of ice cream, her expression dark and angry.

      “Is killing your mother-in-law considered matricide?” Pippa wonders aloud. I press my lips together to avoid laughing at my sweet Pippa. I’m standing off to the side, trying to remain inconspicuous as I listen.

      I’m a little confused, though; I didn’t realize Odette was engaged. Are we going to be able to skip her? Wilhelm chooses that moment to be obnoxious as usual, vibrating like crazy in my pocket. Okay, maybe not.

      “I’m not likely to find out, am I?” Odette laments. “She keeps trying to set him up with princess after princess. He refuses every time, but I’m worried she’s going to convince him one of these days.”

      Ah, so Dylan needs a push. Wilhelm hums in agreement, and I start to watch for an opportunity to give her the key.

      “I don’t understand,” Pippa interjects. “It’s not like you aren’t a ‘real’ princess. What’s her problem?”

      Odette shrugs. “Who the hell knows? I obviously don’t meet her standards.”

      Shelby rubs a hand soothingly over her back. “Maybe there is some way to convince her you are what she wants for Dylan.”

      Returning her head to the table, Odette groans. “Like what? Cut myself and show her my blue blood? She’d let me bleed out while she picks out a wedding dress for the bride she handpicked.”

      Shelby sighs and gets up to clean up their mess, noticing me for the first time. “Hey Oliver,” she greets me with a smile.

      “Shelby,” I return warmly. “It’s nice to see you. Are you home for a while?” Shelby was an underwater archeologist. She’s skipped several grades as a child, graduating with a Masters in Maritime Archaeology at twenty years old. The last year and a half, she’d been on an exploratory expedition, basically modern day treasure hunting.

      “Yeah, I’m spending a few weeks working with museums here and in the surrounding countries, getting the items we salvaged into the right exhibits,” she explains. I wonder vaguely how that was going to work when it came time for her fantasy. However, since it was clearly Odette’s turn, it isn’t worth pondering. I mentally shrug; Wilhelm’s running this reality version of Love Connection anyway.

      “Well, I’m sure your sisters are excited to have you home as long as they can.” I stroll over to Pippa and lean down to give her a lingering kiss on the lips. When I pull back, her cheeks are flaming red and her sisters are smiling broadly at us. “I’ll see you tomorrow, baby. I’m going to come by around noon and take you to lunch,” I inform her. Pippa nods, still a little hazy from my kiss, it seems. It is such a huge turn on that I can affect her like this.

      Looking around, I don’t see a bag near Odette and her dress has no pockets. I’m stumped for a moment, then wonder if I should just give it to her. Wilhelm seems to approve of this plan, so I take the long way around the table to kiss the cheeks of each sister. I press the key into Odette’s hand. “Keep this hidden. It belongs to you tonight. Trust me,” I whisper. She gives me a peculiar look and I simply nod at her before taking my leave.

      I go home and fall onto the couch, lying on my back and staring at the ceiling. Five fucking nights.
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        Odette’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Odette says goodnight to her sisters and leaves for her apartment near her old college campus. The whole way, she keeps the odd key from Oliver clutched in her fist. She didn’t know what to make of it, but for some unknown reason, when he’d put the key in her hand, she felt as though it belonged there. What was it he said? It belonged to her tonight? It was a unique key, like nothing she’d ever seen before, made of thick glass, and two “teeth” protruding from the skeleton head. Well, perhaps it would take her mind off of her troubles.

      She’d met Dylan in college when she was a freshman, and he was a junior. They’d been dating since then, and she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt he was the only man for her. He’d never directly asked her to marry him, but he’d constantly talked about “their” future together. As though there wasn’t another option but to spend it together.

      She first met the old queen at his graduation, it was the first time Odette had been faced with this woman’s sort of attitude. Odette felt like a bug under her shoe, although, it was in a very passive aggressive way. Dylan hadn’t been completely oblivious to it; she was cunning and she knew how to get her digs in without him realizing it had even happened.

      Odette and Dylan had planned to spend the summer together in his country, at a small cottage by the sea since he wasn’t expected to ascend to the throne for a few years. The queen had been pissed, but Dylan firmly informed her they were going ahead with their plans. She’d been an occasional annoyance over the few months Odette spent there, but for the most part, it was pretty idyllic, and it was difficult to return home at the end of it.

      They’d decided on a long distance relationship while Odette finished up school. She’d busted her ass to get done with her double degree in International Relations and Business a year early. After she’d graduated, she’d expected to move right away. But, Dylan had been cagey about it and encouraged her to take her time. When they were together, he was every bit her Dylan, but she fretted every time he or she left from a visit to each other. She’d gone to him less and less frequently, not willing to put up with his mother for fear she’d be thrown in a dungeon for assaulting the queen.

      Pulling into her parking lot, she is forced to drive to the very back to the only open spaces. After shutting the car off, Odette sighs and looks down at the key. What this object could do to help her was a mystery and more than likely, the answer was nothing. She tosses the key into her purse, gets out of the car and freezes in complete shock when the skies open up and start pouring down rain. By the time the use of her faculties returns and she sprints to her building and up the stairs to her door, she is soaked through. Her reflection in the window next to her door confirms she looks exactly as she feels—like a drowned rat.

      “Aaaaargh!” she screams. This is a fitting end to her shitty day. Rooting through her purse, she finds her house keys and tried to unlock her door. It doesn’t work. Really? Going to kick me when I’m down? Pushing her wet hair out of her face, she drops her purse to the ground in front of her and bends down to look directly at the lock as she tries the key again. Same result. She’s standing on a little, covered walkway, but the rain is fierce and the angle is still pelting her with sheets of water. Lightning illuminates the area all around her and thunder booms, causing her to jump. Her nerves are a jumble so she doesn’t notice the vibrating and glowing object in her purse.

      Tears start to course down her cheeks and she leans her forehead on the door, staring at the ground. It’s then that she notices the glow coming from her purse and squats down to investigate. The skeleton key is sitting atop everything else in her bag, putting off a dim blue light and, when she picks it up, she realizes it’s subtly humming with energy. Out of nowhere, the thought to try this key in her door fills her mind. She snorts and shakes her head at the crazy notion, but it’s annoyingly persistent.

      She shrugs and figures, why the hell not? The key slides easily into the lock and when it unexpectedly clicks, she pushes forward and the door opens. Rushing inside to get out of the rain, she grabs the key and shuts the door before she stops just inside, shaking the water off of her and wringing out her hair. After a moment, she looks around in confusion and wonders why her mind is playing such tricks on her. She’s in a beautifully decorated foyer, cream wallpaper with gold swirls, a travertine floor, and two huge golden double doors across from her.

      The key picks up with its activity again; it’s warm in her palm and, as though by a magnetic force, her hand extends to a lock on one of the doors with an etching depicting the item in her hand. It unlocks the door, and she pulls hard until it opens enough for her to slip through the crack. Only to find herself, once again, being bombarded by rain, drenching her from head to toe, her dress becoming plastered to her skin as wind whips around her. Looking back, she wants to punch something because the damn doors are no longer there. With a defeated droop in her shoulders, she trudges forward, up to yet another set of doors. Only . . . this time, they are eerily familiar. These are—she’s at the front entrance of Dylan’s palace. She closes her eyes and drops her head back, ready for a freak out to hit her at any minute. But, it never comes. Instead she simply wants to get out of the storm, get dry, and rest. Lifting her head back up, this is when she realizes she no longer has the key, but it really doesn’t matter, no way would she walk right into Dylan’s house. Even on the off chance that it would transport her to yet another random place. She takes hold of the ginormous door knocker and bangs it three times. To her relief, it doesn’t take long for someone to answer.

      Henry, the castle butler, sees her and gasps, immediately taking her arm and gently drawing her into the entryway. “Princess Odette! What are you doing out in this deluge?” he asks with compassion in his tone. It warms her and she finds she doesn’t feel quite so cold and desolate.

      “I—” She pauses, not sure how to explain without earning herself a trip the attic to hang with Mr. Rochester’s crazy-eyed wife. “It’s a long story,” she says, following Henry into the kitchen where he indicates she should stay and then hurries out of the room. He quickly returns with a stack of fluffy, blue towels and puts one around her shoulders, handing her a second to soak up some of the water in her hair.

      “You shouldn’t be out in this weather, Princess.” He admonishes without real censure. “I’ll make you a warm cup of tea. Is Dylan aware you were coming?” He busies himself puttering around, making her hot drink and making a plate of mouthwatering snacks.

      “I don’t think so.” At least, since she hadn’t planned to be here herself, she assumed he hadn’t, either. Henry nods and shuffles over to a panel on the wall between two tall pantries. He presses a button and waits until a tinny voice comes through the speaker.

      “What’s up, Henry?” Odette’s heart begins to pitter patter at the sound of Dylan’s low timbre. His voice never fails to get her hot and bothered and this instance is no different. She squeezes her thighs together and feels her cheeks heat, hoping Henry doesn’t notice her aroused state. She’s also a little surprised to hear Dylan answer, he still doesn’t live at the castle, so it was unlikely he would be here.

      “Princess Odette is here. She was soaked through from the rain, so I brought her to the kitchen to dry off and have a hot drink,” Henry informs him matter-of-factly.

      “What the fuck?” Dylan growls. “Why was she out in this shit storm?”—there’s a beat of silence—“never mind. I’ll be right down.” Henry nods, clearly satisfied with Dylan’s response and finishes up the tea, bringing it to a small wooden table situated by a large fireplace.

      “Have a seat, Princess,” he instructs and Odette obeys without question, gratefully accepting the mug of steaming liquid. Her teeth had just begun to chatter. She sighs as she sips it and it heats her from the inside out.

      “Hey, sweet pea,” Dylan says as he strolls into the room. Despite the endearment and soft tone, his lips are turned down into a frown. He stops in front of her and squats down to look in her eyes. “Look at you. You’re going to catch pneumonia.” Taking a fresh towel from the stack, he helps to squeeze the moisture from her hair, concern in his beautiful blue eyes, currently the color of a stormy ocean, indicating his displeasure. “Why were you out in this weather, sweet pea?”

      “I—um...” She gulps, trying to come up with a viable reason. “I needed to see you.”

      Concern darkens his eyes further. “Is everything ok?”

      She nods quickly. “Nothing is wrong. I just—I needed to see you, feel you hold me.”

      His expression softens, and he leans forward to kiss her lips. “You know I always want to see you, Odette, but you couldn’t wait until the weather cleared?”

      She opens her mouth to respond but is cut off by a haughty, extremely unwelcome presence. “Odette,” the queen sneers, managing to do so with a fake smile. “What has you traipsing about in weather no lady should be out in?”

      “Hello,” Odette grits in acknowledgment, but she keeps her eyes on Dylan. “Can I shower and change into something dry?”

      He cups one side of her face in a big palm and kisses the tip of her nose. “Of course, sweet pea. Since I’m staying here for a couple of weeks while my place is under construction, I brought some of our clean clothes over.” Standing, he extends a hand and she grasps it, allowing him to pull her up, then he unceremoniously sweeps her up into his arms

      “I’m getting you all wet,” she admonishes even as her arms circle his neck and she rests her head on his shoulder. He brushes his lips sweetly across her forehead.

      Quietly, only loud enough for Odette to hear, he whispers, “I guess, I’ll have to shower with you. But, I’d prepare yourself to get even wetter.” She shivers at the promise in his velvety voice. Then, to his mother, he says at regular volume, “Goodnight, Mother.”

      They are almost out the door when she calls out and Odette hides her grimace by burying her face in Dylan’s neck. “I’ll have Bernadette make up the guest room.”

      He stops and the muscles of his neck tense against her face as he twists his head to look at his mother over his other shoulder. “No need. Odette will be in my suite.” There is a subtle bite to his tone.

      “When you are king, you may sleep with whomever you like, Dylan,” she states in a frosty tone. “Until then, your . . . friend . . . sleeps in a guest room.” Her deliberate exclusion of “girl” before friend doesn’t go unnoticed. The hardening of Dylan’s jaw has Odette doing a mental fist bump. Because mentally giving her the bird isn’t very princessy and she was determined to prove the old bat wrong, even if it was only in her head.

      “Fine,” he says tightly and Odette’s head whips up, almost busting his chin. But, when she looks up, he winks at her. “I’ll put her in the rose guestroom.”

      “Well, I was going to prepare the yel—” She starts to argue with him but he quickly shuts her down.

      “—My room or the rose room, Mother.”

      She sniffs haughtily and Odette rolls her eyes. “The rose room is reserved for princesses, Dylan.”

      Odette’s jaw drops. King father, queen mother, eleven princess sisters . . . pretty sure it qualifies me as a princess, you old biddy.

      “Another reason to put Odette in there, Mother,” Dylan tosses out flippantly as he strides from the kitchen.

      Odette lays her head back down, muttering, “Does she think I was spawned by the milkman?” He laughs as he treks through the castle until they reach his suite of rooms, but stops at the door in the hall right before the entrance to his bedroom. Letting her legs go, he gently helps her to stand steadily on her feet. Keeping his hands on her waist, he turns her around to face the room, then shuffles her inside. It’s gorgeous, decorated in varying shades of rose and grey.

      Dylan dips his head to the side of hers and points to a door, he murmurs, “See the door there?” She nods. “As it happens, it opens up to my bedroom.” His next words are practically purred. “Now, don’t go getting any lascivious ideas, sweet pea.” He nibbles on her ear and the pitter patter of her heart returns. “Let me show you the bathroom.”

      Stepping away, he takes her hand and she trails behind him when he leaves the room and enters the next door down. This room is clearly masculine, done in creams, chocolate brown, and a hint of light grey. He continues across the room and enters a gorgeous bathroom with a shower big enough to fit at least six people. It sits in the center of the room, all for walls made of glass, the erotic images suddenly filling her head heat her up more than the tea had.

      Dylan shuts the door and walks over to the shower, turning it on before returning to where she is standing aimlessly. Without a word, he begins to undress her, his fingers leaving goosebumps in their wake. If she wasn’t already drenched from head to toe, she might have been a little embarrassed by how wet she is between her legs. He kneels down to help her out of her pants, kissing his way back up, pausing to lick through her slick folds. “Hmm, seems you aren’t soaked solely from the rain, sweet pea.” Odette moans, incapable of speech, shivering for an entirely different reason. “I’m not happy you were out in this dangerous weather, especially making the six-hour drive from Rêves, however”—he reached her breasts and stops to lick each hardened nipple—“I’m very happy you are here.” He stands, and she gets to watch him discard his own clothes, showing off his spectacular physique. Picking her up again, he takes them both to the glass enclosure, now fogged up with steam. He steps inside and under the spray of four different shower heads, then lets her wet body slide slowly down, letting her feel everything, all of him. His eyes are deep grey-blue now, filled with flames of desire, and a sexy smile on his face. She grabs him by the back of his neck and tugs him down to kiss him, moaning when he eagerly participates. He nips at her, sweeps his tongue inside, and sucks her bottom lip into his mouth. She flinches when she suddenly finds her herself backed up to the cold glass, and she bites Dylan’s lip when he chuckles.

      “Ouch, sweet pea,” he pouts, running his tongue over the abused spot. “Be nice, or you’re going to get yourself in trouble.”

      She perks up curiously. “What kind of trouble?”

      He narrows his eyes, his hands roaming up to cup her breasts before pinching her nipples hard enough to make her yelp. “The kind where you get a spanking and get fucked hard and rough up against the wall of my shower.”

      Odette’s heart is pounding and her pussy clenches, suddenly gushing with arousal. She gets close to him again in a half a second and bites his lip hard enough to draw a little blood. Dylan growls and pulls her away from the wall before his hand lands on her ass with a ringing slap. She gasps as the sting of pain and the accompanying streak of pleasure. He gives her other cheek the same treatment. Alternating so each gets three hard smacks.

      She whimpers and before she knows it, Dylan has the glass supporting her back as he puts her legs around his waist and drives his cock into her pussy, fully seating himself in one thrust. “Oh fuck!” he shouts in ecstasy and freezes, every muscle tight, his face contorted as he tries to regain control of himself. The walls of her pussy clench around his big, long cock, earning her another spanking. “Behave,” he growls, starting to slowly move in and out.

      “Make me,” she pants sassily as she bears down once more.

      “Odette!” he yells, but it ends on a deep groan and his hips pick up triple the speed, going so deep he bumps her womb every time.

      “Yes, Dylan! Harder!” she screams, close, so close to coming.

      “I should go slow and torture you,” he scolds tightly, his jaw flexed from clenching his teeth. “Lucky for you, I haven’t fucked you in two months and I need you fast and hard.”

      He pounds into her, her screams making him more and more frantic with his thrusts, plunging deep inside without rhythm, lost to his senses. “Oh fuck, oh fuck. Damn, sweet pea, I need you to come. Your pussy is milking me, and I’m not going to last much longer,” he grinds out. “Come now, Odette.” He lifts her under the ass and bends his knees slightly so she is falling down on his cock and after two drops, she flies apart, creaming on his cock, making her pussy so slick he slides easily in and out, despite the grip of her walls.

      He lifts and drops her on his cock one, two, three more times, then he shoves her back against the wall and shouts the walls down, burying himself so deep she feels his hot come explode, coating her womb. Over and over, jets of semen burst from him, and each time, it sets her off on another mini-orgasm. His bruising grip on her ass and the pressure with which he’s got her hacked into the glass, keep their groins plastered together so nothing can escape.

      Later, they are completely lethargic from rounds two and three before they finally washed and finished their shower. He tells her to stay put while he gets her something to wear, so she waits by the half-open door of the bathroom.

      There is a knock on his door and he makes a low noise of frustration as he throws on a pair of pajama pants and strides over to open it. He crosses his arms across his defined chest and leans casually against the door frame, keeping the door mostly closed behind him.

      “Mother. What do you need?”

      “She’s in there with you.” His mother’s accusatory voice carries clearly to where Odette is waiting.

      “There is no need to point out something I already know. Get to the point, mother,” he says with a sigh.

      “You can’t marry her, Dylan. She’s not a real princess.”

      “For the love of . . . what the hell are you talking about?”

      She sniffs, “Watch your language, young man.”

      “I’m sorry.” His voice holds genuine remorse, but there is still a hard edge to it. “I don’t know how you’ve convinced yourself of this, but what is it going to take to dispel this absurd notion?” Odette tenses, waiting to hear what the crazy woman has come up with.

      “I’ve added several mattresses to her bed. We’ll put something small under the lowest one. If she’s really a princess, she won’t be able to sleep because she’ll feel it.”

      Odette covers her mouth in a bid not to laugh hysterically, but it turns out to not be necessary when she realizes Dylan is taking it seriously. “Fine,” he gruffs, “I’ll take care of it, and we’ll see you in the morning.”

      “She has to sleep there alone, Dylan. Otherwise, your restlessness from the item will keep her awake anyway. Not that you were planning to sleep with her, I’m sure. I’m sure you want to make your mother happy.”

      Dylan doesn’t say anything but Odette swears she can hear his eyes roll. He moves out of her line of vision and there is another beat of silence. He must be giving her a kiss on the cheek, then he says, “Goodnight, Mother.” Odette clearly hears the sound of her patting his face, as though he was a child. Oh, brother.

      She steps back and waits for the door to shut and Dylan’s steps back to the bathroom. He pushes the door open and smiles, holding out a t-shirt and a pair of his boxer briefs. “Here, sweet pea, as much as I’d love to keep you just as you are, I’ve already fucked you senseless in my mother’s house. I suppose we can give her something and sleep apart.” His eyes darken and he steps close. “You never sleep naked unless you’re in bed with me, is that clear?”

      “Okay,” she says, agreeing easily because she doesn’t like to sleep naked unless she’s plastered up against his warm skin.

      He grins and pecks her on the nose. “Good girl.” He shows her to the other room again, both of them pretending the stack of mattresses is the most natural thing in the world. She climbs up after he turns her to jelly with a scorching kiss, then he leaves, turning off the light and shutting the connecting door.

      She shifts around, trying to detect where the “something” is, but she isn’t able to find it. She begins to wonder—no! Punching her pillow in annoyance, she flops down and goes to sleep. Later, half awake, she shifts to try and get comfortable; it felt like something was digging into her back. It was a very painful, fitful night’s sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dylan sits on the ground, back against the wall, and his long legs stretched out in front of him as he watches Odette sleep. He’d driven all night to be here in the morning, unable to wait any longer. After he’d arrived, he’d sat down, fallen asleep, and had the weirdest, yet sexiest dream… Content to enjoy the beauty before him, he knows he made the right choice. There had been a plan, an elaborate, amazing, thoroughly romantic plan, but he was impatient and done trying to hide things from the love of his life. He’d informed his mother last night that he was going to propose to Odette and she needed to get on board. In order to be a part of her grandchildren’s lives, she needed to respect their mother and treat her kindly. He’d saved the threat for extreme measures, and it had been necessary, gaining her instantaneous agreement, as he knew it would.

      He was already in the car when he’d received a call from Odette’s twin, Shelby. She was worried about Odette, who’d been so upset by everything, she was making herself sick. He quizzed Shelby for a good ten minutes, making her detail exactly what she was talking about. The thought that his woman had been in such a state of stress, she was getting sick, had a rock settling in the pit of his stomach. As Shelby talked, something in the back of his mind was trying to get to the surface, but he couldn’t get a grasp on it. A few minutes later, it hit him like a ton of bricks and his face cracked into a wide and ecstatic smile. It hadn’t left his face since then.

      Odette shifts restlessly in her sleep, tossing and turning, unable to get comfortable until finally, she groans and sits up. She rubs her lower back and glares down at the mattress, then realizes there is a lump under her mattress pad. She huffs and climbs out of bed, stomping on the floor and she puts her feet down. She bends over, incidentally, giving Dylan a fantastic view of her very appealing ass.

      Reaching under the pad, she retrieves the box he’d slid underneath her fifteen minutes ago. She stares perplexedly at the blue velvet box in her hand, then lifts her head, her eyes darting all around the room until they land on him.

      “Dylan?” she breathes. He grins and opens his arms wide. She scrambles over to him straightaway, straddling his legs and snuggling into his embrace.

      “Hey, sweet pea.” Dylan buries his face into her silky hair and inhales her sexy, citrusy scent. It calms him before he can start to get nervous. “I love you, you know that?”

      She angles back so she is looking at his face with almost a shy smile. “I hope so.” Her demeanor shifts a little, and he sees worry creep into her eyes. “Because, um, I have something to tell you.”

      He places a finger over her lips to silence her. “Me first, please?” he pleads, blinking his eyes in a way he knows she can’t resist. And, sure enough, she giggles and motions for him to continue. He holds out his hand wordlessly and waits. She glances at his open palm with confusion, then, it suddenly clicks, you can almost see the lightbulb above her head turn on.

      Looking at Dylan’s hand warily, she clutches the box to her chest possessively. “You already gave it to me,” she mutters. He laughs and can’t resist a short kiss.

      “I promise to give it back, as long as I like your answer.”

      “Why do I have to give it back for you to ask?” she pouts.

      He raises a challenging eyebrow and wiggles his fingers. Huffing, she puts the box in Dylan’s hand and he sneaks one more laughing kiss.

      “Odette? Sweet pea?” he coos softly. She grins and wiggles impatiently on his lap. “I love you more than any man every loved a woman. I want to spend eternity with you. Marry you, have babies with you, and rule my kingdom together. Will you be the queen of my heart, my name, and my kingdom?”

      “Hell, yes!” she screams and launches herself at him, kissing every thought right the fuck out of his head. When she sits back, she snatches the box, but he swipes it right back with a glower. Opening it, he takes out a necklace made from a delicate, platinum chain, holding a platinum charm shaped like a pea pod, holding three perfectly round jade balls. Hanging next to it is a charm with the words “Sweet Pea” inscribed.

      Odette looks a little crestfallen but tries valiantly to hide it. Dylan can’t keep from chuckling and her expression shifts to suspicious. “To remind everyone you’re my sweet pea,” he tells her as he clasps the chain around her neck. Then, he dips a finger in his pocket and pulls out an intricately weaved, white-gold band, with a three-karat, queen cut diamond perched on top, flanked on either side by a princess cut green diamond. Odette gasps as Dylan slides it onto her left ring finger. “To remind everyone you are my wife, my queen.”

      She throws her arms around his neck, sobbing and he frantically thinks of something to say to get her to stop crying. Logically, he knows they are happy tears, but anytime she cries, it guts him. Then, he remembers… “Sweet pea, about the baby part—” His sentence goes unfinished when she hiccups, then lurches back with her hands over her mouth. Dylan jumps to his feet with her in his arms, and races to the bathroom, getting there just in time for her to empty her stomach.

      “I guess we’ll have to move up the wedding date,” he comments smugly. “Looks like I already got a head start on the making babies part.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        Ovaries go BOOM

      

    
    
      Pippa

      Odette and Dylan are officially engaged (with the rock, and holy fuck is that a rock, to prove it) and having a baby. I beat back the yearning I feel coming on, screaming foul and yelling at it to get right back in the dugout. Cheeky little bitch, trying to stealthily round the bases and steal home, attempting to consume me with baby fever.

      My sister is positively glowing, and I’m determined to keep my focus on her, ignoring the searing gaze burning into my back. Until I feel the heat of his body right behind me. Oliver’s arm slips around me, his big hand splaying across my belly, and keeping me from moving when he steps even closer and I’m pressed up against him. His hot breath bathes my ear, sending tingles skittering down my spine. “I can’t wait to see you with my baby in your belly,” he confesses softly. “You’re already so damn beautiful, baby. I don’t know how I’m going to let you out of bed. It can only get worse once you’re full of a little life we create together.”

      I swear; my uterus skips a beat. Then, his supple lips brush my neck and it’s all I can do to stay upright. His dark chuckle tells me I’m only standing because he’s holding me steady. “I can’t wait to hold our little one,” he whispers against my skin. Uninvited images flood my mind.

      A gorgeous, black-haired baby with stunning blue eyes, in the arms of its unbelievably sexy daddy.

      BOOM

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sulking, Wilhelm? Really?

      Oliver

      I’m fighting with everything I have not to drag Pippa to a secluded place and fill her with me until she’s knocked the fuck up. The time when I’ll finally be able to let go of my tightly reined control is getting nearer. And, my body seems to know it, reminding me at any given moment how much it wants to get lost inside Pippa.

      The family starts to disperse, couples pairing off and heading home, but I remain seated, with Pippa snuggled up to my side, while I’m deep in discussion with Wilder. We barely hear the doorbell ring as we work out a problem with one of the expansions.

      “Wilder.” We are interrupted by Wilder’s partner Phoenix calls his name as he strides into the room and over to where we are seated. “How are you, Oliver?” he asks before his eyes stray to Pippa.

      I glare at him and drag Pippa into my lap. “Doing well. I’ll be even better in the next week when I’m married to my woman.” I manage to remain simply gruff instead of snarling. Pippa stiffens in my lap and I glance down to see her glaring at me. I roll my eyes and return to my conversation with Wilder, now including Phoenix, who’d stopped by to give us an update.

      I ask Phoenix a question but he doesn’t answer, his eyes are trained across the room, a look I recognize coming over his face. Well, that happened fast. I can’t really judge considering my history with Pippa. Looks like Phoenix is going to get his fantasy girl tonight. Lucky bastard. Shelby catches his gaze and blushes profusely, pushing her glasses up her pert nose, while Wilhelm does a little jig in my pocket. Yeah, yeah, brother Grimm, keep your panties on. The snotty little shock doesn’t even faze me anymore. Wilhelm goes silent. Is he…? Are you sulking, Wilhelm?

      I hold in a sigh, not only am I talking to a key, I’m talking to a magical key with an attitude. Is this what crazy looks like? Pippa shifts on my lap, surreptitiously snuggling a little closer. Maybe crazy looks better than I thought.

      Phoenix wanders over to where Shelby is chatting with her mother and Piper. He speaks to all three of them, but then he and Shelby pair off, quietly talking. I’m only half paying attention to Wilder and don’t even notice when he gets up and collects Piper and leaves.

      “Goodnight, Wilder. Later, twinkles,” Pippa says as she scoots off my lap. Not wanting to be any ruder, I stand to say goodbye to the departing couple. After they leave, Pippa covertly peers back and forth between me and the door, clearly not sure whether she wants to stay or go. It’s late, and I need to get the key to Shelby before she takes off, so I make the decision for her. Wrapping her up in my arms, I kiss her with passion until the clearing of a throat reminds me where we are. I glance up at her mother guiltily, but she’s shaking her head at us, chuckling. I grin back at her and give Pippa one more squeeze before letting her loose.

      “Goodnight, ladies.” I slowly amble towards the front entrance to the castle, prolonging my journey, hoping I won’t have to wait around like a creepy stalker. Wilhelm hums. Over your snit, are you?

      I’m at the door when I hear the sound of approaching voices and I remove Wilhelm from my pocket and linger, ostensibly waiting for Phoenix. Calling out to him when they come around the corner to cement the assumption.

      “Going back the office, Phoenix?”

      He glances at Shelby and shakes his head. “No, Shelby is going to show me some of her finds from her trip.” He gestures for her to precede him, “Shall we?”

      I hold the door open and when Shelby walks by, I slip the key into her purse. She smiles up at me, then I shake Phoenix’s hand, and we all descend the steps together, get in our cars, and go our separate ways.

      This time, when I go to bed, I dream about my beautiful Pippa rounded with a swollen belly, and a dark-haired, green-eyed little girl folding her hand as they advance towards me.
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        Shelby’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Shelby unlocks the door to her lab and flicks on the lights, leading the way in, very aware of the man following her. She takes a deep breath to fortify her hormones before facing him again.

      “This was a Spanish excavation. Some of the items we found show the signs of being from an undiscovered people.” She smiles and gestures for him to take a seat on a stool at a long, illuminated lab table. Her mind races, trying to think of what the most interesting pieces and facts are for her to share. People often glaze over when she starts to talk about her work, unless it’s about buried pirate treasure. She didn’t have any of those stories—yet. Hopefully, someday.

      She returns to the table with a tray of items she’d recently catalogued and assigned to a display at a museum in Madrid. Gauging his expression, to see if she’s boring him, she points to each piece and explains their origin. He listens raptly, making her feel like the most fascinating person he’s ever met. “Anyway, this is the project I’m working on right now.”

      He nods, studying her thoughtfully. “When do you leave again?”

      Shrugging as she puts everything away, she muses, “I’m not sure. This is a big job and with my degree, they wanted me to be in charge of the land project, too.” When she comes back to the table, he’s frowning at her and it makes her stomach dip. What had she said?

      “Then you’ll leave again? For how long?” he asks, his expression becoming more along the lines of frustration. “You were gone for a little over sixteen months last time?”

      “Well, yes, but that’s because I chose to stay with this crew for several projects,” she explains carefully, wishing he’d go back to smiling at her. “There really isn’t a way to know how long a project or hunt will take. With this load, though, the site had already been discovered and our time on the water was actually pretty limited. We were brought in to help excavate and finish up with the tedious archeological stuff.” She smiles ruefully and points at her chest with her thumb. “Enter, Shelby.”

      Phoenix rubs a hand over his brown goatee, showing hints of red in the light. His brows are still furrowed, but he’s softened his features. “Thank you, suga—Shelby,” he says, stumbling over her name. “This is amazing, the work you do. I appreciate you sharing it with me.” He stands up and comes around the table. When he leans in, Shelby sucks in a breath and closes her eyes, sure he’s about to kiss her. She feels the whisper soft brush of his lips on her cheek and then the heat of his body in front of her is replaced by cool air as he steps back. Opening her eyes, she darts her gaze to the ground, horribly embarrassed at reading him so wrong.

      He lifts her chin with a finger and smiles. “You’re incredible, Shelby. Smart, funny, so beautiful it almost hurts to look at you.” She sensed the but ahead and was disappointed to be right. “I have a business here, it’s my home. I can’t start a relationship with someone who is going to be leaving me for undeterminable amounts of time, multiple times a year. And, I would never want to hold you back, to be the reason you didn’t go after your dreams.” He falls quiet, looking as though he debating saying something else, but all he says is, “Goodnight, sugar.” Then he walks out, shutting the door behind him, the click of the lock echoing in the silence.

      Shelby sighs and sits at the lab table, slumping over, and resting her chin on her folded arms. At least he didn’t leave her because he thought she was boring. She’d only ever been out on one date, most guys dismissing her before even giving her a chance. The one date had turned out to be a guy whose only goal was to get in her wetsuit. She’d given him a black eye when he’d attempted to cop a feel.

      Getting to her feet, she turns the lights off and opens the door . . . Except, it doesn’t budge. Stupid doors. These doors don’t unlock, they are either kept open, or you have to use a key to get in and out of the room. Irritated at, everything and everyone, she digs through her purse for her keys. They don’t seem to be there and she glances around not seeing them lying around anywhere. Damn it. She takes her glasses off and rubs her eyes. Shelby, the absentminded professor strikes again.

      A dull noise in her purse draws her attention and she opens it, startled to see and odd, blue glass, skeleton key. Where did this come from? Had Phoenix put it in there? Some untold force draws her eyes to the door of the lab. She puts her glasses back on and notices a light shining through the keyhole. Which is weird since the window in the door shows an empty, unlit hallway.

      It makes no sense whatsoever to try the skeleton key, but it’s almost as if it has a mind of its own, guiding her to the lock. It works. Holy shit, it worked? Turns out, that’s not the end of the peculiar events currently happening. She steps into a marvelous foyer and turns in a circle, soaking up the richness of the space. There are two large, gold-brushed doors and she decides she might as well jump head first into whatever universe she suddenly finds herself in. Taking the key from the door she’d entered through, she sticks it in a lock, bearing a carving of the very key in her hand.

      She figures it must be her sense of adventure and discovery pushing her to keep going and has a fleeting thought of caution, but ignores it in favor of hope that there’s nothing on the other side of the door that would eat her.

      Opening it, she’s hit by a wall of water. It sucks her into its depths, filling her mouth and nose, causing her to choke and swallow water into her lungs. Maybe being eaten by a giant whale wouldn’t be such a bad thing, right now. Her panic capriciously dissipates and she relaxes, now considering whether she ingested too many fumes in her lab and is hallucinating, because there is no way she’s breathing underwater. No way at all.

      Looking around, she forgets about her weird predicament and gets lost in the maritime world, the place she feels most at home. She kicks her legs to propel her forward and goes hurtling much, much faster than she should have. When she slows, she takes the opportunity to scrutinize herself. If she’d been standing, she probably would have fainted. Then again, with these fins, she wouldn’t have been standing anyway. Yup, that’s right—fins. Turns out, she’s a fucking mermaid.

      Shelby shakes her head and tries to dislocate whatever organism has crawled into her brain and laid crazy eggs. It doesn’t work. With a sigh, she decides to head for the surface, hoping fresh air will be the trick. She allows herself to revel in the swim, the rush of the cool water over her skin as she speeds to the surface, the sounds of the ocean filling her ears in a way it never could before. Okay, so this mermaid thing isn’t so bad.

      Forgetting to slow her speed as she gets closer to the top, she breaks through the water and goes hurtling into the sky. She freaks out for about thirty seconds until she remembers to go with the flow (pun intended) and does a graceful arc before diving back into the water. She smirks to herself, wondering if she should dye her hair red. “Ahhhh . . . ahhh . . . ahhhhhha . . . aahhh.” Not so much with the singing, though. She coughs and chokes a little, the salt making her throat scratchy, but at least she can still breathe.

      Coming to the surface at a more sedate pace this time, she floats, with her fin moving lazily to keep her upright. Definitely getting the hang of the fins for feet situation. The wind picks up a little and she shivers as her nipples pebble and point. What??? Glancing down, she groans in exasperation. Where the fuck are my seashells? And, since life is like a rotten box of chocolates, this is the moment she notices the row boat coming upon her.

      Mortified, she sinks down, trying to cover her bare breasts but strike number one for the fins; she’s floating like a buoy. There has to be a way to force herself to sink, right? Too late.

      “Hey! Are you crazy? What are you doing swimming out here alone in the middle of the fucking ocean?” A voice yells. It also sends tingles racing down to her … hmm. Exactly how does that work? Disney certainly never explained the Mer birds and bees. “Hello?”

      Shelby crosses her arms over her naked chest and rotates in the water until she’s facing the owner of the tingle-inducing voice. She gasps and heat flushes through her body, the blush more than likely showing up all over her exposed skin. It’s Phoenix. In the boat. On the ocean. Phoenix. Staring at her, oh! Oops, in her shock, she’d let her arms go lax for a minute there. Covering up once again, it breaks his line of sight to her breasts, and he seems to realize he was ogling her. In the moonlight, she can see pink tinging his cheeks as he meets her gaze.

      His eyes are a beautiful, deep green, and his thick, black lashes, brush the apples of his cheeks when he blinks at her. After a minute, she realizes he doesn’t recognize her and she can’t quite tamp down a stem of hurt. Sure, she’s a fish, but the upper body still looks the same, other than the lack of clothing.

      The boat sidles up next to her, and he smiles, taking her breath away. Wow. He’s lethal with that weapon. “What’s your name, sugar?”

      She opens her mouth to answer and starts coughing again, the salt had stuck to the inside of her throat and dried it out. A whisper of sound is all she can manage and it’s completely useless. He frowns with worry and reaches for her. “Let me help you into the boat. I can’t just leave you here and even if there were someone else to help you, you’ve lost your voice and can’t call for them.”

      Shelby instinctively shimmies away then she sinks. Yup, right down into the suddenly frigid ocean water and her next inhale causes more choking, her lungs burning. The next thing she knows, she’s being dragged up from the water and tossed over the side of the dinghy. The boat dips as Phoenix hauls himself over the side.

      She sucks in a huge lungful of air repeatedly, spitting out water and shivering in the cold. A blanket falls in her lap and she looks up into angry green pools. “I’m not sure if you’re crazy or truly talented at playing the damsel in distress, but either way, keep your ass planted right in that spot while I take us back to the ship.” He sits on a bench and shakes the water out of his hair before picking up the oars. Her teeth start to chatter, and he gives her a sharp look. “Cover up before you freeze to death,” he growls.

      Amidst all of this, she’s wondering why he hasn’t mentioned anything about the small detail of, oh yeah, she’s part fish. Bending her knees, she wraps the blanket around her shoulders and is about to close it when she realizes she is, in fact, staring at real knees. Human knees. Cold and tired, she decides not to dwell on it. Go with the flow, Shelby.

      It takes almost an hour for him to row them to a large, old-fashioned, pirate ship. Nothing about this night is going to surprise her anymore, so she simply sighs and takes Phoenix’s hand when he lends it to help her stand. Then, he unceremoniously tosses her over his shoulder and starts climbing up the ladder to the ship deck.

      Once they are on the relatively solid ground, he sets her down and closes the blanket tightly around her, glaring at every man who looks their way. He scoops her up, into his arms this time, and takes her to the captain’s quarters and lays her on the bed. Standing back, hands on his hips, he scrutinizes her with a fierce scowl. She squirms under his hot stare and, now that she is inconveniently without a fin, she feels her pussy flood with arousal.

      Her eyes stray to his . . . are those, breeches? Hmmm, they certainly make the bulge of what must be an enormous cock, hard and ready to go, a lot more obvious. Then again, “conveniently” seems like a much better choice of word at this very moment. He growls, and her eyes fly back up to meet his, the green almost glowing with the fire burning in them. “If you don’t stop looking at me like that, you’re going to find yourself fucked into next week, sugar.”

      She opens her mouth to deny it staring, then remembers her lack of voice. She mentally shrugs it as a lie anyway. In this instant, she makes a rare, bold decision. This is clearly a dream, or high, or alternate universe, but whatever it is, she’s going to make the best of it. Doing her best to give him a sultry look, she tosses the blanket away and lies out on the bed like an offering.

      Phoenix’s eyes widen to the size of saucers and his jaw drops, but he’s also breathing erratically, his pulse pounding so hard she can see it in his neck. “You don’t know what you’re asking for, sugar. I suggest you get under those covers and try to get some rest.”

      She starts to argue with him, tell him she knows exactly what she wants, but there is no sound. Ugh! This mute thing sucks! Next time she watches The Little Mermaid, she’ll have a little more empathy for Ariel. Her only recourse is to show him then. Scooting to the edge of the bed, she palms his cock through his pants, smiling smugly when he hisses and his hips thrust into her hand.

      Fifteen seconds later, she’s flat on her back, naked, covered by the sexiest man she’s ever met, and being kissed like she’s the answer to world hunger. After about ten minutes of making out like teenagers, he raises his head and stares down at her, his face full of wonder.

      “Who are you?” he muses aloud, knowing he won’t be able to get an actual answer. “I feel as though I’ve known you for my whole life. Longer than that even.” He kisses her again, a long, slow, drugging kiss. “You know I’m going to take you now, right?” he asks, probing her face with his eyes. She nods and lifts her hips to let him know she’s completely amenable to this plan. He stills her by pressing her into the bed, still serious and brooding. “Let me be very clear, sugar. I’m going to take you and then you are going to be mine. Mine.” He emphasizes the last word through a clamped jaw. At this point, she’d give him whatever the hell he wants if he would simply follow up all these words with some freaking action!

      His mouth slams down over hers and she sighs in relief, even as her heart rate picks up, and walls of her pussy spasm in anticipation. Despite how subtle the tensing of her muscles are, he must notice because he groans and grinds his erection into the V of her thighs, where he’s resting his weight. She moans in response, and he nips at her lip before journeying down to lap and suck on her nipples, a little bite here and there, too. She writhes beneath him as he tortures her until she is so worked up, if she were able to talk, she’d be screaming and cussing him out, demanding he let her come. As it is though, she has no other choice but to take what he gives her. It’s a win either way, really.

      He moves down even further and Shelby feels the need to recant her earlier thought about not being eaten. Her voice suddenly has reappearance, allowing her to scream her opinion right before she comes violently, her body rocking with hard shudders. She’s still in an orgasm induced coma when Phoenix returns to the bed, and she realizes he’d gotten up and stripped naked.

      “No turning back now, sugar,” he growls. “You’re mine and when I’ve fucked you so full of come that you are carrying my baby, everyone else will know it.”

      There is no time for her to even process what he says, much less respond to it, before he drives inside, his cock stretching her pussy from its size. She sucks in a breath at the pain of losing her virginity and he freezes. “Damn it, sugar. I’m so sorry, I should have asked if this as your first time.” His voice is as thick with apology as it with lust, but he manages to give her a sheepish grin. “It’s not like you could have told me on your own.” Shifting a centimeter to test the fit, he raises his brows at her. “Still hurt?”

      “No,” she manages to croak out. “Feels...” She can’t get out any more words but she bucks her hips up in answer.

      His grins become a smile filled with dark, passionate promises. They fuck hard, knocking the headboard against the wall (this is a huge accomplishment, considering the bed is bolted to the floor) before coming together, shouting their release. Eventually, they collapse in an exhausted, but satisfied heap.

      Phoenix rolls to his back, taking her with him so she lies atop him, their bodies still connected. “Shelby?” he whispers out of the blue.

      She swiftly rises up, supporting herself with her elbows on his chest. “Yes,” she confirms, her voice stronger and less scratchy. “How do you know that?”

      He shrugs and brushes a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I don’t know. But, since I first saw you in the water, I’ve known two things. You were made to be mine, and I was instantly, irrevocably in love with you. Learning your name was just a perk.”

      Shelby’s heart practically grows wings and takes flight. “You love me?” Her voice is strong and fully restored.

      “More than I thought it was possible to love another person, sugar,” he murmurs, love shining in the emerald green depths of his eyes.

      “Me too,” she whispers.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Phoenix comes awake with a start and falls off the chair he’s sitting in. He looks around in a daze, wondering where the hell he’s at. It slowly starts to trickle back; the white walls, ugly maroon carpet, and the smell of the ocean. He’s at Shelby’s lab. After he left her, he realized he couldn’t leave her here alone this late at night, so he took a seat in sitting area directly across from the door to her room.

      Taking a gander at his watch, he sees it’s just past four in the morning. Fuck! He hoped she hadn’t slipped out and left him sleeping. It wasn’t safe for her to be walking out to her car alone in the darkness. He rubs the sleep from his eyes and gets to his feet, wincing when he feels the stiffness in his groin. His dreams about Shelby were erotic as fuck. But more than that, they made him admit what he’d been denying.

      Finally, on his feet and fully awake, he rushes over to the door and tries to open it. It’s locked, but some of his tension releases when he sees Shelby through the window, asleep at her lab table. He starts knocking urgently, but not too hard, afraid to scare her awake.

      After a couple of minutes, she stirs and sits up, looking adorably mussed and disoriented. He knocks a little harder to draw her attention his way, then points down to the door handle. Shelby slowly climbs off the stool, roots around in her purse before pulling out a set of keys and pads over to the door. She unlocks it, and he opens it in such a rush, she goes hurtling into his arms.

      “Ooph!” she grunts as the wind gets knocked out of her.

      “Sorry, sugar,” he says gently. “I was a little over anxious.” Her head lifts and that’s when he sees the dried tear stains on her enchanting face. His heart starts to hurt, afraid he knows why she was crying. “You’ve been crying,” he states with a regretful sigh.

      “I thought you—we—that there was something—” He kisses her, effectively silencing her explanation. He was right, she’d been crying because he hurt her. Now he needed to fix it, and he would do it by being honest with her and himself.

      “Shelby, when I first saw you last night, you knocked me on my proverbial ass. Did you know that?” he asks with a crooked smile. She shakes her head and watches him warily. “There were two things which hit me like a ton of bricks.”

      “Two things?” she repeats, her eyes growing.

      He nods. “Two things. One, you were made to be mine and two—”

      “You were instantly, irrevocably in love with me,” she finishes for him.

      They stare at each other in shock. She breaks the spell with a shrug, dismissing the weirdness of the moment. “You still left. Why are you here now?”

      He tentatively sets his lips on hers, pleased when she doesn’t retreat and lets him kiss her. Breaking apart, he drops his eyes to the ground awkwardly. “I left because I was being a selfish fucking coward, sugar,” he admits. “I thought if I didn’t have you in the first place, it would make it easier to give you up. It took an instant for me to fall for you, an hour for me to act like a jackass and fuck it up, and about two minutes for me to realize I was wrong.”

      “So, what happens now?” she frets. It’s clear he doing a shit job of explaining.

      “Now, I make plans to be with you, wherever you go, whenever you go, whatever it takes. I’ll be with you.”

      It feels as tough a cache of rocks lifts off his chest when her face breaks into a smile. “If you had asked, I would have told you I was mostly content to stay here and work. I want to be with you, to start a family, and have stability. I would still like to go out on a project, perhaps once a year, for no longer than a month. My thought was, maybe you and our children could go with me. Spend one month of every year traveling and discovering the world together.”

      Phoenix is staring at Shelby in fascination, his heart about to explode with love. “Sugar,” he breathes, “you’re fucking brilliant!”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        How about that, Mr. Doubting Mustafa?

      

    
    
      Oliver

      The bell over the door jingles as I enter a small jewelry store downtown. The young, blonde clerk looks up and smiles with a blush. “Where can I find Sabrina?” I ask curtly, looking for Pippa’s sister. She points to a hallway, and I nod my thanks before heading in that direction.

      “Hi, Oliver!” Sabrina waves at me from through the open door to her workshop. She’s wearing protective gear and holding a small welding torch. She sets if down carefully and removes her gloves before giving me a hug. “It’s all done. Do you want to see it?” She beams at me and I must look as eager as I feel because she laughs and trots over to an old, steel safe.

      Sabrina is a jewelry maker, not in the typical sense, like what you see in a store at the mall. Her pieces are practically art and they sell all over the world, especially in the United States. I was having Pippa’s ring made, and I didn’t want to give it to her in the generic little jewelry box it would be given to me in. So, I went to Sabrina with an idea and she’d executed it. Removing a black, velvet bag, she comes back over to the table and shakes the contents out into her hand.

      The locket is shaped like a book, only large enough to fit an engagement ring. It’s made of a kaleidoscope of colored quartz, and hanging from a platinum chain. Each side of the little “book” is inscribed. One side says, The greatest love story of all, and the other says, Was the day I fell in love with you.

      “It’s perfect, Sabrina,” I compliment her, a little in awe of her talent.

      “I hope you get to use it soon.” She sighs and I cast her a questioning glance. “I’m not likely to find love anytime soon,” she elaborates, her eyes suddenly turning sad. There is a story there, I’m sure of it. It’s quickly one and she winks at me. “I have faith in your powers of persuasion.”

      “You never know. Love may find you when you least expect it,” I suggest.

      She eyes me doubtfully. “Maybe. Well, I’d better get back to work. I have a client coming to pick up this piece tomorrow.” She walks purposefully back to her work table and my eye catches on her current project. I follow her to get a closer look at it.

      “Is that an oil lamp?” I ask, studying the gold object, its shape, and the etchings all over it. She nods distractedly as she picks up an engraving pen. “As in Aladdin’s magic lamp? The one with the genie?” I’m laughing by the time I finish my question.

      Sabrina chuckles along with me. “I just make what they ask, I don’t always understand it.”

      Just then her assistant calls her name and she excuses herself to go and see what she needs. I’m still inspecting the beautiful lamp when I feel Wilhelm making a racket in my pocket. It’s Sabrina’s turn, huh? He vibrates faster, giving me my answer. Sabrina and Abbi are twins; the last two Wilhelm has to pair off. I wasn’t sure which would be first, but now that I know it’s Sabrina, I start looking around for the perfect place to leave the key.

      My eyes land on the lamp again and Wilhelm hums. It’s as a good a place as any, I suppose. She’ll find it when she goes to put the piece away tonight. Carefully, so as to not do any damage to the delicate lamp, I lower Wilhelm into it. The top is on the table and I deliberate whether or not to close the lamp. Ultimately, I decide to leave it. If I leave right now, she won’t find it while I’m here, even if she should discover it right away after coming back to her workshop. I turn towards the door but my feet turn to lead and I can’t seem to go any further. Standing there, I try and talk myself out of it, but I’m not successful. My feet are no longer glued to the ground when I pivot and sidle up to the lamp. I roll my eyes at myself, flabbergasted at what I’m about to do. It can’t hurt, though, right?

      Stretching my arm out, I call myself ten different kinds of an idiot as my hand touches the cool metal. Yep. If you’re thinking I rubbed the lamp and made a wish, I’m sorry to tell you your assumption is correct. Go ahead. Laugh. Just don’t ever tell Pippa.

      Beating a hasty retreat, I wave to Sabrina on my way out the door and take my ridiculous ass home. I arrive and get comfortable, then park my ass where it always seems to be in the evenings, on the couch with a glass of scotch. I’m trying not to dwell on the lamp, but I wonder if Sabrina will have more luck and a big, blue genie will help her find her true love. 
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        Sabrina’s Fantasy

      

    
    
      Standing back, Sabrina admires her work. The lamp really did turn out beautiful, and she’s excited to show it her client. She picks it up and carries it over to a locked cage where she keeps her larger, finished pieces. Tilting it so she can get it under the top lip of the shelf, she hears a clunk from inside the lamp. Her eyes scan the piece in panic, looking for anything that could have broken off and fallen inside. The handle, lid, and spout seem unharmed and the rest of the lamp is smooth and unadorned except for the etchings.

      The lamp begins to vibrate in her hands. What in the world…? She takes it to the nearest table and sets it down before removing the top. Peering inside she spies a unique and beautifully crafted skeleton key. She sticks two fingers into the small opening and pinches the key between the digits, removing it. Surveying it with the eye of an artist, she’s impressed and wonders about who made it. Bringing her back to the question of how it came into her possession.

      Oliver had been the only visitor to her workshop today and she highly doubts it came from the pragmatic man. Had her assistant left it for her? But, why would she put it in the lamp? Completely knackered from a long day, she doesn’t feel as though she has the brain power to solve this puzzle. She slips the key in her pocket and resumes putting away the lamp. Then she locks up and takes a set of stairs in the back up to the apartment above. The area used to be additional office space and storage. After many, many nights of being here late and falling asleep on her couch, she finally renovated it into a living space. Eventually, she’s simply moved in, rather than using it as a place to crash.

      When she reaches the top of the stairs, she takes her house key out of her back pocket and tries to unlock the door, but it won’t twist. She wiggles it a little assuming it’s sticking and then tries again, but it still won’t engage the lock. Twisting around on the small landing, she leans her back against the wall and sags in exhaustion. This was not what she needed right now.

      It had been a busy month as she tried to catch up on her work after taking a two week trip to Spain. She’d come home with a suitcase full of heartache to a chaotic schedule. Although, being busy could be seen as a silver lining since it left her almost no time to dwell on her broken heart. First thing, she needs to figure out is how to get inside her damn apartment.

      The key she’d found in the lamp begins to hum with a low vibration, and when she pulls it out of her pants, it’s also putting off a dim, effervescent glow. Am I really that tired? The thought to try it in her apartment door flits through her mind and at first, she dismisses it. But, when the idea gets more insistent, she tries is simply to get the feeling to stop nagging her. The little teeth on the end of the key slide right in and it twist easily, unlocking the door.

      She backs up in surprise when she sees what is on the other side of the door and almost falls down the stairs. To counteract the gravity pulling her backwards, she lurches forward, stumbling past the door and flinches at the bang of the door as it slams shut. She tries the knob to open it back up and gives the door a dirty look when it doesn’t budge. Stupid twat.

      She turns, spinning in a slow circle, taking in her surroundings. The room looks like a big, open foyer, decorated in cream and gold, with a massive, crystal chandelier. Eyeing the tall, gold double doors, she figures the odds on being able to open it. With the way her life had been lately, her calculated guess is, her chances don’t look good. The now familiar sound of the key draws her attention and she looks for it, finding it on the ground by where the other door . . . used to be? She freezes halfway to the floor and stares at the smooth, creaseless wallpaper; no door in sight. The key starts to practically bounce around like a Mexican jumping bean, breaking her out of her shocked state. Scooping it off of the travertine tile, she faces the set of doors again and approaches them, intent on trying the key in their lock, especially when she sees the engraving. That’s what it’s for, right? It works and she shrugs in acceptance. Par for the weirdness course.

      An endless blue sky, full of twinkling stars, stretches out before her as she walks out onto a balcony. Along with the moon, they shed soft light on the scenery over the rail. The beauty draws her over to the barrier and she grips it with both hands, then gingerly leans out to get a good look at what’s below her. It’s perhaps twenty feet to the ground where a bright and colorful flower garden grows. Scanning the area, she determines that she has no clue where she is, not recognizing anything in the landscape.

      Continuing her exploration, she spots a set of French doors made of lightly frosted, glass squares. They are open and white, filmy curtains billow out on the breeze, giving her a peek at the room beyond. Unsure whether she’s trespassing, she creeps up to the doors, staying to the shadows. After several minutes, she doesn’t detect any movement, so she tiptoes into what turns out to be a bedroom.

      The décor makes her feel like she just entered an Arabian’s princess’s room. Lots of pillows and draping in brightly colored fabrics. A round canopy bed sits in the very center of the room with more hanging curtains and silky sheets. And, it’s gloriously empty. Sabrina glances around again and comes to the conclusion that she is alone, so she pads over to the bed. She’s about to climb up and collapse when she’s startled by a rattling sound. Glancing around, she looks for the source and sees the lamp she’d created, sitting on a small, glass table. The sound is from the shaking clattering on the glass from spurts of shaking. Almost as if . . . The rest of this thought really hinges on whether or not she thinks she’s dreaming. Because it seems as if something might be in there, trying to get out.

      Oliver’s joking description of the lamp comes back to her and she wanders over to it. She’s about to lift the lid when she thinks better of it. Opening the lid of an unknown object that has something desperate to get out it. This never ends well in the movies. Go to bed, Pandora.

      She’s about to do as her inner voice suggests, then, at the last second, she spins around and snatches the lid off. Nothing happens. Well, crap. That was anticlimactic. With a disappointed sigh, she stares glumly at the golden lamp. Wait. She perks up as she remembers, you have to rub the lamp (or bottle if you’re looking for Christina Aguilera) in order to release the—whatever. She grabs the lamp and rubs it swiftly between her hands, making a little wish, then steps back and watches it warily. The lamp begins to shake so hard it actually bounces on the table and she fleetingly hopes it doesn’t shatter the glass. Abruptly, the lamp goes still and quiet. Confused, Sabrina glances all around, not really knowing what she is looking for. There had to be a reason for all of that. Everything looks the same, even the lamp is in the exact same spot as before. She huffs in annoyance and rolls her eyes before stomping over to the bed and pulling the covers back.

      “Sabrina.”

      The covers drop from her hands and she spins around so fast she stumbles back into the bed. “Dominick?” she gasps. Her eyes dart around wildly, trying to figure out where he came from. But, more importantly, what the fuck he is doing here! Her heart is beating so hard, she can feel the crack expanding, especially with the cause standing in front of her.

      “Did you just . . . but the lamp and . . . was that you inside?” She stumbles over her words, not only because she’s flustered, but because she is very aware how ridiculous her question is.

      “Are you asking if I’m the genie from your lamp, angel?” The endearment causes her stomach to flutter and her panties become damp.

      “I—no, that is—” She stops and takes a breath. “Well, are you?”

      “Maybe,” he says mysteriously before he stalks forward and grasps her upper arms, lifting her to his eye level. His face is angry but the dark brown orbs are bright with heat. The way he used to stare at her before he would…

      Dominick sucks her bottom lip into his mouth before covering her mouth with his and, like always, pushing all thoughts out of her head. He fills every nook and cranny of her mind with turbulent emotions; pain, lust, love, a cacophony of sound when mixed together with the pounding of her heart. “I’m so fucking angry with you, angel,” he growls against her lips in his sexy American accent. A few tears escape, sliding down her cheeks and he kisses each one away. “But, I’ve missed you even more.” His mouth crashes down over hers again and he groans, his hands going everywhere at once, making her moan with need. She’s missed him more than she’d ever thought she would. Eventually, he breaks the kiss and steps back, his eyes sweeping over her body with appreciation. Then the corners of his mouth tip down and his jaw hardens, as he scowls. “Please tell me you didn’t wear this outside your bedroom,” he grits out.

      Unsure what he’s referring to, she looks down. Um, okay. This is interesting. She hadn’t noticed her state of dress, or lack of, depending on how you look at it. Clearly, it was the latter to Dominick. Her skirt is made of long, shimmery, gauzy material, and it’s virtually see-through, displaying her white, barely-there panties. Her top is made of the same material and it hugs her upper body, stopping right above her belly button, and encasing her arms in long sleeves. Her breasts are almost spilling out of the white brazier underneath the transparent layer. Even though she’s spinning out of control from the bombardment of emotions, she inwardly smiles. She looks good and she preens a little, knowing how Dominick is affected by her.

      However, he’s still glaring daggers at her, and she is quick to reassure him. “No, I haven’t worn this outside.” As far as I know.

      “No one sees you like this but me, angel,” he says, his voice a deadly calm. She nods and his expression softens minutely. “Good. Not only will you earn yourself a spanking, but I’d hate to have to kill someone for looking at my woman.”

      She skips right over the spanking part (for now) and focuses on the second. His woman? But what about what she’d done? She’d met Dominick at a museum on the second day of her vacation. He was tall, dark, and sexy. And, to top it off, he was also an artist. Painter. Desire had exploded between them and it was so strong and intense, they ended up fucking each other’s brains out in his hotel room that night.

      She’d thought it would be a one-night thing and even still, she let—wanted him—to take her virginity. When he’d realized she was untouched, it seemed to ship him into a frenzy. He was still gentle with her, but it was like he couldn’t get enough of her, he seemed crazed in his need and possession of her. In the morning, she’d attempted to make a graceful exit, but he got demanding and growly; sexy as hell. He’d taken her back to bed and kept her there all day.

      More often than not, when she or her sisters travel, they use their mother’s maiden name so they don’t have to deal with the hoopla that comes with people knowing they are royalty. It was a chance for her to run away and escape the palace, figuratively speaking. So, she didn’t think much of it. But, as they got to know each other, she truly enjoyed the way he made her feel “normal” and let the charade go on a little bit longer until it was the day before she was to go home and she still hadn’t told him. One other thing she’d learned, he valued honesty, declaring he had no tolerance for liars.

      She’d snuck out of his bed that night and cried the whole way home, as her heart slowly cracked further open with each mile that separated them. She didn’t expect him to come after her when he read the note she’d left, explaining her lie but not actually divulging who she really was.

      “I don’t understand. I wasn’t honest with you.”

      Dominick looks at her with censure, the way you would look at a naughty child. “And it won’t happen again. Will it, Sabrina?”

      She shook her head, justly chastised. “You still want to be with me?” she asks nervously, afraid to hope.

      “Do you think me so shallow that I would tell you I love you and then simply let you run away from me without chasing your ass down?” A glimmer of vulnerability enters his eyes. “Do you love me, angel?”

      “Of course!” she blurts, desperate to reassure him that he is everything to her. “I love you so much it tore me up inside when I left. But”—her eyes drop, her cheeks heating with embarrassment—“I assumed you wouldn’t want me after you found I wasn’t who I said I was.”

      “I’ll admit, I was mad as hell and I’m still not happy about it. But what put me in a rage, what still fans my ire, is that you snuck out like a thief in the night. You simply left, rather than face what you’d done and, more importantly, without giving me the opportunity to decide for myself whether I still wanted to be with you.”

      “Um, exactly how mad are you?” she asks with wide, rounded eyes.

      His head dips until his lips are at her ear. “Between the spanking and the fucking, don’t expect to be able to walk or sit for a while.” A shudder ripples through her and he groans, burying his head in her neck. He starts to kiss his way down but she stops him with a hand under his chin, encouraging him to look up and meet her gaze.

      “You didn’t answer my question earlier.”

      “Oh? What question was that, angel?” he purrs.

      “Are you the genie from the magic lamp?”

      He ponders for a moment, his eyes never leaving hers. “Let’s say I am, what are your three wishes?”

      Her cheeks heat and she considers whether she’s brave enough to tell him. She is done lying to him, so she bolsters her courage and admits what she really wants. “I only have one wish.” She takes a deep breath. “You.”

      “Done,” Dominick says, the fire in his brown eyes burning hotter than ever.

      “Really?” she asks, her voice raspy with some disbelief and a lot of soaring hope.

      “I guess it doesn’t matter if I’m the genie, after all.” He smirks.

      “Are you?” she asks, insisting on an answer.

      Dominick laughs and gives her a short kiss. When he pulls back, his eyes are a little more serious and his expression becomes earnest. “Sabrina, I will always do my best to give you anything you wish for.”

      “In that case, maybe I do want my other two wishes,” she quips cheekily making him chuckle again. “I wish for you to take me to bed and I wish for you to ask me to marry you.” She holds her breath as she waits for his answer. Had she been too bold, asked for too much too fast?

      “Also done, and done. Like I said, angel—anything.” He swept her into a tight embrace, sealing his mouth over hers. They both shudder at the contact, already anticipating what’s coming (no pun intended).

      Dominick lifts her onto the bed and she scoots to the middle, watching him as he shucks his linen pants and shirt. His erection is thick and hard, standing up against his stomach, and her mouth waters. “I think I should make things up to you,” she says raggedly.

      “Is that so?” His eyes twinkle with amusement, but they are still filled with hunger. “What have you got in mind, angel?”

      “You, in my mouth.” Saying it out loud has her body erupting with tingles.

      “All right, angel. Whatever you wish. But, I want you naked first.” He climbs up on the bed and straddles her legs before he starts to slowly remove her clothing. It doesn’t last and in their impatience, they both end up tearing at the fabric to get it off as quick as possible.

      Dominick scans her body up and down, open appreciation in his eyes. “You’re gorgeous, angel.” She blushes and it spreads down over her chest. “Hmmm,” he hums. “I love to see you like this, naked, flushed with need. So damn fuckable.”

      Sabrina eagerly reaches for his long and full cock with one hand, attempting to wrap her fingers around the girth. It’s too big, so she joins it with her other and pumps up and down his length twice, her thumb spreading the pre-come over the tip. He groans and her pussy is so wet, she feels some of it gliding down to the bed.

      “I want to taste you, Dominick,” she says as she leans up so she can slide her hands around him and grip his incredibly firm ass. He drops to his hands and knees, moving up so the tip of his cock rubs against her plump lips, making them shiny from the come leaking out. Her tongue darts out to taste him and she moans in delight.

      “Take me in your mouth, angel,” he commands. “Suck me.”

      Using her hands, she guides his thickness between her lips, then twists and pumps them as she takes deep him deep until he bumps the back of her throat and she gags.

      “Fuck! It’s the hottest thing in the world to see you gagging from taking my cock down your throat, angel.” His hips buck when she hollows out her cheeks and takes a deep pull. “Oh, fuck yes! That’s so amazing.” His eyes had closed tight, his face a mask of concentration, but now, he looks down at her and she can see the barely restrained control. It’s about to snap. “Are you ready, angel? I need to fuck your mouth, to come down your throat. You’ll take it, angel. All of it.” His voice is gruff from the effort it’s taking him to hold back. He rises to his knees and reaches under her arms to pull her through his legs, sitting her up so her mouth is lined up with his groin.

      She lets go of his cock long enough to whisper, “Yes, all of it.” Then she licks around the head, takes him back in and hums.

      “Yes!” he yells, right before he grabs on to the headboard and he begins to fuck her mouth, hard. His tempo keeps climbing until she is sucking in fast breaths through her nose, keeping her mouth full to the brim with his dick. “Suck it, angel. Hard. Just like that. Yes! Oh, fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” he chants while his cock grows even bigger and harder until he suddenly grabs her behind the head and holds her still. He bucks one last time, going deep into the recesses of her mouth and erupting in an orgasm that fills her mouth, pouring down her throat. He roars her name as his body wracks with shudders, and she swallows seemingly never-ending jets of semen. Finally, he lets her go and slides his member from her mouth, grabbing her biceps and bring her up to her knees, crashing his mouth down on hers. “Angel,” he pants against her lips, “that was fucking amazing. Thank you.”

      She smiles. “You’re welcome. But it wasn’t completely selfless. Remember what I said about turnabout being fair play?”

      Dominick throws his head back and laughs while she giggles. Then the funny ends and he returns her gesture by making her scream so loud, after four orgasms, she’s lost her voice.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dominick taps softly on the glass door of the jewelry store and waits, glancing around the picturesque town square where it’s located. The area has been well preserved for decades; most of the buildings even look to be pre-war. He finds himself wishing he had his supplies with him; he’d love to do a series of paintings inspired by this charming scenery.

      The sound of the lock disengaging brings him back to why he is here. A young blonde woman opens the door, smiling, and standing back for him to enter. “She’s upstairs in her apartment,” she says as she leads him to the back of the store, all the way to a set of stairs. She clasps her hands together and excitedly whispers, “Good luck.” Then she’s gone, making her way back to the front, getting everything ready to open for business in a couple of hours. He’d hoped to be here last night, but his plane had been delayed, so he called his informant, Sabrina’s older sister Chloe, who put him in touch with the store clerk. He’d dreamt of his reunion with Sabrina the whole way, though he highly doubted it would be on the set of the next Aladdin movie.

      It had only been through a stroke of luck that he even found Sabrina. Her country is on the smaller side and wasn’t even on his radar, nor had it occurred to him that she was a princess. After searching for a few weeks, he’d relayed the story to his childhood friend, Damon, who had in turn, recognized the name and description. Pretty confident it was Sabrina St. Claire, he’d handed the phone over to the pop singer he guarded, and she confirmed it was her sister.

      She’d been invaluable helping him to get everything in order before going to Sabrina. It also didn’t hurt to hear she’s been moping since she got home. He doesn’t want his angel to be sad, but it gave him hope that she was as lost without him as he was without her.

      He climbs the stairs to about halfway, then stops when he sees a figure huddled on the ground with her back against the wall, fast asleep. Jogging the rest of the way up, he reaches the landing and kneels by her side. “Sabrina.” He keeps his voice low and soothing so he doesn’t scare her. She mumbles something unintelligible in her sleep, and he chuckles at how cute she is. She’s also the most gorgeous woman he’s ever known, and despite her single act of dishonesty, he’d known she was genuine and kind. She was impossible not to love. He tries again, running a finger down her cheek as he speaks, “Wake up, angel.”

      “Dominick?” Her eyes flutter and she stares at him with disbelieving eyes. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      “You seriously underestimated my love for you, angel,” he responds.

      “Your love?” she squeaks with surprise. “Aren’t you angry with me?”

      He frowns. “I was furious with you, Sabrina, but you’re mine, and my anger couldn’t possibly dim my love for you. I’d rather move on to the good stuff, like taking you to bed.” His eyes narrow, making his expression a little fiercer. “It won’t happen again, will it, angel? Because I’m going to let it slide this time; I’m too fucking happy to have you in my arms. But, you can expect to get your ass spanked if it happens again.”

      Sabrina’s face flushes red at his words and he raises an eyebrow. “Does the idea appeal to you, angel? Am I going to have to come up with a different punishment? One that doesn’t get you hot and bothered?” He stops and thinks for a moment. “Never mind, I’m all for anything that gets you worked up and desperate to be fucked.”

      “Only if you realize turnabout is fair play,” she jokes.

      “Bring it, angel,” he goads, laughing.

      “I love you,” she says suddenly and he stops laughing, but the joyous smile remains.

      “How about I take you to bed, then you marry me, and then I’m yours and you’re mine, forever?”

      She looks at him strangely for a minute before murmuring, “Those would be my three wishes.”

      It’s his turn to give an odd look, but he shrugs it off and kisses her passionately, then lingers over her lips for a moment. “Let’s go inside, angel.”

      When she moves to stand, he beats her to it and helps her up. He glances around as if just remembering where they are. “Why are you out here?”

      “My key wouldn’t work in the lock last night, I must have sat down to figure things out and fell asleep.”

      He puts out his hand, palm up. “Let me try.”

      She rolls her eyes and snarks, “Because you have magical powers?”

      He grins and wiggles his fingers until she passes over her house key. He slips it in the lock, pauses and says, “Open sesame.” Then he rotates the key and the door swings open. “Looks like I’ve got the magic touch, after all.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        Dear Cupid, arrows don’t make you a man.

      

    
    
      Oliver

      I drop my head back and close my eyes in exasperation when I hear the bickering in the hallway outside my office. “Simon, Abbi, would you be so kind as to stop your squabbling and come in here?” I bellow.

      The resulting extended silence almost has me laughing. Simon enters first, a dark scowl on his face, followed by a blushing and contrite Abbi. She sits demurely in a chair across from me while Simon flops down in his usual spot on my couch, glaring at the back of her head.

      “What is it going to take for you two to get along?” I ask crossly. Neither of them answer, and I sigh. “Look, you’re both excellent at your jobs and I’d hate to lose either one. But, you’ve got learn to work together civilly or shit won’t get accomplished anyway, and I’ll be transferring one of you to another office. Do I make myself clear?” I’m trying to remain stern, but Wilhelm is buzzing in my pocket, distracting me. Abbi and Simon? Really? They hate each other.

      “Perfectly clear, Oliver. I apologize for being so unprofessional,” Abbi replies. She quickly covers her mouth, smothering a yawn. Simon makes a noise that sounds something like an irritated grunt, causing Abbi to toss him a dirty look.

      “Thank you, Abbi.” I dismiss her and turn my laser focus on Simon, warning him not to push me too far. Once she’s gone and has shut the door, I snap, “Get it together, Simon. You’re acting like a child. And may I remind you, you are not irreplaceable. Although, it would be a massive pain in the ass to do so.”

      Simon folds his arms across his chest and glares at me. “Who is the jackass taking Abbi out every night? She comes in tired and dragging every day, barely staying awake at her desk. She’s going to make herself sick. Then, where will we be?”

      Wilhelm is still humming and it’s for that reason alone, I give him some slack. Assuming his frustration stems from attraction and jealousy. “It’s none of my business,” I inform him, and because I’m a jackass, I needle him further. “It’s none of your business, either, Simon. Unless she chooses to share it.” The flare of conflicted emotions in his expression shouldn’t amuse me, but it does. Must be the whole misery loves company shit.

      I start thinking of ways to get the key to Abbi when Wilhelm goes silent. No? Simon then? He resumes his humming. My mind wanders back to Odette and how I’d simply given her the key. However, I decide that won’t work for Simon since he’d be too stubborn to admit he wants to be her fantasy. Idiot. I can’t wait for it to be Pippa’s turn; I’m dying to know what she conjures up when she fantasizes about me. There is no doubt in my mind that she does.

      Wilhelm is getting increasingly more obnoxious by the second and though I instinctively know I’m not supposed to tell Simon the purpose of the key. I am supposed to give it to him and it hits me then. “Simon, can you drop this on Abbi’s desk on your way out?” I ask casually as I retrieve the key and toss it over to him.

      He catches it and bows his head to examine it curiously. I start to count . . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1. His head whips up. There it is. “Is this the skeleton key that was supposed to be in the box?” he asks incredulously. His eyes narrow suspiciously. “Why are you giving it to me? I don’t want or need to deal with love. You’ve been enough proof of that.”

      “First, I’m not giving it to you, dipshit. I asked you to give it to Abbi.” I watch to see if he understands the implication and almost smile when his eyes darken with anger. “And second, Pippa is worth anything and everything I’ve dealt with,” I add because he needs a fucking wake-up call. “Even when she’s being a pain in the ass, she is still the most perfect woman, because she was made to be mine.” I cringe inside because, while this is true, I’m tempted to check and see if I’ve grown vagina from all of this mushy bullshit. I really don’t understand why Cupid is portrayed as a man. The arrows don’t make up for the fact that he is a pussy.

      He scowls to cover up the hint of yearning creeping into his eyes. “Not interested,” he lies. “But, I’m happy for you.”

      “Simon,” I start, shaking my head with fake sympathy, “I’ve come to the conclusion that you are either living in denial or just completely stupid.” He’s shooting daggers at me and I fight a smile, returning his expression mockingly. “Now, get the fuck out of my office. I’ve got work to do. And, I suggest you man up, and go after your girl.”

      When I get home in the evening, I find my way into the room next to my office to check the progress. I went ahead with my plans to build a workspace for Pippa, right next to mine, with a shared door, of course. I’ve decided to work from home more often so I can spend more time with my family, and I want her near. The thought of a midday fuck on my desk may have spurred me into action, but I would have done this eventually. The room is almost done, mint green painted walls, hardwood floors, walls of bookshelves and white, distressed furniture. Staring at her desk, where she will write steam and romance, and the aforementioned, midday fucking session, have put me in a painful spot. At least you know you’ve still got a cock down there instead of a shiny new vagina. Fair point.

      When I get into my empty bed at night, I vow the next two nights are the last I spend without Pippa. With all of her sisters taken care of, we’ll spend tomorrow night in her fantasy, and I’ll give her one day to get ready for her wedding. By the third night, she’ll be permanently installed in my bed, and I won’t let her out until she’s pregnant. Maybe not even then.
      

      Meanwhile…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        Abbi’s Fantasy (and sometimes Simon’s)

      

    
    
      “Here.” Something heavy punks down and slides across Abbi’s desk, obviously having been tossed there unceremoniously. She sighs and looks up at the blond-haired, blue-eyed, extremely well-built, Adonis, who seems intent on making her life a living hell. He has a look of complete loathing on his face and if his eyes weren’t glued to the object, she might have thought it was directed at her. He points at the object. “Oliver asked me to deliver this to you.”

      She gazes down and sees a skeleton key made of blue-tinted glass. It’s rather odd. She’s never seen anything like it before. “What is it for?”

      “Well, it’s a key, Princess,” he explains as though talking to a child. “It unlocks . . . things.”

      Abbi gasps and widens her eyes in pretend shock. “Thank heavens you were here, Simon! I might have tried to eat it! Seeing as how I’m teething and all,” she finishes dryly. He opens his mouth to say something that will no doubt make her want to throat punch him, but he doesn’t get the chance.

      “Both of you! Take the rest of the day off before I fire you!” Oliver shouts from inside his office.

      They glare accusingly at each other and Abbi asks quietly, “What am I supposed to do with this . . . what did you call it? Key?”

      Simon doesn’t respond right away and for a half of a second, she thinks there is a glimmer of humor in his eyes. She’d seen the same flash before, during some of their many, many arguments. And, just like all of those other times, she wonders if she’s seen it at all.

      “Nothing, Princess. It does nothing. I suggest you put it in a drawer and hang on to it until Oliver comes to his senses and wants it back.” She hates when he calls her that, but she doesn’t tell him because he’d probably call her by it more often, just to piss her off. Before he turned into the big bad wolf, he used to call her “love.” She’d melted every time.

      “Sure, I’ll do that,” she deadpans and drops the key into her purse, ignoring his glower. She had a very restless sleep last night and she doubted tonight would be any better, but she couldn’t bring herself to truly care. Her nights are the time when she is happiest, then morning comes and Simon ruins it. Maybe tonight would be one of those nights where she’d be forced to call in sick tomorrow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Simon watches her ass and hips sway as she gets into the elevator, then storms to his office, slamming the door behind him. He’s tempted to start throwing things, but he knows it won’t relieve all of his pent up aggression from… He sighs. Oliver is right. He needs to stop living in denial. The truth is, it’s sexual frustration. It has him tied in knots and it’s only getting worse.

      He’s wanted Abbi since the day he met her, and as they worked together, he felt like they were growing closer. They’d even gone to lunch together regularly, and he made the decision to ask her out but hadn’t had the chance. Then, a few weeks ago, she started to come in exhausted and was calling in sick more than usual. He’d thought maybe it had to do with Oliver’s seemingly permanent transformation into an ogre. But, there were times he would catch her sitting at her desk with a dreamy look in her face, often with a small smile and humming. It always seemed to happen when she was the most exhausted.

      He finally went to her desk, sat on the edge and offhandedly asked what she’d done the night before. She’d blushed and said, “We were at—” He bristled at the plural term and shot to his feet, interrupting what she was going to say.

      “I’m glad you had so much fun you exhausted yourself, but maybe you should contain it to the weekend. You’re not good to us here if you are too tired to do your job.”

      Her jaw dropped to the ground and she’d snapped, “Has my productivity gone down?”

      “Not yet,” he hissed before turning away and shutting himself in his office. He’d been consumed with jealousy but somehow convinced himself it was self-righteous anger at her trivial attitude towards her job. He started to use every excuse possible to argue with her, knowing in those moments she was only thinking about him. And, he enjoyed seeing her all fired up, though he pays for those instances when he has to talk down a raging hard on.

      It’s time for this to end. Simon grabs his keys and stalks to his office door. He didn’t really believe in the power of the skeleton key. It had mostly been a way to give Oliver something else to try while he came up with more options. But, no matter what this key thought, Abbi was his. He decides to follow her, to see this guy he was going up against and, just in case, make sure she doesn’t try to use the key.

      ***

      After coming home, Abbi spends the afternoon and evening puttering around the castle. As it nears bedtime, her anticipation grows and at half an hour to midnight, she hurries to get ready for bed. She hops in and snuggles down into the covers, daydreaming about Simon, and waiting for sleep to take her.

      12:10: Awake.

      12:20: Still awake.

      12:30: Seriously?

      12:40: What the hell is that buzzing noise?

      Irritated beyond belief, she throws the covers off and climbs out of bed, listening intently to find out where the humming is coming from. Following the sound, she ends up at her purse which it hanging in her closet. She digs through for the culprit and finds it is the skeleton key Simon had given her earlier. It has a sort of iridescent blue glow now and it’s vibrating. Weird. She turns it all around, looking to see if there is an on/off button that got pushed by accident, but she doesn’t find anything. It’s all smooth glass.

      Still holding onto it, she wanders out of the closet and, much to her disappointment, giving up on sleep, she drifts down to the kitchen for a snack. If she can’t figure out how to shut it off, she’d leave it in the living room under a pillow or something until morning.

      Entering the kitchen, she stops in her tracks when she sees a light, eerily similar to the one coming from the key, peeking out from under the door to her storage closet. Approaching it slowly, she notices the key’s vibration increases, pulsing wildly in her hand. When she gets to it, she stands there, every scary movie scenario running through her mind. Freaking her out even more is that some invisible force is making her hand feel like it needs to unlock the door. She considers waking Pippa so she doesn’t have to investigate this on her own. Then, she thinks about how crazy she’ll look if they get back down to the kitchen and there is nothing there. So, she throws her shoulders back boldly, trying to convince herself she can do this alone.

      I ain’t afraid of no ghosts. She giggles and it bolsters her bravado a notch. Trying the knob first, she’s not surprised to find it locked. It seems to fit correctly into the storyline of whatever horror movie she’s starring in. Perhaps it’s The Skeleton Key and this is where she’s going to have her soul sucked out and put into the body of some old woman who is about to die. That would really suck.

      Abbi rolls her eyes at herself; she’s an adult, not twelve. This is real life, not a movie. And, she needs to stop procrastinating. Using the skeleton key, she unlocks the door and holds her breath (in fear or courage, she isn’t really sure which) and pulls it open.

      It’s definitely nothing like she expected. The beautiful foyer is gorgeous; the kind of room she would expect to see before she entered the pearly gates of heaven. Except, there are large golden doors instead. She walks to the doors, figuring she’s come this far, she might as well complete the journey. The lock has an etching above it and it looks exactly like the key in her hand, further confirming her decision to keep going. Using the key once more, she’s able to push open one of the heavy doors and what she sees puts a big smile on her face. She must have fallen asleep after all because she steps into the place where her dreams always begin.

      ***

      Simon throws his hand in front of the door, catching it before it closes, determined to go after Abbi. He had come to the palace this afternoon under the guise of needing to use the library for “research” again. He kept an ear out for the doorbell so he would know when Abbi’s date came to pick her up. When it hit ten o’clock and she hadn’t left, he breathed a sigh of relief, thinking her evening was probably cancelled. At midnight, the queen stopped into the library and invited him to stay overnight. He gratefully accepted and let her mother him, making sure he’d eaten and which room he’d like, what did he want for breakfast? He had no doubt Abbi would be like that one day, selflessly caring for everyone, and gaining great joy from it.

      It made him love her more. What the actual fuck?! He loved her? He fucking loved her? Yeah, okay. He was head over fucking heels. Remembering Oliver’s second suggestion, to man up and go after his girl, he figured admitting he loved her was a good start.

      After the queen got him settled in a guest chamber, he’d snuck up to the wing where Abbi’s room was and found an empty room, right next door. He wasn’t even really sure what he was waiting for, but when she came out and headed down the hallway, he followed. Stalker much? This isn’t the same thing . . . he doubted the royal guards would agree. Not that it would stop him.

      He pokes his head around the corner, peering inside just in time to see Abbi disappear through a set of massive golden doors. Stepping all of the way inside, his mouth opens, and he turns in an awed circle. Has this always been here? He knows it’s a stupid question, but the possibility that it has makes him feel better, like there isn’t something magical going on. Then he spots the skeleton key she left in the lock of one of the golden doors. Shit. What if she’s in there with her true love? He didn’t want to see it, but he knows he’s going to look. He can’t not look.

      He turns the key and grasps the large handle, slowly dragging it open, and finding himself in another jaw-dropping moment. He’s at the top of long staircase and, to his left, there is a royal guard, slumped in a chair with a cup in his hands, and fast asleep. Curiously, Simon grabs the cup and sniffs it, smelling wine and something else, but he’s not sure what it is. He has a hunch it’s what put the man into a slumber.

      Remembering his purpose, he turns back to the stairs and begins to descend them as stealthily as possible. He spots Abbi at the bottom, relieved to see she is no longer wearing the silky little pajama set she had on. When she left her room earlier, he almost dragged her back inside to see what she looks like underneath it. Then, when she went through the doors, he could feel anger building at others seeing her dressed like that. He didn’t have time to give in to it, though, staying focused, eyes on the prize. Now, he can put it out of his mind because, by the glimpse he got, she is now wearing a formal dress. Glancing down at his t-shirt and pajama pants, he shrugs and continues on.

      At the bottom, he finds himself on a path that leads through a grove of trees, all blooming with silver leaves. Real silver? He touches one and it breaks off, falling into his palm, and it is, indeed, real. Putting the leaf in his pocket, he journeys along the path until he enters a second grove. This time, the leaves appear to me made of gold and just like with the silver, he takes one and discovers it’s the genuine thing. It joins the silver and he starts moving again.

      He’s not able to see Abbi anymore, but her footsteps are clear in the dirty path he’s walking, so he knows he is going in the right direction. The path veers left, and he’s astonished to find himself in a third grove. The trees are glittering with—holy shit—they are fucking diamonds! He grabs one and it shimmers in his palm. This is unreal. An inner voice replies with a sarcastic, “Yes. Yes, it is unreal.” Point taken. He slips the diamond in with the gold and silver. Once he’s paying attention to his course again, he sees that the path ends soon. At the mouth of the grove, it opens to a great, clear lake. Abbi is just stepping into one of twelve empty boats that resemble a gondola. He calls out to her, but a gust of wind carries his voice in the opposite direction and he starts to run towards her. Before he can reach her, the boat has pushed off, and the gondolier is steadily taking it to the other side, where he can vaguely make out the outline of a castle.

      “I need you to take me over there,” Simon demands one of the other gondoliers.

      The man shakes his head, “I’m sorry, signore. I have to wait for the other princesses.”

      Other princesses? Simon looks around at the eleven empty boats then back to the man. “Do all twelve of them come every night?”

      He shakes his head, his eyes a little sad, “No, signore. They all used to come frequently, but it’s only been Princesses Abbi for some time now. But, we need to be here in case another one does wish to go across the lake.”

      Simon scrubs his hands down his face, tired and frustrated. “Look, Giovanni—”

      “My name is Bartolomeo, signore,” he interrupts, obviously confused.

      Simon sighs, “Ok. Look, Bart, the other princesses are each with the love of their life, they won’t be coming anymore, I’m sure of it. And, even if they did, those sweet sisters would wait for you to return.” His manipulations tactic works and Bart nods.

      “Yes, the princesses would never be upset. Go ahead, signore, get in. I will take you across the lake.” Relieved, Simon hops into the boat and Bart pushes off. They are moving at a slow and steady pace, forcing Simon to bite his lip so he won’t shout at the guy to go faster.

      Abbi grins as her sweet, old friend, Piero, brings the gondola to a stop by a dock and secures it. He helps her to step from the boat, then hands her a brand new pair of shoes. “To replace the ones you wore out last night, Princess,” he sings with an answering smile.

      She laughs and gratefully takes the proffered slippers. “As with every time; thank you, Piero.” She waves as she prances up the path to the castle. When she arrives at the vast entrance, she looks up and is surprised to see her own home. Usually, she dreams of different unique castles. She smiles at the thought of being with her suitor in her palace; it would feel more real than ever before.

      She picks up the front of her delicate, gold gown and excitedly enters the castle, stopping at the entrance to their grandest ballroom. It’s been decorated lavishly, lit with crystal chandeliers, and lit torches flanking every set of doors to the veranda that wraps around two sides of the room. Scanning the crowd, she looks for him, running over every face in detail until her heart drops into her stomach and tears prick her eyes. He isn’t here.

      More sedately now, she makes her way down the steps into the stunning ballroom and weaves through the crowd to get to the refreshment table. Taking some cookies on a little china plate and a glass of lemonade, she roams out to the veranda and takes a seat on an outdoor swing. She nibbles on her treats, her feet pushing off the ground, gently rocking her. This is certainly an odd night. What’s the point of coming to the ball if you can’t wear out your shoes dancing with the man you love?

      “Abbi? Love?”

      At the sound of Simon’s voice, her heart soars and she stands quickly, her plate and cup crashing to the floor. She doesn’t even notice the mess as she runs at Simon and launches herself into his arms. “I didn’t think you were coming!” she exclaims, burying her face in the space between his neck and shoulder. Simon always smells amazing, like the forest, a woodsy scent that never fails to make her panties wet when it’s coming from him.

      “How did you know I’d be here, Abbi?” His voice is full of confusion and she looks up with a frown.

      “You’re always here. This is our time, you and me, when the world outside doesn’t exist, and, you don’t hate me.”

      His face softens and he gently kisses her lips. “Abbi, I never hate you. I’m always hopelessly in love with you,” he insists.

      “Right,” she agrees. “Here. We are always in love here.” She abstains from reminding him how he treats her in their everyday reality. It should never intrude on their fantasy.

      Simon sighs. “Let’s pretend this is our first night meeting at a ball like this. Show me how our night would go.”

      She laughs and looks at him like he’s crazy, then shrugs. Why not? “Well, first, we dance. And, you hold me in your arms as though you’ll never let me go.”

      He gathers her up close to him and starts to sway to the music floating through the open veranda doors. “Like this?” His voice is husky and sensual. Warmth infuses her and she shivers from the cool night air on her suddenly, overheated skin.

      “Mm hmm,” she answers, putting her arms around his neck and clinging to him, afraid to let go. What if her bubble bursts and he disappears? She shakes the thought away and focuses on the peace of being in his arms. The feeling of being completely and utterly loved.

      “You look incredibly beautiful tonight, my love,” he says softly.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” she retorts with a wink. With a puzzled frown, he looks down. His eyebrows shoot up at the sight of his very dapper tuxedo, as though he was expecting to be wearing something else. But, then he smiles at her and all of her thoughts are wiped away, mesmerized and so very in love with him.

      They dance for hours, every song acting like an aphrodisiac, each one stronger than the last. His erection has been pressing against her all night, her nipples are tight, her every movement causing her dress to abrade them and she knows by the end of the evening, her panties are completely ruined. Finally, Simon has enough. He picks her up and carries her, cradle in his arms, to the hallway outside the ballroom. She giggles at his determined walk, knowing exactly where they are going and why. He seems to get a little turned around at one point and she whispers directions in his ear.

      Reaching her room, he stalks inside and kicks the door shut. He spins around and sets her down only to grab her ass and hoist her up so her legs immediately wrap around his waist. He crashes his mouth down over hers and walks forward two steps until her back is against the door. The thick bulge in his pants is pressing her into the wall, the heat of his cock warming her pussy, even through all the layers of clothing. “Simon. Please…” she mumbles.

      He tears his mouth from hers and his blue eyes, filled to the brim with need, stare deeply into her green ones. “What, love. What can I do for you?” His tone is almost pleading, begging her to tell him how to please her. Flames seem to be licking her everywhere, stinging her skin, and sending sparks of lust straight to her pussy. He shifts and she cries out at the sensation as his cock rubs against just the right spot.

      “Do you want me to make love to you?” he asks brokenly, his panting making it hard to talk.

      “Can you—um...” Abbi pauses, blushing to the roots of her hair and looking anywhere but at him. She clears her throat and tries again. “You always make love to me and it’s amazing, earth-shattering, but I was wondering if maybe this time you could um—” She stops again, about to give up on finding the courage to ask for what she wants.

      “Are you asking me to fuck you, love?” He chokes on the question, and she brings her gaze back to his face, wondering if he’s embarrassed too. But, what she sees is stark need, desperation, and ravenous hunger. All for her.

      “Yes. I want you to . . . do that.”

      A glimmer of playfulness appears and he smirks at her. “Do what, love?”

      “Um, what you said before,” she hedges.

      “You want me to fuck you?”

      “Yes, er, that.”

      “You have to say it, love,” he taunts.

      “I want you to”—her eyes close and her voice drops to a whisper,—“fuck me.” She swallows hard, trying not be embarrassed and looks up at Simon through her lashes. The humor is gone and all that’s left is raw want.

      “Hot as fucking hell, Abbi,” he croaks before kissing her hard, his tongue plunging into her mouth, tangling with hers. He removes one hand from her butt cheek and scrunches up the fabric of her skirt until he can glide it over the smooth skin of her thigh, and return to her ass. Where he encounters more naked flesh. “Damn it, are you wearing a thong?” She nods, so lost in him she’s unable to form words. His hands clench and he rocks into her. Just like that, she cries out and goes off like a rocket, bursting with streams of sparkles that rain down around her.

      Simon curses and fumbles to get his other hand under her skirt and palming the other side of her ass. His lips glide over her neck, sucking at her pulse point, feeling the rapid beat of her heart as she comes back down to earth. He drags his hand over her skin until he’s at her pussy, then slips a finger under the drenched fabric. “Abbi, oh, damn. You are soaked, so ready for me.” With a twist of his fingers and a flick of his wrist, he tears her panties away.

      “You wanted me to fuck you, love, and after seeing you come, feeling how wet you are for me, I don’t think I can do anything else. You are so gorgeous, Abbi, but watching you like that, knowing I’m the reason for the ecstasy . . . I need you. Now.”

      Abbi’s legs are tight around his hips, her body still shuddering with aftershocks, but his words have her core clenching, and he grunts at the contact when her legs spasm around him, pulling him impossibly closer. Using his lower body to hold her up, he grips the fabric of her dress and tears it down the center. Again, he clasps her ass and stares at her bare breasts, then drops his head back with closed eyes, breathing deeply.

      Bringing his head back up, he moves his groin back a little, and she whimpers. “Take me out, love,” he commands softly. Her eyes flutter as she processes his words, a greedy smile forming on her face. She’d always been too shy with Simon, even in these dreams, to ask for this. Now she was going to have her world rocked, hard and fast. Taking her arms from around his neck, she unzips his pants and reaches inside to grip his considerable girth. She gasps, not remembering it being quite this big. Will he even fit? Simon seems to sense her turmoil and he nibbles on her ear. “Your pussy is the exact right size for my cock, love. Because I exist only for you. Trust me, we fit.”

      It’s a good thing he’s holding her up, because she practically melts. Looking down at the tip, sticking just above the low waistband of his pants, she frowns at how red and angry it looks. “Are you in pain?” She runs the pad of her thumb over the tip, spreading around the liquid escaping the slit.

      “Yeah, love. I’m in pain, and I will be until I’m buried deep inside your pussy.”

      Gingerly, she gets him all the way out and pushes his pants so they fall to the ground. Commando? Wow, he’d never done that in any of her fantasies before. Her eyes meet his and they stay locked on each other as he lines up with her pussy and pushes inside. She gasps at the fullness and the way he’s stretching her. This is all a little overwhelming and confusing. She’s never experienced this kind of pain, or the satisfying feeling of being filled by her man. He pulls back an inch and pushes in again, going a little further until he bumps her barrier.

      Ok, that was definitely not there in her dreams before.

      “Fuck. You’re a virgin, Abbi?” he grits, clearly struggling not to move. She flushes with embarrassment. “Hey, hey, now,” he says quickly. “There is nothing in this world, other than your love and our children, that is a more precious gift than choosing me as your first.”

      “Really?” She perks up at his beautiful words.

      “Really,” he repeats. “As long as you understand, not only am I the first, I am your only. You are mine, Abbi St. Claire. Oh, about that, we’ll discuss your change in name later. After I’ve had my way with you. Multiple times.” He shifts and moans, a low, guttural sound. “You being a virgin, just means I can’t fuck you like I wanted to.”

      “Yes, you can,” she disagrees.

      “No, love. This is going to hurt. I need to be gentle.”

      “But, I don’t want—” He stops her by sealing his mouth over hers and he begins to move again, pulling out just a little and he stops, getting ready to break the thin membrane. Not one to give up so easily, Abbi grabs his ass and squeezes with all her might as she bites down on his lip. The move takes him completely off guard and between the shock and the roaring lust streaming through his body, he loses his tightly reined control and thrusts in hard, driving all the way in, bumping her cervix. She cries out from the pain but refuses to give him time to come to his senses.

      She stiffens her legs and tenses the muscles of her pussy, then bucks her hips and she digs her fingers into his ass cheeks. “Fuuuuuck!” he roars. In this split second, he becomes more animal than man. He pounds into her relentlessly, and she screams with each deep plunge. Her back slams into the door a couple of times before the noise seems to make its way to his ears. He growls and holds her against him, keeping their connection as he stalks over to the bed. He climbs up and takes her legs from around him, pulling all the way out. She makes a sound of protest that turns into a yelp of pain when his hand comes down on her naked ass.

      He flips her around and onto her knees, then guides her hands to the headboard, wrapping her fingers around it. “You wanted me to lose control, love? Well, I did,” he growls almost angrily. “I’m going to fuck you like the animal you’ve unleashed and you’re going to take what I give you.”

      Apparently, she doesn’t answer fast enough because her ass stings from another hard slap. “Hold on tight, love,” he warns. Gripping her hips, he slams back inside of her, picking up speed with each thrust. His hands travel around to her front and he palms her breasts, squeezing them, then pinching the nipple hard enough to make them throb in a mixture of pleasure and pain. She whimpers and he removes one hand to spank her ass on each of his next three thrusts, then switches hands, giving her other her breast and ass cheek the same treatment.

      “Fuck yes, take it, Abbi. Damn you feel good, so fucking tight. Let me hear you.” He spanks her again and she whimpers. “Louder, Abbi,” he demands. She finally let’s go of any lingering inhibitions and just feels. Feels the way his cock drags against the walls of her pussy, the way it stretches her to what feels like a breaking point. She revels in the building pressure, the sting of his spanks and twists of her nipples, and the resulting pleasure that floods her body and coats his cock in her arousal. “That’s it, love,” he encourages, and she suddenly realizes she is screaming with every movement, his name flying from her lips.

      “Yes! Yes! Simon, oooooh, yes!”

      “If you could see this view,” he moans. “Fuck. Your sweet red ass, my cock disappearing inside your hot pussy and coming out covered in your cream.”

      His filthy mouth builds her up, putting every nerve on alert, her muscles all clenched in anticipation. He abruptly stills his hips and grabs her breasts, bringing her up on her knees, her back against his chest. “I need you to come, love,” he says right before he slaps her pussy and she shatters like a window, each crack building and building until finally, she explodes into a million tiny shards of glass.

      As she comes, he puts a hand on her back and gently pushes her back down, all the way to the bed, so her shoulders are on the mattress with her ass high in the air. He wraps his arms around her legs and applies pressure, guiding them open as wide as they will go. “Tilt your pussy, love.” She angles is as best she can in this position. He bends over and plays with her nipples, his hips still, so she can feel every beat of his heart through the pulse of his cock.

      She moans, “No, Simon, I can’t take anymore.” Then gasps from the pain of his hand landing on the raw skin of her ass. Her pussy floods with juices and they run down her legs.

      “What did I tell you when you made me lose control, Abbi?” he snaps.

      “I—I would, ooooh, I had to take it,” she concedes, her voice hoarse and low.

      “That’s right. And, I want you to come again. We’re going to go together this time, so don’t come unless I tell you.”

      “Oo—okay.”

      “Good girl,” he purrs. He plays with her nipples some more, lazily beginning to thrust his cock in and out. Then he slides his hands down to her pussy, spreading the lips and as his hips pump faster, he drives her crazy with touches around her clit, passing over it only enough to tease.

      “Simon, please!” she begs. He slams into her again, over and over, and she feels herself about to fall over the edge when he pinches one of her nipple hard enough for the zing on pain to penetrate her fog.

      “Not yet,” he snaps, then resumes his erratic thrusting and pussy play. “Almost, love. Oh, shit, shit, fuck! Almost—fuck! NOW!” he bellows, pinching her clit hard and planting himself deep inside her they are connected with no air or space between them. Making them one. “Fuck yes, Abbi, yes!” His come is filling her with its heat. His lazily pushes in and out of her as they ride out their orgasms. Then they collapse on the bed in a sweaty, sated heap of tangled limbs.

      An hour or so later, they lay in bed, Simon on his back, slowly running his fingers through her hair as she rests her head on his chest. She yawns and blinks her eyes rapidly, trying to rid them of their sleepy heaviness. “Why don’t go to sleep, love?” Simon suggests.

      Her face rubs against his smattering of chest hair when she shakes her head, then yawns again. “I don’t want the night to be over. I hate when morning comes and we are enemies again.” Her voice is forlorn, and Simon adjusts her so she is now sprawled on top of him, her chin propped on her folded hands.

      “It won’t happen, love. I could never forget what happened tonight. Now that I’ve admitted to you and to myself, how desperately in love with you I am, I can’t shove it back into the box. It won’t fit and it’s growing by the minute.”

      She smiles and looks at him strangely. “You tell me you love me every time we meet in my dreams; why do you seem so surprised?”

      Simon shrugs. “I don’t know,” he says cagily. “Perhaps it seems more real tonight than it has before.” He palms her ass and tugs her so she’s straddling him right over his rapidly growing erection. He gives her a naughty smile and a wink. “If you need something to wake you up, I have a few suggestions.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Simon groans at the sunlight streaming onto his face. He doesn’t want to wake up and go back to reality. Last night, he’d had the best dream and it had opened his mind so he couldn’t hide anymore. Now, the hard part would be convincing Abbi to forgive him, and he’d loved her all along, but was fighting it, turning him into a monumental asshole. What he wouldn’t give to go back into his fantasy where he fell asleep holding her luscious body close. He mentally grins. After fucking her four times, of course.

      Something warm and soft shifts over his body. What the hell? He pries an eye open and freezes. This isn’t his room. He glances down and holds his breath, afraid to do anything that might break him out of what is obviously a hallucination. Was he still dreaming?

      Abbi is sleeping on top of him, her cheek pressed to his chest, her mouth slightly open so he can feel her hot breath on his skin. Her plump breasts are pillowed against him, and her arms are banded around his waist, holding tightly as though she fears he’ll get away. She shifts again and he groans when her pussy rubs against his morning wood. It’s slick with her juices. She’s wet for him, even in her sleep, and he fights the need to rock his hips up. Damn, he wants her.

      Suddenly, her muscles tense and her head slowly rises, turning to face him, her eyes bleary and confused. “Simon?” She stares at him warily, before dropping her gaze and gasping as she realizes she’s lying on top of him, butt naked. She squirms and Simon grabs her waist to still her movement even as he moans.

      “Don’t move like that, love, or you’re going to find yourself impaled on my cock for a morning fucking.”

      Her eyes widen and she shakes her head as though she thinks it will change what she is currently seeing and feeling. “Am I still dreaming?” she whispers.

      He brushes some of her hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “I wondered too, but, either way, we’re together and.” He swallows the lump forming in his throat, wishing away the vulnerability. “We love each other, right?”

      Abbi searches his eyes with deep intensity, looking for something. He doesn’t shutter his emotions, deciding to lay it all out for her. After a minute, a beautiful smile graces her face, lighting up his world. “You love me?”

      “Desperately,” he breathes.

      “I love you, too.”

      Grasping her chin, he captures her lips for a deep kiss, both of them giving each other a part of their souls. Then he tears his mouth from hers and says firmly, “You’re going to marry me.”

      “Are you asking?” She raises an eyebrow reprovingly.

      There is not one second of hesitation before he answers, “No. It’s a fact. We’re getting married and we’re going to make lots of little Abbies.” He grins at her indignant look, and she isn’t able to keep it up, melting into a dreamy smile.

      “Okay. You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        And then there were none. Except me.

      

    
    
      Pippa

      There are moments in your life you just can’t unsee, all you can do it pray to never experience them in the first place. Seeing my sister kissing a guy (Simon? Interesting)? Not really at that level. Seeing my sister virtually mauling the guy who is clearly sneaking out after having spent the night? I could have gone my whole life without seeing that. I sink into a chair at the kitchen table and plunk my elbows down with my hands over my eyes. I hear some whispering and some more heavy silence, a little more whispering, and hallelujah, the door clicks shut.

      “Oh,” Abbi says in surprise. “Hey, Pippa.”

      “Is it safe to uncover my eyes?”

      Abbi snorts. “We weren’t that bad.”

      I uncover my eyes warily and when I see Simon isn’t here, I put my hands down. “Abs, you were practically making babies right there in the doorway.”

      Abbi laughs and strolls towards the back staircase. “No, that’s what we were doing in my bedroom last night and this morning.”

      I slap my hands over my ears. “No, no, no. Just—no,” I groan. She rolls her eyes and bounces up the stairs. I sigh and stand up, then wander around the kitchen looking for something to eat. I’m too nervous to put anything in my stomach, so I give up and go back to my room. My time is up, it’s been eleven days since I laid down the gauntlet and, in this short span, all eleven of my sisters have gotten engaged. Abbi and Simon may not have announced yet, but let’s be real—even if they are already making babies—he better put a ring on it soon, or I’m going to kick his ass. Or, make Oliver do it for me since I’m less than half Simon’s size.

      Anyway, back on topic. I agreed to marry Oliver after all of my sisters were either engaged or married. Oh, did I forget to mention, three of them eloped in the last two days? Pardon my oversight. It could be a coincidence, but it would be an awfully big one. I can’t help the niggling feeling Oliver has had something to do with it. I’m starting to wonder if Oliver is some kind of wizard/Cupid—let’s hope he’s wearing briefs instead of a diaper. Or better yet, commando. I even had the strangest dream about Oliver and a really cool looking skeleton key. In the dream, he slipped it to each of my sisters to help them and their loves find each other. Weird, right?

      With everyone paired off, I’m the only one left. But, the truth is, I stopped denying my love for Oliver a few days ago. As well as the fact that I really do want to be his wife, to have his children, and to make a home with him. It’s not a fear of living up to my end of the bargain that has my stomach in knots. It’s the fear that he may have changed his mind.
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* * *

      Private Wilhelm is AWOL

      Oliver

      My turn. My eyes pop open and I sit up in bed, wide awake. Day twelve. At last, it’s my turn. I throw the covers off, get out of bed, and march over to Wilhelm’s box. All right, buddy, I’m the last man standing. Opening the lid—“What the fuck?!”

      It’s empty. The damn fucking box is empty! I shake my head in disbelief. This isn’t happening. Let’s try this again. I slam the lid down and count to one hundred. Why? It seemed like the thing to do, now pipe down. With a deep inhale, I open it again and . . . it’s still unoccupied. Its previous tenant probably having a good laugh at my rapidly building panic. Pippa’s sisters have all found love, and while this means Pippa needs to live up to her end of the bargain, I was counting on her fantasy tonight to help her admit how much she really wants the life we are going to have together. I wanted her to enter our marriage willingly, happily. Go figure. Sense the sarcasm.

      I almost toss the box at the wall. Almost. Part of me is hoping this is Wilhelm’s idea of a joke and will show up later. Seems like something the little bastard would do. I back away slowly, ready to catch him in the act, but after an indeterminable amount of time, I give up for now. I’ve a lot of shit to do today. I’ll worry about him later.

      After I’m ready for the day, I set up the house for my evening plans with Pippa. It doesn’t take long and I find myself restless, so I check on the AWOL Wilhelm, and when I don’t find him, I decide to head into work. I had taken the day off but now, hopefully, it will get my mind off of things. I certainly don’t need to be sitting around thinking of all the creative ways I’m going to make love to my Pippa tomorrow night. Knowing I won’t be able to do anything if I can’t check on Wilhelm, I grab the box and take it with me.

      Abbi is sitting at her desk when I arrive and she greets me with a beaming smile. It appears Simon and Abbi found their way to each other last night. So, where the fuck is Wilhelm? I put on a front for her and greet her as happily as possible, then storm into my office and slam the door shut, effectively ruining my efforts.

      I manage to get a little work done, but it’s like pulling teeth. I can only imagine this is what Pippa feels like when she has writer’s block. At one point in the day, a very jolly Simon and a blushing Abbi, pop in to tell me they are engaged. They were worried about being able to work together in the office now that they are a couple. I don’t have a problem with it as long as they keep their sexcapades out of the office. Considering the day dreams I have about bending Pippa over this desk, I should probably feel like a hypocrite. Fuck that. I own the place.

      The conversation only serves to remind me of Wilhelm, who I’ve officially labeled a deserter. I tamp down the urge to bang my head against my desk and decide it’s time to move my plans along. I made them; I don’t have to stick with my intended timetable. Wilhelm has blown them all to hell anyway.

      I head home and up to my bedroom to change, setting the empty box back on the dresser before going into the closet. My tux is hanging, freshly pressed, ready to put on, but when I reach for it, it feels wrong. I have a night of romance planned, with a gourmet dinner, crystal, champagne, and looking irresistible in Armani.

      A memory forms in my mind, a random moment when Pippa had offhandedly mentioned how hot she thinks I look in jeans and a t-shirt. She rarely wears anything fancier than a summery type of skirt and pretty top, unless they are going to a function that calls for it. It’s one of the things I love about her—she’s laid back, doesn’t put on airs, and is sassy as hell. It hits me; I’ve been going about this all wrong.
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* * *

      Pippa – 0, Oliver – I lost count…

      Pippa

      I fidget on the black leather seat of the car Oliver sent to pick me up. I considered dressing up, wanting to be Oliver’s dream come true, but I would be pretending. If he doesn’t want me as I am, we’ll never work anyway. Besides, I don’t remember a time when Oliver hasn’t looked at me with hunger and desire. With this in mind, I put on a cheery, yellow, eyelet sundress, with spaghetti straps and a flared skirt. Even with this outfit, I still have my hair in a ponytail and I’m wearing flip-flops. It’s comfortable and I need the little dash of comfort with the way my stomach is fluttering.

      The car rolls to a stop in front of Oliver’s gorgeous house. I’m always in awe of it, ever since the moment he first brought me here, it felt like home. The door opens and I see Oliver.

      Warning: Core overheating. Nuclear meltdown imminent.

      My man is seriously fucking hot. H.O.T—HOT! He’s wearing a black t-shirt that stretches over his muscled chest and biceps, boot cut jeans, and flip-flops, like me. I lick my lips at the delicious sight; I could eat him from head to toe. I take a step forward and am grateful I brought an extra pair of panties because the ones I’m wearing are already soaked.

      He meets me halfway down the steps and gathers me up into his arms, lifting me off of my feet, and kisses me senseless. Relief floods through me, knowing he still wants my body, but I can’t help wondering if he still wants to marry me. “I’m so happy you’re here, baby,” he mumbles against my lips. What little was left of me that hadn’t already melted is now molten lava.

      “Um, me too.” I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me, but I blush. He pulls back and seems to drink in the sight of me, as though he is desperately thirsty. There is a lightness about him I don’t think I’ve ever seen before. It’s sexy as hell.

      He sets me down and takes my hand, gently guiding me up the steps. “I have a surprise for you,” he announces. I can hear the excitement in his voice and it sets my tummy aflutter again. We enter the house, and he keeps walking until we reach the big, beautiful kitchen. I can’t wait to bake in here. Um, that’s new. I hate to cook. I look around. Okay, I’d cook in this kitchen. Especially if it was my kitchen.

      There are three wicker baskets on one of the two large islands in the center of the room. Oliver hands me the smallest one, and takes the others, then he smiles brightly and lifts his chin towards the back door, encouraging me to go out. Once we are outside, I stop to lift my face to the afternoon sun and enjoy the soft breeze. Opening my eyes, I scan the property. It really is gorgeous here.

      “Get a move on, baby. We don’t have all day and I’ve got a lot of plans for you.”

      A shiver rolls down my spine and it has nothing to do with the wind. In fact, it’s gotten quite warm in the last two minutes. “Lead the way.”

      He walks us down to the lake I remember seeing when he first gave me a tour of the house and lands. It’s surprisingly clear and the neatly trimmed grass is soft, tempting me to remove my sandals and wiggle my toes in it. So, I do. Oliver laughs when he notices what I’m doing and winks at me.

      Oliver sets the baskets down and lifts one, pulling out a thick quilt and spreading it over the ground. A gigantic smile bursts onto my face. “A picnic?”

      He glances at me and nods, seeming extremely satisfied with my expression. “I thought this was better than a stuffy, formal meal. Now get your sweet, little ass over here and help me get the food out. I’m starving.”

      I practically skip the rest of the way to the blanket and plop down, opening my basket to see what’s inside. By the time it’s all laid out, I realize it’s a feast of my favorite foods. So far, I rate this as the best date ever. Oliver’s cache of brownie points is overflowing.

      We spend the next couple of hours sitting side by side and munching on the fabulous spread of dishes and treats. We talk about all of the things we love and he asks how my current project is going. I wrinkle my nose. “I’m having a rough time with this one. I’m eons past my deadline and the story simply won’t quit. Every time I think it’s done, there is a little bit more.”

      From there, he begins to quiz and question all about my process, the business, etc. Not once do I detect a smidgen of boredom or a lack of interest in what I’m talking about. I know I’m about to regret my decision, but it’s only fair, so I ask about his work, as well.

      This is when I eat crow. More so than I’ve already eaten, considering my eleven engaged or married sisters. He’s telling me about various projects and I had no idea his business encompassed such a vast array of departments. Some of the goals they are working towards could change the world and not only am I fascinated, but I’m also so proud of Oliver. I hope our kids have his smarts. And looks. And, well, everything that is Oliver.

      He checks his watch and looks at me. “Are you ready to pack it in? I have some other things planned, but if you want to stay, we’ll do whatever makes you happy.”

      If words could get you pregnant, I’d probably be having triplets. Oliver Hudson is a walking advertisement for sex. Scratch that. Oliver is walking sex, period. And, I can’t wait for the lifetime of experiences that await me by spending forever with him. “You went through all this trouble; I’d like to do whatever it is you have in mind.”

      Oliver grips me around the waist and lifts, I land square in his lap, facing him, with my legs spread on either side of his. He rubs his nose with mine in an Eskimo kiss and I can’t stop the sigh that falls from my lips. “Baby, nothing I do for you is trouble,” he rumbles, his voice low and serious. “Haven’t you figured it out yet, Pippa? I love you and I’ll do whatever it takes to have you. Anything and everything it requires, I’ll do happily if, at the end of the day, I have you.”

      My nose stings and my throat gets scratchy as I fight the tears welling up inside me. I don’t deserve him, but I’m keeping him.
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* * *

      Celibacy is a four letter word.

      Oliver

      I take a deep breath and open the door to the office I created for Pippa. Theoretically, I know she’ll love it, but the nerves creep in anyway. I mentally pat myself on the back for the picnic, though. She’d loved it, and after I made it very clear that she is the most important person in my life, we made out like teenagers for about a half hour. She didn’t admit she loved me—yet. But, I am determined to hear it before the night is over.

      We’d packed up and brought everything back to the house and I’d tied a blindfold over her face, telling her I had another surprise. She giggled adorably the whole time I was leading her to this room. “Okay, baby. You can take off the blindfold,” I whisper from right behind her, my hands on her hips, holding her close. She whips the silk sash over her head and gasps. I set my chin on her shoulder and grin. “What do you think?”

      “Is—is this for me?” she asks hesitantly.

      “Of course it’s for you, baby. I don’t think this office would help my image with my clients.” My voice becomes husky and dark as I say, “Of course, I do intend to make very good use of that desk. I made sure it was nice and sturdy when I bought it.”

      Pippa spins, breaking my hold and throwing her arms around my neck. “I love it!” Her mouth lands firmly on mine and I bask in her happiness. Her tongue traces the seam of my lips tentatively and I open my mouth with a groan, but don’t take control of the kiss, content to let her explore. She’s never kissed anyone but me (a good thing because I didn’t care for the idea of another person alive and knowing what it’s like to touch my Pippa) and I want her to know she can do what she wants with me, that her boldness pleases me.

      Before long, I have to remind myself of the vow to wait until our wedding night. I need to get the hell away from this desk. Breaking apart from her, we both stand here, staring at each other, our hearts racing and it takes a monumental effort for me to look away.

      “What—um—what do you want to do now?” she asks, still catching her breath.

      Don’t go there, Oliver. Just don’t even go there.

      I clear my throat, attempting to clear my head of all my dirty thoughts in the process. My throat is now empty. One out of two isn’t bad, I guess.

      “I thought maybe we’d cuddle up in the theater room and watch a movie.” I mentally smack myself on the forehead. This is just what you need, dickhead (and I do mean that literally), your girl pressed up against you, on a couch, in the dark. Real smart move there, stiff dick. I’m not sure I can handle it.

      But, when Pippa’s face lights up, I change my tune, because anything that put’s that look on her face is something I’m willing to do. I sweep her up into my arms and walk towards the back of the house where I’d turned an old parlor into a state of the art theater room. She laughs and shakes her head at me, but doesn’t try to get down. “I’ll even let you pick the movie,” I say with a quick kiss to her sweet lips.

      Getting through the movie is a test of my will-power, and I think I’ve earned seven A plusses for this. As the credits roll on the action flick she picked out (Yes, I’m marrying the perfecting fucking woman), she yawns and stretches, her gorgeous breasts thrusting out, begging to be sucked on. Okay, time to move on to our regularly scheduled program and then get Pippa the fuck home before I drop my grade down to an F.

      “Hey,” I say quietly, “you up for one more surprise?”

      Pippa laughs, and the sound is like music to me, every note is different, but it’s the perfect symphony every time I hear it. “Oliver, if this day is any indication, I don’t think I’ll ever turn down your surprises.”

      I grin and wink at her. “I’ll remember you said that.”

      We walk hand in hand to the second floor of the house, where there is a large outdoor veranda. It’s a rectangular area that sits directly over the kitchen, with white rod iron rails around the edge, and it has several different arrangements of comfortable outdoor furniture. After settling Pippa on a love seat, I go about lighting a fire in the little pit in front of her.

      She’s always had a sweet tooth and when I roll out a cart with all of the fixings for S’mores, I know I’ve scored another perfect grade. “Oliver, this is amazing.” She looks at me oddly. “Why haven’t we ever done any of this before?”

      I shrug, feeling sheepish and trying to play it off with nonchalance. “I wanted to do these things in our home, with my fiancée or wife. You weren’t ready.” Sitting down next to her, I put a marshmallow on a long, metal roaster and hand it to her.

      The corners of her mouth turn down. “But, I’m not either of those things.”

      I sigh and give her a reproving look. “Do I need to remind you of the facts, baby?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. She looks a little confused and I enlighten her by repeating my words from the day we made the deal. “You’re going to be my wife and then I’m going to fuck my kid into you the minute we say I do. It simply is, Pippa. So stop fighting it.”

      “Who said I’m fighting it anymore?” she asks quietly. The implications of her question hang thick and heavy in the air.

      “Pippa?” I question, not sure what to think.

      “Maybe if you asked me, instead of ordering me to marry you, you’d know how I feel about it.”

      “But, you might say no,” I argue. I didn’t go through all of this so she could have the opportunity to decline. There is no way I am going to wake up the morning after tomorrow without my thoroughly fucked wife in bed with me. I wanted to spend tonight wooing her, but it was always going to have the same result. If only that jackass, Wilhelm, had stuck around to help.

      “It’s a risk you take when you propose.” She looks away and sees her marshmallow has lit on fire. She blows it out and as I sit here contemplating her words; she starts to put her treat together.

      “Do you love me, Pippa?” I finally ask. The question seems to take her off guard, and she stares at me with an open mouth and frightened eyes. “Why does loving me scare you, baby?”

      “Loving you isn’t what scares me, Oliver. It’s saying it out loud, giving you the knowledge that you have this much power over me. I want the choice to bind myself to you, not be shackled.”

      My mind is so thoroughly in the gutter from wanting her all night and denying myself, that I almost miss the point of her comment, being stuck on the idea of silk binding and fur-lined shackles. Down boy. I promised I would do anything for her.

      I ask her one more time, hoping we can reach a compromise. “Do you love me, Pippa? If you do, then I need you to trust me, to have faith in how I feel for you. That I love who you are and would never try to change you.”

      She sniffles a little and a few tears slide down her cheeks. “Yes,” she says it so low that I almost miss it. I stay still and silent, hoping it will prompt her to say it again. “Yes, I love you, Oliver.”

      Nothing in the world will ever be as sweet as those words coming from Pippa St. Claire. Actually, there is one. This can only be topped by Pippa Hudson.

      [image: ]
* * *

      How do the mighty fall? Love knocks them on their ass.

      Pippa

      I said it. I’ve given myself to Oliver completely. I don’t feel panic. There is no fear. I only feel free, as though a great burden has been lifted off of my heart. And, the look on Oliver’s face will be burned into my memory forever. He looks as though he just stepped through the gates of heaven. I expect him to haul me into his arms and kiss the daylights out of me; I am greatly anticipating it. But, he picks up my hand and turns it over, kissing the palm, and replacing it in my lap. My brain starts sputtering, though it hasn’t reached my mouth yet. Doesn’t “I love you” usually give a closing act involving a grand kiss and a finale?

      “Have patience, baby.” He grins, obviously seeing my perplexed state. “I’ll be right back.” He walks away. And still, I sit here in a speechless state of shock, which is quickly turning into disgruntlement.

      He returns a minute later with a small, black velvet bag and puts it into the previously kissed palm, before sitting close to me again. There is an air of anticipation about him; I can almost see it pulsing around him. I pull the ribbon tying it together and open the little pouch. Turning it over, something hard and cool falls into my waiting hand.

      It’s a little book, made of varying colors of quartz and it hangs from a beautiful chain. Oliver reaches out and turns it over, before pushing my hand close to my face, encouraging me to inspect it closer. I then notice each side of the little “book” is inscribed. One side says, The greatest love story of all, and the other says, Was the day I fell in love with you.

      “Oliver it’s—I don’t know what to say. It’s beautiful.” I’m crying now and I don’t even bother to try and stop.

      “Open it.” The minute he says it, I spy the tiny hinges and catch. It’s a locket.

      Flipping the lock up, I open the book into two halves. A ring rests in each side. One is a thick, platinum band with diamond chips every few centimeters, all around it. It’s clearly a masculine ring and I know in an instant how perfect it is for Oliver. The other ring makes me breathless, which then morphs into choking due to all of my tears. I wave Oliver off when he starts to look worried. “I’m fine. I swear, I’m ok,” I say with a watery smile. “I’m the best ever.”

      The band of the ring is pavé diamonds all the way around, and another circle of them around the round diamond in the middle. From all the years of listening to my sister talk about jewelry, I’m pretty confident I’m staring at three karats-ish. It’s completely stunning, but even more, it’s exactly what I would have picked for myself.

      I hear the sound of Oliver taking a deep breath, and I look up to see him holding out his hand, palm up. I’m tempted to hold the ring close and not let him take it, but then images of me as Gollum, petting the ring and talking to it, prompt me to hand it over with a sigh.

      Oliver closes his hand around it and stands up, then he faces me and goes down to one knee. “Philippa St. Claire, I could make all the flowery speeches in the world, but they would all boil down to one thing; you’re mine. So, I’m going to skip them.” He pauses and his eyes narrow in warning. “Will you marry me?”

      I consider teasing him, but decide it would be a really bitchy thing to do. Instead, I tackle him while screaming yes, then kiss the daylights out of him. See what I mean? Grand kiss and a heart-pumping finale playing so loud it threatens to burst your ear drums. But, you don’t care because you’re too busy being enthralled by the epic kiss.

      We break for air and he starts to slide the ring on then halts. “What about everything else?”

      “Everything else?” What is he talking about?

      “You’re going to have my babies,” he states.

      “I can live with that,” I say in a serious tone, though I’m sure he can see the humor in my eyes because he smirks and starts to slide it on—oh, for the love of… “What now?”

      He gives me a speculative glance, once again holding the ring away. “You know this means you have to honor and obey? Emphasis on the obey, Pippa.”

      “Now you’re just pushing it, Oliver.”

      His grin rivals the sun and when the ring is finally resting all the way on my finger, it’s the most comforting and addictive shackle in the world.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        Dearly beloved, I need to fuck my wife, so hurry this shit up.

      

    
    
      Oliver

      I’m pretty sure I just ended up on my mother-in-law’s hit list.

      After Pippa agreed to marry me, the plan was to take her home and then pick her up to get married today. At the last minute, I realized what a chance I was taking by sending her home. Not a chance on Pippa, no, I was worried Marianne St. Claire, her mother, would find out about my plan and keep Pippa hostage until she’d been allowed to put together a wedding.

      Not. Happening.

      I put a mental chastity belt on her and put her in a guest room.

      Far. Far. Away.

      I considered putting her in our room, and I would sleep elsewhere, but I knew, just the thought of her in our bed . . . I’d be fucked. No, let me rephrase. She’d be fucked. I spent the night tossing and turning, cursing out Wilhelm because I should have been in a fantasy with Pippa, naked.

      After all the help I gave her sisters, I never expected to be sold out. It doesn’t matter if they don’t know I was behind it, could I get some loyalty here? But, here I am, facing a mother on a mission, determined to keep me from marrying my woman until she gets her way, while her sisters look on with a mixture of guilt and laughter. Their men, however, are full of understanding and sympathy. And, yet, not one of those cowards step forward to help me out. Let’s not forget Pippa, who is standing behind me, laughing her pretty little, soon to be red, ass off.

      Finally, to avoid manhandling Marianne, I turn to Preston and give one last attempt at diplomacy. I glare at him. “I’ve proven my worth, and I’m not waiting any longer.” I narrow my eyes in warning.

      Preston flattens his lips, his eyes sparkling, clearly trying to keep from smiling as he turns to his wife. “Sweetheart, I think it’s safe to say Oliver will be marrying Philippa today. If you want to attend the wedding, I suggest you step aside and simply let it happen. If you push it, or threaten him with a dungeon again, my guess is he’ll be out the door on the way to the nearest country with no extradition agreement.”

      “Mom.” Pippa’s amused voice chimes in from behind me. “Dad’s right. Besides, I want to get married today.” Looks like Pippa just redeemed herself enough to get out of her spanking. “But, Oliver and I would be more than happy to let you throw us a reception.” I take it back. I give Pippa a dirty look, shaking my head vigorously. She ignores me and, damn it, I suddenly don’t give a fuck what I have to suffer through if I can just fucking marry my woman in the next fifteen minutes!

      Marianne looks like she is considering her options and I decide to stop that shit right now. “Attending the wedding and a reception. Final offer. Take it or leave it,” I growl. Yeah, I don’t wait for her decision. I pick up Pippa and walk around Marianne while she sputters.

      Now, let me be clear, my relationship with Pippa, my desire to marry her, it isn’t all a ploy to get her in bed. Although, I know it may seem like it right now. However, I’d like to point out how long I’ve waited and remind you how romantic I’ve been. So, give me and my shriveled up blue balls a little understanding. Why am I telling you this? So you don’t judge me for almost punching the priest when he chooses to use the longer of the two marriage ceremonies. Also, for the fact that after I kissed the fuck out of my bride, I didn’t give her a minute with her family. I simply threw her over my shoulder and stalked out the nearest exit, with Pippa giggling the whole way.

      Out of all of the things I considered for our wedding night, I found the most appealing to be returning to our home, making love for the first time in our bed, sharing our first night of our life together in the place where we would live it. We get in a car at the church and I tell the driver to take us home. Pippa sighs and when I look at her, her face is soft and dreamy, and I know I made the right call.

      At the house, I instruct the driver to let us out in the front, circle drive. We exit the back and I sweep my wife up into my arms to the sweet sound of her laughter. I carry her into the entryway of the house and set her down. She looks all around, taking it in, and prompting me to ask, “Does it look different?”

      She smiles and cocks her head to the side. “A little. I suppose anything does when it becomes yours. I’m looking at this room now, thinking about when our children will run through this door after school, the holidays when our families will enter here, the day our daughter’s first date arrives—”

      “—No way,” I bark. “No dating. I’ll agree to have girls, but only if there is a no dating rule. Otherwise, boy. All boys.”

      Pippa rolls her eyes and throws her hands in the air, exasperation written all over her face. “Such an ego. You can’t pick the gender of our babies, Oliver. And, I’m not going to let you keep our daughter or daughters sequestered away in some tower like the villain in a fairy tale.”

      “We’ll just see about that,” I mutter under my breath, then louder, I say, “It’s time to get started on those boys you’re going to have, baby.” I grin at her annoyed expression and pull her to me, kissing her like it’s our first. In a way, it is. The first kiss at the wedding doesn’t really count. This kiss, the first in our home, as husband and wife, it’s the start of an amazing journey. It’s also the straw that breaks the camel’s back and in no time, I’ve got Pippa cradled against my chest as I jog up the steps and down the hall to the master suite. Stepping inside, I inhale deeply and release it slowly, endeavoring to calm myself. This is going to be slow and special, even if it kills me. It just might.

      I take Pippa straight to the turned down bed and lay her down in the center, remove her soft yellow heels, then stand back and admire the view. Damn. She is so fucking beautiful. And, all mine. “This is the beginning of one of my favorite fantasies,” I tell her. “My wife, the love of my life, in our bed, waiting for me.” She raises her arms to me and my heart skips a beat. I kick off my own shoes and lay down on the bed next to her, me on my side, and Pippa on her back. She drops her arms, looking at me in confusion. “I’ve waited my whole life for you, Pippa. I’m not going to be rushed. I’m going to savor every moment with you, starting with our wedding night.”

      Pippa’s olive complexion flushes with a tinge of pink, her face bright with happiness. I run a single finger from her collar bone, down the center of her body, until I reach the apex of her thighs. She’d chosen to wear a cream colored, summery dress, with knee-length, flowy skirt and I appreciate the choice when I hook a finger under the hem and drag her skirt up to her waist.

      I stop breathing. Holy fucking hell. Pippa has on white, nearly see-through, underwear with tiny bows on the sides and one in the center. My beautiful wife is wrapped up like a delectable present, just waiting for me to open and taste my mouth-watering treat. I bunch her skirt and take one of her hands, placing it over the material so she knows to hold it up. Slipping a finger into her panties, I dip it into her pussy and fuck, she’s soaked. I draw the digit out, torturously slow, straight up the middle, between her lips, right over her little bud. She shudders and moans, watching me as I lick her essence from my finger.

      She tastes like sweet spices and something more, something that is simply Pippa. “Damn, you taste fucking delicious, baby.” Leaning up, I work her panties down her legs, leaving her bare and glistening with her arousal. I move to kneel between her legs, pushing them wide and take the time to admire her pussy, so pink and wet. I lick my lips in anticipation and glance up at my wife. She’s blushing fire-engine red, seemingly nervous and a little uncomfortable.

      I crawl up her body and kiss her, surrounding her in a haze of lust and desire as it explodes from the chemistry sparking at the touch of our lips. She sighs and melts into it and when I end the kiss, she’s flushed for an entirely different reason. “Baby, who does this gorgeous body belong to?” I ask sternly. She looks like she might argue, so I prove my point by sliding a finger inside her, pump it in and out a couple of times, then drag it up to circle her clit, making her moan. “Who owns this body, Pippa?”

      “Ah, ah, you!” she cries out, her hips chasing after my hand, trying to force contact where she really wants it. But, I studiously keep from touching her little bundle of nerves, not ready for her to come.

      “Very good, baby,” I purr. “I don’t want you to be self-conscious, but most importantly”—I grip her chin, making sure she hears me—“you have nothing to be embarrassed about when it comes to what we do together in the bedroom.” I smirk. “Or anywhere else I choose to make you moan.

      “And,” I continue. “Right now, I need to taste your sweet pussy. You’re going to be a good girl and hold your legs open for me.” I sit back and bend her knees, pushing them to her chest, widen them as far as possible and guide her hands to grip under her thighs. “Don’t let go,” I instruct, my face conveying that I’m not messing around and expect her to obey.

      Sliding my hands under her ass, I lift her pussy up and lean forward to slowly lick from bottom to top, circle her clit, and back down.

      “Oh! Ah!” Pippa cries out, partly in shock, but mostly her voice is thick with pleasure.

      “Mmm, it’s sexy as fuck when you’re loud, baby. I want to know what you like, what drives you crazy, what makes you scream my name.” I repeat the lick, this time, plunging my tongue into her hole on the way back down.

      “Oliver! Oh!”

      “Interesting,” I mumble cheekily. I do it all again, faster, several times.

      “Oh! Yes! Ah! Ah!”

      Fuck it. I’m not waiting. I replace my tongue with my finger, curling it into just the right spot, and suck hard on her clit. She screams at the top of her lungs, and I hungrily eat at her, prolonging her orgasm as long as possible, lapping up the juices gushing from her pussy. I’m a greedy fucker, so when she starts to float back down, I redouble my efforts, wringing a second orgasm from her, keeping my eyes trained on her. When she screams my name, I almost fucking come in my pants. Finally letting up, I sit back up and wipe her essence from my chin, licking my fingers clean. “I think I’ve got a new favorite snack.”

      “Umm-hmm…” Pippa hums, evidently, having lost the ability to form words. I’d pat myself on the back if I wasn’t too busy beginning to undress her, eager to feel her naked body underneath mine. She’s languid and sated, but manages to lift her hips so I can get her dress off. Lastly, I sit her up and reach around her back to undo the catch on her white, strapless bra. I pull it out from between us before tossing it over my shoulder and lowering her back down to the bed.

      Magnificent. There really is no other word to describe Pippa’s breasts. James once told me “There’s a shortage of perfect breasts in this world.” I’d have to agree with him, but Pippa is definitely at the top of the list. They are round and full, the right size to fill my palms. Her long dark hair fell forward when she was sitting up and it stream down her from playing peekaboo with her firm nipples. I quickly undress, dropping my clothes off the side of the bed, then shift until I’m on my knees, straddling Pippa’s legs. Her eyes are glued to my cock, as it bounces against my stomach with my movements. It’s long and thick, and I can tell she’s worried about the fit from the fear in her eyes.

      I cup her face and look deeply into her rich, sable eyes. “Do you trust me?” She nods without thought and love for her fills me, shocking because I didn’t think there was any room left. “I’ll take care of you. Trust me to make this special and as painless as possible, okay?” The fear begins to recede, and she smiles shyly, nodding again.

      Tenderly, I push her hair away, baring her chest completely, then find I was right, when I cup her breasts, they just barely spill out of my hands. I massage them gently and her hard nipples scrape my palms, the sensation causing her to moan. The picture she paints has come leaking from the tip of my cock and I know I’ve got to have her soon, or I’ll be wasting it when it should be inside her, making our baby.

      I squeeze her breasts a little rougher now, watching her carefully to make sure it pleases her. She squirms and her lower body brushes against my balls. I’m minutes away from coming all over her stomach. But, I want to make sure she is truly ready for me, so this is as painless as possible. I pinch her nipples between mu thumb and forefinger, then twist and pluck them. She is so fucking responsive.

      I change my position, coming down over her body, lying in the middle of her legs, and when my cock rests firmly nestled against her bare pussy, I groan in absolute rapture, it feels better than any fantasy. My mouth seeks out a rosy tip and I suckle her nipple, alternating with long, deep pulls, then switch to her other breast. Pippa is becoming more and more anxious and her writhing is actually hardening my cock even further. I have no fucking clue how it’s possible, it seemed like my skin was already stretched as far as possible. Yet, I feel it tighten even more and I wince at the pain.

      I can’t take another second of not being inside her. Bracing myself on my elbows, I pick my hips up to get put my cock in perfect line with her pussy. The tip is bathed in her heat and it feels fucking amazing. With one arm, I guide one of her legs around my waist and then do the same with the other. Her eyes are wide and a little frightened, clearing away the mists of desire that were just there. “Trust me, baby. I love you,” I whisper as I start to push inside her.

      It’s a tight fit. She’s so damn small, and I remind myself over and over to go slow. “Fuck, Pippa. You’re so damn tight. Like a vice squeezing my cock, it’s so fucking good.” Little by little, I work my way in, until I feel the evidence of her virginity. I’m not going to lie, I’m mentally banging on my chest and shouting like a lunatic that this woman is mine and mine alone.

      “Hey,” I say softly and wait until she meets my gaze. “I love you.”

      She practically melts right before my eyes, all of her muscles relaxing. It’s exactly what I was hoping would happen. I kiss her and plunge in hard enough to break the thin barrier. She tenses, but I keep kissing her and she soon relaxes again, her body welcoming mine. At this point, I’m far enough in that her walls are clamping down on me, sucking me into her instead of trying to force me out. Once I’m all the way in, seated to the hilt inside her, I pause to let her adjust. Her muscles spasm and my eyes practically roll back into my head at the exquisite pleasure rocketing through me.

      I start to move slowly, gradually picking up strength in my thrusts, watching her for any indication I might be hurting her, but her face is awash with bliss, her hands gripping my biceps with surprising strength. With long, even strokes I guide us up, up, refusing when my body or Pippa’s urge me to speed up. This isn’t about fucking; this is about love. It’s about making love to my wife, savoring the moment when we become one for the first time. At last, we reach the tip of the mountain and I glide through her slick pussy until I’m buried so fucking deep, I can feel her cervix.

      “It’s time for you to come, Pippa. Open up for me, baby, I’m going to fill you with my come until I know you’ve got our child growing inside you.” She whimpers as her body thrashes with unspent energy. Taking one of her nipples into my mouth, I suck it hard, while I use two fingers to pinch her clit. Pippa’s back arches, coming up off the bed, her hands clawing at my back as screams, exploding with a shuddering orgasm.

      I pump my hips three more times before planting myself back fully inside and shout as I let my orgasm rip through my body, knowing her womb is in the prime place to accept the hot jets of my seed, erupting from my cock. The spurts come to an end and I collapse on top of her, careful not to crush her under my weight. We’re both panting, gasping for air as our hearts race.

      But, I’m not done yet, and my still rock hard cock clearly agrees. “Now that I’ve made love to you, I’m going to fuck you,” I growl into Pippa’s ear. She sucks in a ragged breath and her pussy clenches around my cock. She seems to like the idea. I clasp her wrists and guide her arms up on either side of her head, and wrap her fingers around the headboard. “Hold tight, baby. If you let go, you’re going to get your ass spanked. Understood?” Her eyes widen, a mixture of curiosity and heat. I raise an eyebrow and wait.

      “Yes,” she croaks.

      “Yes, what?” I want to make sure we are very clearly on the same page.

      She clears her throat and answers, “Yes, I understand. I won’t let go.”

      “Good girl,” I coo before taking her mouth in a tongue-tangling kiss. I think I’d still be lost in this kiss if my cock weren’t pulsing with need again. “Uhhh,” I groan. “Your pussy is so tight, I can feel my cock stretching it with every heartbeat.”

      She moans and I’m starting to realize my Pippa has a taste for my dirty mouth. “Do you want my cock, baby? Do you want me to fuck you hard until you are screaming so loud the neighbors know you’re in the throes of orgasm?”

      Pippa sucks in a breath and her body arches into mine, her breasts pressing against my chest so I can feel her nipples, hardened with lust. Taking advantage of her position, I bite one, then soothe it with a lick, before sucking on it in rhythm with my thrusts as I begin to move again.

      “Ah! Oh, Oliver! I—ah!”

      The sound of my name sparks something inside me and the beast inside me claws to the surface. Grabbing her legs, I throw them over my shoulders, and pick her ass up, then slam into her so hard the headboard bangs against the wall.

      “Yesss! Oliver! Oh, yes!” she hollers as she comes violently.

      I’m all animal now, nothing civilized remains as I pound my cock into her snug pussy. My grip on her ass is going to leave bruises and I’m perversely turned on by the thought, knowing I’ve marked her. The bed crashes against the wall, her screams are ringing in the air—all of it simply burns the fire raging inside me. I throw my head back, my voice hoarse as I yell, wild, almost unhinged, “Shit—Pippa—oh fuck—Oh fuck, Pippa! Oh! Oh, fuck! Oh FUCK!”

      I’m craving her orgasms like an addiction and I can’t help working her up to another one. The sound of her coming is the strongest aphrodisiac on the world. I’ll never get enough.

      Suddenly, I feel her clutch my ass, pulling me in deeper and I automatically raise my hand and bring it down on her ass. “Hands!” I shout. I lift my head and look into her eyes as she grabs the headboard again. Her eyes are frantic, her hips bucking, meeting my every powerful drive into her.

      “Again.”

      She says it so timidly, I almost miss it. “You want me to spank your ass again, Pippa?” I growl. She moans and nods her head. I slap her opposite cheek, leaving a pink handprint behind and it’s hot as fuck. Her knuckles are white as she holds on, her arms tensed, and her pussy is clenched so hard, if it weren’t for how fucking drenched she is, I don’t think I’d be able to pull out. “Baby, you’re so ready, aren’t you?” I pant. “You want me to bury myself deep, deep inside you until you’re coming around my cock?”

      “Yes! Oliver, oh yes! Oh fucking hell, yes! YES!”

      That does it. I pull out and take her hands from the headboard, flip her around to her hands and knees, before returning them to their spot. I ram back into her with every last bit of my strength, over and over, and though I know she probably won’t be able to walk tomorrow, I can’t stop.

      I put my hands around her and palm her breasts, jerking her upright, and pinch her nipples, twisting them hard. Then I let go of one to slap her pussy, setting her off, and it’s like my body takes it as permission. After I drop her back down to her hands, grab her hips, and slam into her two more times, I spiral up and hit the fucking roof as I orgasm so hard, I’m dizzy with it. “Fuck yes, baby! Squeeze that pussy. Yes—oh fuck, Pippa—fuck, fuck! Yeah, baby, even mo—fuck!” I feel like I’m going to break into pieces, my heart will stop, and I’ll simply drop dead from pleasure.
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* * *

      Walking is overrated.

      Pippa

      I don’t know what that was. Earth shattering. Mind blowing. Those don’t even come close to describing what just happened to me. I’m lying prone on the bed, with Oliver collapsed on top of me. I can feel his heartbeat going a mile a minute and he’s sucking in large amounts of air, his body still shuddering with aftershocks.

      He finally seems to realize he might be crushing me and rolls to the side, dragging me with him, so we are spooning, with him still inside me. “Is it supposed to be like that?” I ask quietly. He’s always taken me to new heights with his fingers, and then with his mouth today, it was fucking amazing. But, when he’s inside me? This was unreal. I can barely move a muscle, like they are made of pudding.

      “It won’t always be quite like that, so frantic and crazy,” he answers as he nuzzles his nose in my hair. “Sometimes, we’ll make love, sometimes we’ll fool around, sometimes we’ll fuck, and whatever else we discover. But, it will always be love, which means, it will always be amazing.”

      I sigh, so happy and content, and exhausted as all hell. I can barely keep my eyes open.

      “I was really rough,” he says, and I can hear the concern in his tone. “You’re going to be very sore tomorrow.”

      “Eh,” I shrug. “Walking is overrated.”

      His chest rumbles before a chuckle leaves his lips.

      “Oliver?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “I know this sounds crazy but, did you have something to do with my sisters all finding love over the last two weeks?”

      He’s silent for a long time, and I think maybe he isn’t going to answer. “It wasn’t me, so much as Wilhelm.” I start to ask what he means but he reaches down and pulls the covers over us. “Another time. Go to sleep, baby,” he whispers, kissing my temple and I yawn, but try to disguise it. “There is no reason to stay awake; we have our whole lives together.”

      “I’m afraid if I fall asleep, I’ll wake up and this will all have been a fantasy,” I admit.

      Oliver doesn’t laugh like I expected him to and it warms me all over. Instead, he kisses my head again and snuggles me closer. “Trust me, this isn’t a fantasy, Pippa. This is our reality.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Who would buy it?

      

    
    
      Pippa

      Five years later…

      It’s a beautiful night to sit outside and it’s a rare night to have all three of our kids in bed and asleep. Oliver and I are sitting out in our favorite spot on the veranda, making S’mores.

      “Okay,” I say sternly. “You’ve put me off for five freaking years. I’m not going to let you seduce me into waiting any longer.” He grins salaciously knowing he could if he really wanted to, because I am weak. I glare at him until he drops the smile.

      He sighs. “It’s going to sound crazy and if you did believe me, I was afraid you would think what we have isn’t real.”

      I scoff, but he looks so serious, it sobers me. “Oliver, I think it’s safe to say, after five years and three”—I look down at my four-month baby bump—“and a half kids, I’m pretty confident about how much you love me. And, the dirty diapers keep me firmly grounded in reality.”

      He chuckles, seeming a little lighter. “Well, after your little stunt with the law, I found this key…”

      When Oliver finishes the story, I’m pretty speechless. He watches me silently, likely wondering if I believe him. “Wow. What a little shit that key ended up being.”

      Oliver stares at me for a minute, stunned. Then he bursts into laughter and pulls me over onto his lap. “I love you.”

      I smile and kiss him tenderly. “I love you, too.”

      He cocks his head like he always does when he has an idea. “I wonder if this story would make a good novel for you?”

      I think about it for a few minutes, then shake my head. “One book that is nothing but twelve happily ever afters? Who would buy it?”
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      The bastards were watching me. They were there. Shadows peeking from behind the trees.

      I didn’t give a damn.

      Silently, I squatted and placed one red rose on the manicured grass of my father’s grave. The chilly breeze brushed my red curls across the side of my face. I didn’t push them away, allowing a stray curl to tickle my chin. Under the clouded night sky, I rested my hand on my father’s cold gravestone and traced his name with the tip of my right index finger.

      Brandon Creed.

      I wouldn’t cry.

      Not here. Never in front of my father’s killers.

      Weakness wasn’t a sentiment I could afford.

      “Goodbye,” I whispered.

      I exhaled slowly, lifted from my crouch, and looped my thumbs into the straps of my backpack. I turned into the nightfall, the ground sporadically highlighted as clouds traveled below the moon. The area was uneven, grass and tree roots meant to trip, but I walked deftly through the graveyard, sidestepping random gravestones on the hike to my truck.

      Keeping my body language straight on my destination, my gaze darted to the right, keeping a close eye on the shadows moving through the treeline. They were good, some of the best actually, but my father had trained me. They had only gotten lucky when they killed him—three assassins versus one.

      I was an assassin’s daughter.

      The stalking assholes had taken my father out—one shot to the back of the head—in the lone bathroom at our local gas station. It was a coward’s shot.

      My father had been the best. He’d deserved a real fight.

      I needed to regroup, go to one of our safe homes off the grid. Plan my strategy. I’d seen their faces. Hell, I’d even had dinner with one of the bastards a few times in our home. And these men wanted to take me out—permanently—but not before they decided if I had talked to anyone.

      Tossing my backpack into my truck, I hopped inside and started it. I peeked in my rearview mirror and snorted quietly. The shadows were racing to the black sedan under two large oak trees near the edge of the property. It was evident they only thought me a typical eighteen-year-old girl. My father had always told me to play the part when his friends were over, not who I really was—an eighteen-year-old who was trained in martial arts, weaponry, and surveillance.

      So, I had.

      It was a benefit now. “Thank you, Father.”

      I put my truck into gear, turned my lights on, and pulled my backpack closer to me before driving over the gravel. My truck bumped along the rutted lane before it landed on the asphalt parking lot. Keeping my thoughts calm, I concentrated on the thin road leading to the exit, to the gate I’d broken earlier. The graveyard was closed at this hour, but it was appropriate to say my final good-bye in the dead of night—before I skipped town.

      My eyes flicked to the rearview mirror again, and my heart flew into my throat. They were tailing too close now. I jerked the wheel, barely missing a tree, bringing the tires back onto the asphalt. My eyes were wide on the headlights shining in the reflection of the mirror.

      I swiftly yanked my gun out from under my shirt.

      It was apparently time.

      They’d watched all they needed to.

      I glanced back to the road before I missed my turn onto the main thoroughfare. Using one hand, I took a right past the broken gates. I bore down as my truck bumped over the curb directly before an oncoming car. Ignoring the blare of their horn, I snuck another look into my rearview.

      My grip tightened on my gun. I waited.

      Clicked the safety off my gun.

      My nostrils flared as I ran a red light.

      They followed through. It was time.

      That was enough for me. I yanked the wheel and took a hard right turn. I pointed my gun over the back of the bench seat and squeezed the trigger. The window shattered, and glass flew out onto the road and into the bed of my truck.

      An alarm went off from the business I drove past, their windows breaking, the sound barely heard over the ringing in my ears from the report of my gun.

      My gun was still pointed. The air rushed inside and rustled my hair. “Dammit.” I had missed.

      I tried to reason this out, to think fast.

      A mere beat ticked by.

      There was no reasoning this out.

      I yanked my gun back down to the seat and concentrated on the road. This wouldn’t be a joy ride now. I quickly jerked the wheel, swerving around a parked bus dropping riders off.

      Grinding my teeth, I glanced into my rearview.

      The black sedan was gaining.

      Turning the wheel, I took a sharp right, deviating between two cars and putting space between my truck and the black sedan.

      The black hair of the taxi cab driver I passed rustled in the wind my truck had created. Light poles zoomed by in my peripheral as I pressed down on the gas pedal. The pedestrians on the sidewalks became a blur. Traffic lights had no meaning. They were only objects running opposite which I had to evade.

      I stuffed my gun back into its holster and grabbed the wheel with both hands. The rearview mirror no longer held the black sedan in its view. I was losing them. At the next turn, I slipped into an underground parking garage and stopped my truck behind a concrete partition.

      I whimpered a few times. Banged my forehead against the steering wheel. It was time to ditch my cherished truck. The vehicle my father had bought me on my fifteenth birthday. I sighed heavily and shook my head vigorously.

      It was just a material object.

      Everything I actually needed my father had taught me.

      It was all stored up in my mind like Christmas presents waiting to be unwrapped. Tiny, precious gifts. Each one used during a tragic circumstance of survival. Just to be stuffed back into their protective wrappings to use again when my luck ran dry.

      I rotated my head on my shoulders and pressed on the gas pedal, heading toward the nearest parking space. I’d leave my truck here and walk on foot, hide in the shadows.

      The black sedan shot into my view, swerving toward my truck.

      “Shit!” I growled.

      I slammed on the gas, determined to make the exit ahead on the right, but the assassins’ sedan was faster. It zoomed forward and cut me off right at the exit, T-boning my truck.

      “Christ!” I shouted, slamming on my breaks, hearing the crunch of metal. There was no stopping it at this speed. My truck plowed into the back of a small car. My arms flew forward, a harsh grunt escaped my lips as my chest jerked against the constricting seatbelt and my air bag deployed. Smacked in the face with it, I sat stunned until I started coughing. A slight mist filled the air.

      I blinked repeatedly. “Snap out of it, Arizona.”

      I shoved the airbag down, throwing my truck into reverse. I slammed on the gas, seeing the three black-haired, black-attired assassins jumping out of the sedan. The barrels of their guns were pointed right at me.

      I cursed profusely when my truck’s engine only revved, the grinding of metal harsh in the air. “Come on, come on.”

      The bastards merely smiled as they stalked forward. I twisted the wheel right and left, trying to disentangle my truck from the wreckage. My tires squealed against the pavement, smoke blowing in the air followed by the smell of burnt tires.

      Then it finally moved—like a broken toy. Two wheels were flat, chugging on the left side, but it moved. My chest hurt as my heart beat frantically, pumping against my breastbone as the assassins raced back to their sedan. I quickly released my gun from its holster and took aim.

      I fired. Two shots.

      Both shots hit true. Two of the men hit the concrete.

      The one with small scar directly above his right eyebrow, the one I’d had dinner with multiple times, smiled, flashing his teeth. That guy enjoyed the chase. It was there in his hard eyes.

      He was the one who had shot my father.

      And now he understood I knew how to play.

      I took aim on him. Zeroed right on his forehead.

      Pulled the trigger, no fear in my heart.

      No apology in my eyes. This was protection.

      Not revenge. Never for revenge.

      I wouldn’t slip that far down the black hole.

      My father’s killer wasn’t fast enough.

      He went down, too.

      Sirens suddenly blared nearby, alerting a new situation.

      “Argh!” I screamed and slammed my head back against the headrest. I wouldn’t be able to evade the police in a busted truck, and their sedan was just as wrecked.

      Breathing heavily, my chin trembled the barest bit.

      I couldn’t go to jail. The police wouldn’t see this as protection. They would call it a gang shooting or some crap.

      My gun went back into its holster. I unbuckled, grabbed my backpack, and climbed out through the back window with care. Glass crunched beneath my boots as I walked across the bed of my truck. My gaze caught on a man peeking out from behind another concrete partition. My guess was he had called the police.

      I climbed over the gate of my truck and jumped to the ground, my landing jarring my shins. I pulled one strap of my backpack over my right shoulder and raced in the opposite direction of the spying man. Cars and more cars. Until I saw a black door on my right. I veered to it.

      The doorknob wouldn’t turn.

      I glared and kicked the locked door.

      However, my eyes caught on a shiny object on the ground. My brows puckered, and I bent to pick it up. It was a skeleton key made from thick glass. It had a skeleton head on the grip, and at the other end, there were two ‘teeth’ to unlock a door. It was only four inches long, but it had to weigh—at least—one pound.

      My head cocked as I eyed the door in front of me.

      The sirens were dangerously close.

      I was running out of options.

      The key fit into the lock on the first try.

      I turned my wrist, and the lock clicked.

      I heaved a sigh of relief and opened the door, hurrying through the bright opening. But when I tried to grab the key, it was no longer there. It had…disappeared.

      “What the hell?”

      I needed to hide, not search for a missing key.

      I blinked and slammed the door closed. When I checked to see if it locked automatically, the knob wouldn’t turn. The door was locked, no one able to enter.

      Too late I understood if this were a dead end, I wouldn’t be able to leave, either. My brows puckered, and I quickly turned around to see where in the garage I had landed.

      Except I wasn’t in the garage.

      I was standing on a covered porch.

      And it was daytime.

      I shook my head hard and scanned my surroundings again. I was on a porch. The sun was out, not the moon. There was a small, light brown dirt road in front of the…cottage’s…porch I was standing on.

      I moved down the two steps, each wood plank creaking beneath my feet, and stopped right before the road. Brown dirt sprinkled the soles of my black boots. Across the road were trees. Lots and lots of trees. The brush was so thick I couldn’t see more than twenty feet through it.

      I mumbled in awe, “This isn’t right.”
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      “Bad timing on your part, dear.”

      I stopped moving. My head swiveled left and right, in an attempt to find the individual who had just spoken. But there was no one nearby. My brows furrowed as I cocked my head. While I couldn’t see anyone, there were people headed in my direction. I could hear shouts in the distance, all sounding as if they were frightened silly.

      “Down here.”

      The afternoon sun beat down on my forehead as I snapped my attention lower. I stared for a full minute. I couldn’t comprehend what I was viewing.

      There was a tree stump about waist high to my right. On it sat a red frog. That frog had green moss wrapped around its lower section as if it were modest and wearing pants.

      Its mouth opened. “I don’t blame you for staring. I am a handsome devil.”

      My jaw dropped, and I took a quick step back.

      The frog was talking. To me.

      Had I hit my head trying to escape those goons?

      “Are you a fly eating creature?” the frog asked, staring at my wide-open mouth. It sat back on its haunches and raised its front arms. The right one tapped on its cheek while it watched me. “I thought you were intelligent since you look like the rest of the humonas.”

      My mouth bobbed. “I’m not trying to catch flies.”

      I must have hit my head.

      The frog’s lips curved up. It was smiling.

      I stared. “You were making a joke, weren’t you?”

      Its red head bobbed. “Yes. It helped, didn’t it?”

      My brain was addled. “Actually, it did.” I stepped forward and squatted in front of the tree stump. My eyes were level with the talking frog. I eyed him closely, evaluating his very human nature. “Are you real?”

      “You’re not hallucinating if that’s what you’re asking.” The frog used his right front arm again and pointed behind me. “You should really run. You couldn’t have arrived at a worse time.”

      I tore my eyes from the frog and glanced over my shoulder. There were now people racing on the dirt road, headed our way. Their eyes were wide with terror, their old-era simple clothing stained with streaks of brown dirt. Some wore shoes and others wore only mud on their feet. There were about fifty of them.

      I whispered, “Where am I?”

      “You’ve landed in the country Terlant.” He tipped his head to the door. The front door to the rundown cottage. “A humona occasionally comes out of there, but the cottage has been vacant for years. And the door can’t be opened from this side. Not without the skeleton key.”

      “Humona?” My attention snapped back to the frog. “Terlant?”

      “Humona. Your kind.” Its head nodded. “And Terlant. In the realm of Baaz.”

      I stared. The people were getting closer. “I’m not on Earth?” I lifted my hands and probed my head with my fingers. I didn’t feel any bumps from a fall. “Is this another joke you’re making?”

      “I never joke about magic.”

      “Magic?”

      “Are you going to repeat everything I say?”

      “Probably, until it makes sense.” A few racing individuals flew past me, their terror palpable. I watched as they ran as fast as they could, their chest pumping hard and sweat dripping down their faces. “What are they running from?”

      “They’re trying to flee from the Royal Guard.”

      I blinked. I didn’t repeat his words this time. I knew all about fleeing people. It was time to roll with the punches for right now. “Are these people criminals if they’re running from the Guard?”

      More ‘peasants’ dashed passed.

      “Yes. There’s been a prison break. The royal family is extremely displeased by this turn of events. Their Guard was overtaken when the prisoners revolted against their living conditions. It’s been the talk of Terlant for the last week. And, it appears, the Guard has finally found them.”

      I straightened and watched a large group of them pass, only a few stragglers left behind now. “I wasn’t a prisoner. I won’t act like I was.”

      The frog snickered. “That won’t help you, not with the royal family on a rampage. I suggest you run, dear. And fast. Very, very fast.”

      Apparently, I had jumped from one horrible situation to another. Just on a different…realm? I glared down at the frog. “You have a name?”

      “Of course.”

      I cracked my neck and stretched my arms over my head, preparing to run like the rest of them. “Is it a secret?”

      “No.”

      My eyes narrowed further.

      The frog was smiling again.

      “Not funny, Ribbit.”

      His smile faltered. “How did you know?”

      I laughed outright. “Now, that’s funny.”

      He winked. He freaking winked. “My name’s Kingsley.”

      “It’s an honor…” Right! “…to meet you, Kingsley. I’m Arizona Creed. And I’m sorry for what I’m about to do.”

      His head tipped back. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you see, I’m in a place I know nothing about. You, on the other hand, seem to know the gossip. So I’m going to kidnap you.” Before he hopped off the tree trunk, I grabbed his body in a firm hold. I brought his face up to eye level. “I truly am sorry for this.”

      He sighed, his tiny arms hanging over my finger. “It’s not the first time. And it won’t be the last.” Kingsley wasn’t upset. He was annoyed, his tiny forehead crinkling. “But don’t jiggle me. I have a very sensitive stomach.”

      I snorted and unzipped my backpack.

      I dropped the frog inside.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t piss on my clothes in there.” I lifted one red brow. “And do not shit.”

      He lay down on his left side, crossing one red spindly leg over the other, and propped up his head with his left arm. He looked like he was ready for a lady-friend to meet him at dusk. He drawled, “Dear, I am the epitome of graciousness. I don’t shit on a humona’s clothing.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” I mumbled and then zipped my backpack. I pulled the other strap over my free shoulder and ran as quickly as my feet would take me across the road into the treeline.

      The woods would be a better cover than the open lane. Especially, when the thump-thump of horse hooves pounded the dirt and a horn rent the air.

      The Guard was almost here.
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      “You. Are. Bouncing. Me.” Kingsley wasn’t a happy frog.

      Didn’t frogs kind of bounce, anyway?

      “I’m running to save my life,” I hissed, wondering if he could even hear me through the material of my backpack. “You said to run. So I’m running.”

      He groused, “I did not tell you to kidnap me.”

      Guess he could hear me.

      My lips twitched. “I can’t hear you. You’re all muffled in there.”

      “That’s because I’m shoved against a pair of socks.”

      I snickered silently. Those hadn’t been washed yet.

      “And, may I add, no humona wears this color here.” He paused. “What it is this? Pastel pink?”

      I didn’t fall for it. I didn’t own anything pastel pink.

      “Hmm. I guess you can’t hear me.”

      I jumped over a slight dip in the ground and grinned.

      My boots were ruining the pretty flowers. Even though the beat of horse hooves were no longer pounding behind me. The flowers would grow back. Maybe.

      I truly had no clue in a different realm.

      I stopped behind one of the many trees and placed my left hand on the rough bark. I leaned heavily, trying to catch my breath. I had run at least two miles already—all at a racing pace.

      “Is there an issue out there?” Kingsley questioned.

      I licked my lips. Decided to answer. “No.”

      “Mmm-hmm. You can hear me. Did they not teach you manners on Earth? Because, when you’re spoken to in Terlant, others will expect—”

      “Shh.” I cut him off mid-tirade. I swayed forward and turned my right ear straight ahead, listening closely. There was definitely a road up ahead—minimal traffic turning dirt. “Are we close to a town?”

      No response came.

      I rubbed at my forehead. “I’m sorry. All right?”

      “Thank you,” Kingsley returned curtly. “And, yes, there are a few towns near here.” He paused, and then his voice turned dry. “Let me guess. You’re planning to steal a horse, so I will definitely be sick all over your laundry?”

      My forehead crinkled. That had been the plan.

      “Maybe?” I mumbled.

      “Bad idea. Then you really will be a criminal running from the Guard.” He hummed quietly, deep in thought. “Perhaps you could get a job somewhere. That’s what most humonas do.”

      “I’d have to be paid under the table. Do they do that here?”

      “Occasionally. If you find the right individual.”

      I tapped the tree bark with my knuckles. “Can I really not get back through that door?”

      “You can only pass through with a skeleton key.” He grunted. “Yours disappeared faster than most.”

      I scowled. “It’s magic like you said before?”

      “Oh, yes. The skeleton key is very powerful.”

      I inhaled another lung full of crisp oxygen. The air was cleaner in this place, almost as if I couldn’t feel it when I inhaled. It was rejuvenating.

      “I need to find a place to stay first. If the Guard is searching, then I need a hiding spot.” I didn’t want to sleep under the trees on the hard ground.

      I trotted at a sedated pace this time and kept a careful ear out for any abnormal sounds. The woods were eerily quiet. There weren’t even any birds chirping. No insects on the ground. It was a dead forest, yet trees lived.

      The more I thought about it, the faster my feet moved.

      There may have been a good reason the prisoners hadn’t fled into the woods. This place could be haunted for all I knew. Or little green men could string me up from a tree.

      There was a talking frog.

      The possibilities were endless.

      I shoved brush aside and stopped.

      The road. I had made it to the road.

      I sighed in relief and stepped onto the powdered dirt. My footfalls caused little clouds of dust to fly up with each step. “Hey, Kingsley, you know those woods across from where you were sitting—”

      “Don’t go in there!” he cried. My backpack rustled against my shoulders. He was trying to get out. “My dear, can you hear me? I’m serious!”

      I halted from my stroll and blinked several times. “I won’t.” I lied. It calmed him down, my straps no longer tugging at my shoulders. “But what was wrong with it? Why weren’t the prisoners—”

      “The Charmed Ones live in there,” he whispered.

      I kept walking. “What are they?”

      “Those are creatures you don’t ever want to cross.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That explains nothing.”

      His voice trembled. “They eat baby humona.”

      My throat went dry. “What about adult humona?”

      “It’s said the Charmed Ones will allow one humona to enter their woods every ten years. If anyone steps inside the forest, and they aren’t the chosen one, then they steal their eyeballs—and then roast the body over a fire.”

      My face scrunched in disgust. “Why doesn’t the Guard take them down?”

      He hummed. “Only one has tried. It didn’t end well.”

      “Are they magic?”

      “In the moonlight, they are.”

      I shook my head. “Then someone should take them out in the daylight. Letting fear dictate your actions only lead to shame.”

      “The humonas might feel as such, but they’re still alive. And you saw that cottage. No one has lived near the woods for over forty years. The Charmed Ones no longer have a flock of sheep to pick from, yet they stay in the woods. That is a win for the humonas after centuries of death.”

      My brows puckered. “Maybe they moved too.”

      “Never. The Charmed Ones also eat the animals in the woods. There is no wildlife there. They are still there.”

      “Ick,” I mumbled. I had seen that firsthand.

      The dust was flying up ahead, a large rolling ball. The road was being traveled. I glanced at the woods, the only shelter nearby. “Hey, Kinsley, say that humona was chosen. Does that mean they can go back into the woods anytime they want?”

      He was quiet for too long. “You went in there, didn’t you?”

      I gurgled, trying not to comment.

      “My, my. You were lucky.” He cleared his throat. Loudly. “As was I, since they eat wildlife.”

      I stared at the traveling…carriage…headed directly toward me. “Just answer my question. Can I go back in?”

      “No.” Instant and hard.

      I didn’t believe him. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I saw the last one enter. He was too proud of being chosen by the Charmed Ones. He went back in, and he never came out.”

      Okay, perhaps I did believe him.

      Which left me with no options.

      I couldn’t outrun a carriage being pulled by four strong horses. I whined softly in my throat. It was now or never. My red brows furrowed over my green eyes.

      If the skeleton key wanted me here…

      I glanced down at the dirt beneath my boots.

      I couldn’t believe I was considering this magical stuff.

      But, if it wanted me here, then I was on the right path.

      The rolling dust cloud was almost on me.

      I stepped to the side of the road and raised my arm, hailing the driver in the front. He controlled the horses so he would be the one to stop the contraption. I placed an innocent smile on my face, just in case.

      The right path…

      It worked.

      The carriage rolled to a stop a few feet before passing me. The driver tipped his black hat to me, his shrewd gaze taking in my appearance and clothes. My style was a little different from everyone else I had seen. I stuck out like a sore thumb.

      He asked, “How can I help you, miss?”

      I held up a hand to shade my eyes from the glaring sun. “I need a ride to the closest town. Can you give me a lift?” I was officially hitchhiking.

      My father wouldn’t like this one bit.

      The acid in my stomach turned over, but I focused on the now. My father was no longer living. I would do what I had to do.

      The driver tapped on the side of the carriage. He asked in a loud voice, “Sir, there’s a straggler on the road who needs a ride. Do you have room for one more?”

      A man shouted from inside, his tone frazzled. “Does this person know how to handle babies?”

      The driver glanced at me and quirked an eyebrow.

      Babies? No clue.

      I nodded my head. “Of course, I do.”

      He looked skeptical, but called, “She says yes.”

      The door to the carriage swung open. “Get in. But if you make one wrong move, I’ll gut you so fast you’ll be holding your intestines before your next breath.”
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      The man’s blond hair was tousled from running his fingers through it multiple times. His blue eyes were piercing and intelligent. He only appeared a few years older than I and was tall and physically fit. He sat forward on his carriage seat, staring across at me. The carriage wobbled as it hit a rough spot on the road and then returned to smooth riding.

      Blue eyes ran over my features in slow increments. “Who are you and what were you doing out here?”

      I glanced away from him to the two babies lying in a bassinet between us. The white lace bordering their bed was dirty and spoiled with milk. The tiny brown clothes they wore weren’t in any better condition.

      I cleared my throat and eyed the two infants staring up at me with wide, pretty eyes. “My name is Arizona Creed.” My lips pinched, not sure what else I should say. I finally peered back up to the handsome man across from me. “I only need a ride to the nearest town.”

      He placed his elbows on his knees. His hands gripped the bassinet, slowly rocking it in a comforting gesture for the babies inside it. Though his intelligent regard never left my face. “Are you one of the prisoners who escaped recently?”

      I blinked. “If I were, I probably wouldn’t tell you that.”

      His blond brows lifted, an increment of humor flittering past his eyes. “You’re right there. But you didn’t answer my question.” His gaze slid down to my lips and then back up to my eyes. “I’d like to hear it from your mouth.”

      I shook my head slightly, stating honestly, “No, I’m not one of the prisoners. I’m just…” I sighed and glanced out the window. The trees were still thick in this area. “I’m just…lost.”

      He continued to rock the babies, their eyes beginning to shut. His voice was quiet but straightforward. “Do you want to be found, Arizona?”

      My green eyes flicked back to him. “There’s no one to find me.” I may have sounded as sad as I felt.

      His blond head nodded ever so slightly, his clever eyes holding mine. “That I can understand.” Suddenly, his lips lifted into a small smile. The man had dimples on both cheeks. “Is there a particular town you had in mind?”

      “No.” I resituated my backpack on my lap and fiddled with the zipper. “Wherever you think would be best for me to find easy work, maybe?”

      Blue tracked down my clothing, studying each article. “What profession are you used to? You don’t appear old enough to have much experience.”

      My situation hit me hard, and I swallowed on a dry throat. “Actually, I don’t think any of my skills could be used here.” Not for honest work, anyway. “But I’m willing to try anything.”

      His lips twitched, his gaze done with the perusal of my clothing. “Ms. Creed, beware of saying that to men you don’t know.”

      My eyes widened. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know. I was just warning you.”

      I relaxed, heaving a sigh of relief. “You can call me Arizona.”

      He tipped his head in appreciation. “And I’m Lucifer.”

      I stared. I was sitting with the devil.

      His head cocked. “Is there something wrong?”

      Gradually, I shook my head. “Do you have a last name, Lucifer?” He sure looked like a fallen angel.

      He hummed quietly. “Not one I like.”

      “Do you…um…know God?” I shivered.

      He bit his lip and sat back on his chair. Clear amusement played on his features. “I’m not that Lucifer.”

      So they did have religion in this realm.

      He asked candidly, “How old are you, Arizona?”

      “Eighteen.”

      He nodded as if he had guessed right.

      “And you?”

      “Twenty-one.”

      I nodded. I had guessed right, too.

      My eyes went from the currently sleeping children, their ratty attire, then to his fine apparel—even if odd. Very old-fashioned. His white shirt and black pants weren’t flashy but created with fine material and cared for with a loving touch. There was no dirt beneath his fingernails. No stains on his clothes. His jaw was freshly shaven, his skin smooth and tanned from the sun. He even smelled lovely, a light cologne lingering in the air.

      This man was wealthy and downplaying it.

      The filthy babies didn’t make sense.

      I cocked my head, my red curls falling over my right shoulder. “Are these your children?”

      A heavy sigh flew past his lips, and he ran his fingers through his hair. “They weren’t before, but they are now.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t kidnap them, did you?” This realm was scary as hell if this was an acceptable practice.

      First, the Charmed Ones eating humona babies.

      Now this.

      His eyes instantly narrowed. I had offended him. He shook his head, his voice turning hard. “I am not that type of man.”

      Thank God.

      “Then, did you adopt them?” I fiddled with the zipper again.

      “I will make it official, yes.” He rolled his head on his shoulders, and his tense shoulders began to relax. “Their mother was a dear friend of mine. She just passed away, and she left her two daughters to me.”

      My mouth bobbed. “You have your hands full.”

      “I know.” His blue eyes cast down on the sleeping infants, and his features instantly softened. “But Kate and Ashelle deserve the life I can give them. They will be well cared for and loved.”

      I didn’t doubt that. This was a good man before me.

      A throat cleared inside the carriage.

      It wasn’t me. And it wasn’t Lucifer.

      Though he did peer directly at my backpack. “Did your bag just make a noise?”

      I tried to appear innocent. “No.” He may be a good person, but I hadn’t been. It was for survival, though.

      “Actually, her bag did not make a noise,” Kingsley stated loudly through the material. “I did.”

      Blue eyes blinked and then peered up into my gaze. His brows rose ever so slowly. “Would you care to explain?”

      I huffed and unzipped my backpack.

      The frog glared up at me. “Are you going to release me now, Arizona?” His black, beady eyes swiveled across the carriage. “This woman has kidnapped me.”

      Lucifer examined the frog closely. “She did, did she?”

      A curt nod of his red head. “And jostled me horribly inside this wretched bag.” His forehead crinkled. “It smells terrible in here.”

      Before the scent of my dirty laundry expanded inside the carriage, I lifted the frog up from my backpack and zipped it closed. I held the tiny frog on my right palm and raised him so he was staring straight into my eyes. “I’ll free you.”

      He sniffed. “And what if I don’t want to go?”

      I gawked. “You just complained that you wanted to be free!”

      The frog sat back on his legs. “I wouldn’t mind staying, dear. As long as it’s not trapped in your bag.” His forehead wrinkled again. “I don’t have anything better to do right now. I could use the company.”

      My lips pinched. I could use a friend, too.

      “Okay,” I answered casually just as if I wasn’t extremely happy to have him stay with me. “I don’t mind if you stay with me.”

      “Wonderful.” His mouth curved in a smile. It looked very odd on the frog. He turned his red, small body on my palm, and faced Lucifer. With a grand dip of his head, he introduced himself. “I am Kingsley. It is a great pleasure to meet you, Lucifer.”

      Lucifer placed his hands behind his head and rested back on his bench seat. His blue gaze flicked back and forth between the frog and me. When he spoke, it was a slow drawl, “And it is a pleasure to meet you.” His eyes flicked up, staring into mine. “And you, Arizona.”
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      Three years later…

      “Time to get up, up, up!”

      “Wake, wake, sleepy head!”

      “Pull blanket!”

      “Wake, wake!”

      “Help me, sissy! Pull blanket!”

      “No! Rise ‘n shine! Wake up!”

      “SISSY! HELP ME!”

      “Okay.”

      The blanket over me was tugged from the bottom of my bed. Little fingers pinched my feet in the effort to get a grip on the blanket.

      “Toes! Tickle!”

      “Pull blanket first!”

      “Okay.”

      I yawned and rubbed my eyes against the beginnings of sun rays streaming through my window. My blanket was slowly pulled down my body. I stretched, arching my back as the blanket left my bed entirely. I grinned even though I was completely exhausted.

      Quiet whispers floated. No one visible.

      I waited to see what they would do now.

      Battle cries sounded—well, as much as they could.

      Kate jumped on my stomach.

      Ashelle attacked my feet.

      Both girls’ tiny fingers dug in with the effort to tickle.

      I sat up, throwing my arms in the air, roaring like a snarling monster. I even threw in a goofy face for good measure. The evil and horrendous Arizona was on the loose!

      They shrieked louder.

      I dove, retaliating and tickling them back.

      Tiny legs kicked in the air.

      Their adorable faces scrunched as they shrieked.

      Once their chubby cheeks were nice and pink, I let them up for air. Ashelle rolled and put her feet on the ground. Kate wiggled and followed suit, planning as they went.

      “Wake Lucifer now!” Ashelle beelined for my door.

      “No!” Kate grabbed Ashelle’s pajama top.

      “Yes!” Ashelle crossed her arms, her eyes narrowed defiantly.

      Kate stared at the open door, thinking hard.

      Ashelle sighed dramatically, and I bit my lip to hold back a laugh, knowing what she was going to say. These two toddlers who ruled the roost. Standing, their heads didn’t even reach my hip, but they had every adult in this house wrapped around their itty bitty fingers. These two dolls were spoiled by love and, sadly, possessions, too. She threw her arms out as if she had conceded some great defeat. “Mrs. Wallas?”

      I bit my lip harder.

      Kate grinned, her eyes twinkling like she had planned it all along. “Okay.”

      They ran out the door in loud pitter-patters of footfalls. I heard a door open and then bang shut. I chuckled. Poor Mrs. Wallas. They always picked on the widowed caretaker because she was a sweet woman, never a harsh word from her lips—and she indulged them.

      A moment later, another door opened and quiet footfalls padded against the wood flooring in the hallway. They stopped, and a heavy sigh followed. Then the individual was moving again. I waited, knowing who it was.

      Mrs. Lerran poked her head inside my door. “Have you seen the little ones this morning? They’re not in their room. Again.” She shook her head in exasperation. Her cloud-white hair still sported her rollers that she slept in of an evening. Her short hair would stay tight against her head all day long. Her wrinkled face had milk-cream on it as she had been in the process of moisturizing, and her pink thick cotton nightgown peeked out behind her blue bathrobe.

      Mrs. Lerran was our in-house au pair and cook.

      The woman had her hands full.

      I opened my mouth to let her know, but young girlish shrieks and one female shout came from down the hallway. Mrs. Lerran’s gaze darted in that direction, her eyes narrowing. “I should have known Mrs. Wallas was involved. That young woman will be the death of me. How Mr. Lucifer allowed her to take over her husband’s job is beyond me.”

      She marched away. “Miss Kate. Miss Ashelle. You get out of Mrs. Wallas’s room right this instant!”

      I chuckled and slipped out of bed.

      But too late, I noticed the calendar.

      I stopped in the middle of my bedchamber and stared. Three years. It had been three years since my father was murdered. In some ways, it felt like it had been just yesterday, but most nights, as I lay alone in bed, it felt like forever ago.

      I turned to my closet and got out a pair of plain jeans and a green shirt. All bland with no flavor. My usual attire. My normal disguise. This was me now. I had joined the ‘herd’ to blend in per Lucifer’s instructions. He had taught me so much. Given me so much. Given me a chance.

      Three years in another realm can change an individual. Me. Very different with only tiny parts still the same. I was very much dead on the inside except for the people occupying this house. They were my family now.

      I put my clothes on in no hurry.

      I knew where I was going today.

      Where I always went on this anniversary.

      No one asked. No one bothered me.

      They all understood pain.

      I had bet right when I stepped into Lucifer’s carriage. It had turned out better than I could have hoped for. At least, after he began to trust me completely and invited me into their home. It had only taken a month. I stayed in their barn until that time, trying to decide what to do with myself. Lucifer visited me often while I bunked in the sweet smelling hay.

      I found out later Mrs. Lerran was also someone who Lucifer had taken in from the streets, giving her a fair wage and a safe harbor. The only one who had ever asked what I was running from was Lucifer. He asked just once, and we hardly talked about it after that.

      With my well-honed skills and his expertise with a knife, we trained together every day. He had finally trusted me with guarded information. Who he was in this realm—Lucifer No-Last-Name. He was the twin to the heir of the bordering kingdom, Haswell. Lucifer was only two minutes younger than the crowned prince. But those two minutes were enough to put fear into the hearts of the King and Queen. They had sent Lucifer away with the hope the two brothers wouldn’t try to kill one another over the kingdom. Of course, they had sent him away with a fortune and a safe background cover.

      He was filthy rich, as I had guessed.

      None of that mattered to me.

      I cared for Lucifer because of the man he was.

      I trusted him completely.

      He was the only humona who knew my past.

      It lifted a weight off my heart that helped bring me out of the depression I had fallen into. If I could have picked a new family, it would have been this one to run to. We were partners. Down to the soul.

      His past was just as wretched as mine was.

      He would never be caught and taken back to his birth kingdom, even when his brother died last year. Not to a family who had cast him out over a mere two minutes. He was that skilled. He’d trained me to be that good, too, while I’d taught him martial arts. He’d taught me how to dress, talk, spit, curse, walk, and stab in this peculiar realm. I could blend in completely or disappear like I had never been there.

      Simply put—I was a damn scary bitch.

      There was no other way to explain me.

      Or Lucifer.

      I walked to the bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror as I picked up my comb, not really caring if I was a mess. I absently used the large toothed comb and untangled my long red curls. My green eyes didn’t even look the same. They were harder. More intelligent. More fierce.

      I strode to the kitchen were Mrs. Lerran was cooking scrambled eggs. Everyone was at the massive wooden table by now. Lucifer glanced in my direction, slowly taking in my person. He didn’t say anything, like usual on this horrid anniversary day, and went back to biting into his homemade bread.

      Kingsley, on the other hand, hopped off Lucifer’s shoulder to the table. “Arizona, dear, you look like Hell poured lava into your undergarments.” His black, beady eyes kept staring. “Did you have a nightmare?”

      I instantly rolled my shoulders, ignoring his question and probing eyes. “I’m off. Lucifer, you have the address of where I’ll be. Stop by if there are any problems.”

      “You know I will,” he said around a mouthful of food, his blue eyes trapping mine. “If we don’t see you by tomorrow morning, we’ll send a search party.” He grinned, but even as he leaned back in his chair, his gaze told me that he wasn’t kidding—and what that search party would entail.

      I smiled softly at him. He was wonderful.

      I kissed his forehead and then patted Kingsley on the head—a little too hard. I bent over Ashelle and Kate, scrunching them up in a big hug, kissing their strawberry jam lips. “I love you two. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Then I added for good measure, “And don’t pester Mrs. Lerran too badly.”

      Their tiny chins started trembling.

      I said softly, “I’ll be gone one day. I’m sure Mrs. Wallas will love playing with you while I’m gone.”

      Mrs. Wallas rolled her eyes but grinned. “I plan to take them to the park today. There’s a kite flying competition. It should be fun to watch.”

      Kate just eyed her, but Ashelle clapped her hands and squealed. Kate turned and hugged me tight again. Ashelle started picking at her bread while Mrs. Wallas talked about the vivid colors they would see in the sky today, getting smiles from both eventually. Kate handed me a slice of bread that had tiny fingerprints all over the top of the jam.

      I ate it and kissed both again.

      I had left before they remembered to be upset.

      The driver helped me into the family carriage.

      It wasn’t flashy. It was very ordinary.

      The driver hopped up onto his seat in the front and tapped the reigns. The wheels turned, and the cushioned seat beneath me vibrated from the gravel road. We drove down the driveway, past cacti and desert lily’s and Joshua trees that Lucifer and I had planted along the drive. The vegetation in this section of Terlant was much different from the lush wooded forest I had arrived at, that was certain. It was already reaching eighty degrees, and it wasn’t even ten o’clock yet.

      We lived an hour and a half away from the city in a small town called Kett Basin. Our home was isolated enough that if we needed to speak with a ‘neighbor,’ we had to drive to their house instead of walking. The town was homey, if just a little boring. The rocky ridges surrounding our town made up for the lack of entertainment within twenty minutes, though. It was picturesque to the extreme. Perfect for everyone’s needs in our home. No one would ever think to come looking for us here.

      I didn’t go all the way to the city.

      I stopped a half hour away at the same keep I always used for this day. It was small, but a clean establishment structured of white stucco that had only twenty rooms. I paid with cash for a bedroom at the end of the long one-story building for the night. I walked into the room and locked the door.

      I didn’t bother lighting a candle.

      The only thing I did was close the thick dark curtain to help keep the deadly sun and heat out.

      I lay down on the bed in the darkness.

      And I let my mind go insane. I let myself feel.

      And remember.

      Feel and remember the father who I still loved so desperately. I let myself go back to those precious years and recall our time together. And feel. And remember.

      This was my one day of imagining him.

      Us. Together.

      As we had been once long ago.

      Every other day, my heart was black to my past.

      Otherwise, I wouldn’t make it.

      And I had more to think of than myself now.

      But today…

      Today, on this anniversary, I let it all out.

      I physically felt myself splinter. Felt the ripping tear inside my chest. Felt the burning sensation that made my breath catch as memories slowly invaded and began racing until it exploded with all the recollections of our time together. Our time of Earth.

      My chest compressed like it was being crushed.

      I gasped from shame and misery.

      I cracked open completely.

      It was deaths one moment of breaking loose and running wild and free. My heart wasn’t lying dead in this bed as it did every other night. No. Instead, it beat a frantic rhythm of agony and loss.

      I would never have that again. Father’s love. That comfort. That happiness. It was gone. Forever.

      I rolled over and screamed into my pillow.

      Punched the bed.

      Sobbed. Shrieked.

      Cried my fury and self-pity.

      I died a little every anniversary.

      Every time, the piece of my heart which held my father so dear—it burned, charred, and blackened. One day, that secret place where I kept him would be nothing but ash.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I looked like hell, and I knew it.

      Though, if I really wanted to be honest with myself, I would say that I looked like dog shit and cat shit mixed together—sprinkled with gunpowder.

      That was how I would really put it.

      I had taken a bath at the keep and scrubbed the memories away again. Nevertheless, the physical remnants were still there. My eyes were puffy and red, my lips were swollen, and my face drooped.

      However, if anyone stared too deeply into my eyes, they would see another sight.

      Death. I was dead once more to anyone outside of my house. Inside with my family, I had enough heart left to love fully. Moreover, to be loved in return.

      Everyone else could go to Hell.

      And stay there and burn while I watched.

      With a smile on my face.

      Therefore, I wasn’t really in the mood to find a General in the Guard waiting at my home…
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      “Arizona, I’d like you to meet General Finley.” Lucifer gestured to the behemoth of a man at our table. Sipping from a mug of our coffee. His complex was extremely dark, and his eyes were dark brown. The hair on top of his head was gray, even though he had no wrinkles on his smooth face. Lucifer pulled out a chair for me, his blue gaze holding mine. “His carriage broke a wheel only a mile from here.”

      I smiled and sat on the chair. “General Finley, I was just on the road, and there were no stranded carriages.” I cocked my head, my tone as sweet as could be. “Unless you were racing it down a ravine, I believe you’re fibbing.”

      The general took another sip of his coffee—in ninety-degree heat. His dark eyes ran over Lucifer standing behind me, his hands delicately placed on my shoulders. Then, his gaze returned to mine. “You’ve caught me. I lied.”

      No further explanation exited his mouth.

      Lucifer tapped his fingers on my shoulders. “Why are you here then, General?” His tone was so innocent even I would have been fooled if I didn’t know him.

      The General sat down his mug of steaming brew. “Have you two ever heard of the Game?”

      I kept quiet, scanning his face. I hadn’t heard of it, but that wasn’t a surprise. But I wouldn’t let on I hadn’t if it was well known.

      Lucifer snorted and massaged my shoulders. “Are you referencing the Game the Guard used to select their newest recruits for the Terlant Royal Guard?”

      General Finley’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled, his teeth nice and straight. “That would be the one.” He toyed with his mug on the table. “I would like to sponsor you two in the Game.”

      My brows furrowed, real curiosity peaking. “Why would you want to do that?”

      He rested back on his chair and spread his legs, his civilian clothing not hiding the fact he was built like a soldier. “A man named Kingsley contacted me a few months ago. He stated there were two individuals who I just had to check out for the Game.”

      I stared. “Do you check out every solicitation you receive?” That motherfucking traitor.

      Frog legs for dinner were tempting.

      He shook his head and shrugged. “This one was special.”

      Lucifer continued to knead his fingers into my muscles. “How so?”

      “Well…” The General peered directly over my head at Lucifer. “I was informed you are the missing heir to the Haswell kingdom.” My eyes narrowed, and he looked down, straight into my gaze. “And you are not of this realm. You are an illegal unknown.”

      No wonder the frog was nowhere to be seen.

      Definite frog legs. Add a little sauce.

      Bon appetit.

      Lucifer removed his hands from my neck and casually walked to rest his right hip against the table next to me. “That is ludicrous.”

      The General smiled again. “Perhaps it would be if I hadn’t spied on you for the past month. The conversations people have when they think no one is listening can be enlightening.” His gray brows rose. “But I believe you two chameleons already know that. It is extremely remarkable you’ve been able to keep yourselves hidden. That takes a certain intellect the Guard is in need of.”

      His brows now furrowed, deep in thought. “Not to mention, your sparring sessions are beautiful to behold. The way you two move together…” He blinked and glanced back and forth between us, his voice rising in pitch. “Are you a couple? Or married? Because that is the one part of your lives I couldn’t decipher.”

      “We love each other, but we’re not together romantically.” The man deserved to know his much-wanted answer since he had managed to slip by us. I scowled as I stood from my chair. “Why would you come here alone and spout what you have? You would have known we wouldn’t let you leave here. So what have you done? Who have you told?”

      With us towering over him, he was still relaxed on his chair. “Oh, the usual. If I don’t return by a certain day and time, a file will be sent to all the Generals of the Guard—with all the information I have obtained in the last month.”

      Lucifer’s lips pinched, his first real sign of emotion. “You’re blackmailing us.”

      “That’s such a harsh word.” The General waved his right hand in the air. “Why don’t you tell me this, instead? Is there a reason why you would not want to be in the Guard? No one in the Guard is highbred enough to know what the former prince looked like, and as far as Ms. Creed is concerned, no one could tell by looking at her that she’s not from this realm. The Guard is serving the kingdom you live in. The kingdom that has protected you. By all accounts, you both enjoy assisting the helpless. This would be a perfect fit for you.”

      He cleared his throat, and added, “And the schools the Guards’ children attend are the best in Terlant. Your money cannot buy your adopted children into this school. It is dedicated solely to the Guard families.”

      Brown eyes captured mine. “Don’t you want a purpose in this realm? A reason to feel good about yourself? A reason to…,” his gaze flicked over my puffy features,“…let go of whatever haunts you? To move on and accept life here could be just as wonderful?”

      Lucifer and I stayed mute.

      Neither of us moved.

      This person was fucking good.

      His gray brows lifted once more. “Do you have any questions?”

      Lucifer ground his teeth together. “Would you be able to obtain citizenship papers for Arizona?”

      My eyes snapped on him. “Do not do this for me. We could run.” I flapped my left arm at the General. “He would never find us again.”

      The man in question stayed quiet, observing silently.

      “He’s right. That school is amazing. The girls would benefit from attending.” Lucifer’s blue eyes held mine, his tone softening. “And I would do anything for you. You know that.”

      I heaved a heavy sigh but never looked away. “And I would do the same for you.” With my eyes firmly locked on my soul partner, I stated clearly, “General Finley, meet the newest participants in the Game.”

      Kingsley’s red head popped up out of the sugar jar. “I knew it was a superb idea. Sometimes, people just need a shove in the arse to get them moving.”

      My nostrils flared. “I’m so upset with you, Kingsley.”

      “But you want to join the Guard, don’t you?”

      My left eye twitched. The frog had a point.

      I needed purpose in my life.

      General Finley muttered, “Is that a talking frog? I haven’t seen one of those in years.”
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      Our transportation arrived.

      I grinned from ear-to-ear. “This will be fun.”

      Kingsley peered out of the pocket on my shirt. His groan was painful to listen to. He grumbled, “This will not be fun, dear. Wind transports rarely are.”

      I snorted. It was a yellow hot air balloon.

      Lucifer stepped next to me, our bags over each of his shoulders. “Have you been on one of these before?”

      “No, but I always wanted to.”

      “You’re not afraid of heights?”

      I shook my head. There was no way to explain I had been on a plane before. No one on this realm would understand it, and I didn’t technically know how to explain the mechanics of how a plane flew. To me, it was just another way to travel on Earth.

      His blue eyes skimmed my features. “You’re thinking about there, aren’t you?”

      My lips pinched. “How did you know?”

      Lucifer looked away from me and at the hot air balloon, grabbing the straps of our bags. He shrugged his shoulders. “You always get a certain look on your face when you do.”

      My brows puckered, sensing it hurt him. I rested the side of my head against his shoulder and surveyed our transportation, too. “I’m here. I always will be.”

      He sighed quietly, his words just as soft. “Will this world ever be enough for you?”

      I quickly linked my arm with his, pressing my body closer against his side. I stated clearly with passion, “I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be.”

      His chest heaved, and he turned his head. He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I had a moment of weakness. Excuse my stupidity.” He kissed my skin again.

      “Do you worry that I’ll leave you?”

      His brows puckered. “Actually…no.”

      “Good. Because if a skeleton key ever appears again, I’m not touching it.” My eyes narrowed, and I lightly shook his arm. “And if you ever touch one, I’ll find a way to hunt you down and drag you back. We’re partners.”

      His lips twitched, his blue eyes running over my serious gaze. “I wouldn’t touch a skeleton key, even if my life were in danger. I’ll never leave you.”

      I nodded. “Damn straight.”

      General Finley marched straight toward us, his regard too perceptive as he evaluated us. When he stopped a few feet away, he asked, “Everything all right? One of you isn’t afraid of the wind transport, are you?”

      Lucifer and I shook our heads no.

      Kingsley raised his right front arm. “I am.”

      “You can stay behind then,” I offered.

      His forehead crinkled, worry etching his tiny features. “Where you go, I go—for now.” He narrowed his beady eyes. “You’re my friend.”

      My lips curved into an honest smile. Most days, Kingsley did something to annoy me. But when he was like this—sweet and vulnerable—I absolutely adored the frog.

      “You’re my friend, too.” I stared down at him and lifted a red brow. “As long as you don’t tell anyone else who Lucifer and I really are.”

      He pinched his little mouth together and tried speaking through his lips—his voice terribly muffled. “My lips are sealed.”

      Lucifer chuckled, but his eyes narrowed. “Keep it that way, Kingsley.”

      I was certain he only put up with the frog because I cared for the little guy. There had been plenty of times where Lucifer had been so furious with Kingsley. I was honestly surprised he hadn’t yet booted him across the room with a heavy kick. Especially, when Kingsley decided that Lucifer’s shed was the perfect spot for parties—lots of loud animals everywhere.

      And the frog knew how to throw a party.

      Kingsley stopped goofing around and nodded his head in a stoic tilt. “Of course. Though I won’t apologize for this time. It’ll be good for the both of you.”

      Lucifer’s head teetered back and forth. “Perhaps.”

      “It will,” General Finley promised. “The Guard will be a good fit for the both of you. As long as you win your two tests in the Game.”

      We started walking toward the ‘wind transport.’

      Lucifer asked candidly, “Can you tell us anything about the two tests we’ll have to pass?”

      “No.”

      He hummed, his eyes sliding the General. There was a sly look in his gaze. “If we do win, will we get wings?”

      I blinked. “Wings?”

      I didn’t have to play it cool.

      The General already knew about me.

      General Finley snickered at my expression. “All the members of the Guard have wings. But we only let them free and use them in dire situations.”

      “Why?”

      “Honestly? Because they irritate our back.” He winked. “I didn’t tell you that, though. Wings are a precious gift to have.”

      I moved behind him and peered at his back. There was nothing abnormal under his clothing. “I don’t see anything.”

      “They aren’t there unless I wish them there.”

      My brows lifted. That was interesting.

      “You still didn’t answer my question.” Lucifer placed our bags inside the capsule. “Will we receive them or not?”

      “If you win your tests, then you will receive them.”

      I climbed inside the capsule, and questioned, “How many candidates do you have trying the Game?”

      Lucifer was the person who answered, his lips grinning in arrogance. He slipped inside with me, sitting directly on my left. “There are only ever two candidates. They work as a pair, even when they’re in the Guard—usually on special missions. And they only allow the Game once a year. The rest of the time, the recruits have to go through two years of training before they’re allowed in the Guard.”

      My mouth dropped open. “This is prestigious?”

      “Very,” General Finley drawled. He stepped inside the capsule and shut the door, locking it. “People are normally watched for years before they’re invited to the Game. If you pass, it’s an immediate position in the elite.”

      I couldn’t stop staring. “Outside of who we are or where we came from, why would you choose us?”

      His answer was simple. “Because you two are that good. I wouldn’t have chosen you otherwise.”

      The General lifted a small, round bottle from his pocket and uncorked it. He tipped the glass into his waiting palm. Red glitter landed in his hand, and he raised it to his mouth. He blew out hard, and the red glitter flew out from his palm.

      I jerked back in my seat and squinted my eyes, fully prepared to be sprayed with glitter. Except gravity had no meaning for the sparkles. They hovered in the air between the three of us. My jaw gaped in awe, and my voice was breathless. “Oh, my God.”

      Lucifer placed his arm over my shoulder. “Just keep watching.”

      The red glitter started spinning in a circle as one unit, completely uniform in structure. It spun faster and faster until it glowed as one. Then our transportation suddenly rose from the ground, climbing high into the sky.

      I blinked. “Wind transport.” Not a hot air balloon.

      “Magic,” Kingsley clarified, his voice grumpy.

      I petted the top of his head with one finger. “Just close your eyes. It’ll all be over soon.”
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      The humona peering at me didn’t have an issue with his wings. Those magical properties were on full display, the beauty continually catching my eyes. The wings didn’t have feathers, either. They weren’t like birds. His magnificent wings were translucent blue with streaks of gold throughout.

      I wanted to touch them.

      Lucifer smacked my hand when I started to do just that. He flicked his gaze in my direction, and then back to the Chief, the man who rules the entire Guard. “So sorry, Chief. Please, continue?”

      He practically rolled his eyes, his office just as opulent as his wings. “Should I put them away?” His piercing gaze didn’t leave mine. “Will that help you, Ms. Creed?”

      My brows puckered. “They really are striking.”

      “I can tell you like them, Ms. Creed. I asked if you need me to put them away.”

      Instantly, I shook my head and straightened on the regal—uncomfortable—chair I sat on. “No. I’m good.”

      “Are you sure?” He fluttered the wings.

      My nostrils flared. I bared down but kept my attention directly on his face. “I’m sure.” But, damn, they had sparkled when he did that.

      Lucifer cleared his throat. “I believe you were saying that there are two tests.”

      The Chief sat back on his chair behind his desk, gradually dragging his eyes away from mine. He turned that gaze onto my soul partner. “Yes. Each test will be judged solely by General Finley.” He tilted his head down and peered up at us with serious eyes. “And do not expect him to pass you merely because he’s your sponsor. General Finley has been around long enough to have seen the repercussions of that foolhardy act with his younger peers.”

      I really wanted to know how old the young looking General was. “May I ask a personal question about General Finley?”

      “No.”

      Well, that was shot down fast. “How about you?”

      “Fuck no.”

      Lucifer snorted softly, then covered it with a cough.

      My lips twitched. “I had to try.”

      The Chief eyed the two of us. “You two are either going to be the best candidates we’ve had in years or the absolute worst ever. I haven’t decided yet.”

      I grinned. “Will you flutter your wings one more time for me when we’re done talking?”

      Lucifer sighed heavily. “I can’t believe he did that. You’re never going to shut up now about the damn wings until we get them.”

      I turned my head in his direction, and whispered, “They sparkled! Did you see that?”

      “I saw,” Lucifer droned. “What did it remind you of?”

      “The wind transport. I wonder if it’s part of the same—”

      The Chief raised his left hand. “Excuse me! The meeting isn’t done yet, and I’m right here while you talk about me.”

      “We know,” Lucifer and I said together.

      We turned our attention back to him. Waited.

      He stared, his eyes flicking back and forth between us. He finally muttered, “I’m going to kill General Finley.”

      Lucifer shrugged. “We are that good. He knows it.”

      “I’m beginning to see that. What I mean is that if you pass, I’ll have to deal with the two of you until I finally quit one day.” He scowled. “That won’t be for a very long time.”

      I pinched my fingers together in front of my right eye. “You could always make it shorter.”

      His glare deepened. “Can we stay on track, please?”

      Lucifer and I both smiled. Tiny ones.

      That was what we were waiting for.

      When we ran the show.

      Lucifer relaxed in his chair and rolled his wrist. “I’d love to hear more. Thank you.”

      The Chief blinked. “Fuck.”

      General Finley barged through the office doors and shook his head at the Chief. “Maybe you should shorten your time in this position if they got to you that fast.”

      “Were you eavesdropping?” I asked, a smirk on my lips. “I hadn’t noticed. Especially, when your shadow kept moving behind the door.”

      Lucifer picked at his fingernails. “Or when he sneezed.”

      I nodded. “That too.”

      The Chief slammed a palm down onto his desk, and his wings instantly disappeared. He glared at the General. “This meeting done.” He pointed at us, his finger jabbing hard in our direction. “Don’t tell them shit about the Game. I want to see how they do with no information given.”

      General Finley balked. “None?”

      The Chief’s eyes narrowed, and turned on us. “I will tell you this much. It’s all about the display of how you handle yourself. For both tests. If you don’t impress the General with the show, you won’t pass. If you don’t pass, you’ll live an absolutely normal life. And I already know this about you both. You’ll be bored by the time you’re thirty, with no other option but to concede you fucked up and to settle for that boring life.”

      My forehead crinkled. “Maybe a little more—”

      “Get them out of here before I lose my shit, General Finley,” the Chief barked. “Now!”

      General Finley yanked us both up by the back of our shirts and shoved us toward the door. When he closed the door, he growled, “You really don’t want to piss that man off. He can do anything he wants to you—including sending you to jail for the rest of your life—for no reason at all. He has that power.”

      I crossed my arms and studied his face. “I was serious in there for a second. May I ask you a personal question?”

      He rubbed at his forehead in irritation. “Go ahead.”

      “How old are you?”

      He peeked at me over his rubbing fingers. “How old do I look?”

      My lips twitched. He was a little vain. “You don’t look much older than Lucifer, except I keep getting the vibe you’re much older than us.”

      He lowered his hand and smiled. “I’m twenty-five.”

      Lucifer lifted a blond brow. “How many times have you been twenty-five?” His head cocked. “You’re not humona.”

      My eyes widened.

      Gray eyebrows rose. “But it’s a really good disguise, don’t you agree?”

      I nodded my head like an idiot. “What are you?”

      “That’s my secret.” He shrugged a shoulder. “But you aren’t the only one to have received a skeleton key.”

      The General winked.

      I stared. “I’ll remember your hearing is exceptional.”

      No wonder he had been able to spy on us.
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      Glancing past the black curtain—music vibrating up my red stilettos from the nearby musicians—I stared out at the audience. I was nervous as hell as my gaze darted to the golden pole in the middle of the stage. I pulled at the black, short skirt I was wearing and made sure all the buttons on my white shirt were firmly in place.

      The woman next to me, Angel, was fluffing her huge blonde hair and adjusting her half-face mask. I did the same to mine and ran my hands over the black wig I had in place. It was still pinned carefully—chin length with precisely cut bangs.

      I shook my hands out.

      Angel smiled. “I know this is your first night, but you’ll be fine. Your sweet little body will collect plenty of money.” She winked at me. “But don’t trip. The shoes are the worst to get used to.”

      I played my part and nodded. “Thanks. That’s good to know.” This was part of the Game. At least, the nighttime version of it.

      I tried to steady my nerves and closed my eyes, remembering all of the women I had seen dancing in movies. I’d practiced last night in front of the mirror, but they had pretty much thrown me in with this supposed job already in place. When the Chief stated before how this challenge would be more for ‘show,’ he wasn’t kidding.

      I knew the General was in the audience tonight.

      I breathed deeply and shook out my arms.

      The song was halfway through, and it was almost our turn to go onstage. I rolled my neck, and then my hips, getting ready.

      Angel noticed and nodded.

      I winked and fell more into this role.

      I could be a naughty vixen.

      My palms stopped sweating.

      My eyes changed to a woman who knows what a man wants and exactly how to give it.

      Angel laughed. “Oh, yeah. You’ll do just fine, sugar. Whatever you’re thinking of, keep it up. You may even come out of this with more money than I make tonight.” She bent over and adjusted her pert Double Ds.

      I just chuckled. Yeah, right.

      The musicians finished their last note of the sensual song, and the women on stage picked up any stray bills and sauntered off the stage.

      Angel slapped me on the ass when the intro to our song whispered in the air. “That’s us, sugar. Let’s go.”

      I closed my eyes for only a moment.

      Angel helped me at first when I got under the heat of the candlelights onstage. I almost lost my nerve then but bucked up, careful not to light myself on fire. She and I played off each other. I was lucky the joint wasn’t full nude. Angel and I finished undressing each other, which I did mine beautifully from under her when she crawled across the stage.

      Being onstage in nothing but a short bustier, G-string, and stilettos took fucking guts.

      I stayed in my role of a naughty girl even when I bent over—ass in the air—at the end of the platform so men could put cash bills in my undies. I danced like a sex kitten. I twirled on the damn bar as if it were my favorite cock. I crawled like I was everyone’s desired treat serving myself up to them.

      I was their fantasy in red stilettos.

      The song finally ended with Angel on her knees and her face in my cleavage. I glanced down and gave her a saucy wink. She kissed my cleavage in congratulations of a job well done, and I helped her up. We picked up our clothes from the floor and exited before the musicians played their next song.

      And…I wasn’t done yet. I had to mingle.

      Which meant lap dances.

      I rolled my shoulders, changed my bustier, and slipped on a skirt that only covered half my ass—why even bother?—and left the red stilettos on. I walked out to the main floor and was besieged by requests for dances.

      Lucifer was out there somewhere.

      I scanned the area but didn’t see him.

      He had danced a couple of sets before me while I was changing. Then he’d been in the audience while I danced. But the lights were so bright up there it was hard to see out into the dim area.

      This place had male and female strippers; therefore, the clientele was of both sexes. Luckily, the place was also hands-off the strippers—unless you went upstairs to their private rooms. I bolted after every lap dance before they could ask for the upstairs treatment. I wasn’t quite ready for that yet.

      I made it to the center of the room a couple of songs before I went on again and finally spotted General Finley. The General was wearing black leather pants and a black shirt. He motioned for me to come over to his private table, so I ignored the woman who was trying to flag me down. Two men were sitting at his booth in the darkened corner.

      Christ.

      I put a smile on my face, even though apprehension trickled up my spine. This was supposed to be the Game, part of training. Not the real deal. Those men were the real goddamn deal.

      Shit.

      Arriving at the table, I leaned over it so my cleavage was fully on display. My green eyes stopped on General Finley. I asked in a sultry tone, “Is there something I can do for you, honey?” I licked my lips, drawing the action out.

      General Finley didn’t miss a beat, his posture never changing from relaxed—even though I had practically shoved my breasts in his face. He shook his head and pointed at the two men. “These gentlemen would like your services in a private room.” He paused. “But they want to watch.”

      He pointed into the audience. “They’ve taken a liking to that man over there.”

      I glanced behind my shoulder, concentrating on not peeing my skirt. Lord Almighty. I squinted through the darkness to where General Finley indicated. There was a man there who had a cascade of slick black hair that reached down to his waist. He wore a pair of black leather something-or-others that looked like skintight underwear. Tall, knee-high black combat boots, a black spiked collar, and a black half-mask completed his ensemble.

      Oh, and he had a body to fucking die for.

      I could see why these asswipes had noticed him.

      I turned to the two ‘gentlemen’ and smiled. “It’s more expensive than a lap dance.” I would try anything to keep from going upstairs.

      Both men were fair-haired, but one kept his short, and the other kept the length past his shoulders. The one with the longer hair stated, “We’ll pay.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a wad of cash folded in half. A money clip of the Baaz realm held the currency together—a leather string.

      He sat the cash on the table and evaluated me closely. “Is this your first night here? I don’t think I’ve seen you around.”

      My gaze was caught on all that money.

      Yeah, these men were no good.

      I licked my lips again, and stated honestly, “It’s my first night.”

      The shorthaired guy smiled, his gaze caught on my cleavage. “Why don’t you go and get that man and tell your manager you’ll be awhile.” It was a clear order.

      I straightened up and winked. “My pleasure.”

      I walked away, swaying my ass.

      While I freaked out internally.

      But…

      Something inside me sensed the predators the assholes were. That part of me smiled. I knew I was where I belonged. Doing anything to get the bad guys. Even subjecting myself to a situation I would never find myself in normally.

      The strong protecting the weak.

      That was how I had changed.

      That was me now. The strong.

      I spoke to the manager about what had been requested, and she nodded and gestured for the dark haired man to come over. As he stalked in our direction, very much dominating the entire room, I blinked.

      Jesus, it was Lucifer.

      At least, I thought it was him.

      I squinted. Yes. It was him. Thank you, Lord!

      We had both managed to attract the only criminals in the room. I was pretty sure that was saying something.

      And his wig was better than mine.

      Lucifer stopped in front of us, acting as if he didn’t know me. He nodded his approval while the manager spoke to him.

      Then she left us. We stayed in our roles.

      No chitchat. No fun times. Pure business.

      Another reason why we worked so well together.

      We strolled to the private table together.

      I watched as the two bad guys took us in. It was similar to how General Finley had once. Like we were prized sheep. In a sick sense, we kind of were. But to put it more accurately, we were wolves dressed as sheep. I smiled inside.

      They got up from the table and followed.

      Lucifer must have already been there before because he knew exactly where he was going. I followed him like I knew what the hell I was doing, still swaying my practically bare ass as we walked up a flight of stairs. Their gazes heated my backside. It made me want to run.

      But we were here. In the now.

      General Finley was throwing us to the fucking sharks.

      We entered a room at the back of a long hallway.

      The room was red. Just red.

      The couch that wrapped around all four walls was red. The ceiling and walls were red. The carpet was red. The lit candles were red. Even the pole in the center of the room was red.

      I tried not to take that as a bloody omen.

      The two men flipped through the song selection and spoke to the lone musician in the corner. The music started as the men sat down, one on either side of the room. Lucifer began to explain the rules, but Shorthair interrupted. “You on her for the first song. Then her on you for the second. And the third and fourth, you will each dance alone.” He snapped his fingers at the guy with the long hair.

      Longhair pulled the wad back out of his pocket and tossed it to Lucifer.

      Shorthair stated, “Make it believable, and there will be opportunities for more cash.”

      Lucifer thumbed through the bills absently before flinging it on the couch beside him. He commented with ease, “We can do that.”

      He grabbed my hands and placed by back against the pole.

      I had never received a lap dance before, but I always thought that required one to be sitting.

      I was wrong.

      Lucifer proved that.

      Very believably, I might add.

      I had seen commercials for the popular male strippers who travel the United States, but Lord, help me, it hadn’t looked enjoyable to me. Men strutting around with their junk hanging all around? No thanks. For a man to turn me on, he needed to be strong and tough and sensual.

      Lucifer managed that.

      I doubted those oh, so popular men could do what he did in front of me. Or, rather, against me. I forgot in this room you could touch, and Lucifer covertly grabbed my hands a quarter of the way through the song and placed them on his chest.

      Oops. I forgot I had a role to play, too.

      I had to make him look wanted.

      I got with the program.

      Mmm, it wasn’t all that hard.

      I lost myself in it, not sure if I was role playing any longer.

      The song ended, and another began.

      It was my turn.

      I couldn’t do the pole thing because he was too tall.

      So, I backed him into the couch with a pointed finger to his chest. I straddled him and dropped my head back, picturing a naughty little minx. Lucifer helped make me look even better, like a man on the brink of pouncing. He managed to keep his hands from going anywhere too dangerous, even when I stuck my crotch in his face at one point—a little trick with my legs over his shoulders. It was harder than it looked, but luckily, I didn’t fall on my face.

      The song ended much as the one onstage had—with a person’s face stuck in my cleavage.

      Lucifer breathed just as hard as I did, even though he hadn’t been doing a damn thing. He had a death grip on my hips, so I decided the next song was mine, too, to give him a moment to recover.

      It wasn’t every day your partner’s crotch landed in your face.

      I straightened up and worked the bar—not easy—and studied both men’s eyes to see what they liked best. It wasn’t hard. One guy was a tits man and the other an ass man. That was easy enough.

      I crawled across the room with my ass in the air for the one who liked that and let my tits damn near fall out of my top for the guy I crawled up.

      His hands ran down my arms, sending a sick shiver over my skin. It was as if he were testing the softness of my skin by the way he examined it.

      I let him believe I was the sheep being appraised until the song ended.

      While Lucifer danced by himself, I figured out these guys were both straight. I hadn’t been sure at first, but after they had touched him the same way they did me, with the absence of any sexuality in their gaze and with more calculation, it was obvious. It was also clear they were scouts on a mission. They were looking for beauty—male or female. Lucifer’s features were rough with hard angles, and his body was sculpted to perfection. His masculine beauty stood out amongst the rest, and his natural presence was an observable turn-on to most.

      Even if they didn’t want me to play in their cat and mouse game, I knew they’d want Lucifer.

      The music softly stopped.

      Lucifer walked over to where the money was.

      I swayed my ass as I walked to stand by him. I eyed the cash just enough to look interested, but still professional.

      The men were still sitting there, both thinking.

      Finally, Longhair stood and walked over to us. “Are you two interested in making more money?”

      Again, I smiled inside.

      I nodded and glanced at the cash.

      Lucifer said, “Of course.”

      Longhair stuck his right hand into his coat pocket. He pulled out two black cards. His pristine fingernails gleamed under the red lighting. He handed one to each of us.

      I memorized the lone address on it.

      He explained, “Come to that location on Wednesday between the times of four p.m. and five p.m. You’ll be instructed what to do from there.” He walked out of the red room.

      Shorthair followed him.

      I stuffed the card down my bustier and strolled out of the private room. Lucifer stalked behind me, both of us still playing our roles perfectly.
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      The sun peeked just over the horizon by the time Lucifer, General Finley, and I sat down in Lucifer’s room at the keep we were staying in. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Lucifer yet about what he thought of the experience. Though I was more than pleased to be wearing a pair of baggy night pants and an oversized shirt of Lucifer’s. My hair was freshly washed and up in a ponytail.

      I was clean.

      Lucifer wore a pair of simple shorts and a sleeveless shirt, his person also fresh from the shower. Dark circles rimmed his eyes, but he plowed into his sandwich with gusto.

      General Finley sipped on coffee, the steam rising from it. He leaned back in his chair, and probed, “So?”

      I didn’t care about manners at this point. I spoke as I chewed a bite of my own chicken sandwich and chips. “This was supposed to be part of the Game. We’re supposed to be training for situations like this, not handling them right now.”

      Lucifer muttered around a mouthful, “Those guys were pros.”

      General Finley smiled then. “You have nothing to say about the actual work? No squeamish worries? No blushing modesty?”

      Lucifer snorted.

      I asked dryly, “Did it look like we had a problem with that?”

      General Finley relaxed. “No. Not at all. You were both very good. You could have any job in a sex club.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re flattered, but we’re booked.” I pushed the black cards across the small table, in his direction, and explained what we had learned.

      I dropped onto the bed, groaning, my feet barking. I stared up at the ceiling as I munched on my chips and curled and uncurled my toes. Christ, my feet hurt something fierce. Whoever the hell invented stilettos deserved to be shot. My ankles were actually swollen.

      Suddenly, strong hands held my feet, kneading into the soreness. I groaned loud and long. It hurt at first, but Lucifer knew what he was doing.

      My eyelids drooped.

      Ah.

      General Finley cleared his throat delicately. “Shall I come back later? Give you two some privacy?”

      Lucifer and I flipped him off at the same time.

      General Finley’s lips twitched.

      I questioned, “So, what the hell happened to the Game?”

      General Finley shrugged. “The opportunity presented itself. It was dumb luck they were there tonight and a credit to you both that you managed to attract their attention so quickly. They’re on our watch list for a smallish ring here in Terlant.

      “You obviously can’t go in yet,” I seriously pouted at that, “but we can send in someone with the information we’ve garnered tonight.” He paused. “Or today. Whatever time it was. I’m just happy you two found one another. You make an excellent team. I would never take the risk of you being placed with someone you don’t know.”

      I agreed, “Lucifer and I get each other.”

      Lucifer just yawned and laid his head down by my feet. He still massaged them, his fingers digging in, but his efforts were getting weaker and slower. His yawn was contagious, and I followed suit, my lids dropping.

      He mumbled, “Where’s Kingsley?”

      “In my room. Sleeping on my pillow.”

      Lucifer chuckled.

      General Finley blew out the candles and left the room on silent feet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up to a rooster crowing. My face was smashed against something hard and smooth and warm, and something else that crunched and smelled of BBQ. I wiped the drool from my mouth and opened my eyes. I was still on Lucifer’s bed. I had used his foot and a sack of chips as a pillow.

      He groaned from the other end of the mattress. “Clean the damn drool off my foot. It’s making me need to pee more.”

      I quickly used my shirt to wipe my spit off his foot. Then I picked chips out of my hair as I sat up.

      He rolled over. His sleepy eyes stared up at me. I was sure I was a sight, my ponytail listing off to one side, chips in my hair, dried drool on my cheek. And I must have lain on the bone in his foot because my face hurt enough I knew there had to be a red mark covering half of my face.

      I was fairly positive I looked like I should be calling Alcoholics Anonymous instead of being an active participant in the Game for the Guard.

      Lucifer rubbed his eyes and opened them again, staring. “Nope. I’m not imagining it. You really look that bad.”

      I plucked another chip from my hair and threw it at him. “Fuck you.” Point to him.

      He stretched and yawned, lots of muscles flexing. “We need to move. General Finley expects us downstairs for our daytime Game.”

      My eyes narrowed. A damn rooster had woken us. That was like birds chirping before the sun rose. It was animal time, not human—or humona—time.

      I shouted in frustration, “It’s barely light outside!”

      Though I did toss chips out of my hair faster.

      Right at Lucifer.

      He growled and threw his pillow at my head. “The only time I allow someone to yell like that in the morning is if they’re under me.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “Or over me.”

      I opened my mouth. Paused. And shut it.

      I wasn’t going to touch that one.

      “I need to go change.” I jumped off the bed.

      My exit from the mattress didn’t go as planned.

      I crumbled to the ground when the bruised soles of my feet hit the carpet. It was as if shards of glass were stabbing up into them. I screeched as I fell.

      Screw Lucifer. I would yell all I wanted. It hurt!

      Lucifer groaned from up on the bed. “You’re not allowed in my room anymore.”

      I moaned in pain from the ground. “Lucifer?”

      He sighed. “Yeah?”

      “Who invented the stiletto?”

      He chuckled. “I have no clue what a stiletto is.”

      “The shoes I was wearing last night.”

      “Those are called longheels.” He paused. “I think it was a guy two realms away. But I do remember he supposedly had a funny accent. One of the old drinkers said the man only came here once to sell his wares. He said it was hard to understand him.”

      “Is he dead?” I didn’t care about the other junk.

      “Probably.”

      “Damn.”

      The bed squeaked.

      I didn’t move from the ground.

      Lucifer stepped over me and went into the bathroom. Then, the unmistakable sound of a man peeing could be heard.

      I rolled my eyes. “Shut the damn door!”

      “My room, woman,” he hollered over his neverending flow of piss.

      I pushed up on my knees and stood.

      I groaned. Jesus H.
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      I walked from General Finley’s carriage as if I were walking on hot coals, hopping to and fro like an idiot.

      Lucifer couldn’t stop laughing.

      General Finley was even amused.

      I wasn’t.

      I was considering asking if they had a short-term disability package. But I should probably get through this second test first before I asked about their benefits.

      General Finley’s lips wouldn’t stop twitching as we walked through a ‘parking lot’ to a large warehouse. He stated, “You better work those kinks out quickly, Ms. Creed. You don’t want others thinking you’re weak.”

      I scowled.

      Lucifer snorted at my furious look.

      I smacked him upside his head and danced back on the balls of my feet. I peered at him harmlessly when he turned heated eyes on me. I asked innocently, “What? I’m just doing what the boss man said.” I smiled. “Working the kinks out, you know?”

      Lucifer’s eyes promised retribution.

      My smile widened. He was cute when he was mad.

      General Finley shook his head. “Other than your attire, no one would place you two together. And, somehow, it works.” He paused thoughtfully. “Well, we’ll see how well it works in a few minutes, anyway.”

      I looked down at my black capris cargos and black thermal shirt and black boots. I had splashed a little color to it with a silver shirt. Spiked black wrist guards were my jewelry.

      I glanced over at Lucifer.

      He checked me out like I was doing to him.

      We had been in too much of a hurry to notice what the other was wearing. He wore long baggy black military cargos with a silver chain as a belt and a tight black long-sleeved shirt, no over shirt for color. He wore his black army boots, and he even wore a wrist guard similar to mine.

      We looked very much like we’d planned this.

      I muttered, “We need to discuss the night before what we’re wearing the next day.”

      Lucifer shrugged. “I don’t decide until about five minutes before I put my clothes on.”

      My face fell.

      I did the same thing. We were doomed.

      General Finley shook his head. “You guys look fine. Come on.” He headed to a side door on the warehouse.

      I bounced after him, seriously looking like a bunny, trying to get the soreness out. Lucifer rolled his shoulders, mentally preparing for what we were going to go through inside. I tried to do the same, but my feet hurt.

      Yes, it was pathetic. But…d-a-m-n.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      I stared at the twenty or so men and women who surrounded us in a circle. The numbers didn’t bode well. Two against twenty. And all of them lethal and in their prime. They were fit like they worked out a couple of hours a day in the gym, and no one was as short or as tiny as me. There were even a few as big as the General in the group. And one of those said people was a female.

      They were all Guard.

      I muttered over my shoulder to Lucifer, who stood at my back, “I think General Finley wants to kill us.”

      Lucifer’s shoulders shook my head. He snorted before he tensed, and stated, “Shut up. I need to focus.” A pause. “You take the left side. I’ll take the right side.”

      I couldn’t help it. I folded over and hooted in laughter. The group that was advancing paused in their tracks. I saw the masses feet halt. Or the ground stopped shaking.

      Either way, I knew they stopped moving.

      Thank God.

      General Finley’s voice echoed through the cavernous room. “Is there a problem, Ms. Creed?”

      I peeked back at Lucifer, and muttered in a deep tone, “You take the left side. I’ll take the left side.” I threw my hands up in the air. “It’s a fucking circle, Lucifer! There is no left or right side.”

      His blue eyes, already crinkling at the corners, narrowed suspiciously, almost watering. He cleared his throat. “Well, fuck. It’s the first time a mob’s attacked me all at once.” He pointed at me, finally grinning, unable to contain it. “You didn’t come up with anything better.” His dimples showed.

      I might be staring.

      “Lucifer! Arizona!” General Finley shouted, echoing at least three times around us. Both Lucifer and I snapped our heads up to the rafters, where a makeshift area had been constructed above. So he could have a bird’s-eye view of the scene. There were a few higher-ups—no pun intended—standing next to him, watching the show.

      I squinted and studied their expressions.

      Then I mumbled under my breath. “His face looks kind of red, don’t you think?”

      Lucifer snickered and then coughed hard when General Finley crossed his arms, clearly irritated.

      General Finley barked, “Is there an issue?”

      I kept my mouth shut and let Lucifer answer that one.

      “No, sir,” Lucifer stated calmly. He sounded like he wanted to choke as the words came out of his mouth. “Sorry, sir.”

      With another wise crack on the tip of my tongue, I held it in. Just barely.

      General Finley asked, “And you, Arizona? Are you doing all right?”

      That was a loaded question.

      I just nodded.

      General Finley asked dryly, “Then how about we get back to it. Does that please the both of you?”

      Oh, yeah. He was pissed.

      “Or maybe we could bring out a pair of longheels for you to do this Game in, Ms. Creed. Would you like that?”

      My eyes narrowed. He was just being plain mean now. But I answered steadily, “I’m fine, sir.” I paused, and I know it sounded like gravel. “Sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      He nodded and then held up a timer in his hand, stating, “Go,” for the second time.

      The group started advancing again.

      We had managed to stall long enough to give Lucifer time to formulate a plan. He stated calmly, “We stay together. Anyone my size or bigger, I’ll take. Anyone smaller, you take.”

      I gazed around. I was pretty sure I was getting the rotten end of the deal here, but I shrugged and muttered, “This is going to hurt.”

      Lucifer nodded. “Yes, it will.”

      We charged together as one.

      We ducked and twisted at the same time, pushing right past them so we were facing their backs. It surprised them enough that we both knocked out two people each before they even turned around. The circle altered course and we were immediately surrounded.

      And it was on.

      Lucifer and I stayed directly next to each other, stopping any blows aimed at us, but these people knew what they were doing. It wasn’t easy by any stretch of the imagination. All had been taught to fight. But the one thing they lacked was the most crucial.

      They hadn’t been trained to survive.

      Lucifer and I had.

      We were not clean and straightforward.

      We fought dirty and brutally.

      Stray punches and kicks did land on us, but soon, a pile of moaning bodies surrounded us on the ground. So much so, we had to move out of the litter of people to be able to fight properly because those on the ground were still kicking and punching at our ankles, like annoying miniature dogs.

      We moved.

      But they got lucky.

      A man bigger than the General grabbed onto my bicep. His hand was large enough to easily grip it all the way around, and one look at him told me he wasn’t quite like the rest of the group. Whatever he was going to do would fucking hurt.

      He literally lifted me up by my arm when Lucifer was fighting four other people, distracted. The giant man tossed me through the air like a ragdoll.

      I flew.

      Soared, really.

      In fact, I had the opportunity to see the mob go right on by a few feet below me.

      And, yeah. I screamed. Who wouldn’t?

      I saw it coming. My shoulder was already screwed up by the beast’s toss, but the window I was flying at was going to leave a mark. Everyone was screaming below me, and somewhere, in the midst of it, I heard Lucifer enraged shout above everyone else’s.

      Time kind of slowed. It crawled.

      I watched the window come closer, the dirt and carriages—beyond the window pane—clearly in view.

      Everything shimmered as adrenaline flooded my veins and managed to make everything look pretty. I had time to plan—my brain was functioning so quickly. Right before I hit the window, I tucked and turned in the air, protecting my head and neck, bringing my knees up to my chest.

      The glass made the most amazing tinkling sound as I slammed into it, the pane breaking immediately around me. Sunshine hit my face. Even though my eyes were closed, I could still feel its heat. I landed on top of a covered carriage. But it had a ‘sunroof’ in the middle made of glass.

      I smashed right through it into the heart of the carriage. My body hit the two seats on either side. I screamed, the impact jamming my shoulder back into place.

      I couldn’t catch my breath, and the destroyed carriage blurred in my vision. But it hadn’t been that bad. My left hip and shoulder hurt like hell, but my head, legs, and arms weren’t severely damaged.

      The horses up front were distressed, though.

      I opened the door and pulled myself out, ass-over- head. I landed in a heap on the dirt just as the horses had had enough. They broke free of their binds and galloped off, the carriage teetering dangerously behind them.

      And I could still hear people shouting inside.

      I shook my head hard and pushed air into my lungs, just as I was lifted off the ground.

      Lucifer’s face stared down at me. He looked mighty worried and pissed off all at once. “Arizona, baby? Are you all right?”

      I sucked in air and scowled. “I just went through a window and landed on a carriage. And went through its sunroof.” I paused. “Of course, I’m all right.” I squirmed in his grip since he was holding me like a damn baby. “Come on. I want to go kick that beast’s ass.”

      Lucifer’s brows scrunched in irritation for a second, but he set me on my feet and started running his hands over me. I swatted them away and turned, and then started stomping back to the door. “I said I was all right.” I glanced over my shoulder, glass flying out of my hair with the motion. “You want in on it, or am I doing it all myself?”

      Lucifer blinked, and then grinned. “Fuck yes, I’m in.”

      When we came back inside, General Finley was yelling at someone to get them down from their perch—probably worried that I was dead.

      Lucifer and I took advantage of everyone’s shock at seeing me walking and alive. We strolled straight up to two ‘attackers’ and decked them in the face.

      Two down, eight more to go.

      The rest were still lying injured on the ground.

      During that round of our fighting. General Finley shouted for them to stop taking them down so he could watch. I almost laughed as I elbowed a man in the neck, barely watching as he flopped on the ground. I stepped on his back, using the extra height to help with the next person in line. Yeah, General Finley, it takes more than airtime to keep me from my goal.

      When there were only two remaining, a female and Beasty, I stopped Lucifer from going after him. I shook my head and muttered breathlessly, “He’s fucking mine.”

      Lucifer glanced at him, and then the broken window.

      He nodded silently. He wasn’t going to argue.

      Trust. He had it for me as I did for him.

      Lucifer took the woman down in seconds.

      It took me much longer with Beasty. I just had to make sure he didn’t get his paws on me again. He wasn’t as quick as I was, and I used that as my—only—advantage. When his beefy fists came at me, I had to move or be permanently out of commission. I made him come for me, taking him deeper into the mass of bodies littering the floor since he had problems moving, making it worse for him.

      I got in at least six blows to his none when he got pissed and charged me. I dove under him just as his arms came in to swipe me up. I landed hard on my back between his feet, kicking up as I hit the ground.

      I nailed him like a motherfucker with my boot.

      Right to his crotch.

      He stilled.

      It was like watching a huge tree totter back and forth.

      Timber!

      I quickly rolled back to get out of the way as he bellowed and toppled on his back, curling into the fetal position.

      I wanted to kick him while he was down, but Lucifer caught me around the waist when I had my foot mid-swing.

      Dammit.

      He protested, “That blow you gave him will set him back a few months. Leave him be.”

      I grumbled and crossed my arms, upset he wouldn’t let me have my fun. He carried me away, through the bodies, with one arm around my waist. I glared over my shoulder.

      He laughed, sputtering, “You’re like a furious pixie.” My eyes bulged at the put-down, and he immediately shook his head. “No. No. Don’t get mad at me. Pixie’s can be very hazardous to a person’s health.”

      My gaze clearly stated I thought he was full of shit.

      He responded simply, “No, really. They’re tiny and cute, so everyone thinks they’re harmless, right? They never see the devious and dangerous side of them until it’s too late.”

      I blinked. Well, that was all right.

      I sniffed and turned my head away, trying to be as dignified as I could be—even as he carried me.

      I ignored the way his shoulder shook, of course.

      General Finley and his entourage were down from their ‘safe zone’ and scrutinizing us with guarded eyes.

      Lucifer sat me on my feet in front of them and stood next to me.

      General Finley crossed his arms and glared down at me. “You manipulated us in the beginning.”

      Ah. He was just now figuring that out.

      Lucifer rocked back and forth on his heels and put his hands in his back pockets, trying to look innocent.

      I just stood there.

      I hurt too damn bad to pretend innocence right now.

      General Finley showed his teeth. “Code word?”

      I didn’t say anything.

      Lucifer stayed mute.

      We had barely had time to come up with anything as we had raced down the hallway this morning. The word ‘kill,’ for example, was the code word for ‘stall.’ ‘Pig’ was the code word for ‘flee.’ And ‘pants’ was the code word for ‘help.’ That was all we’d had time for. No originality, really, but it had worked.

      General Finley looked like he wanted to strangle us. “That test was supposed to have surprised you. To see what you would do on your feet against so many.”

      Yeah, I got that impression when everyone had stormed into the building once General Finley and his cohorts were safely above.

      Again, Lucifer and I stayed mute.

      General Finley actually growled.

      Until someone—a stern looking middle-aged woman—grabbed his arm and yanked him away as her face showed obvious shock at his behavior.

      We twiddled our thumbs.

      Two men in dark cloaks stayed.

      They watched us.

      They had been up top with General Finley. The two guys looked pretty uptight. Upper officials, all the way. They really didn’t like being stuck near us, but there was a special gleam in their eyes as they studied us. I felt like a lab rat.

      I didn’t like that.

      But I did eventually smirk.

      I waited for a full minute for the man on the right’s covert, forlorn gaze to come back to us and alter into studying us again. I murmured quietly, “Sorry about your carriage.”

      His eyes widened to saucers.

      I leaned against Lucifer and held his gaze.

      He sputtered for a few seconds. Then he stormed off to where General Finley and the woman were having a heated argument. Apparently, he had decided to join the fray.

      Lucifer wrapped his left arm around my shoulders, fingers spread wide in front of us.

      He cried out quietly in a girly voice, “I think I broke a nail! I’ll have to fix that right away.” He sighed and then gasped, bringing his hand closer to our faces. “Freddy will just cry when he sees this. It’s two nails, not one!”

      I bit the inside of my cheek hard.

      Lucifer had correctly guessed the older, butch man’s flaw. He stopped studying us and an expression of disgust crossed his features, taking Lucifer for a gay man. The last cloak-wearing fool turned and stormed off to argue with his cohorts.

      All around us was chaos. Chaos we had instigated.

      I wondered how long it would take General Finley to put it all together. I relaxed against Lucifer, more now that no one was watching us. The sound of groans was music to my ears as people started picking themselves up off the ground or waking from being knocked out. I watched them covertly making sure none came charging at us in post rage.

      They didn’t.

      Minutes passed.

      General Finley hollered for his group to shut up.

      He cast thoughtful eyes on us.

      The General was clearly in control of his temper now.

      Lucifer and I lifted a free hand each and wiggled our fingers. Harmless. That was us.

      General Finley took a slow perusal of his co-workers pissed off faces and then at the hurt people around us. He blinked. Slowly, like a steam engine train just starting up, he began to chuckle until it became a full grab-your-belly laugh, his tan face turning pink with his mirth. I observed silently until he shook his head at us and threw his arms wide, shouting, “You two are fucking geniuses!”

      We nodded.

      He finally got it.

      We controlled the chaos.

      We stopped it before it even began.

      We let it begin.

      We beat them down.

      When it stopped, we started it again.

      We egged him on to the point he lost control, just as each one of his experienced co-workers had.

      We held them all in our hands.

      We were the eye of the storm.

      And we didn’t like being an experiment.

      Experience, yes.

      Training, yes.

      But when they were lifted up above, to study us, we had bristled. Maybe General Finley and his colleagues would learn from this. Perhaps they wouldn’t.

      Teach us. Show us. Help us.

      But don’t experiment on us.

      Or do…

      And face our wrath.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After General Finley had calmed everyone down and gotten medical help for those who needed it, he and his chums took us out to lunch. All of them watched us warily, except for General Finley, who couldn’t stop shaking his head and chuckling. I was sure he was embarrassed with himself.

      While we ate, they asked us normal questions about our home lives, normally get to know you stuff, but with my past—or no past in this realm—Lucifer talked nonstop to keep the focus off me. General Finley was quiet in his seat, becoming more and more amused as the time passed by. When we left, he took us back to the keep and walked us to our rooms.

      “I’m sorry about earlier.” The General stared off to the side. “I’ve learned a valuable lesson today.”

      He didn’t say what it was, but he had apologized.

      So, I forgave him.

      While watching him from the corner of my eye.

      Our two tests were done.

      Tomorrow we would know if we were part of the Guard.

      I walked into my room to Kingsley taking a bath in my cup of water I’d left out. My brows rose. “Seriously?”

      “One must bathe to look as good as I do,” he sang and dropped one of my mints into the water. His red head turned in my direction. “What do you call these wonderful bath salts? Their scent is minty fresh.”

      I blinked. “They're called a breath freshener.”

      He stared. “They aren’t for bathing?”

      “No.”

      His head tipped back in disgust, peering down into the water turning white. “I may need another bathtub.”

      I threw my hands into the air and walked back out of my room. I was too tired for the frog’s ego. It would be quieter in Lucifer’s room.

      As long as he didn’t snore too badly.
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      I stood outside Lucifer’s door and knocked.

      “One second,” he called.

      I rested a shoulder against the doorframe.

      He was closer when he asked, “Who is it?”

      “Arizona.” I yawned.

      The door opened.

      “I was just getting ready to take a bath.”

      Yeah, he was.

      Lucifer stood with a towel wrapped around his waist. He held it together with just his left fist. The rest of his body was bare. His toes were even perfect.

      I stared, my eyes running down all of his hard muscles on display. My mouth bobbed. I couldn’t speak as a flush burned my cheeks. My soul partner was built like a dream.

      His lips curved up on one side, and he rested his shoulder on the doorframe right in front of me. Our bodies were mere inches apart. The heat from his skin brushed mine, warming my body even further.

      He chuckled quietly. “Hello.”

      I blinked—more than a few times. “Hi.”

      He tipped his head and rested the side of it on the doorframe. His blue gaze quietly observed, his eyes flicking back and forth between mine. “Is there something you need?”

      I swallowed on a dry throat. “I wanted to stay in your room for a while. Except baths seem to be popular right now. Kingsley was taking one, too.”

      He hummed softly in his throat and leaned his head closer to mine. His voice dropped an octave, and his words were gently stated. “You can still come in.” He didn’t look away from me. “If you want.”

      It was an offer. To join him, in all ways.

      He’d given it once before.

      When I had first moved in with him years ago.

      I closed my mouth and gazed back.

      His blond brows quirked ever so slightly when I didn’t immediately turn him down—as I had done before. He took a step closer, dragging his bare shoulder along the doorframe. Only an inch separated us now. He lifted his free hand and ran his fingers down my arm, starting from my elbow and descending to my hand. His warm fingers played with mine with a delicate touch.

      He whispered, “Are you finally ready to accept me?”

      I gazed into the most beautiful blue eyes. “Why would you want to change what we have?” I still didn’t take my hand back, allowing his fingers to toy with mine.

      “Because that’s not all I want. You know that.”

      I inhaled a small breath and scented him. Sweat from fighting and his enticing cologne. My brows furrowed just a little, worry fluttering in my stomach. “What if it’s too much for me?”

      “Am I too much for you now?”

      “No, but that’s different.”

      “It is. And it isn’t.” He took another step forward and pressed his body against my front.

      We fit. We always had.

      “It’s time to accept this is where you belong, Arizona.” He held my fingers tighter and lifted my hand, maneuvering my arm so it wrapped around his waist. Only when I didn’t pull my arm away did he let go. His arm slipped around my hip, and his palm landed at the small of my back. He whispered, “Here. In this realm. With me.”

      I breathed in heavy pants, my chest lowering and falling against his body. “I want you.”

      “I know,” he whispered. His hand pressed against my back, pushing my soft curves against his unyielding body. “And I’m tired of waiting.”

      My heart broke a little. I hadn’t meant to hurt him. I hadn’t been ready for this before. I was in the clutches of my father’s death and only eighteen-years-old. I wasn’t that same girl any longer.

      I nodded my head. “Okay.”

      His eyes softened, less guarded. “I won’t hurt you, honey. You’re the one for me. I’ll cherish you forever.”

      I licked my lips and grinned. “I know.”

      The blue of his eyes was captivating. “You’re really ready for this? To be us, but a different us?”

      “I said yes. I meant it.” I nodded and tested running my fingers over his skin. It was heated and smooth against the pads of my fingers. “I know you’re the one for me. My partner. The other half of my soul.”

      As he stared down at me, his cheeks flushed, and his eyes turned fierce on mine. “You’re mine.”

      I lifted my brows. “And you’re mine.”

      He groaned quietly, lifting his hand and resting it on my cheek. “Fuck, it’s about time.”

      My eyes crinkled in humor.

      Then his mouth landed on mine, all my mirth fleeing as a new tide of emotions conquered my mind. His lips ran over mine, and his fingers pressed against my cheek. He released his towel, uncaring we were standing where anyone could see us, and his other arm wrapped around my waist.

      This was the way a man kisses a woman he loves.

      No act. No playing.

      He wanted to spend the rest of his life with me.

      I lifted my arms to wrap them tightly around his neck and kissed him back for the first time ever.

      He groaned loudly in his chest, and he pulled me even tighter against him. Our mouths ran amok in furious glides. Heat and passion jolted through me, and I parted my lips for him, our tongues meeting in a dueling sensual battle of need.

      Both us moaned with it.

      His arm tightened around me and pulled me inside his room. The sweetest lips never left mine even as he slammed the door closed behind us and locked the door. He walked me backward, his hands running up and down my back with greed, erotic hunger fueling our movements. He still hadn’t stopped kissing me.

      I hoped he never would.

      He laid me back on his bed in a demanding rush.

      I mumbled against his lips. “Wait. Wait. We don’t have any protection—”

      “I don’t care,” he rumbled deeply, his tongue diving in to meet mine. I gasped when his mouth left my lips. But he only leaned back to quickly began to undress me. “If I get you pregnant the first time we have sex, then it’s meant to be.”

      My eyes widened, even as I lifted my hips up to help him remove my pants. “I want to be in the Guard. Not pregnant.”

      “Pregnancy only lasts nine months, and we already have two kids.” He tossed my pants onto the floor. In a matter of seconds, I was completely nude beneath him. My flesh, all of my flesh, rubbed against his heated skin, both of us utterly naked. “It’ll make our family that much bigger to love.”

      My conscience didn’t even blink. My skin was on fire against his. However, my eyes softened, holding all the love I had for him—for our family. “All right. Just one time.”

      “Thank the kingdom,” he growled quietly. His generous lips spanned over mine in desired strokes, his blond hair gliding across my cheeks. The palm of his hand cupped one of my breasts. He moaned quietly, squeezing as I arched up against his touch.

      His legs slid between mine, roughly spreading my legs. Warmth flooded my gut as he dominated me. He pressed his hard cock against my core, grinding his length in the wetness he found there.

      I shouted against his lips as he started rocking his hips against me in heated strokes, his cock sliding deliciously. I trembled under him as he dipped his head, sucking at my neck, kissing and nibbling. Lifting a bit, his other hand slid between us, gliding down between my thighs to cup me.

      Breathing heavily against my neck, he muttered softly, “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this pussy.” He shook his head the barest bit, breathless, before his lips were back on mine, caressing, and sliding in demanding strokes. “I’m going to sink into your sweetness and own it.”

      My lips curved against his. He was so damn cocky.

      When his fingers glided through my folds, and he shoved two fingers deep into my channel, my body jerked with the pinch of pain.

      He stilled over me, his blue eyes worried.

      “You’re fine. You’re fine.” I exhaled a shaky breath. “Just keep going.”

      He blinked, and whispered, “Was…that what I think it was?”

      I squirmed under him. “No questions.”

      His lids instantly hooded his gaze. “You’re a virgin.” His fingers ever so carefully pulled out of me. He lifted them, staring at the smear of blood on them. His brows lifted, blue eyes traveled back to mine. “Perhaps, you should have told me?”

      I snorted softly. “Technically, you just broke my virginal barrier.” My face scrunched as his intelligent eyes were on mine. “Are you just going to stare at me or are we going to do this?”

      His lips curved slightly, so damn handsome. “We’re doing this.” He lowered his hand back between my legs, much more gradually pressing his fingers inside me.

      Our breathing accelerated as he gently explored, softly stroking in and out of me. My legs spread further, and my hips pressed up against him. A satisfied gleam entered his gaze when I jerked, his thumb pressing against my clit, and his fingers flexing inside me to find a delicately sensitive spot. I groaned and rubbed against him harder, his tone quiet, a deep growl. “You are so perfect, honey.”

      I moaned, my mouth parting as my head arched back, grabbing onto his shoulders. “Please…” I couldn’t breathe, my body needing, trembling. “Please, Lucifer!”

      “I’ll take you there,” he groaned, his fingers beginning to move faster, harder. His face hovered over mine, watching me as my lids fluttered. “You’ll fly, and I’ll catch you. I always will.”

      I rocked my hips back and forth, and his fingers crooked just right. My whole frame jerked as I screamed, my mind skipping to soar. I jolted against him, my channel gripping his fingers in pulses.

      His mouth slammed down onto mine, caressing my lips with passion as it all went to the hazy warmth inside my mind. My body. He sent me spinning into heaven.

      Only for my eyes to fly open in shocked pain as he removed his fingers, and replaced them with his cock, the blunt head stretching me. He drove his hips forward, sliding in a few inches, his body trembling over mine.

      “Holy hell,” he panted, his hands on my cheeks. His muscled chest heaved against mine as he retreated, pressing forward again brutally. “You’re so small. Just give me a second and it’ll be good. I promise.”

      I nodded rapidly, automatically sliding my legs up, opening myself further for his fierce invasion. His cock was so damn big, I grabbed the headboard above me, holding myself steady for his driving hips—and keeping myself from pulling away. “Hurry.”

      Sliding his hands under my back, he grabbed my shoulders, gripping tightly. His body flexed sensually before slamming his hips flush with mine.

      I grunted and trembled in pain, my channel stretched in agony. “You’re too large.”

      With his teeth gritted, he shook his head. “Just keep holding onto the headboard.” He lifted on his arms, staring down at me. His gaze slid down my body to where our bodies joined. He groaned softly, his cheeks flushed and his lips swollen. Keeping his eyes there, he gently began sliding out of me. “Fuck, we look perfect together.”

      I gripped harder as his hips began a slow glide in and retreat, the movement ever so gradually began to hurt less. My gaze tilted down to stare where his was. The sight was erotic as hell, my channel accepting his massive, glistening cock, taking him into the depths of my wet warmth. “Go faster.”

      He nodded his head swiftly and grabbed one of my hips tightly, pulling his hips back to plunge into me deeply. His head fell back on a booming, deep shout. Jerking his hips back, he began pounding into me more brutally, his cock rubbing my tight channel in deep pleasure. My back bowed off the bed as I screamed his named. Breathing hard, his head dipped down, his eyes possessed me completely.

      “You feel so fucking good.” He slammed his hips flush with my body and pressed deeper, watching as I groaned. “Right there?”

      A small whimper escaped my lips. “Yes.”

      He hit the spot again. “We shouldn’t have waited this long.”

      “I was an idiot,” I panted, grabbing for him. “Come here. I want your mouth.”

      Lucifer lowered, his muscles rippling as he moved, placing his lips on mine. He kissed me relentlessly as he continued driving into my depths, grinding his pelvis against me. Cupping one of my breasts, he groaned, “My Arizona.”

      My lips curved. “My devil.”

      “And I’ll do wicked things to you all night long,” he whispered, biting my bottom lip roughly. Sweet sweat began to glisten on our bodies. His gaze flicked between mine. “Touch me.”

      More than happy to. “Where?” I took my hands from the headboard, grazing his shoulders.

      He moaned, “Anywhere you want. I just want you to touch me.”

      I let my hands travel where they wished, touching all of his beautiful flesh. I ran my fingers through his hair as he continued pressing into me, giving us so much pleasure. My palms landed on his ass, and I trailed my short nails across his perfect muscles there.

      He shuddered, grumbling, “Don’t do that. It tickles.”

      I did it once more with a grin on my face before I relented, watching as he shivered again. Sliding my legs over his hips, I wrapped my arms around his neck, holding him close as I kissed him with all the hunger I had. His tongue slid across mine just as furiously as he thrust into me, his fingers gripping my hip tight. My body began to quiver under him. His eyes lifted to mine, his words a mere breath. “I’ll catch you, honey.”

      On a quiet whimper, as he thrust deeply, my body exploded in sensual heat. My back arched, and my breasts pressed against his chest. He held me close, driving his hips flush in brutal demand. My mind drifted, lost in hazy stunning bliss, as my channel gripped him ruthlessly, demanding more. His groan vibrated our touching lips.

      His muscles tightened over me, thrusting more frantically in need, his own pleasure taking over. He drove into me one last time and shouted my name.

      My eyes opened past the pleasure.

      I wanted to watch him. The man I loved.

      My other half. Forever.

      Lucifer jerked over me, shuddering hard as he came in heated, pulsing spurts inside me. Beautiful. He was utterly beautiful as he hit his peak of ecstasy.

      He exhaled heavily and shuddered. His eyes had never left mine, showing me every sentiment he had. The weight of his body pressed down onto my frame as his body went limp, his head tucking quietly against the side of my head. We trembled every so often until we eventually caught our breath in each other’s arms.
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      “I feel as if I should give her a pregnancy test before I tell you if you won your tests or not.” General Finley raised gray eyebrows. “Did you forget I have exceptional hearing?”

      My cheeks instantly flushed red.

      We had been kind of loud last night at the keep.

      All night long.

      Lucifer’s eyes narrowed. “Just move along.”

      The Chief glanced between us. “So you’re together?” He tapped the file on his desk. “It says here you live together, but aren’t in a relationship.”

      I flicked a quick glare at General Finley, and then peered back to the Chief. I knew Lucifer was allowing me to answer the question. “We are together. We always will be.”

      “Agreed,” Lucifer stated easily. “I knew it the moment I saw her.”

      I may have preened a little. But I’d never admit that.

      General Finley glanced at his boss, speaking candidly. I bet they were old friends. “Honestly, it was painful to watch before. He loves her. She loves him. It’s the tale as ancient as time.”

      The Chief nodded thoughtfully. “That’ll work for the jobs I have lined up for them.” He opened the file and started writing in it. “I’ll just make a note to not send them on any mission requiring sex with someone else.”

      I coughed hard, and growled, “Fuck that!”

      Lucifer smirked.

      General Finley winked at him. “About time, right?”

      He muttered, “Way past time. Like, three years overdue.”

      I blinked slowly. “I’m right here, you know.”

      The Chief glanced up from his writing. “Now you know how that situation feels.” His eyes flicked back down to his writing. “And it was an extremely jealous response. One, it appears, your other half enjoyed immensely.”

      I glared at the Chief, even while I snapped out my arm, whacking Lucifer’s shoulder with the back of my hand.

      Lucifer chuckled quietly. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I paused. “Devil.”

      He snorted and held his stomach. “Perfect.”

      I shook my head in exasperation. “General Finley, I take it we won the Game since he’s setting up ‘jobs’ for us?”

      The General nodded. “Yes. And you both did well enough to be in my unit.”

      “What unit is that?” Lucifer asked, settling down.

      He hummed. “A special one.”

      My brows rose. “That’s it? A special one?”

      The Chief grunted, and closed the file. “General Finley’s unit deals directly with Guard spies who have turned on their kingdom. Individuals who are double-agents. His team finds them, and then I punish them.”

      My lips gradually curved. “That sounds like fun.”

      Both men behind the desk grinned.

      The Chief nodded. “It is. Take my word on that.”

      Lucifer sat forward. “Will we be gone much? We have two little girls at home. Our au pair is wonderful, but we don’t want her raising our children.”

      General Finley shook his head. “Normally, the missions last two weeks out of three months. For you two, it’ll probably take less than that.”

      “And the school?” I questioned. “The girls get into the school, right?”

      “Of course,” he assured. Then he cleared his throat. “I’ve actually taken the liberty to enroll them already. They start in three days time.”

      I nodded and sat back on my chair, appeased with his answers. I trusted the General to get my citizenship papers, too. There was no need to risk asking him in here with the Chief around.

      Lucifer turned his head in my direction. “We’ll need to find a house here.”

      The Chief slid a piece of paper across the desk toward us. “Already taken care of.” His teeth were so white inside his smile, they gleamed in the sunlight streaming through his windows. “It’s one of the perks of the job. Your kingdom takes care of you.”

      I waggled a finger in the air. “When do we get our wings?” I wanted mine like I needed air to breathe.

      General Finley chuckled. “You had them as soon as you walked through his office door. I granted them to you this morning.”

      Lucifer’s head cocked. “A fairy. You’re a fairy.”

      General Finley shook his head. “Not even close.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “An angel?”

      He winked.

      Kingsley poked his head out of my pocket. “An angel in Terlant? I haven’t seen one of those in years.”

      General Finley snorted. “Touche, Kingsley.”

      The frog nudged me. “Stand up and put me on the desk. I want to see the wings he gifted you.”

      I lifted my buddy out of my pocket and sat him on the desk gently. My brows puckered, and I glanced at the General—the freaking angel. “Do you…um…know God?”

      He nodded ever so slightly.

      My heart pounded in my chest. “My father? Is he there or somewhere else?” He had been an assassin.

      His words were soft. “You don’t want to know the answer to that, Ms. Creed.”

      My lips pinched, even as Lucifer grabbed my left hand in comfort. “He was a good father.”

      “I know,” he soothed.

      I swallowed and nodded. Then, I shook out my shoulders. I had already known the answer, anyway. “Do I need to change my clothes to show my wings? The Chief’s were out, and he was fully clothed.”

      The General shook his head. “Just wish for them. The magic will take care of the rest.”

      I closed my eyes and wished for my wings.

      Lucifer’s quick intake of breath told me I had done it.

      I kept my eyes closed. “Are they pretty?”

      “Very,” he whispered.

      I peeked open one eye and glanced to the side. They were just like the Chief’s, translucent blue with golden streaks throughout. I opened my eyes fully and smiled, happy as the frog covertly stealing the crumbs of chocolate off the Chief’s lunch plate. I pointed at my wings and gazed down at the man I loved. “I got them. I got them!”

      He groaned quietly, even though humor lit his gaze. “I can’t wait until the new wears off.”

      I waggled my brows and fluttered my wings.

      His blue eyes glazed over at the beauty.

      I smirked. “What was that?”

      My wings fluttered again.

      He blinked and shook his head vigorously.

      My devil stood to his feet, and he instantly had wings.

      Just like mine.

      And he fluttered them.

      I stared in fascination. But fluttered mine as well.

      He gazed back with the same amount of awe.

      Flutter. Flutter. Flutter.

      Flutter.

      The Chief cleared his throat as we continued. “General Finley, I’m so happy they’re under your lead.”

      The General snorted. “Wings aside, I am too.”

      
        The End
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      On the first instance Hades’ gaze settled on the brown-haired girl, the Prince of Darkness fell in love. Watching her play amidst the flowers, running freely on the meadows, and frolicking in the lake, Hades saw her as the epitome of joy and beauty, innocence and love.

      He wanted her. He must have her.

      And so he did.

      He went to her, a figure in and from the dark, a prince who made the promise of eternal night more forbiddingly thrilling than lonely and terrifying. His eyes, a swirl of black, white, and gray, mesmerized the girl, and she rose from her knees, trembling.

      When he offered his hand, she did not hesitate, and even as her heart beat maddeningly hard and fast, she placed her hand in his.

      Days passed, and Hades sought to be in the girl’s company almost every day. They talked and talked, past sun down and even when the moon reached its zenith in the sky. And finally, the day came that when the stars faded into slumber, Hades and the girl became one.

      The shadows they left on the grass blended, and her soft cries filled the night.

      He pledged his love to her, and so did she.

      When streaks of sunrise began to paint their skin, Hades turned to the girl in his arms. Looking at her, knowing that she had given herself to his, he had never felt more invincible and alive. For countless millennia, he had believed that it was his destiny to walk alone, despite what the prophecies foretold.

      But with her---

      With just one touch, she managed to sweep away the loneliness inside of his heart. With her, he began to hope, and if she agreed to be truly his, he would treasure her forever.

      “Persephone.” His lips savored the sound of her name. Persephone, Persephone, Persephone. Each utterance brought him untold pleasure.

      She looked up at him. “What is it, my love?”

      He said slowly, “I want you to be with me.”

      Her eyes shone. “Then be with me! I will tell Mother about you, and we could---” Her voice trailed off at the way Hades’ beautiful face remained grave. She said uncertainly, “What is it? Do you not want me to tell others about us?”

      “You misunderstand,” he said tenderly. “It would be my pleasure to let mankind and the world beyond it to know that you have captured my heart.” He touched her face. “But the way we are now – the way we do – cannot continue. My world languishes every time I am away. So you must make a choice.” He drew a deep breath. “And I hope you will choose me.”

      Her eyes widened, and she let out a nervous laugh. “If I didn’t know you so well, I w-would think you are proposing marriage.”

      Hades said simply, “I am.”

      Persephone gasped.

      “I love you, Persephone. You should know that by now.” He looked into her eyes. “Do you love me?”

      “Of course I do,” she cried out. And then unable to help it, she threw her arms around him, causing him to release a startled laugh as her sudden weight forced him to fall back on the grass. She rained kisses all over his face, laughing as well, but when she pulled away to look down on him, tears were streaming on her cheeks.

      “Oh, Hades. I never even hoped you would love me, too.” She smiled tremulously at him. “Everyone says that you are the type to make all the girls cry and break their hearts because no matter what, you will not fall in love with them. Every girl I know wants to marry you, do you know? Every girl!”

      “But I don’t want any girl. I want you.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Oh, Hades. You are one of our most powerful gods, brother to Zeus himself. How can you want someone such as me?”

      “You are a goddess yourself,” he reminded her. “Demeter’s blood runs in your veins, and she is an Olympian like me.”

      “Exactly.” Her smile was pained. “It is Mother who is powerful and famous, not me. You should have fallen in love with someone who had done more for the world, someone like Artemis---”

      Hades grinned. “She would not hesitate to shoot arrows into my body if she learns I am contemplating matrimony with her.”

      “Then Athena?”

      “She will steal Zeus’ thunderbolt and strike me down.”

      In a small voice, she asked, “Are you certain I am deserving of your love?”

      He shook his head, saying gently, “It is the other way around. I am not deserving of your love. I am sinful and broken, and yet still you entrusted yourself to me. You are everything I have wanted but never allowed myself to dream. You have enslaved me, milady, and I have never been happier to be one’s captive.”

      He clasped her face and drew her down for a kiss, and she surrendered to his touch with a soft moan.

      When he pulled away, he was smiling. “I love you.” But his eyes remained grave.

      “I love you, too, Hades.” She touched his brow. “But I don’t like you looking you so sad.” She bit her lip. “Tell me of this choice I need to make. If it’s to make you smile from the heart, I will do it.”

      He captured her hand and brought it to his lips, his heart softening at her words. “If only it were that easy, my love,” he said with a half smile.

      “It is when you love each other.” She traced his lips. “So tell me.”

      And so he did.

      “If you choose a life with me, my love, I promise to give all of myself to you. You will be my Queen – my everything. But it is also a life that dwells forever in the darkness, and there can only be a few days in each season that we may leave my kingdom. The balance of the worlds above would be ruptured if we were to stay away far too long from it.”

      At her silence, Hades rose up and gazed down at her. She was still lying on her side, one hand under her face, and her large eyes were filled with turmoil. It wrenched his heart, and he said tautly, “I am asking too much from someone as young and sheltered as you. I understand this. But I also had to let you know because I didn’t want you to think I’m abandoning you. I must return to my kingdom and---”

      She sat up and placed her fingers on his lips to stall his words.

      Their eyes met.

      “I will go to the ends of the earth with you if it is what you ask, Hades.”

      His heart thundered against his chest, and he had to fight for control as he carefully removed her fingers. “Do you understand what you’re saying?” he asked hoarsely. “Do you understand what life will you lead by becoming my bride?”

      “Yes, my love.”

      His arms locked around her, and he nearly crushed her to him, making her cry out in laughing protest. “Hades!”

      He forced himself to loosen his hold. “Sorry, my love.” He kissed her hair. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”
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      A small town in England, Present Time

      Ever Carlisle wiped the tears from her eyes surreptitiously as she closed the book and hid it under her pillows. Although her bed was but boards of wood and her blanket was nothing but an old discarded curtain, these little discomforts ceased to exist the moment she lost herself in the stories of the Underworld.

      She could no longer count the number of times she had read this particular version of Hades and Persephone, but she was pretty sure she would continue reading it over and over. It was just so beautiful and romantic, so…much everything that her life was not was.

      The buzzer in her room sounded, reminding her on cue that Hades and Persephone’s love story was a dream and this---

      The buzzing went on and on, threatening to shatter her eardrums.

      This was reality.

      She had once asked Arisa if the volume could be adjusted, and her aunt had only given her a look. The next day, the buzzing had gotten twice as loud, and Ever had learned her lesson.

      Biting back a sigh, Ever sat up and reached for the intercom. She pressed the number for her aunt’s room. When her aunt picked up, she murmured, “Good morning---”

      Arisa cut her off rudely, demanding, “What’s taking you so long?”

      “I’m sorry, Aunt. I’ll be right---”

      Arisa slammed the phone down on her.

      “---there,” she finished unnecessarily. Returning the receiver to its place, she walked to the windows of her bedroom, which was really the house’s old and unrepaired attic. The world outside beckoned, with its cerulean skies and the sound of life.

      Chirping birds, the low chatter of neighbors greeting each other, and if she closed her eyes, she could even imagine hearing the way the wind sang of all the dazzling and beautiful things it had seen.

      This world was beautiful, but for one like her, it was but an oppressive cage and she would gladly trade it for a world of eternal night if it meant she could just be…

      Free.

      Outside, the skies slowly turned overcast. Lightning flashed. Thunder rolled. And then it started to drizzle. She closed her eyes, the sound of raindrops soothing her.

      She loved weather like this, mostly because she felt like this was how the Underworld would be.

      Exquisitely, soothingly dark, and ruled by a king and queen who loved each other.

      I don’t care if I’m stupid, Ever thought with a rare burst of stubbornness. Dreams were free anyway so why couldn’t she let herself dream of the most magical things?

      And for her, that dream would be to find her own Hades one day.

      Her Hades would sweep Ever off her feet and take her away from all of life’s cruel realities.

      Most of all, her Hades would see her as a human being worthy of love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Everyday life was predictable by nature, but whether such a routine would feel monotonous depended on the company one kept.

      Those who were surrounded with love were lucky. The very repetitiveness of their daily lives was an aspect they treasured. They saw it as a sign of stability and commitment, and there was no greater thing they could ask than the assurance that the rest of the days would allow them to stay together.

      But for those who were alone even when surrounded by other people, the sheer monotony of their days would be like a hole in their existence, a gnawing emptiness that would grow every second until they were but shells.

      They would stop living.

      Instead, they would merely exist…until they stopped existing at all.

      I can’t believe it’s just eight in the morning, Ever thought as she started cleaning the living room, which was decorated in shades of yellow. It was the picture of genteel poverty, which was ironic since everyone knew Arisa Carlisle was extremely wealthy. She only happened to be stingy, too, and did not care at all that the wallpapers had faded and started to peel and that the aging carpet covered the entire second floor already had a musty odor to it.

      Ever couldn’t help gritting her teeth as she pushed the heavy sofa to the side. It would be nice if she could have someone to help her with the furniture lifting, but that would mean Arisa having to pay for another helper in the house, which was next to impossible.

      When Arisa was done with the second floor, she trudged down the stairs carrying the vacuum cleaner to start on the hallway.

      Unable to help it, she glanced at the clock once more and suppressed a sigh when she saw it was only eight forty-five.

      It had been only less than four hours since she had woken up, but already it felt like an eternity.

      Usually, Ever would wake up at four in the morning to treat herself with an hour’s worth of reading. But today, she had woken up late and had barely enough time to shower and eat a quick breakfast before rushing to her aunt’s room at six-thirty.

      There, she would assist Arisa to change and take a bath and afterwards accompany her aunt to the dining room for breakfast. While Arisa had her morning nap, the rest of Ever’s day would be taken up by cleaning until it was time for her to have a quick lunch and afterwards to make sure that Arisa would wake up with lunch in bed.

      Then after that, there would be the gardening and errands while Arisa had her afternoon nap. By the time she returned, Arisa would have to be woken up to have dinner – still in bed – and after that she would need to prepare her aunt for bed.

      It would take about thirty minutes for Arisa to choose a book or pretend choosing one when they both knew her aunt would still end up choosing her favorite bible study companion, one written by the local pastor and which had a condescending and condemning tone throughout.

      Another hour would be spent on reading and only when Arisa had snored five times straight would Ever be able to safely leave the room. She could then have her dinner alone in the kitchen and by then, it would be close to midnight.

      She would have four to five hours of sleep before yet another day would begin and end, just like how the other days past had begun and ended.

      The vacuum cleaner suddenly started making loud noises, startling Ever out of her thoughts. Bending down, she switched the vacuum cleaner off and banged it a few times, the only way to get the decade-old appliance back to its normal self.

      Straightening, she glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner and bit back a groan.

      Eight fifty-five!

      Had ten minutes only passed when she had daydreamed about her day being over?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Be sure not to waste time gossiping with anyone,” Arisa muttered warningly as she handed her niece her yellowed library card that afternoon. “Once you’re done with the library, go straight to the market, buy the things on the list, and then come back here straight away.”

      “Yes, Aunt.” It was easier to agree with Arisa than let the other woman know that a) library cards had been phased out and b) no one in town, with the exception of the pastor and librarian, cared to even look at Ever.

      As far as the townspeople were concerned, Ever Carlisle was persona non grata the day Ever’s father died in bankruptcy, his personal fortune swindled by a con artist disguised as a foreign investor.

      “Be sure you’re back before five.” Arisa scowled. “You’re probably too selfish to care, but know that if you come later you are choosing to let me starve.”

      She nodded obediently. “I’ll come back as soon as I can, Aunt.” Privately, though, Ever believed her aunt could miss a dinner or two for her own good. For as long as Ever could remember, Arisa had been complaining of mysterious aches and illnesses while stubbornly ignoring her doctor’s advice about leaving the bed more often and eating less.

      Arisa tried to hide her irritation from Ever. Hateful child, she thought furiously. The girl just didn’t stop smiling, no matter what Arisa said or do, and it was positively grating on her. Every day of her life, she found herself hating Ever more and more, with the way the girl reminded Arisa of how she had also been young and pretty once, and most of all, without these pounds of extra flesh that she had to carry like baggage.

      The changes in her physical appearance was something Arisa couldn’t make herself accept, and it had turned her into a recluse in the past decade, with only the pastor and librarian allowed inside her home.

      “May I go now, Aunt?”

      Arisa glared at her niece. “You can’t wait to leave, can you?” And no wonder, Arisa thought nastily. Outside, Ever would be able to bask in the men’s attention, whose gazes would all be glued to her niece’s pert breasts and swaying hips.

      It was not fair, Arisa thought bitterly, that she had been once just like Ever – and now she was like this.

      She saw Ever staring at her, and Arisa burst out, “You think I’m nothing but an old, disgusting, fat bitch, don’t you?”

      Ever blinked at the sudden vicious change in Arisa’s words. “Aunt---”

      “Even after all these years,” Arisa snarled, “you only see me as someone paying for the bills and nothing else.” Her voice turned into a shriek. “Don’t think I’m not aware you’d like me to die!”

      Ever shook her head, horrified at her aunt’s insinuation. “I would never---”

      “If you think you’re getting a penny out of me on my death, you’re wrong!” Arisa laughed wildly. “When I die, all my wealth will go to Pastor Nolan’s church, just as it should be. The nerve of you, to think you could inherit my fortune even when you still owe me money---”

      Ever’s temper began to strain, which was rare since poverty tended to effectively beat pride out of one’s system.

      “You’re just like your worthless mother, scheming to get money you haven’t worked hard---”

      Ever’s temper snapped. “Don’t talk about my mother like that!”

      Rage turned Arisa’s cheeks a deep shade of red. “How dare you raise your voice at me?”

      Her aunt raised her hand, and the next thing Ever knew, a stinging slap landed on her face, the blow forceful enough to turn her head to the side.

      Arisa clenched her fist, telling herself that she had done what was right. She had disciplined her niece, which was her duty. To spare the rod was to spoil the child, she told herself determinedly. The Bible was on her side on this.

      When Ever raised eyes filled with pained shock to her aunt, Arisa pushed the guilt away and snapped, “You deserve that for showing such disrespect. You came to me when you were seventeen. Don’t you forget about that, you ungrateful brat. You came to me and asked for my help to pay for your father’s coffin---”

      “He was your brother,” Ever cried out.

      “He ceased being my brother,” Arisa said harshly, “the moment he chose that woman over his own flesh and blood.” Even now, she could vividly remember the humiliating silence as the town’s wealthiest family turned its back on Arisa and her parents, the consequence of her brother jilting his affianced bride in favor of a lowly woman from the wrong side of the tracks.

      She stared at Ever, the offspring born of that unwanted union, and felt hatred so deep she found herself screaming, “Get out!” When Ever didn’t move, Arisa grabbed the teapot on the bedside table and threw it at her.

      “Aunt!”

      The pot crashed against the side of Ever’s head, and burning hot liquid spilled over the side of her face.

      Horror washed over Arisa, but still she screamed, “Get out! Get out!”

      She watched Ever whirl around and run away, and a devastating sense of fear seized her for one moment.

      If Ever truly did leave---

      She would be alone.

      No one would care enough to look after her like Ever did.

      She would die alone---

      Arisa blindly reached for the phone. The pastor came to the line a few rings after, and she said desperately, “Pastor, I need your help. It’s Ever, she’s become unruly and I don’t know what to do.”

      Thoughts of the future loomed ahead of her, one where Arisa would die alone, and she began to cry.

      “You have come to the right place, my child.” As the pastor spoke, he leaned against his seat and closed his eyes.

      Ever.

      He had his eye on her for a while, but he had also forced himself to tread carefully around the girl since Arisa was also one of the church’s most generous benefactors.

      Patience was always the key, and now he was being rewarded.
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      It was a special day on Mt. Olympus.

      Hades, the Prince of Darkness, the God of the Underworld, second only to Zeus, was to have his wedding with Lady Persephone, daughter of Demeter. The world rejoiced, and the golden and bejeweled gates were thrown open so that the festivities could be seen by humans from their mortal dwellings.

      It was a magical, magical night, with wine brewed by Dionysus himself was overflowing and the most delicious food was prepared by Demeter herself, as Goddess of the Hearth. There was also music and dancing like no other, with the Muses in attendance.

      The gods and goddesses danced, sparkling in their ethereal forms. Their eyes glowed like the most precious gems, and their skins glistened like the softest and most expensive of silks. Their steps were light and nimble, and the way they moved yet again served inspiration for countless creations of art.

      This was a day to be remembered in history, but the Fates spun their threads with a heavy heart. For they knew everything that had gone and what will be, and they did not relish what the future would hold.

      The prophecy had been given.

      But it had not been followed.

      “Perhaps we are wrong,” Clotho murmured to her sisters as she weaved the threads of Hades and Persephone together, binding them in marital union. “We are ancient and immortal, but we are not all seeing and all knowing.”

      Lachesis did not answer. The fate of the God of the Underworld and his bride did not fall under her realm of power for they were immortal like her. The length of their life threads was immeasurable.

      Atropos reached for the interwoven threads and murmured uncertainly, “Maybe.” The threads did not feel they were bound tightly enough to each other, but maybe…that was just her imagination.

      She ran her fingers over the threads one last time, and now she noticed something else.

      The threads didn’t even feel good together, she realized in stunned silence. It was like mixing lace and leather, or like the brightest shade of orange with a royal shade of purple. Both beautiful on their own, but together---

      Clotho glanced sharply at her youngest sister, whose job was to cut the threads once it was time for their souls to meet its Maker. “What is it, Atropos?”

      The youngest of the Fates shook her head. “It is nothing.” She drew her hand away. “In any case,” she murmured almost to herself, “it is not our place to interfere.”

      If the prophecy were to be fulfilled, it would be, even without their intervention.
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      Walking around town was one of her few and simple pleasures in life, and over the years Ever had learned to embrace it despite its imperfection. On her way to the library, she had to walk past several posh-looking art galleries and charmingly quaint cake shops, most of which were owned or managed by people she had once gone to school with.

      Beth and Roger, once the school’s head cheerleader and team captain, were at their usual place, enjoying a cup of tea in front of their shop. They sent smiles of pity upon seeing Ever, and she pretended not to notice.

      She could feel Beth’s gaze thoroughly studying her, no doubt taking note of the threadbare quality of the hem of her skirt and the way her blouse’s collar had started to fray and curl.

      As Ever walked past the couple, she heard Beth whisper sadly to her husband, “I can’t imagine how it is to be like her.”

      Ever tightened her grip on the handles of her bag. She’s not saying anything that’s not true, she reasoned to herself. No one would really ever be able to imagine the kind of life she led until they lived it themselves…and found out how painfully tedious it was.

      She quickened her steps once she turned around the corner and was finally away from prying eyes. This was the problem of living in a small town, she thought with a sigh. Everyone knew what everyone’s business was, and if your business weren’t that, well, nice, then people would talk about it over and over.

      It had come to a point that when something bad happened, one only needed to look at Ever Carlisle and realize that life wasn’t as bad as one thought.

      At least you’re not like Ever Carlisle, who didn’t even get to finish high school.

      At least you’re not like Ever Carlisle, whose aunt treats her more like an indentured servant than her own flesh and blood.

      At least you’re not like Ever Carlisle, whose only source of entertainment came from library books – because she didn’t have enough money to even buy a used paperback.

      Ever tried not to wince as she remembered all the things that had been said in her hearing, some unintentionally, but most others deliberately so, because it made them feel better about lives.

      If only I could find a way to the Underworld, Ever thought. Life would be probably better there. Or at least life would be fair, since they had someone as honorable as Hades to rule the kingdom.

      It took ten more minutes before she reached the town’s library, a magnificent three-story structure that had the looks of a Gothic castle and had been in existence for over two hundred years.

      For a moment, she stood in front of it to simply gaze leisurely at its majestic façade, thinking that this would probably fit very well into the Underworld, too. How wonderful it would be, she thought with another sigh, to live in a place such as this.

      Most of the townsfolk believed the library was haunted, more so when only Mr. Robbins and his daughter Marcia were the only ones to roam its high-ceilinged halls.

      She was about to ascend the steps leading to the library’s huge double doors when they opened themselves---

      The white-haired Mr. Robbins stepped out, and he looked just as startled when he saw Ever on his steps.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Robbins,” she said, smiling uncertainly.

      “Afternoon, Ever. I wasn’t expecting you. You usually come earlier.”

      “I was a little late finishing my chores today.” Her gaze slid to the keys he was holding. “Are you going to close early?”

      “I was planning to,” Mr. Robbins admitted. “I need to meet an old friend of mine, and Marcia’s down with a cold.”

      “Oh.” She tried her best not to sound disappointed, but she had obviously failed when the older man shook his head with a grin.

      “Don’t look so down, child. You can still go inside.”

      “But---”

      Mr. Robbins placed the keys in her hand. “Just make sure to lock up when you’re done. No need to encode the books you borrowed. Marcia or I will get the keys from you tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure, Mr. Robbins? I can always come back---”

      The old man ruffled her hair. “I wish I could do more for you, to be honest, but this unfortunately is the only thing I can do.”

      The look in Mr. Robbins’ eyes made her swallow, and her fingers closed around the library keys. “This is more than enough,” she said huskily.

      “Not really child, but thank you for saying so.” As Mr. Robbins descended the steps, he said over his shoulders, “Let’s just hope someone else will come to your rescue one day.”

      “In this town?” she asked laughingly. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Nowhere is still somewhere, child, and no place is unreachable for one like Hades, don’t you think?”

      Ever’s merry laugh made Mr. Robbins smile. What a wonderful creature this girl was, he thought, to be able to smile so easily even after what life has dealt her. In all the years he had known her, she had never once complained or expressed envy of others.

      “You know too much of my dreams, Mr. Robbins,” she said with a shake of her head.

      Taking off his cap, he gave her a little salute. “Enjoy your day, child.”

      “You, too, sir.” She waited until Mr. Robbins had driven off before turning back to face the library.

      A sense of wonder filled her.

      This magical place would be hers, even for just a few minutes.

      How wonderful!

      She entered the library with her heart beating fast, thinking that the librarian surely wouldn’t mind if she just explored a little. There were still a few rooms in the third floor that she hadn’t ever ventured into, and her heart skipped a beat at the thought of what she would discover there.

      Her glance slid to the mantel clock behind the librarian’s counter.

      Three-fifteen.

      I can at least have fifteen minutes to explore, she thought. That would leave her five minutes to search for the new title Arisa wanted, and then if she ran all the way to the market and back home---

      She should be back before five, Ever mentally computed.

      Satisfied with the plan, she laid her bag on the counter and hurried up the stairs. The library was cool and dark, with more shadows than light, but it didn’t bother her at all. For Ever, all these only reminded her even more of the Underworld, and that was never a bad thing.

      She also found the silence soothing, which was the opposite of Arisa’s constant bellows and complaints, the incessant buzzing, and when it was time to sleep, even her worries of the future sometimes seemed like mosquitoes buzzing about inside her brain.

      But here in the library, she found peace.

      It would be nice if I could live here with my own Hades. We would talk forever, like Hades and Persephone did. We would dance, kiss, make love---

      Her cheeks flushed at the unexpected direction of her thoughts.

      Whoa, whoa, Ever, where did that come from?

      Although she had always dreamt about having her own Hades, she had never dreamt of doing that with him…until now.

      She mentally shook her head. Must be the place, she thought, that’s making me so whimsical.

      Upon reaching the third floor of the library, she found herself once again fascinated with the play of light and colors coming from the hallways’ stained glass windows, which ran almost from the ceiling to the floor.

      The stained glass artworks depicted equally magical scenes, such as of winged creatures resting on the clouds, a castle so big that it spanned the horizon, and sunlight was the color of silver.

      Almost like the moon, she thought, but with rays.

      At the very end of the hallway, the last door on the left slowly and inexplicably swung open with an eerily creaking sound.

      Ever froze.

      “Hello?” She covered her mouth as soon as the word slipped out, knowing it had been stupid. You do not say hello to a possible intruder, Ever Carlisle. Only actors playing foolish characters do that!

      She looked about her wildly, trying to look for a possible weapon, but she found nothing at all.

      Ever slowly backed away, the thick, old carpet underneath her absorbing the sound of her footsteps. She would call the police and report---

      Oh!

      The room at the end was suddenly ablaze with light, so dazzlingly it was as if the brightness of it was unearthly.

      This didn’t seem to be the work of an intruder.

      But if this was, could it be a ghost? She had never heard of a haunting this type, and---

      Oh!

      This time, music started to play from the room, and she recognized it almost instantly.

      Edvard Grieg’s Morning Mood.

      Why would a ghost or an intruder play something like that?

      It didn’t make any sense.

      At all!

      Her heart skipped a beat, and this time the shiver that ran through her body wasn’t of fear but of…excitement.

      An adventure, she couldn’t help thinking even though she knew someone sensible should be running away and screaming for her bloody life.

      She took a step forward, and still the music played.

      A start of an adventure---

      Of something – anything – that could change her life, even if for a moment.

      She walked more quickly, and now that she was nearer, she could actually hear the sound of laughter and murmurs---

      Not one, not two, but it sounded like there was a ball taking place inside the room---

      Which was absurd, Ever couldn’t help thinking. She pinched her cheeks just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. She even slapped herself, never mind that her left cheek was still stinging from her aunt’s blow.

      But still, the music remained, and this time she even heard the sound of tinkling glasses, of a cork popping and champagne whizzing out before there came the sound of toasting and innumerable people cheering.

      Happy birthday, Hades!

      Her eyes flew wide open.

      No, she couldn’t have heard that.

      She couldn’t possibly have heard that.

      Thank you.

      The voice was deep and husky, strong and male – exactly the kind of voice she would have imagined someone like the Prince of Darkness, the Lord of the Underworld, would possess.

      Her mind reeled at the sheer impossibility of it.

      And yet---

      Her breath caught.

      What if it was real?

      What if this was really happening?

      What if she could leave for the Underworld?

      Her breath caught.

      And the next thing she knew, she was running, her heart beating so hard she could barely hear the way her mind had started whispering in desperate hope.

      Please, please, please---

      But as soon as she stumbled inside the room, everything went dark and silent.

      Ever fell to her knees in a gasp.

      Her fingers dug into her palms.

      Please, please, please---

      Surely, it would come back.

      She squeezed her eyes shut.

      Please, please, please come back.

      She wished it so hard she could’ve sworn she heard the sound of fingers running over the keys of a flute, could’ve sworn she saw flashes of dancing couples, could’ve sworn she felt---

      Dark beautiful eyes staring at her like she was his dream come to life.

      Oh!

      Her eyes flew open.

      But everything was still the same.

      Shelves everywhere she looked, filled with old books that didn’t seem to have been opened for decades, and behind them were windows that had been boarded up. Even the carpeted floor under her was buried underneath a thick layer of dust, so much so that its intricately woven drawings were barely visible.

      The silence that Ever had once loved was now just as oppressive as the noise of her every day life, and she whispered, “No.”

      She shook her head.

      “No!”

      The cry was torn out of her, and she began to sob. She almost wished she was insane, but she knew she wasn’t. Because if she was, then she would continue to think that what she had thought she seen, what she had thought she heard, was real. That the magical scene she had imagined still existed, somewhere in this very room---

      Make me understand, God, please make me understand.

      She lifted her gaze up, wishing she could see past the ceiling, the roof, past the skies that hid the one who had given her this type of life.

      I’m not blaming you, God, but I just want to understand why.

      Why would God play such a cruel joke on her?

      It didn’t make sense---

      And it shouldn’t.

      She swallowed. It was stupid and unfair to blame God for her mental lapse. She was probably too hungry, too sleep-deprived, and too stressed – the combination of it had proved too much that for one moment, she had snapped.

      But at least now she was back to her senses, Ever thought numbly.

      She wasn’t crazy.

      She was still alive.

      “Yippee.” It should have come out cheerful and celebratory, but instead it spilled tonelessly past her lips. The weight of her existence bore down on Ever, and it was almost like a physical burden that her back actually started to bend---

      Her hands slammed flat on the carpeted floor, Ever actually needing to keep herself from falling down.

      Her fingers curled hard, turning gray with dust.

      You’re wasting your time here, she told herself. It was time to get up, take the books she needed, and get on with the rest of her life.

      Ever started to push herself up, her hands sliding forward on the dusty carpet, and that was when she felt it. Something hard and solid, like---

      Tightening her fingers around the object, she brought it up to her gaze.

      Oh.

      It was a skeleton key, literally and figuratively, small enough to fit the palm of her hand. It was made entirely of glass, with the head shaped like a skull.

      What kind of key was this, she wondered.

      Standing up with the key in hand, she dusted herself off and cast one last glance around her. It would have been nice if it had been real, she thought wistfully. But maybe, that moment was enough. To have but a taste of what it was like to hope, to dream---

      Her eyes narrowed.

      Was that light coming from the very end of the room, behind the rows of shelves?

      Here we go again, Ever.

      She rubbed her eyes, told herself to stop dreaming, and glanced at it again.

      The streak of light on the floor was still there, and it almost seemed like it was moving, with the rays of light moving across the walls, to the ceiling, to the shelves, and then back on the floor again.

      Here we go again indeed, she thought with a nearly hysterical laugh, and yet her feet had already begun to move on its own. Her legs trembled as she walked, and even though she kept telling herself it wasn’t real, her heart was once again beating hard while goosebumps pumped all over her skin.

      When will you ever learn, Ever?

      She stopped right before the last shelf. Behind it was less than two feet of empty space and the wall, and yet---

      That seemed where the light was coming from.

      Ever took a deep breath.

      She placed one foot in front of her, and as her shoe landed on the sliver of light on the carpeted floor, the skeleton key in her hand began to tingle, causing her to gasp.

      What was happening?

      The skeleton key was vibrating so hard against her hand, it was almost like it was itching to free itself from her grasp.

      Something was really happening now, Ever thought dazedly.

      She took another step forward and turned towards where the light was coming from.

      Oh!

      A door, its edges ablaze with light, was outlined in the shadows.

      She looked down on the skeleton key and everything almost made crazy sense.

      Ever took a step closer.

      Oh!

      She could hear it again. That music---

      Ever took another step closer.

      The music became more defined, and now she could even hear the sound of guests laughing and dancing.

      Another step closer---

      Oh, oh, this time she could actually smell the sweet scent of a mild winter breeze, and her knees shook hard because today was the first day of May, and England was deep in spring.

      One last step, and this time she was close enough to see the black knob, almost invisible as it shared the same shade with the rest of the door.

      Ever swallowed.

      If the skeleton key worked –

      Where it would lead?

      Would there be a way to come back?

      This is dangerous, Ever.

      But ---

      What if…what if God had heard her prayers and this was the doorway to the Underworld?

      What was there to lose?

      Ever raised a trembling hand. She held her breath as she slowly tried sliding the key into place.

      Oh!

      It fit perfectly, the two teeth at the end of locking into place inside the knob.

      She turned the key, and there was a clicking sound as the door was unlocked.

      Ever opened the door, and the rising notes of Edvard Grieg’s masterpiece danced about her, gloriously and incandescently beautiful.

      She began to cry.

      Whether this was real or unreal---

      Whether she was crazy or not---

      It no longer mattered.

      Ever stepped into the door---

      And she began to fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Hades & Persephone

        

      

    
    
      In the underworld, no other structure could rival the breathtaking magnificence of the lord’s castle. Situated on top of the realm’s tallest mountain, it had been built to naturally accommodate the rugged outline of the land. Hanging gardens were built next to small natural waterfalls while giant branches of ancient trees had been turned into shelves in the library and in the grand courtyard, where children were allowed to play, swings had been suspended from the trees’ mighty arms.

      It was said that this castle was of such immense beauty that Zeus himself had lamented the fact that Mt. Olympus paled in significance when compared to his younger brother’s castle. Thus it was a good thing that only the dead could gain entry to the Underworld.

      One day, Hades came upon his queen alone in their chamber, a forlorn look on her face. She stood next to the windows, a faraway look in her eyes.

      “What is it, my love?”

      She forced a smile. “Nothing, Your Majesty.”

      He frowned. “Do not call me that.” Only mortals used the term, and he disliked it precisely for that reason.

      “But you are a king, and I think you need to be reminded of the fact once in a while.”

      When her lips formed a pout, Hades sighed. “Let me guess. I have done something again that you do not approve of.”

      Persephone slowly shook her head. “I do not want you to think I am meddling in your affairs, but – I think you are being too lenient.”

      “Lenient on whom?” Hades was genuinely puzzled.

      “On your subjects.” When his expression became grim, she said quickly, “Yes, I know, you have been running the kingdom for countless millennia and I have only been with you for a few years. But Hades – perhaps that is also the reason why you are blind to the truth.”

      “And what is this truth you speak of?”

      She said in a small voice, “You listen to them more than you listen to me. And it does not seem right, do you not think? I am your Queen. And those men around you – they may be the judges of the court, appointed by the Fates, but they are not infallible.”

      Hades came to stand behind his queen and, resting his chin atop her head, he said quietly, “You speak in riddles.”

      “A-am I?” She bit her lip. “I do not mean to. It’s only because I’m young, and I’m unused to being caged---” She whirled around when she heard him suck his breath. “No, Hades, I’m sorry! It was the wrong choice of word.”

      “But it is the truth,” he said bitterly as he released her. “Do you not think that I am unaware of how cold you have become lately? Of how your sighs outnumber your smiles, and the way you constantly talk about the world above---”

      Persephone clasped his hands and pressed it tightly against her heart. “I am so sorry, my love. I did not mean to hurt you. It is just…I’m sad. I do not want to leave you, I will never wish to be apart of you but my love, please at least consider this.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t mind if I am forbidden to leave the Underworld, but---could you perhaps reconsider opening our world to the others?”

      “The underworld is called such for a reason---”

      “I know that, but I am not talking about mortals. I am talking about our kind. Gods. Goddesses. Our kind, Hades.”

      “They are still living.”

      She let go of his hands in frustration. “You are so rigid and inflexible on this, Hades! But I also know it’s not you who really think so. You love me, so of course you would want me to be happy. What’s stopping you are those judges, those wise old men who are nothing but dried up fools---”

      “Persephone!”

      Tense silence broke out at the king’s sharp tone.

      Hades could not believe that his gentle queen had spoken such words. She had changed so much in the years she was nearly unrecognizable. Yes, she was still enticingly beautiful as ever, but there the similarity ended.

      The spontaneity, the docility, the warmth of her affection – all of it were gone.

      Was this the real Persephone…or had the kind of life she was destined to lead as his queen turned her into this?

      When her face started to crumble, Hades swore under his breath and he reached for her. “I am sorry, my love.” He pulled her into his arms, and she cried quietly against his chest. There were no words of recrimination, and if anything he hurt more because it was so.

      Perhaps she was right.

      Perhaps he had forgotten that the judges, for all their wisdom and grand age, were still not infallible. It was the judges who had decreed that no living should cross the Underworld but there had been exceptions throughout history and his realm had not shattered because of them.

      So why could the exception not be turned into the rule?

      “You are right,” he said quietly.

      Persephone sniffed back tears. “About what?”

      “There is no reason why we shouldn’t our kind come here.”

      Her head jerked up at his words. “H-Hades? Are you saying what you think you’re saying?”

      “I’m saying…perhaps you should throw a ball and send out invitations throughout the land to know---” He laughed as with a cry of joy, his wife threw herself at him, her arms going around his neck and her legs locking around his waist.

      “Oh, Hades, I love you, I love you!” She showered his face with kisses.

      He laughed. “If I had known you’d be this happy---”

      She sucked on his lower lip hard, and he gasped. Pulling away, she asked throatily, “If you had known, you would what?”

      “I’d have invited all immortals to our realm,” he said hoarsely, “so I can do this.” He pushed her against the wall and, throwing her skirts up to her waist, he ripped her silk panties away and ran his fingers against her wet folds.

      Persephone moaned. “Hades.” Her fingers clawed at his shoulders.

      His fingers entered her, and she buckled against his hand. “Harder.”

      Hades pushed his fingers deeper into her.

      “Yes, oh, yes.”

      They made love for the rest of the night, and when the Underworld’s silvery sun rose in the sky, Hades woke up to find his queen gone from his side.

      Where could she be?

      After bathing, Hades strolled out of his chambers and on his way to the throne room he found Thanatos standing at the foot of the stairs, apparently waiting for him. The winged demon was the Underworld lord’s most trusted his second-in-command, and had fought and ruled by Hades side far longer than any other creature in his realm.

      For this reason, Hades trusted him implicitly, and which was why Thanatos’ grim countenance was enough to have him frown. “What is the problem?” he asked immediately. It was not like Thanatos to worry about nothing.

      Bowing when the king reached his side, the winged demon said, “I’ve received several rather disturbing reports from Senectus.”

      Ah. Senectus was the god of ald age, the oldest among the immortal cadre of sentries that guarded the entrance of the Underworld. Realizing where this conversation may be leading, Hades asked, “What do the reports say?”

      Thanatos was quiet for a moment. “I believe, milord, you already know.” He stepped away from his king. “If it is your will, lord, then it shall no longer be a cause for concern for any of us.”

      “And if it is not?”

      “Then the perpetrator must be punished as justice demands.”

      “Even if it is your queen?”

      “Even if it is you, sire.” Unspoken words hung between the two friends, and that was also the indisputable truth that Hades would rather lose his immortality than put his kingdom in danger.

      Or at least the king would not do so knowingly, Thanatos thought, and there the problem lied.

      Ever since Hades’ queen came to the Underworld, the king had no longer been the same.

      “Walk with me, Thanatos.”

      “Yes, milord.”

      A silence was born between the two, strained when for innumerable years it had always been made good and comfortable by trust and loyalty.

      As Thanatos followed his lord through the castle, he could not keep his mind from dwelling to the prophecy, which every subject of the Underworld knew by heart.

      

      
        The lord would fall because of her.

        The lady would disappear because of him.

        And when these two came to be,

        The Underworld would have made its choice.

      

      

      “I can feel you scowling at me from behind, demon.”

      Thanatos bowed his head. “Forgive me.”

      “I hope there is no need for me to tell you,” Hades said as they reached the castle’s south tower, “that you have the liberty to speak your thoughts without repercussions.” In front of them was a narrow staircase, spiraling all the way until the viewing deck, built thousands of feet from the ground, and as Hades turned his gaze upwards, he added quietly, “Even if it is something you believe I do not wish to hear, you may always speak freely.”

      “The Queen shows every sign of being the prophesied bride, milord.”

      “Yes.” They started to ascend, their pace slow but steady.

      “But I confess, milord, perhaps this is one case when…” Thanatos clenched his fists. “Forgive my impertinence, king, but as you have bidden me, I will speak freely.”

      Hades turned to face Thanatos.

      “Milord, perhaps, in light of what is happening, you and the kingdom would be better off with a Queen who has not been prophesied?’

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    
    
      “Great party as always.” Apollo, the god of truth and light, raised his glass in a celebratory salute to the lord of the underworld.

      It was not a compliment to be taken lightly, coming from the god who had perfected the art of throwing parties, and Hades knew this. He raised his glass in return and inclined his head in acknowledgment. “The compliment is appreciated.”

      “I foresee good business for the triplets,” Hermes, Mercury’s god, declared as he joined the two.

      “That is impossible,” Apollo drawled with a mock frown, “when oracles are not within the realm of your power.” Hades laughed, and Hermes, despite rolling his eyes, was also grinning. It was a common pastime between the Olympians to challenge each other on who had the most useful powers and dominions.

      “How did you find this temple?” Hermes asked the lord of the underworld. “I thought this was lost to civilization.”

      “Apologies, my young brother,” Hades said with a grin. “But those are trade secrets only the Three Graces have the right to reveal.”

      So it was true then, Apollo thought. Although Hermes had mentioned of the triplets’ involvement and the grapevine had pretty said as much, it was the first time for Apollo to hear Hades confirming the rumors.

      He glanced at the trio, who was now understandably surrounded by a throng of immortals inquiring about their services. For so long, Aglaea, Euphrosyne, and Thalia had been disregarded by other immortals as minor deities whose only claim to fame were being the daughters of Aphrodite.

      Casting a look at his admittedly remarkable surroundings, from which an abandoned and long-buried temple had been turned into a land of crystal winter, Apollo knew Hermes’ words would come true. From here on, the triplets’ efforts would be recognized and it would only be a matter of time before Zeus himself rewarded with more assignments.

      “Why did you choose them?” Apollo asked curiously. “Most of our kind usually ask for this kind of help from one of the Muses.”

      “They were busy,” Hades said with a shrug.

      Apollo raised a brow. “Too busy for one of the most powerful Olympians?”

      Hades grimaced. “Stop making a big deal out of this.”

      “Then stop lying to the god of truth,” he retorted.

      “This is why I avoid talking to you.”

      “Actually,” Hermes intruded with a sardonic smile, “this is why most immortals avoid talking to him.”

      Apollo only laughed, knowing it was the truth and not at all bothered by it. “Lots of people want to ride with you in the limo,” he quoted, “but what you want is someone who will take the bus with you when the limo breaks down.”

      Hades and Hermes looked at each other.

      Finally, Hades said, “I give up. Who said that?”

      Apollo bared his teeth in a smile. “Oprah Winfrey.”

      The two other Olympians shuddered.

      “It is simply not done, Apollo,” Hermes said with mock despair, “for a god to quote a human who is still alive. It is just not done.”

      “I fear I shall make my leave before your closeness to humanity rubs off on me,” Hades said and after bidding the two with a deep bow, the lord of the Underworld walked away to greet the latest guests to have arrived.

      Hermes and Apollo stared after the older Olympian.

      “How old do you think he is?” Hermes asked.

      “Old enough he probably would have forgotten his age,” Apollo guessed. “Zeus has.”

      “He only says he has,” Hermes said with a snort, “to save face, since we all know Hera’s much, much younger than he is.”

      “True.” Apollo glanced at the other god, who was the closest to him among the other Olympians. “Why do you care to know anyway?”

      “It just makes me wonder, I suppose,” Hermes murmured. “Like how old you need to be in order to realize certain truths about life.”

      Apollo said flatly, “Don’t even think of saying her name. He may seem like a changed man now, but do not be fooled by his smiles and newfound charm. Hades is still the king of the Underworld, and the reason why he is called the Prince of Darkness remains true.”

      The god of light fell silent, and Hermes knew even without Apollo saying a word what the other god was thinking.

      Of all the Olympians, Apollo was the one who held the humans most dearly to him. However, he was also the god of plague, and when the time came that the Fates decreed the need for massive deaths to take place---

      It was Hades who had struck the final blow, Hades who had willingly spared Apollo from the weight of those deaths.

      “Sometimes,” Apollo admitted under his breath, “I think what happened to him is all my fault.”

      “Preposterous,” Hermes dismissed with a rare note of practicality injected in his normally mischievous voice. “You are no Eros to have made him fall in love with her and make the choices he made.”

      “But I was the one who made him blind to the faults of mortals, and she is more mortal than she would ever care to admit. For most of us, our word is our bond but it is not so for her. She has spent most of her childhood surrounded by mortals, and it has made her as…duplicitous. That humans are flawed I already know, and I care for them despite it. But Hades – the only times he knew of them was in the times when they were most cruel and selfish, sickeningly in need of purging. It had made him shun the human race and this had blinded him how they have the power to fool even immortals like us.”

      They looked at the lord of the Underworld. Tallest and second most powerful among the Olympians, Hades was every inch the warrior, and he wore his strength and authority like second skin. He drew gazes everywhere he went, with young and old goddesses falling all over themselves to catch his attention, never mind if they all secretly thought the same thing.

      Hades was still in love with the former Queen of the Underworld, and it might never change.

      Might being the operative word, Hermes thought. After all, Hades had never said anything to affirm or deny it, and since the Prince of Darkness had just about the world’s best poker face, there was no way to know if it was a lie---

      Or could they?

      He looked at Apollo. “Does he still love her?”

      The other god slowly nodded.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Congratulations, milord. Your party is once again a success.” Hypnos, the wickedly playful god of sleep with his telltale drooping eyes, spoke with a yawn.

      Hades rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to act with me, Hypnos.” Hidden from the mortal world was the fact that Hypnos, despite his ability to send others to sleep, was actually immune to the attraction of sleep himself. He only pretended to and never hesitated to exploit this little-known advantage to eavesdrop on mortals and immortals alike.

      Hypnos yawned again. “I do not understand you at all, milord.” But his gray, slumberous gaze held a wicked gleam that belied his words.

      “Of course you don’t.”

      Hypnos leaned against the wall, his casual stance deceptive for his senses were always on the alert for any kind of threat. “Shall we leave, sir?”

      “Are you not enjoying the party?”

      “I am,” he said easily, and it was true. In fact, it was precisely that reason why he had also been chosen to act as the king’s bodyguard. His other brothers, most especially Agon, the god of agony, despised all sorts of gatherings and more so when they took place outside the Underworld.

      “On the other hand, milord---” Hypnos glanced at his king with hooded lids. “You are not.”

      A moment passed before his king said finally, “I should have brought the god of grief with me. At least I could count on him being silent all time.”

      “And boring,” Hypnos countered. “You must not forget the strong and silent types like my older brother are also the boring types.” He paused. “They also have shorter tempers, and they would have turned your celebration into a complete disaster.”

      “You have a point,” Hades acknowledged with a grimace.

      “I serve to please,” Hypnos said, straightening off the wall to bow at his king.

      “Stop that,” Hades growled irritably. “It makes you seem more like a damn fop than a warrior.”

      “But my king…” Hypnos’ gaze was of sham innocence. “I am only taking my cue from your continued insistence to pretend as well.” Hade’s murderous gaze sliced into him, but Hypnos pretended ignorance. He knew he was treading on dangerous ground, but he also knew, like all the other subjects of the Underworld, the way things were for the past two millennia could not continue.

      Since the former queen had left, the king had changed into someone almost completely unrecognizable.

      Once, the king had been a too-serious man, and it had been a common pastime for the kingdom’s children to see who could win a smile from their ruler.

      When the queen came to his life, he had started to smile more. Talk more. Love more.

      When the queen left, everyone had thought the king would change, and everyone had been prepared to aid him.

      But instead the opposite had come true.

      The king had continued to smile. The king had even continued to throw the most magnificent parties on his birthday. And for a while, they had been fooled, thinking that the king had not been as hurt as they had feared.

      Until that day.

      Remembering made Hypnos clench his fists with an impotent need to fight for his king. It was not right, he thought. It was not right at all that his king would suffer so while that woman---

      “I can feel you radiating anger,” Hades warned quietly, “and that is not good.” After all, the demons that carried out dreams and nightmares answered to the god of sleep. More of this vibration, and even the immortals around them would have trouble sleeping.

      Hypnos sought control over himself. “I apologize, milord.”

      “It is not of consequence, but be sure not to let it happen again.”

      “Yes, milord.”

      Hades shook his head. “Shake off that seriousness from your shoulders, Hypnos. You are the youngest of my Underworld’s guards, supposedly the only one who knows how to have fun.”

      He gestured to the ongoing festivities behind them. With Dionysus’ powerful and vaunted wines flowing in their bloods, most of the immortals were now celebrating with passionate abandon. Restraint was all but forgotten, more so with the nymphs and fauns dancing and seducing about them and a siren was humming, the music just enough to overwhelm the senses and allow their most basic instincts to rise.

      “Go and have fun, Hypnos.”

      The command in the king’s tone could not be ignored, and the younger god bowed. “Yes, my king.”

      Hades watched the warrior god join the crowd. Nymphs flocked around him immediately. It was a rare instance for someone belonging to the Underworld to make an appearance outside it, and bedding someone from the Underworld would add a much-envied feather to one’s cap.

      Turning around, he strode out into the balcony and glanced up at skies that were unfamiliar only to him and his subjects.

      They thought his world was dark, Hades mused, and yet it was this human world that was blacker, this human world that was so flawed and so steep in sin that it made the air smell rotten.

      “Milord!”

      It was Thanatos, and Hades immediately turned, alerted by the ominous note in his second-in-command’s voice. “What is it?”

      “Something inexplicable has shown up at the entrance of our world.”

      “Show me.”

      “Yes, milord.” Thanatos ripped the air around him like it was a piece of canvas, and a moment later Hades saw the entrance to his world, where the rest of his powerful sentries still stood guard.

      “Above the gates, my king. Do you see it?”

      Following Thanatos’ line of gaze, Hades started when he saw a doorway of some kind blazing above the gates of the Underworld. “I have not seen anything like this in my life.” He stretched his arm and with a wave of his hand, he drew the scene closer to him so that this time the doorway would be right above his head.

      “Could it be human sorcery?” Thanatos asked grimly.

      “Perhaps, but somehow this door feels much…stronger than anything a mere mortal could make.”

      Before Thanatos could speak, Hypnos had come to join them in the balcony. “What’s happening?” Having sensed the winged demon’s presence, Hypnos knew that only the direst of circumstances could have compelled Thanatos to leave the Underworld.

      Looking up, Hypnos almost took a step back when he saw the doorway right above the king’s head. “What is that?” Immortals moved freely from one world to another, but they did so without the use of portals---

      And that door looked exactly like what a portal would be, Hypnos thought with a frown, if such a thing existed.

      Then he noticed something else.

      “Milord, the door is opening!”

      Hades stiffened.

      “Stay back, milord!” Thanatos growled.

      But it was too late.

      The door was opened, and the sound of a feminine cry reached them.

      Hades tensed.

      Did that woman truly need his help or was she but a bait for a trap devised by powerful humans?

      The answer to this fell on the lord of the Underworld, literally, as the next thing Hades knew, a woman was thrown out of the door in the sky---

      Her ear-splitting cry made them wince and had everyone inside the temple running to the balcony.

      Hades fell into the floor as she landed atop of him with enough force to make him suck his breath.

      The woman quickly pushed herself up, her hands planted on his chest, and a dazed look on her pale face.

      In the fraction of a second, two swords were pointed straight at her throat, with neither Hypnos nor Thanatos willing to underestimate any threat to their king.

      Hades looked up into the bright blue eyes staring down at him with seemingly innocent confusion.

      Who the fuck was she?

      But before he could ask the pertinent questions, someone in the crowd started to clap.

      “What are you doing,” Hades heard the god of light hiss under his breath.

      “I can’t believe none of you are thinking what I’m thinking.” Hermes’ answering laughter held the usual note of amiable malice that was expected from the god of mischief.

      “Stop speaking in riddles---”

      “I will, if you start thinking in them,” Hermes returned with laconic ease. Pointing to the girl still lying frozen atop the lord of the world, he quoted, “The lord would fall because of her.”

      The crowd gasped, having recognized the words.

      The two guards drew their swords back.

      Hades whitened. Impossible. It was impossible. When had a prophecy ever been so literal?

      And yet---

      He, the lord of the Underworld, had fallen because of her.

      When Thanatos and Hypnos saw the look in their lord’s eyes, the two sentries immediately dropped down on one knee as a sign of respect for their prophesied queen.

      At this, the lower-ranking immortals in their midst fell on one knee as well, hoping to gain favor with the lord of the Underworld.

      When the girl saw everyone kneeling, she quickly scrambled off him---

      Hades’ jaw clenched when she squirmed against his erection. Dammit, was this girl trying to seduce him in public? Feeling his erection press noticeably against his pants, Hades bit back a curse and swiftly rose to his feet. He turned his back on the crowd, hoping no one had caught sight of it.

      Hermes and Apollo glanced at each other, both of them having noticed the lord of the Underworld’s reaction to the girl.

      Hermes had only meant to joke about the prophecy but maybe there was more truth to it than he had originally seen.

      When Hades turned to face the girl again, he was stunned to find her on bended knee as well. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked in exasperation.

      “B-because they knelt down, so I thought---” She gazed up at him, bewildered. “Shouldn’t I?”

      Not when you’re the reason they’re kneeling, Hades thought. He said finally, “Stand up, milady.” He offered his hand to assist her, but she had already gotten to her feet. He waved a hand to his sentries and the other immortals, and the rest stood up as well.

      He addressed the crowd, saying politely, “I would appreciate a moment of privacy with my brothers, if you please.” Although it was phrased as a request, everyone knew they didn’t really have much of a choice where an Olympian was concerned.

      Recognizing that they had also been given their orders, Thanatos and Hypnos did quick work at ushering the guests back inside before pulling the doors of the balcony shut. The two then took position next to the doors, ensuring that the Olympians and their prophesied queen would not be disturbed.

      “Do you really think it’s her?” Hypnos could not help but ask his companion.

      The winged demon took his time replying, and when he did his voice was carefully neutral. “Unless it has been proven otherwise, I shall treat her as our prophesied queen.”
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      The night of the long-awaited ball had finally come, and the queen of the Underworld could not contain her excitement as she and her husband galloped throughout the kingdom to survey ongoing preparations. The pathway to the lord’s castle, which had always been shrouded in darkness and made treacherous by both living and magical obstacles, was now ablaze with light and cleared of all dangers.

      Hades reined his stallion to a stop upon reaching the cavernous entrance to the kingdom. Jumping off, he took hold of his queen’s slender waist before swinging her down. Once, this would have made her gasp or giggle but now, Persephone didn’t even say a word and immediately left his arms as soon as her feet touched the ground.

      Picking up her skirts, she ran here and there, inspecting every little detail, her face a picture of intense concentration.

      “There are not enough asphodels here,” Hades heard her fret. Asphodels were glowing white flowers that could only be found in the Underworld, and its rarity had led to immortals treating them as prized collections.

      Tonight, the blooms would serve as welcome gifts for the queen’s esteemed guests, the flowers stringed together to form wreaths. Prepared in advance, the wreaths were laid out on a floating table, and after a cursory glance, Hades walked to where his queen was, asking quietly, “Are you sure you still need more? There seems to be enough.”

      Persephone wringed her hands anxiously, saying, “Enough isn’t enough, Your Majesty. There must be more than enough. I would be so embarrassed if a guest were to come and find out that we’ve run out of wreaths. They would think we’re being selfish or worse---” She lifted worried eyes to his. “They would think you are unsupportive of my endeavors---” Persephone bit her lip. “I do not want them to think that, Hades. I want them to see for themselves that you are not the big, bad, scary monster the legends make them think you are.”

      With her gaze swimming with tears, Hades was unable to deny his queen’s request and he said finally, “It shall be as you will then.”

      He issued a command to one of the retainers and when he was done, Persephone threw her arms around his neck, her face lit with joy. “Thank you, thank you, oh you don’t know how excited I am. I know this shall be the most wonderful night of my life.”

      Pulling away, she stepped back, saying teasingly, “But first, I must know. Do you think my dress wonderful?” She twirled around for effect, loving the way the voluminous skirts, which were spun from gold thread, played around her legs.

      “It makes you even more becoming, my queen.” But was the gown worth risking antagonizing the goddess of wisdom?

      In his last visit to Mt. Olympus, he had been stunned to have Athena giving him the cold shoulder. As they shared many similarities, there had never been a quarrel between them, and as such he had not hesitated to ask what was troubling to her.

      At his question, Athena had looked at him with narrowed silver eyes before saying finally, “You do not know then.”

      “Know what?”

      “Your wife has approached Lady Arachne.”

      Hades had been surprised. “Arachne? The brainless chit who has been boasting about her skills in needlework and her supposed superiority over you?”

      “Yes,” Athena had answered dryly, “and apparently, your wife believes it.”

      Hades had swiftly apologized on behalf of his queen and tried to excuse it as folly caused by her youth.

      “I shall overlook it because of you, but Hades – we both have been young once, and even then we knew the difference between right and wrong, did we not?”

      The memory made Hades grim, but he deliberately pushed the thought aside. Athena was only being her usual pessimistic self, he thought. Focusing on his queen, he told her with a smile, “You will make me the envy of many men tonight.”

      Persephone giggled. “Do you really think so?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you believe I am beautiful?”

      “Do you truly have to ask that?”

      “As beautiful as, perhaps, Helen of Troy?”

      “More so in my eyes,” he said honestly.

      “What about Aphro---”

      Hades blinked, a part of him incredulous that she would actually ask such a question. Surely she knew how vengeful the goddess of love and beauty could be when it came to anyone challenging her title as the world’s most beautiful woman?

      Thankfully, the sound of powerful wings slicing through the air cut Persephone’s words off and Hades looked up just in time to see his second-in-command flying down.

      Upon touching the ground, Thanatos bent down on one knee. “Milord, milady.”

      Persephone squared her shoulders, and before her husband could react, she said in her best regal-sounding voice, “You may rise, Thanatos.”

      Hades glanced at his queen in surprise, wondering if she was aware of how pompous she had sounded.

      His face stoic, Thanatos reported about the influx of guests and the estimate time of their arrival. “With your permission, I shall inform the subjects living next to the doors to temporarily evacuate the area while---” He stopped when Persephone shook her head.

      “Which subjects are you talking about?” the queen asked.

      “Those who live near the entrance, milady.” The winged demon’s tone was unnaturally ambiguous, making Hades frown. Why was Thanatos being evasive?

      “Like the centaurs and harpies, perhaps?” Persephone insisted. “And the Gorgons, too?”

      “Yes.” Hades answered on Thanatos’ behalf, murmuring, “Those are exactly the subjects Thanatos are referring to. I have offered them refuge in exchange of their sworn allegiance.”

      “I knew you were talking about them,” Persephone said eagerly, “and Your Majesty, I beg you, please do not ask them to go.” Before he could answer, she continued passionately, “They might think you are ashamed of them, and you wouldn’t want that, would you, Hades? I am certain they would want to do their part and greet your guests. Let them know that they represent you, and they will consider it an honor that you have trusted them with such a responsibility.”

      Thanatos’ face remained expressionless at the queen’s honeyed words, but inside he was hoping that the king would see through his wife and prevent such a travesty from happening.

      What the queen was saying was different from the queen planning. He would stake his life on that, but unfortunately even if it did – his death would not mean a thing if the king didn’t see the truth for himself.

      “Hades, please?” Persephone gazed entreatingly at her husband.

      “Very well,” the lord of the Underworld said reluctantly.

      Thanatos took a deep breath. “Understood, milord.” After bowing, he turned back and flew away, his heart heavy.

      This would not be good.
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      “W-who are you?” the girl asked Hades nervously. “And why did they kneel?”

      “Don’t you think I should be the one asking that question,” Hades asked with an arched brow, “considering you’re the one gatecrashing my party?”

      Her eyes widened. “So there really was a party?”

      “Yes.” He was puzzled by her ecstatic reaction. It was almost as if he had granted her immortality with his words.

      “Bloody hell,” he heard her mumble and almost smiled. With the exception of Artemis and Athena, no female acquaintance of his was the type to swear and that this fragile-looking girl would do so made her even more interesting in his eyes.

      “So it really is happening.” She appeared talking to herself, a fact that did not escape his notice or the other two Olympians.

      “She appears quite mad,” Hermes murmured in the ancient tongue known only to Olympians.

      “She is only nervous.” Hades mentally winced at the defensive note of his voice and wondered why he was even bothering to---

      Her head suddenly jerked up, taking him by surprise.

      Maybe she really is mad, Hades thought uneasily.

      “This may sound stupid, but…” She cleared her throat. “Is this not a dream?”

      Amused but even more puzzled at the way she held her breath after asking her question, he said simply, “Most assuredly not.”

      The girl started jumping for joy, and a reluctant but genuine smile tugged at Hades’ lips. A part of him was starting to believe she was as mad as Hermes’ suggested, but even so she was proving to be more entertaining than even the most accomplished of courtesans, and at his age he had met more than a few of them.

      With the girl lost in her inexplicable euphoria, Hades took his time studying her. She was not as beautiful as his former queen, but she was lovely in her own way, with long blond hair, bright blue eyes, and ivory-kissed skin.

      The typical English rose, the god of the Underworld mused even though she was actually the first British woman he had ever met.

      The girl suddenly stopped jumping, and a glance at her burning cheeks told him she had just become aware of his scrutiny. Hades knew the polite thing to do would have been to stop staring. If he had been the old Hades, he would have done that.

      But since he was not---

      He swept his gaze over her one more time, starting from her feet and all the way up---

      When he deliberately let his gaze linger on her breasts, the girl’s chest began to rise and fall rapidly. That was good. He wanted her aware of him, as his future queen should be. He knew he was being reckless, but what was there to lose? She was human and he was the god of the Underworld. If he wanted her dead, he only had to snap her fingers and she would be.

      The girl crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re not supposed to stare at me like that.”

      He only smiled, drawling, “Is that so?” He was beginning to enjoy how unpredictable she was, and more and more he was warming to the idea of making her his prophesied queen – even if she might not be it.

      She was delectably beddable, Hades thought, and that was always important. But even more pertinent was the fact that a young human such as her would most likely be biddable and moldable as well.

      With this girl, he could turn everything around again.

      Everything would be normal.

      Everyone could also stop pretending they did not see him as broken – and maybe then, Hades, too, would stop seeing himself as broken as well.

      Hades looked at Apollo, and switching to their ancient tongue, he asked abruptly, “Do you sense her speaking of any untruth?” Apollo’s powers were like a double-edged sword. While it prevented people from lying to the god of truth, it also prevented Apollo from uttering anything but the truth.

      “No.” To Hades’ surprise, Apollo had chosen to speak in English, and when the girl swung around to face the other Olympian, Apollo murmured, “She has been speaking the truth from the start.”

      The girl gasped, and her tone was filled with wonder as she said, “You are Apollo.”

      Jealousy struck Hades like a bolt that came from nowhere, leaving him disconcerted. How was it that he had only known her for mere moments and already he considered her his property?

      “You are, aren’t you?” The girl was gazing at Apollo like he were a god, and granted that was true but even so – Hades didn’t like it one damn bit.

      Other gods, even the lesser ones, would have considered her straightforwardness an impertinence but since Apollo was most used to spending time in human company, the golden-haired Olympian only smiled, saying courteously, “Yes, milady, I am.”

      “Bloody, bloody---” The girl started jumping again. “I can’t believe you’re really Apollo, the god of truth and light!”

      Apollo grinned. “Yes.” He found himself quite charmed at the girl’s excitement and for one moment he experienced a pang of regret that this girl could indeed be the god of the Underworld’s prophesied queen.

      “But what about me, milady,” Hermes interrupted in an injured tone.

      The girl was staring at Hermes’ sandals. “Bloody, bloody---”

      Hermes and Apollo laughed out loud when the girl started jumping again.

      “You’re Hermes! Hermes! Hermes!”

      It had been a long time since Hermes had witnessed such genuine excitement in reaction to his identity and he began to regret that this girl could indeed belong to Hades.

      Then again, ‘could’ was the operative word.

      The same thought occurred to the two Olympians at the same time, and their gazes turned shrewd and calculating as they studied the girl anew.

      Bristling at the gleam of interest in the other gods’ eyes, Hades reached for the girl, his fingers closing around her tiny wrist. She gasped at his touch, but he didn’t let go and instead yanked her towards him.

      Apollo and Hermes could not stop themselves from grinning. They had never seen the god of the Underworld make such a blatant claim on any woman before, not even with Persephone – and that was a good thing.

      Hades tipped her chin up, and when her blue eyes clashed with his, he murmured silkily, “Since you have correctly guessed their identities, then I suppose you should know who I am as well?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Amazing.” Hermes began to chuckle. “She doesn’t seem to know who you are, milord.”

      “Of course she knows who I am,” Hades snapped even though he wasn’t actually quite sure if she did. He ran his knuckles against her cheek and his irritation was partially mollified by the way she so sweetly trembled in his arms. “You know who I am, don’t you, my beauty?”

      Apollo smirked. The god of the Underworld, who was one of the most private gods in history, was actually seducing the girl in front of them.

      “Say my name, milady.” Hades lowered his head. “Say my name or---”

      She suddenly tried shoving him away, and although it was like a butterfly trying to make a tower topple, Hades let go of her, stunned at her inexplicable show of resistance.

      Hermes shook his head, murmuring in their language, “This is shaping up to be one of the most entertaining times I have had in recent centuries.”

      “It is the same for me.” Apollo snapped his fingers and handed Hermes a tub of steaming hot butter popcorn. He snapped his fingers a second time to summon one for himself, and when he saw the girl staring at them, he asked chivalrously, “Would you like one as well, milady?”

      Before the girl could answer, Hades had already snapped his fingers and thrust the tub of popcorn to her hands. “Here you go.” The idea that her first gift from a god would come from anyone but him was so infinitely detestable, Hades didn’t care if the Olympians would end up laughing at him – which they already were.

      The girl shook her head, asking blankly, “What am I going to do with this?”

      “Eat it,” he said irritably, “obviously.”

      “But I don’t want popcorn.”

      “Then it’s gone.” He snapped his fingers, and the girl jumped back when the popcorn disappeared from her hands.

      “Bloody hell!”

      “You curse too much,” Hades remarked.

      “I can’t help it,” she exclaimed. “This is an occasion for swearing, don’t you think? One moment I’m in a library, another moment a magical door appears, a skeleton key unlocks it, and then poof! I’m here!” She gestured to him. “And you’re here!”

      “Me.”

      “You!”

      “And who am I?”

      Her lips pursed.

      He stalked towards her, and she slowly backed away. Not wanting to waste time chasing after her, Hades used his power to disappear---

      He heard her gasp.

      A moment later, and he appeared right behind him.

      She backed into him, gasped again, whirled around, saw Hades and let out a scream.

      Apollo clucked his tongue, murmuring, “That’s cheating.” But his tone was more amused than anything.

      Hermes only shrugged. “I would have done it sooner if it were me.”

      Apollo snorted. “Yes. You probably would.”

      Taking advantage of her confusion, Hades pulled her into his arms and lowering his head, he whispered into her ear, “Enough waltzing around the truth, milady. Tell me who I am.” He felt her inhale deeply at his command, and he stiffened, knowing it would---

      Her breasts rubbed against his chest, and even as she whimpered in shock, Hades’ eyes closed as lust razed his blood at the sweet, scorching-hot contact.

      Opening his eyes, he looked down at her with dark eyes glittering with need, and his voice was guttural as he said, “I await your answer, milady.”

      She swallowed.

      “Do not even think of lying,” he warned her. “I would know if you do, even without Apollo’s help, and if you do---” He bit her ear, causing her to jerk against him. His arms tightened around her, and he purred, “I will make sure you suffer.”

      She whimpered, and the sound of it told him that she understood exactly what kind of suffering him in mind.

      Licking her ear and savoring the way she shivered, he said softly, “Now milady, I will ask you one last time. Who am I?”

      She answered in a trembling whisper, “The lord of the Underworld.”

      Hades stilled, and for one moment it seemed time itself had stopped as well, almost as if the Fates were gazing down at him with watchful eyes, their fingers paused mid-air, waiting to see which direction he would want the threads of his existence to take.

      He looked down at the girl, whose bright blue eyes were filled with confusion and---

      He sucked his breath.

      Desire.

      Even though she was struggling to hide it, he saw it easily, and the knowledge that she desired him was as succulent as the sweetest ambrosia. It had been so long since he had last felt such sensations – this heady, drunken feeling of knowing that a girl wanted him so.

      She wetted her lips, and the sight of it had him craving to bite her.

      Next time, he promised himself.

      But for now---

      He cupped her face. “You are correct, milady,” he said huskily. His gaze remained trained on her as he slowly lowered his head. “I am the lord of the Underworld---”

      Panic crossed her face, and she tried shoving him away again, but this time Hades did not let go.

      “---and you are my prophesied queen.”
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      A long time ago, a band of angels led by Lucifer led a revolt against God and they were cast away from Paradise. Bitter in their defeat, they sought to destroy mankind, the Maker’s most precious creation, together with the world it dwelled in.

      To protect His children, God sent his own angels down to earth, three brothers whose wings were torn away to make them appear human. But in return, God granted them unparalleled powers, knowing that a long and arduous battle awaited the three.

      Upon finding Lucifer and his fallen angels, the three brothers realized that their numbers were not enough. They sent their prayers to the heaven, and these were heeded the next day, with nine younger angels coming to their aid.

      Stories of these battles were passed from generation to generation, taking on different names and events. For the Greeks, Lucifer and his demons came to be known as the titans, while the angels whose wings had been torn away became known as the Olympians.

      Upon imprisoning the fallen in Tartarus, the three brothers knew that eternal vigilance was required as evil never truly slept. Looking after the affairs of men required great compassion and wisdom, and for this Zeus took on the throne in Mt. Olympus, and the younger gods came with him.

      Flora and fauna needed protection as well, and for this Poseidon took to the greatest depths of the ocean, reigning in the company of the beasts he held dear.

      Finally, the youngest brother – the quiet and ever-resilient Hades – descended to the Underworld. Of the three, he was the least vulnerable to the sway of emotions and logic and honor were his greatest strengths. And so it shall be, for only the most impartial could rightfully judge the merits of departed souls.

      His was a thankless job, but it was not in Hades’ nature to complain and he did his work as diligently as he could. He cultivated for himself a fearful and monstrous image, thus ensuring that few would dare threaten his domain. As the years passed, the world came to forget that Hades had once been an angel, and that he had saved the world in the dawn of civilization.

      Soon, no one remembered the truth, and people came to know him only as the god of the Underworld and, later on, he became the Prince of Darkness as well, for wherever he walked, death would always follow.

      Merciless and ruthless, cruel and savage – words that had once described his fallen foes were now attributed to Hades, and yet nothing could be further from the truth. In the years that he had reigned in the shadows, Hades had welcomed to his abode creatures shunned and maltreated. Demons who had rebelled against Lucifer, species that had been hunted almost to extinction like the centaurs and harpies, and lesser gods who had been cursed with powers that no one wanted---

      In the Underworld, these creatures found both shelter and solace, and in return for his selflessness and benevolence no ruler had been more beloved than Hades.

      For their lord and master, they would do anything, and it was their greatest wish that the day would come they would be able to prove their loyalty and show their gratitude.

      And so it did, but the one who had called in their debts was not Hades.

      It was the queen.
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      I can’t believe I fainted. These were the first words that came to Ever’s mind the moment she woke up and found herself lying on an unfamiliar – but extremely luxurious – bed in an equally unfamiliar but extremely luxurious…tent?

      She sat up abruptly and looked about her while trying to contain her panic. Pointed ceiling, walls and floor made of some kind of fabric –

      Ever gulped. This couldn’t be anything but a tent, and her head started to pound as she tried to figure out what was happening.

      First, she had been transported to the world of Greek gods, and now she was –

      Where the bloody hell was she?

      A queasy feeling emerged in her stomach, and she struggled not to throw up.

      Think, Ever!

      Which legends had tents in them?

      Maybe…Egypt, such as Cleopatra being carried in a tent-like carriage by slaves or camels?

      Ever strained her ears to listen for the sound of camel hooves stomping on the ground, but all she could hear was silence.

      Okay, what else?

      Maybe…she was lost in the world of Arabian tales this time, and her tent was atop a…flying carpet? Those were supposed to move fast, weren’t they? Or at least they did in Disney’s Aladdin.

      She eyed the flaps of the tent warily, knowing there was only one way to find out.

      Taking a deep breath, Ever swung her feet off the bed. She swayed precariously for a second or two but managed to regain her bearings after closing her eyes and counting one to ten.

      This is just a dream, Ever.

      She placed one foot forward and held her breath, not knowing what to expect but nevertheless preparing for the worst.

      Seconds passed and nothing happened.

      Expelling her breath in a silent sigh of relief, Ever proceeded forward, doing her best not to create any noise. When she reached the tent’s flaps, she muttered a quick prayer silently before slowly reaching for the edge of the flap.

      Inch by inch, the world outside was revealed, and everything was pitch black. Her heart hammered against her chest faster and faster with every second, but Ever forced herself to swallow her fear as she poked her head out of the tent.

      It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, but when she did she was slowly able to make some outlines ---

      Ever’s hands flew to her mouth in an effort to contain her terrified scream when she realized what was carrying her tent.

      Underneath the tent was a pair of large and powerful creatures, with shaggy black hair covering their bodies and flaming red hair covering their heads. They walked on four legs and were about ten feet tall –

      But they could get taller than that, Ever thought sickly, if these creatures ever choose to rise on their hind legs.

      What were these creatures? They appeared like donkeys and yet she couldn’t recall any kind of species that could be this big. Were they docile or aggressive? Should she risk jumping off or---

      The creatures suddenly went still.

      A moment later, the creatures let out a keening cry before doing exactly what Ever feared the most. The pair rose up, and Ever screamed as she found herself tumbling back into the tent. The back of her head hit the bed, and she moaned. A moment later, she felt the creatures drop back down on their fours, and this time she found herself falling forward---

      Oh my God, she was going to fall out of the tent and before she knew it, the creatures would crush her under their hooves---

      A pair of strong arms suddenly swept her up, and when she opened her eyes dazedly, she found herself staring straight into the dark gaze of the god of the Underworld.

      “Are you alright?”

      She stammered, “H-how---”

      Hades took her back to bed, and as he laid her down, he said dryly, “You know who I am, milady. I’m sure you do not really need to ask how I came to you so quickly.”

      Her lips opened and parted, Ever unable to make her mind what she wanted to ask first.

      Logic told her that she could be just dreaming all of this. If not that then she was dead. Or Inception was real.

      But---

      Her instincts, on the other hand, insisted that this was real – whether she liked it or not.

      Realizing that Hades’ dark burning gaze was still on her, she began to feel self-conscious and hated herself for it.

      He is a married man, Ever!

      He may be your fictional boyfriend, but this is real now, and he’s not yours!

      Seeing the ferocious frown that had furrowed her smooth forehead, Hades said honestly, “Whatever it is your thinking, I would willingly pay a king’s ransom to know.” He paused. “But you probably wouldn’t tell me, would you?”

      “No.”

      His lips twitched. “I figured.” Moving forward, he sat down on the edge of the bed and raised a brow at the way she immediately scooted away and practically plastered herself to the wall behind her.

      “Are you afraid of me, milady?”

      Unable to bear the thought of lying to him, Ever said reluctantly, “No.” But before he could ask any more leading questions which she truly didn’t want to answer, she changed the subject awkwardly by speaking the first thing that came to her mind. “The creatures carrying this tent…what are they?”

      “Empousai,” Hades answered readily, remembering belatedly that such creatures were unknown to the modern world. “They’re gentle creatures, despite their appearances. I’ll introduce you to them later.”

      “Uhh, thanks.” Her voice was weak.

      “You will love them, I assure you. They are quite affectionate.”

      “I’m sure.” Remembering how huge the empo-something was, Ever wondered uneasily if that was a good thing. She sneaked a peek at the god of the Underworld and with his attention seemingly trained elsewhere, Ever couldn’t help studying his appearance.

      Everything about him felt both familiar and unfamiliar, she thought absently. He was much, much taller than she expected, and more powerfully built, too. If she had to be honest, he was also more beautiful than she imagined, and the way his hair and eyes were the purest shade of black was quite mesmerizing.

      And as for those wicked lips of his---

      Ever’s face flamed as she remembered too late the way the god of the Underworld had licked and bitten her ear, and even worse, how much she had liked it.

      How could you, Ever Carlisle, she chastised herself despairingly.

      This man was married! Worse, to a goddess! Worst of all, no Greek myth had ever made mention of divorce---

      Shame washed over her upon realizing where her thoughts were heading, and Ever’s hands flew to cover her face.

      Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife.

      Or husband.

      Got it, Ever?

      When she lowered her hands, it was to find the god of the Underworld smirking, and his tone was light and teasing as he asked, “Are you uncomfortable at looking your fill of me, milady?”

      An embarrassed squeak escaped her.

      Could gods read minds?

      “No,” Hades murmured. “Gods do not read minds---”

      “But you just did,” she cried out.

      He chuckled. “No, milady. I didn’t. What I did read was your face, which is quite expressive.” When he leaned towards her, she stiffened, and Hades frowned. “What is wrong?”

      “I can’t believe you’re even asking that question,” Ever muttered.

      He raised a brow. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “Because!” She threw her hands up in frustration.

      “Explain,” Hades commanded, not liking the way she was gazing at him now. It was as if he had disappointed her. Which was crazy, he thought, since he had never met her before this.

      “I can’t believe you’re making me explain!” Ever shook her head in dismay. “And to think you even bit my ear---”

      “Why shouldn’t I have?”

      “Oh my God, that you would go there---” She shook her head miserably. “You’re not supposed to be like this. I dreamt of this so long, and I never thought it would come true, but now that I’ve finally met you---” She glared at him.

      “If you look at me like that one more time,” Hades murmured pleasantly, “I shall take you to bed and will not let you leave until the next sunrise.”

      A squeak escaped Ever, and she quickly averted her gaze from his, thinking despairingly, This is definitely not the Hades she had read about. He wasn’t just adulterous but he was even more sadistic and---

      Outside the tent, the creatures let out another cry, and Hades said, “We have arrived.”

      “W-where?” she asked without looking at him.

      “The Underworld.”

      Before the fact could even sink in, Ever found herself once again swept up in the god’s arms and a second later, he had flown her out of the tent and taken her to stand a short distance from a pair of gates that seemed as tall as mountains. They were unlike any gates she had ever seen in her life, but in a way they were also exactly like what she would expect of the Underworld.

      This was where the dead go, she thought weakly, so of course it had to be frightening.

      And it was that, with the gates made of superimposed corpses that seemed to have been buried between layers of perpetually burning rocks. Once in a while, a pale limb would protrude, causing the layer of burning rock to expand before snapping back in---

      She swallowed at the wailing sound that followed, like someone being tortured.

      “Are those real?” she whispered.

      “A preview of Tartarus is the best way to describe it.”

      She gulped. Tartarus was where the titans were imprisoned as well as where irredeemably damned souls went, never to be seen or reincarnated again.

      “Are you ready to enter the Underworld, milady?”

      She slowly turned to look at him. “I don’t have a choice, do I?”

      He laughed. “You say that, and yet your eyes appear to be glowing in excitement.”

      Oh!

      As her cheeks turned red yet again, he considered her thoughtfully, an idea occurring to him. He asked carefully, “Do you know which oracles are dedicated to Apollo, milady?”

      “Delphi is the only one I know, nothing else.”

      “Do you know which city honors Hermes as its patron?”

      “Sorry, no.” She paused before saying awkwardly, “I’m sorry if my lack of knowledge disappoints you. I actually haven’t finished high school.”

      Hades was stunned. “But you appear well-read---”

      “Not really, and most of the books I’ve read are from the library.”

      Blaming himself for the note of shame that had crept into her voice, he said gently, “There is nothing shameful in what you have revealed, milady. But I also beg your forgiveness for making you speak of such things.”

      She shrugged, obviously discomfited, mumbling, “It’s okay. It’s no big deal.”

      But it obviously was, Hades thought and he made a mental note to send for the wisest scholars so that his future queen could learn to her heart’s content.

      But first---

      He offered his hand. “Shall we?”

      “Umm---”

      Seeing her glance at his hand like it was a snake about to bite her, Hades bent his head and whispered to her ear, “I’m beginning to think you have a secret liking of being threatened. Do you, milady? Because I can think of several quite easily right now---”

      Ever grabbed the god’s hand. “Let’s go?”

      Hades straightened. “A pity.” She grunted, and the sound, albeit unfeminine, was also genuine and this pleased him immensely.

      As they started to walk, the god asked Ever for her name.

      “Ever.”

      “And you are from England?”

      “Yes.” Did he really not know, Ever wondered, or was this some sort of test?

      “You spoke earlier of a magical door,” Hades prompted. “Tell me how it came to be and how it transported you to my world.”

      “It started when I heard music, the one playing at your party. And then I heard voices, probably your guests, and I followed the sounds until I came to a room in the library and then it was gone.” Ever drew a breath as she remembered the sense of crushing disappointment that had weighed down on her at that time, and she whispered, “It made me sad.”

      “Because you wanted it so badly?”

      She nodded. “I had almost lost hope when I found a skeleton key, and that was when the door appeared. The key unlocked it and the next thing I knew, I was here.”

      “Do you have the key with you?”

      She nodded.

      “May I study it when we reach my castle? I promise to be careful with it, and I shall only study it in his presence.”

      She hesitated for a moment before nodding once again.

      “Thank you.” By now, they were standing right in front of the doors, and he said gravely, “My kingdom lies behind these doors, milady.”

      “I know.”

      “It shall be your kingdom, too.”

      “I know---what?”

      He raised a brow. “I told you, did I not? You are my prophesied---”

      “No, I’m not!” She was shaking her head vehemently while trying to tug her hand out of his hold, but Hades didn’t even consider letting go.

      “Do you not want me, milady?”

      His dark gaze glittered at her, and she said weakly, “That’s not the point.” But inside, she wanted to weep in despair. Yes, she did ask for her own Hades – but she had not asked for the original one, especially when the latter was married!

      As Hades started to lean towards her, she found herself leaning away, all the way down to her waist until here was nowhere to go if she didn’t want to fall on her back.

      His hand suddenly touched the small of her back, and Ever yelped. She had never been touched by a man so intimately before, and she could feel her mind slowly losing its grip on rationality – and morality.

      “Please---”

      “Please what, milady?”

      She said in a rush, “Don’t do this. It’s not right. You’re married.” There! She had said it, and now she had an even greater urge to weep.

      A second later, she found herself settled back to her feet and when she looked up, confused, the god of the underworld demanded, “What did you say?”

      She stubbornly pursed her lips, not wanting to repeat such painful words.

      The god’s hands settled on her shoulders. “Did you just say I was married?”

      Of course I did, she thought furiously, and the whole bloody world knows it.

      Hades’ lips curved in a smile as he realized that this all along was the reason why she had appeared so adamantly against being with him. “You little fool.”

      She glared at him. “I am not a fool.”

      Instead of answering her, he asked, “Do you know of the gods that stand by the entrance of the Underworld?”

      Ever blinked. Where did that come from?

      “Do you?” Hades pressed.

      “Of course.” Frowning, she enumerated them one by one. “There is anxiety, Diseases, Fear, Agony, Hunger, Death, Grief, Sleep, and Old Age. The entrance is also guarded by the Guilty Joys and on the other side are War, Discord, and the Furies.”

      “Impressive,” he murmured.

      She turned red. “It’s nothing. I’ve just read it in a book.”

      “And yet you don’t know all the oracles devoted to Apollo.”

      “I---”

      “Or even the city that looks upon Hermes as its patron god.”

      Ever froze, finally realizing where this was going.

      “It seems, milady,” Hades drawled, “you were only interested in me.”

      Bloody. Hell.

      “There is no need to worry,” he purred. “It is as it should be---”

      “It’s not,” she snapped even as her face couldn’t stop blushing.

      Bloody, bloody hell.

      The god of the Underworld knew that she had a crush on him – even when he wasn’t real!

      “You are my prophesied queen.”

      “I’m---”

      “The one I’ve been waiting before,” he finished.

      “How can I be,” she cried out, “when you have---”

      Hades’ lips brushed over hers, and Ever froze.

      Again and again, his lips moved over hers, their mouths grazing against each other, and Ever’s knees began to buckle.

      Bloody, bloody, bloody---

      He whispered against her lips, “Contrary to what you have read in books, milady, I am what you would call…”

      Her heart stopped beating.

      His teeth sank into her lower lip, and she shuddered.

      When he released her lower lip, Hades said, “I believe I am what your times consider as a divorced man.”

      Bloody, bloody, bloody hell!

      So there was divorce in Greek’s myths, after all.

      And then there was no time to think as the god of the Underworld conquered her mouth in a deep kiss.

      It was Ever’s first kiss of any kind, but she didn’t even think of resisting.

      This was Hades.

      This was her dream come true.

      If he had told her he wanted to make love to her at that moment, she would have started stripping.

      Or at least she would try, Ever thought hazily. It was hard to concentrate on anything, with the way Hades’ mouth was driving her crazy. And oh, there was his tongue. The way it stroked inside her mouth, tasting every inch of her, was making her shudder over and over, and when Hades started sucking on her tongue---

      Ever threw her arms around the god’s neck and clung to him as her knees completely gave out.

      It was the sweetest and hottest kiss, but it was over before she could even think of savoring it. She blinked up at Hades, still unable to string two thoughts together.

      “Do not look at me so, milady,” Hades said under his breath, “or you will have your wedding night before your wedding.”

      Even as she felt her face heat up, Ever muttered with awkward honesty, “I don’t mind.”

      Hades’ gaze widened imperceptibly and he said under his breath, “You appear to have a natural flair for saying and doing things I don’t expect you to do.”

      Oh!

      That was a good thing…right?

      The god flicked her forehead, startling her, and he murmured, “That is quite a feat, considering my age.” Taking her hand once more, he told her solemnly, “And while I appreciate your efforts to seduce me---”

      She choked out, “I…did…not…” Or did she? Ever was confused. The last time a boy had tried flirting with her was when she was sixteen, and she could no longer recall the rules.

      “If you say so.” His voice was soothing, but his eyes were gleaming wickedly.

      Who would have imagined the god of the Underworld could be such a flirt, she wondered dazedly.

      “Are you ready, milady? My subjects await us.”

      “S-subjects?” she echoed faintly. Surely, that didn’t mean what she thought it meant.

      “Yes, and they shall be your subjects, too, once you are officially crowned as my Queen.”

      Ever’s knees were threatening to give out again, and this time so was her lungs, which was starting to struggle in its ability to draw in oxygen.

      The god of the Underworld was intent on making her, Ever Carlisle, his Queen.

      She watched him raise his hand, and the ground underneath them began to shake as the enormous doors began to open.

      Before she could think about what she was doing, Ever had already reached for his hand---

      Hades turned to her in surprise.

      ---and yanked in back down.

      “Wait!” She gulped, expecting the god’s fury or at least irritation but Hades was grinning again. It made him look even more handsome, and for one moment she lost her train of thought. What was she going to do again? And what had she done to make him look at her so?

      Seeing her blink bemusedly at him, Hades explained, “You have done something completely unexpected again.”

      Riiiight.

      Didn’t that mean she was acting crazy, Ever wondered.

      Then again, an amused god was always better than an angry god so she wasn’t going to complain.

      Clearing her throat, she said carefully, “This, err, thing about your subjects---”

      “Soon to be our subjects,” he reminded her.

      Ever coughed. “Yes, well, that’s the thing---”

      Her visible discomfort turned Hades’ face expressionless, and his voice was without inflection as well when he asked, “Are you worried they are all monsters?”

      “What?” she exclaimed. “No! Of course not! I’m sure they’re all lovely.”

      And for her to say that with a straight face, she either believed that with all her heart – or she was an even more accomplished liar than he gave her credit for.

      “I love my subjects as if they were my own children,” Hades murmured skeptically, “but even I would not go that far.”

      “You’re trying to scare me, aren’t you?” she said nervously.

      “If that is my future queen prefers to think.” Hades’ broad shoulders moved in a careless shrug. “In any case, you must keep in mind that as they will be your subjects, it also means that they will be yours to command.”

      Hades turned to face the doors to his kingdom again, but his mind was lost in the past as he remembered how, once upon a time, he had spoken of the same words to another woman.

      “Each and every one of them is as much yours as they are mine – and whatever you want, they will make it happen…even if it costs them their lives.”

      That had been his wedding vow to Persephone, and he had meant every word, never knowing that the queen he had chosen would choose to twist its meaning…and use it as her god-given right to dehumanize those that Hades had sworn to protect.
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      The day was still and quiet, and for once the castle of the god of the Underworld did not ring with the sound of innocent laughter from children playing in the courtyard.

      High above his kingdom, Hades surveyed his land with bleak eyes, his heart still grieving for the humiliation that his people had suffered because of him.

      Even now, the mere memory of what he witnessed made him shudder in renewed fury while the desire to claim vengeance still throbbed powerfully in his veins.

      The centaurs had been turned into brainless donkeys, forced to carry on their backs lesser immortals that could never even aspire to possessing a fraction of their nobility and courage. The Harpies, fierce, brave warriors, had been hunted down like they were no different from ordinary fowl.

      And the list went on and on, Hades thought numbly. All around him, his people had suffered, and he had not known – because his own queen had deliberately kept him in the dark.

      She had plied him with wine and kisses and seduced him with sweet flattery and coy gestures. It was Persephone the way she had been when they first met, and it intoxicated him, so much so he had become deaf to the agony of his own subjects.

      If not for Thanatos deliberately crashing the party and reporting to him of the incidents taking place, his people’s agony would have lasted the entire night. But even then, she had tried to stop him from learning the truth, had even threatened to leave him if he followed Thanatos out of the castle.

      It was at that moment the spell his queen had woven over him was broken, and Hades began to see Persephone for who she really was. Just looking at her beautiful lying eyes was enough, and he knew, without seeing anything else, that something was terribly wrong.

      He knew that, but even, so it did not prepare him for the horrors that awaited Hades upon leaving his castle.

      Underworld’s beauty had not been spoiled by Persephone’s ball, but its heart had been trampled upon. All around Hades, he could only see unspeakable anguish, with his people reduced into slaves and pets subjected to the vilely capricious whims of the queen’s guests.

      Rage nearly blinding him, the god of the Underworld summoned for the winds, and they raged across the kingdom. Windows exploded and the guests began to scream and rush out of the castle.

      Rising to the air, he appeared in front of the stampeding crowd, hissing, “If I ever see any of your faces again, you will suffer a fate far worse than death.”

      Cries of horror rose from the queen’s guests as they fought among each other for the chance to flee.

      Hades then turned to his subjects. “Once the silver sun touches the sky, you have my permission to devour anyone who remains on our land.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you happy now?”

      The queen’s words destroyed the bleak solitude Hades had isolated himself in, and he turned away from the sight of his kingdom to face Persephone.

      When he didn’t say anything, Persephone said bitterly, “You really are cruel just like they say you are.” She began to cry, and the sound of her sobs made the god of the Underworld clench his fists, knowing he was the cause of her tears. Even now, despite knowing her faults, he still loved her. It broke his heart to see her in such a state, but he also knew he could and would not regret what he had done.

      At her continued sobs, Hades said tiredly, “There is nothing for me to say.”

      Persephone’s head jerked up at the words. “How can you think there is nothing for you to say when you have taken away my pride?” she demanded shrilly. “I will never ever be able to show my face to anyone again. You have turned your own queen into a pariah!”

      Hades didn’t answer, knowing that perhaps in the eyes of one so young, his actions had been as cruel and humiliating as his queen thought they were.

      “Say something!”

      His temper flared, and Hades snapped, “Tell me then.” His eyes blazing with fury, he gritted out, “Tell me how you could have done such a thing to them. Tell me!” He wanted to say much more, to accuse her the way she had accused him, but Hades managed to swallow the rest of his words, knowing how it would only make his queen shed more tears.

      Guilt stung the queen’s conscience, and a part of her heart shriveled at the disenchantment she glimpsed on her husband’s face. But even so, vanity and pride had her lifting her chin and muttering defensively, “I do not see anything wrong in what happened. It was all done in the spirit of fun---”

      Hades let out a hiss of disbelief. “Fun?”

      Flinching at the revulsion on her husband’s face, Persephone momentarily faltered, unused to being treated thus.

      “They are our people, Persephone. Our people! There is nothing the least bit fun,” Hades gritted out, “about having our subjects turned into a goddamn freak show---”

      “They are our subjects,” Persephone screamed, “and I am your wife! You must take my side!”

      “Not when you are wrong,” Hades roared.

      In a fit of fury, she jumped out of the bed and grabbing the first object she could get her hands on, she threw a priceless vase at her husband. “How dare you treat me this way? How dare you?”

      She threw everything she could reach at him, but the god only had to wave his hand in the air for his powers to deflect them, and her rage took on a venomous and vengeful turn.

      “You promised me they were mine to command,” she hissed, “and they know it.”

      Hades whitened.

      “So if there’s anyone to blame for this---” She looked at him straight in the eyes. “It is you.”

      She walked away, leaving the god of the Underworld broken because both of them knew she had spoken the truth.
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      “Welcome to my humble abode,” the god of the Underworld murmured with a rakish smile as he helped her off his stallion.

      She could only smile weakly and clung to his hold, Ever still mentally reeling at being ‘introduced’ to Hades’ subjects.

      And that was such an understatement, Ever thought with an inward wince. What actually took place was more like a parade that was even grander than what she saw on TV. And there had even been fireworks, only they were nothing like those on Fourth of July because these had been entirely made of magic, with the rainbow array of sparkles faithfully following the movements of Hades’ hands in the air.

      It was mesmerizing to say the least, but such wonders paled in significance as she found herself actually smiling and shaking hands with creatures she had only once read about. Ever would have happily reminisced about those moments for the rest of the day, but when they entered Hades’ castle, she forgot all about it and found herself gaping.

      “This is where you live?” she gasped. She had expected it to be glorious, like all castles were, but not this glorious. The receiving hall had a domed ceiling, and from the topmost balcony an orchestra serenaded them with classical music.

      Seeing where she was looking at, he told her, “Most of mankind’s greatest composers are in that group.”

      “What?”

      “They seem to prefer working for me over living in the Isle of the Blessed.” He paused. “Your kind calls it heaven, I believe.”

      She couldn’t stop gawking at the live orchestra, and now that she was squinting hard at them, she could actually make out a few familiar faces like Bach, Beethoven, and Pachelbel.

      She let her gaze roam around the castle, and when she saw the artwork framed on the walls as well as the mosaics painted on the ceiling, she said slowly, “Those artworks…”

      He grinned.

      She gaped. “Seriously?” She glanced at the artworks surrounding her again and this time, she could make out those made by Picasso, Monet, and Van Gogh.

      “What can I say? I’m the perfect master to serve.”

      His complete lack of modesty made her laugh, and she shook her head at him, murmuring, “I can’t get over how different you are from how you are in books. I mean, have you even watched how they drew you in Disney’s Hercules---” The grimace on Hades’ handsome face made her giggle.

      “It is not funny,” he said, disgruntled.

      “But it is.” She couldn’t stop giggling. “I can just imagine what you must have been feeling---” She started to laugh, but the sound of it was lost in Hades’ sudden kiss.

      Oh!

      His hands cupped her face as he deepened the kiss, his tongue stroking hers until she found herself clutching his shoulders.

      When Hades lifted his head, he smiled in satisfaction at the way her clouded gaze seemed to beg him for more of his kisses.

      “Tease me all you want, milady,” he purred. “I look forward to retaliating this way.”

      Ever’s face flamed, and she muttered under her breath, “The books never mentioned you were a sadist.”

      Hades laughed. “I am the god of the Underworld, and it is my duty to punish those who have sinned. What else can I be but a sadist?”

      Footsteps reached them and Hades reluctantly pulled away from her, seeing Hecate and Thanatos heading his way. “I must leave you for a while. I have business to attend to with Thanatos.” He gestured for the goddess of necromancy to come forward. “Hecate, I would like to introduce you to my future queen.”

      Ever stiffened at the mention of the goddess’ name, recognizing it instantly. A sense of foreboding filled her as she recalled what she knew of the deity whose powers lay in the art of necromancy.

      When she came face to face with Hecate, Ever was prepared to see a furious-looking entity, but instead she found a middle-aged brunette dressed in a plain black gown.

      Oh.

      Hecate’s lips curved in a smile. “You are surprised at my appearance, milady?”

      “Uh…”

      Seeing the torn expression on Ever’s face, Hades said dryly, “She probably recognizes your name from Macbeth.”

      “Hecate also appears in a Disney series,” Thanatos interjected with a sly note in his voice. “You had blue hair in that one, didn’t you? And if I recall correctly, you also wanted to usurp Hades’ throne and---”

      “Shut up.” Fury caused a momentary lapse in Hecate’s concentration, and her disguise disappeared, revealing her true appearance, with hair and eyes that changed from black to red every second and nails that were almost three inches long.

      Ever jumped back. “Bloody---”

      Hecate’s red-black eyes swung to her.

      “---beautiful goddess, I am at your service,” she finished quickly.

      There was a moment of silence before Hades, Thanatos, and Hecate laughed.

      “I told you,” Thanatos said with a smirk. “She will take you by surprise.”

      Hecate sighed. “It is uncanny that she could do so. She really is our prophesied queen.” When Ever appeared startled and discomfited at her words, Hecate’s darkly painted lips curved in another smile, and her voice was soft and gentle as she said, “It is my honor to be of service to you, milady.”

      She hesitated for a moment before asking uncertainly, “Are you sure?” She cleared her throat. “I know you also served---”

      “You must be exhausted,” Hecate interrupted the young mortal smoothly. Looking at Hades, whose face had turned stoic, she asked politely, “May I take her to her chambers, milord?”

      Hades glanced at Ever. “Will you be alright without my company?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not a child.”

      “I know.” He wrinkled his nose back at her, murmuring wickedly, “I guess I’m asking because I’m the one who’ll be missing you.” And with complete disregard of the fact that they had company, the god of the Underworld drew her back to his arms to give her a thoroughly deep kiss.

      When his mouth finally left hers, she could only stare up at Hades, whispering, “That’s three.”

      Hades was puzzled. “Three?”

      She shook her head. “N-nothing.” Wriggling out of his hold, she turned to Hecate, saying brightly, “I’m ready anytime you are.”

      “Then please follow me, milady.”

      Ever was about to take a step forward when someone suddenly captured her wrist and yanked her back. She tumbled into Hades’ chest with a gasp, and when she looked up, he was grinning.

      “Why are you counting our kisses?”

      “Not telling.” Her lips pursed in a now-familiar picture of stubbornness.

      Hades smirked. “Well, even if you don’t, I already do.” He bent his head.

      She stiffened.

      But it was even worse than she feared.

      The god’s arm curved around her waist before pulling her even closer to him, and as she opened her mouth to protest, she felt his mouth touch the side of her neck. A moment later, Hades began to suck on the tender skin, and Ever froze.

      Bloody hell, how could he do this when they were not alone?

      Her eyes squeezed shut, Ever not wanting anyone to see the way the god’s mouth on her skin was making her feel lightheaded with need.

      When he finally lifted his head, she collapsed against him, and Hades chuckled. He whispered to her ear, “You do not have to count, milady. This is not a dream, and my kisses are yours forever.”

      He waited for her to squirm or squeal in embarrassment, but again she surprised him with her reaction, which was---

      A grunt.

      The sound made even Hecate blink, and seeing it, he said lazily, “Be at ease, demigoddess. It is only the prophesied queen’s way of expressing her embarrassment.”

      “I see.” Hecate looked at her charge. “How interesting.”

      Taking hold of Ever’s hand, he brought it to his lips, murmuring, “I will see you later.”

      “Promise?” she asked in a small voice.

      “I promise.”

      Hades and Thanatos watched the two women walk away. When they were alone, Thanatos murmured, “Has she passed the test then?”

      Hades’ face became expressionless once more. “If you are speaking of the way I had her meet the people of this kingdom, then I suppose it is a test. I also had to do it, to ensure she is the right choice for the Underworld.”

      “I’d like to believe you, milord, but I have a feeling you’re lying to yourself. It seems to me that the test was for your benefit.”

      Hades didn’t answer.

      “Do you not trust her, milord?”

      “How can I,” he said under her breath, “after all my mistakes in the past?”

      “She is the prophesied queen.”

      Hades shook his head. “Do you truly believe that, Thanatos? It is too literal, and I do not recall either the Fates or God having a warped sense of humor.”

      The winged demon studied the god’s face grimly. “You really do not believe her to be the fulfillment of the prophecy, don’t you?”

      “No. I don’t. But the people believe it, the world believes it – even you, who are closest to me, believe it, and that is what matters the most.”

      “Milord---”

      “Cease your worries, Thanatos. There is no need for it. Start the preparations for the coronation. I want it to happen as soon as possible.”

      Left with no choice but to obey his king’s command, Thanatos stepped back and bowed before taking his leave. Hades kept himself deliberately busy for the rest of the day, and by the time Hades came knocking on the door to Ever’s chamber, it was almost midnight and the Underworld had submerged itself in pitch-black darkness.

      A moment later, he heard Ever’s soft, tremulous voice calling out, “Come in.”

      She was seated before the vanity, her back to the door. Their eyes met through the mirror, and he said lightly, “I thought you would be asleep by now.”

      “I was waiting for you.” She turned to him, and Hades sucked in his breath. The silk robe had parted on her movement, revealing one silky long leg and the low V neckline of her diaphanous sleeping gown.

      He cleared his throat. “I hope you find your chamber to your liking.”

      She couldn’t help smiling, knowing that the fact that Hades had to ask such a question was proof of how used he was to such luxuries. Her “chamber,” which was really more like a suite of rooms, was as large as an NBA-regulated basketball court. All of the furniture was twice as big as what was usual, and everything that could be either plated in gold or studded with diamonds was.

      And that included every handle for every door and tap, she thought wryly. Seeing that Hades was still waiting for an answer, she told him helplessly, “It’s more beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      “I see.” His voice was vague, Hades having a hard time concentrating on her words as her robe was now fully gaping open, revealing the generous swell of her breasts above her dressing gown.

      “Better even than what I’ve seen on…TV?”

      The last word caught his attention, and the look in her eyes made his lips twitch. “Yes, milady, I do know what a television is. I even have a Snapchat account.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You do?”

      “No.” He grinned. “But you get my point?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes.” But she was smiling as she spoke, and when she crossed her legs, Hades drew a deep breath. If this continued, he thought, he really wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off her.

      He asked abruptly, “Did Hecate make you wear that?”

      Unaware of the way Hades was struggling, she looked down at her sleeping gown. “It was this or none at all.”

      “I see.” He was definitely going to punish the demigoddess for this.

      “Is it too much?”

      Hades gave her a strained smile. “I may be a god, milady, but I am also a man. If it is for my eyes alone, there is no such thing as too much.”

      She grunted. “I see.”

      “Did I embarrass you?”

      She coughed. “No.” The way his eyes gleamed told her she wasn’t fooling anyone and she hurriedly said, “You must be tired. Hecate told me you had a lot of work waiting for you today.” Coming to her feet, she gestured to the dressing chamber, asking awkwardly, “Would you like a massage, do you think?” His look of surprise compelled her to explain, and Ever said matter-of-factly, “I came to live with my aunt when I was seventeen. She was a…sickly person, and she paid for me to have lessons so I could help relieve her pains.”

      Hades said slowly, “But you must be tired as well---”

      She shook her head, and even as shyness threatened to overcome her, she managed to insist, “I’d r-really like to do it.”

      Seeing there was no graceful way to refuse, Hades allowed himself to nod.

      “G-good. Please follow me then.”

      Watching the sway of her voluptuous hips as she walked away, his body began to harden in anticipation of having her hands on him, and he said lightly, “As you wish, milady. I’m all yours, after all.”

      She tripped over her own feet, and she made a face at the sound of his husky chuckle. This was not going at all as she planned!

      The dressing chamber was as elegant as the rest of the room, only this one had a few magical touches that had Ever gasping and laughing the first time she saw it. For one, the marble bath in the center, filled with whirling, scented bubbly water that was just the right side of hot, was entirely natural, with water coming from the river Lethe.

      “If you soak in this, you will forget all your worries,” Hecate had told her.

      Another magical feature were the floating divans on the side, and it was there that she led the god of the Underworld. “You’ll, uhh, have to strip.”

      “Of course.” And just like that, Hades took off his coat and began to unbutton his shirt.

      Oh!

      She quickly turned her back to give him privacy.

      “There is no need to be shy, milady, for this, too, is yours.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “You are so impossibly different from what I imagined.”

      Silence---

      And then he was suddenly standing behind her, whispering devilishly into her ear, “But you like it, don’t you, milady?”

      Ever couldn’t answer, her senses had gone in a riot the moment she realized that the god of the Underworld was completely naked behind her. He pressed closer to her, and she shuddered at how hard and hot he felt.

      If she were Persephone, she would have never let this man go.

      His tongue started licking her ear, and she whimpered. His mouth moved down to the side of her neck, and she couldn’t help arching and giving him more access.

      “May I make a request, milady?” he whispered against her skin.

      “W-what is it?”

      “If you give me a massage, I would like you to be naked as well.”

      Oh.

      Ever swallowed.

      And then she heard herself say, “Okay.” And at that moment, she realized what the god said was true for her as well. Everything of hers was also his to command.

      As she heard him walk away, she began to strip herself of her clothing with shaking hands. She heard Hades draw his breath when the last of her clothing fell quietly to the floor, and a rosy color swept all over her body as she realized that he had been watching her the entire time.

      It should have angered her, but it did not, and beneath the embarrassment was a feeling of eager need.

      It felt heavenly, she thought feverishly, to want and know that she was wanted just as much.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned around to face Hades, and she gulped again when she saw him seated on the divan, strong, proud, and naked. Although she had watched snatches of porn with teenage friends when she was young, she had never actually seen a naked male until now.

      He was bronzed and muscled all over, making her wonder absently if he was born that way because of his godly genes or if he also had to work out and go to tanning salons.

      “There’s that look on your face again,” Hades murmured. “The one that’s worth a thousand bags of gold, no doubt.” He chuckled when her face flamed, and he invited huskily, “Can you not tell me what you are thinking?”

      “N-nope.”

      He sighed. “You appear to be as sadistic as I am.” Hades’ gaze roamed her body once more, and when its sweet curves made his body ache with unquenched arousal, he wondered if perhaps he was also a little bit masochistic as well.

      He only had to kiss her and he knew she would be his.

      So why was he not making a move?

      When she started walking towards him, Hades wordlessly lay on his back, saying, “This is the position you wish for me to take, yes?”

      “Yes.” Upon reaching the divan, she uncapped the bottle of aromatic oil on one of the floating tables and began spreading a liberal amount on his smooth, muscled back.

      Taking a deep breath, she slowly started kneading his muscles. He felt even hotter and harder, and her body reacted to it instinctively, her breasts swelling and nipples hardening while moisture began pooling between her legs.

      Hades’ teeth gnashed against each other as her arousal scented the air. “Tell me of your life,” he commanded, even knowing it was but a futile and temporary distraction. With the way his cock was, tonight could only have one outcome.

      “There isn’t much to tell about my life.” Her voice was just a bit breathless, with Ever preoccupied by the way her body had started to ache so deliciously.

      “Tell me all the same.” Hades listened to her story, knowing that despite its sorrows, it was no different from what other human beings suffered. But even so, there were a few things that still set her apart.

      The way she could still laugh, the way she had stayed pure and kind, the way she had still been able to dream---

      Even with the world doing its best to despoil her, Ever had survived with her innocence intact.

      When she finished speaking, he said quietly, “I am sorry for what you have suffered.” He surprised her by turning around and yanking her to him. As she fell on top of him with a gasp, he closed his arms around her. “I promise you, milady. You will not suffer again. I will keep you safe.” His lips touched the top of her head. “I will strive hard to ensure the only tears you shed are of joy.”

      She bit her lip hard, knowing that what Hades was promising should be more than enough. He was going to keep her safe. He was going to make her happy.

      That was more than enough, she told herself, so don’t even think about asking for love, too.

      When Ever remained silent, he asked quietly, “Do you not have any questions for me?”

      She shook her head. “If there is something you need to tell me, I’m sure you will, when the time is right.”

      Ah. His hand moved over her back, stroking it softly as he murmured, “You are too good for me.”

      “You’re the one who’s too good for me,” she muttered.

      “Because I’m a god?”

      She nodded.

      “Gods are overrated.”

      She choked back a surprised giggle, which caused her to squirm. Her legs became even more entangled with his, and his cock rubbed against her belly. When she felt Hades stiffen, she froze as well, asking worriedly, “Did I hurt you?”

      “No.” Hades’ voice was rough. No longer able to keep himself from touching her, he reached for her bottom, and curving one palm over each cheek, he squeezed her hard. A whimper escaped her.

      He expected her to protest or struggle, but instead she stayed on top of him, her heart beating so hard he could feel it racing against his chest.

      Hades inhaled deeply.

      Her fists curled between their bodies.

      His hands moved to her hips and he slowly began to rub his cock between her folds.

      “You’re already wet,” he muttered.

      She moaned.

      “I’m beginning to think you planned this all along.” The mere thought of it made his fingers tighten around her hips, and he began rubbing himself faster against her folds.

      “I-if I did?” Her voice was faint and tremulous, and even as she spoke, Ever couldn’t stop herself from slowly moving on her own, pressing her body to his.

      Their bodies began to grind against each other.

      “Ever.”

      Oooooh. It was the first time the god ever spoke her name, and a shudder racked her body, making her press harder against him. This time, she rubbed her breasts against his chest as well, and she bit back a cry when she heard Hades growl.

      “Did you, milady?” The feel of her tight hard nipples rubbing against his chest was too much and releasing her hips, he reached up to cup her breasts.

      Ever cried out.

      His hands went back to her waist and he lifted her up. Her breasts jiggled above him, and he lifted his head to draw one pink nipple into his mouth.

      Ever screamed and buckled, and as he started to suck, her screams turned into sexy little moans that made his cock throb violently.

      He did the same to her other breast and by the time he released her, she was mindless with need.

      Capturing her gaze with his, Hades whispered roughly, “Tell me the truth, milady. Did you plan to seduce me?”

      She wanted him so much she could only speak of the truth, and she sobbed out, “Yes.”

      His fingers bit into her hips. “Why?”

      “B-because if this was a dream, I w-wanted to make the most out of---”

      “Idiot.”

      Before she could react, the god had already taken her mouth in a kiss.

      “Hold on,” Hades muttered against her lips.

      A moment later, and she found herself falling on the huge bed, and she gasped, completely disoriented at the way they had transported from one place to another.

      But before she could even try to think of what had happened, Hades was kissing her again as he rolled on top of her. She surrendered to his kisses with a moan, her arms going around his neck.

      When his mouth began to trail down her body, Ever found herself clutching desperately at the sheets. His tongue began to lave around her nipple, and she clutched at the sheets more tightly. But then his teeth closed around it, biting the sensitive bud, and she arched against him, moaning, “Hades.”

      A shudder racked the god’s powerful body, Hades caught off guard by the agonizing pleasure that went through him at the sound of his name on Ever’s lips. Digging his hands under her body, he cupped the cheeks of her bottom as he rose to his knees.

      When Hades pulled her lower body up until she was practically suspended from his hold, she stammered, “H-Hades?”

      Instead of answering, he lowered his head and began to devour her sweet core.

      Ever screamed.

      Her fingers clawed at the sheets and her head began to toss and turn as Hades continued to lap at her, his tongue tracing her folds with tormenting slowness. And just when she thought there couldn’t be anything more sweetly excruciating, the god of the Underworld proved her wrong as he thrust his tongue inside of her.

      “Hades!”

      She screamed his name again and again as she felt the pleasure slowly rise inside of her, building and building until she started to see stars.

      Sensing her pending orgasm, Hades pushed his tongue as deep as he could inside of her.

      Ever came with a scream, the strength of her first orgasm taking her completely by surprise. She shuddered with every stream of wetness that gushed out of her, her pleasure prolonged by the way Hades continued to eat her.

      When he finally lowered her back to the bed, she was a limp and aching doll and she could only spread her legs open obediently when she felt his knees gently nudge them apart.

      He settled on top of her, his beautiful face looming over her.

      “This is real, Ever.” His voice was hard and guttural. “So I will give you one last chance and ask – do you want this?”

      There was only one answer to that, and she gave it to him by placing her hands on his shoulders. Her fingers dug into his back, and as he hissed in reaction, she whispered, “Take what’s always been yours.”

      He sank into her in one smooth deep stroke, and she closed her eyes at the terribly beautiful pain of it.

      She was his.

      He plunged into her again and again, his strokes slow but deep, gentle but firm, and the thought echoed inside her mind like a melody.

      She was his.

      Her eyelids drifted closed even as tears began to form.

      She was his, and oh, how wonderful it felt, knowing that she belonged to someone who wanted her back.

      Soon, she felt the familiar rush of pleasure inside of her and her hands moved about his back restlessly. Hades seemed to understand, and this time his hips began to pump faster and harder over her, making Ever catch her breath and clutch at him more tightly.

      She began moving her hips, wanting more of his possession. “H-Hades!”

      “I know, milady. I know.” His voice was guttural. “And I will give it to you.” He reached in between their bodies, and his fingers found her sensitive clitoris in a moment. He pinched it hard, and she buckled against him with a scream. Pulling out completely, he started rubbing on her clit before driving back in one deep, fast thrust.

      She came with a gasp, her eyes rolling back, and the sight of it made him groan. Taking her mouth with his, he absorbed her cries of ecstasy in his kiss even as his hips began to move wildly over her, his cock pounding hard into her.

      “Ever.” He spilled his seed inside of her as he groaned her name out, and his hips refused to stop moving even as his cum continued to flood her walls.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ever woke to find herself alone in the massive bed and her body once again covered in the sleeping gown she had worn the night before. If not for the way her body ached all over, she would have thought everything that happened was all a dream.

      As she rubbed her eyes, she heard a vibrating sound and realized sleepily that it was what had woken her up in the first place. Turning to her side, she saw that the skeleton key she had placed on the table was vibrating hard against the surface.

      She reached for it, and the moment her fingers came into contact with its glass body, blinding white light blazed in front of her.

      She let go of the skeleton key with a gasp, but the light still remained and it took her several moments to realize that it was the same door she had fallen into – only there was something different.

      The door was now partially closed, and her heart slammed against her chest as she realized that if the door did close itself, there would be no way for her to go back to her world.

      She looked at the skeleton key and swallowed hard when she realized that it, too, had changed. It appeared slightly faded now, and she couldn’t help thinking that in a few days it would completely disappear – just as the door would forever remain closed to her.

      Tick tock, she could almost hear a voice inside her head say mockingly.

      Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.

      Your time is running out, Ever Carlisle.

      Shall you stay in this dream forever?
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      On the day Persephone left Underworld and its king, the woman that had once been its queen let it be known that she had lost her love for her husband because of his cruelty. An eternity spent in the company of one who placed his duty over his marriage was unbearable to her, and whereas once she had thought his grim resolve and reserved ways were charming, she now knew that they were but a mask to hide the uncivilized brute underneath.

      He was cruel, so impossibly cruel, that even though she knew he loved her, she could no longer abide being by his side.

      These were the stories she would sob out in every ball she attended in the outside world, and when the god of the Underworld did not utter a single word in denial, most immortals came to believe Persephone’s words as the truth.

      That a minor goddess such as her could have broken the heart of such a powerful Olympian was infinitely fascinating, and soon everyone was vying for the right to throw a ball in her honor. For so long, lower-ranking immortals had quietly resented the power that the Great Twelve wielded over them.

      When would the day come that one of the Olympians would be bested?

      It was a question many of them feared could only result in dashed hopes – until Persephone.

      Upon learning of how she had brought the mighty Hades to his knees, men competed for the right to be her husband, and Persephone more than welcomed the attention.

      In the eyes of the lesser-ranking immortals, Persephone could do no wrong, and the former queen allowed it to get to her head. She began playing humiliating pranks on those she considered beneath her, and over the years she had succeeded in refining cattiness into an art form.

      By the time the immortal world realized they had created a monster, it was too late. Persephone wielded so much power over their society that those who dared cross her were treated like pariahs.

      And so it continued until the day of Hades’ party, and a new prophesied queen was revealed.

      Such news traveled fast and the night of the party had barely been over when it reached Persephone, was at that time having her own ball as well.

      With all eyes turning towards her, Persephone forced herself to smile, saying, “I wish her well, of course.” Her lip curled. “But I do believe this is a desperate ploy of Hades. Have you ever heard of a prophecy that involves a pure mortal?”

      “But Jason – wasn’t he purely human and his life a fulfillment of a prophecy?” one of the guests asked uncertainly. “He became the Argonauts’ lea---”

      “The point is,” Persephone said quickly, “I know in my heart I am the prophesied queen.” But in the event that she was not – no one would have to know that.

      In the end, the party ended at an artificially bright note, with everyone smiling and laughing even as their minds scurried about, wondering whom to believe.

      When everyone had left and Persephone was alone---

      She screamed. She screamed and screamed and thrashed every room in her home, tearing out curtains and throwing vases against the wall.

      Hades shouldn’t be allowed to marry that mortal, Persephone thought feverishly. She began to pace as she thought of a plan, knowing she had to act swiftly before she lost everyone’s respect. She would go back to Hades, make him think she loved him again, and get rid of the other girl. Once the threat was eliminated, she would leave him again.

      Persephone stalked out to the terrace and gazed into the horizon, knowing that far beyond it lay the dark and unseen kingdom of the Underworld.

      This plan would work, Persephone told herself. Whatever she did, it would always work because no matter what people thought – she, Persephone, daughter of the Olympian goddess Demeter, was the prophesied Queen.

      Persephone was one of their kind.

      The mortal was not.

      The Underworld would choose her over the other.

      It was always how things worked.
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      “There you are.”

      Looking up at the sound of her voice, Hades found her hovering in the doorway, her long blonde hair tied in plaits and her curvy figure outlined in a pastel dress with yet another ridiculously low neckline.

      “Have you been looking for me?”

      She smiled brightly at the god of the Underworld. “In a way. I was actually just wondering what you’ve been doing.” She was determined not to let Hades know that she had worried herself sick wondering if he was avoiding her. It had been their first night together and she had woken up without him by her side.

      At first, she had told herself to be patient and tried to wait for him to come to her. But when lunch and dinner were served and she was forced to enjoy them alone, she knew that she had to find him.

      And now that she had---

      Are you avoiding me?

      Are you bored with me already?

      Are you wishing I’d leave now that you’ve had me?

      Those were the questions she wanted to ask, but her lips parted and closed without any words coming out.

      Feeling that an awkward silence was about to fall between them, Hades said with a smile, “You look beautiful in that dress.” He paused. “But don’t you think you’re showing a bit too much skin?” At her sheepish smile, he said dryly, “Let me guess. Hecate gave you that, and she made you think you had no choice but to wear it.”

      “She can be really persuasive,” she said defensively. “And besides, it’s not that bad, right?”

      “It’s not that bad as long as another man hasn’t seen it.” When she didn’t answer, Hades scowled. “Ever…”

      “It’s not my fault,” she blurted out. Hades’ castle had four towers, and the first three that she had explored just had to be the wrong ones. “I had to ask a lot of people before someone finally pointed me to the right way.”

      “Fine then.” He feigned a resigned sigh. “You are forgiven for this instance only, but the next time you show what is mine---”

      “I get it,” she said quickly, knowing by now that his threats were guaranteed to make her drown in embarrassment. And to prevent him from teasing her further, Ever changed the subject right after, asking, “Am I disturbing you?”

      Hades touched his chest as if wounded, saying gravely, “That you should even ask pains me, milady. My prophesied queen can never disturb me.” And he meant it. She could never disturb him. In fact, the opposite was true. She entertained him too much that the moment he woke up, Hades had deliberately kept himself away from her, wanting to make sense of how he was feeling.

      Before making love to Ever, he had thought that he would be able to always stay in control, had thought he would always be able to call the shots.

      But the second he had a taste of her body---

      It had become clear to Hades that it was not going to be as easy as he thought.

      With Ever still hovering on the doorway, he gestured for her to come forward, saying softly, “Come in, milady.”

      “Okay.”

      A smile tugged at Hades’ lips at her lack of hesitation, and as she turned around to close the door, Hades came to his feet.

      Turning around, she took one step and bumped straight into Hades’ powerful chest. “Hades,” she gasped. She knew she should be used to him transporting himself whenever and wherever he liked, but she wasn’t.

      “Sorry for surprising you,” he murmured while nibbling on her lips.

      She curled her arms around his neck, her eyes closing as she savored his kisses. When his tongue probed between her lips, she opened her mouth and his tongue slid in, the kiss deepening in an instant.

      Ever gasped when the god suddenly lifted her up in his arms, and then she gasped again when in the blink of an eye they were both naked.

      “H-how---”

      When her dazed eyes met his, Hades said with a smirk, “I’m a god. Have you forgotten?”

      Oh!

      It was such an arrogant thing to say, Ever thought helplessly, but it was also such a sexy thing to say because they both knew he wasn’t saying anything untrue. When he started to walk, she instinctively clung to him, arms tightening around her neck while her legs locked around his waist.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked breathlessly.

      “You’ll see.” The wicked gleam was mesmerizing, making her pay little attention to where he was heading until she felt him stop before lowering her---

      Oh.

      She found herself laid on the table, her naked body spread eagled in front of the god of the Underworld like a virgin about to be sacrificed. It was such an embarrassing position to be in, and she immediately pushed herself up on her elbows, protesting, “No---” The rest of her words disappeared into a moan when he slowly ran his fingers down the valley of her breasts.

      His fingers continued its downward trail, all the way to the triangle between her legs. Her eyes flew to him when his fingers stopped above her core.

      “H-Hades?”

      Taking hold of her thighs, Hades slowly pushed her legs to open wider, asking, “Do you want me to take you with my fingers, milady?” He smiled at the way she buckled at the question, and looking down on her moist folds, he purred, “You’re wet.”

      “Stop s-saying something so embarrassing.” She squeezed her eyes shut even as she felt herself becoming even wetter at his words. Her folds were swelling beyond belief, and her clitoris was already tingling and throbbing even without being touched.

      “I want to take you with my fingers now, Ever. But I can’t do it without your permission.”

      “You already know,” she choked out, “what my answer is.”

      “But I must be cert---”

      Unable to wait any longer, her body on fire, she cut him off with a cry, “Yes.”

      In response, she felt Hades take hold of her hands and to her surprise, Hades pressed her hands to her legs.

      When her gaze searched his in confusion, he told her roughly, “Keep yourself open.” It was the only warning she received before three long hard fingers thrust inside her.

      Ever screamed, and her hands automatically pressed her thighs down to the table as they instinctively tried to close.

      Hades’ fingers worked fast and furiously inside of her, and soon she was gasping, her head tossing and turning on the table while her body slid up and down at the forceful thrusts of his fingers.

      “You look so beautiful, milady,” Hades growled. “So damn beautiful…” His fingers pulled out, and Hades couldn’t help laughing hoarsely when she cried out in protest. “I just want to make it feel better for us.” With that, he clutched her legs and slid his cock into her.

      Aaaah. Ever found herself gripping the edges of the table as the god of the Underworld began to slowly and methodically plunge himself inside of her.

      No matter how she sought him to move faster and harder, his pace remained agonizingly slow, and the sexy, taunting smile on his lips told her he was enjoying every moment of torturing her.

      “Please,” she found herself moaning. “Please.” Even now, a part of her was reeling at how sadistic Hades was being, but she also knew that she had come to love this part of him and would not have Hades any other way.

      “Please what?” he crooned.

      “Y-you know!” Lifting herself up, she tried pulling his hips towards her, and as if rewarding Ever for her efforts, Hades made no move to stop her.

      Her fingers dug into the cheeks of his bottom.

      He raised a brow in front of her, as if asking, Now what?

      She pulled him hard towards her, and his cock thrust all the way into her womb.

      A whimper escaped her even as he hissed above her. A moment later, he removed her hands and tightening his hold on her thighs, he gritted out, “If you want it hard, milady…” Bending down, he took a nipple into his mouth and bit hard.

      She cried out, but his teeth didn’t let go, and tears stung her eyes as the pain of his kiss seemed to heighten the pleasure of having his cock pump into her. Over and over, he plunged into her relentlessly while his mouth continued tormenting her breasts.

      Ever gasped when he finally allowed her nipple to pop out of his mouth, but her relief was short-lived. As Hades straightened, he released her hips and her eyes widened when she realized where his hands were heading. Remembering how easily she had shattered when he started touching her sensitive nub, her breath hitched, and she whimpered, “H-Hades---”

      His thumb pressed hard on her clit.

      “Hades!”

      But it didn’t end there.

      As he pulled his cock out, one index finger slipped in, and a new cycle began, ensuring that there was not a single second she didn’t have something of him inside of her. It broke her with pleasure, drove her crazy, with both his cock and finger taking her.

      By the time her orgasm finally spilled out, she could only clutch at his shoulders, her hips jerking against his, and a second later, Hades joined her with a growl, and then he was spilling his seed into her---

      “Ever.” Hades couldn’t stop himself from saying her name as he shot his load into her, over and over until he had filled her completely and he felt his cum start to stream down her thighs.

      When it was over, both of them were panting, and with their bodies still joined, he carried her to the couch. He sat down, and her knees sank into the couch as she collapsed against him.

      The position caused his still-erect cock to push deeper into her---

      He groaned.

      She whimpered.

      “Please tell me you’re tired,” she pleaded.

      He bit her shoulder, and as she moaned, he whispered, “I hate to disappoint you…”

      She shook her head, saying faintly, “Hades, I can’t---”

      “But yes, I am.”

      A tired giggle escaped her even as she weakly thumped his shoulder. “Sadist.”

      They stayed like there for a long while, and she would have been content for them to be like that forever---

      Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick tock.

      ---if such a possibility was in the cards.

      But it wasn’t.

      Tightening her hold on him, she hid her face in the crook of his neck and whispered, “Can I ask you something?”

      “Of course, milady.”

      “What if the door I used to come here…disappears? Will I be able to come back here again?”

      Frowning at the suddenness of her question, Hades murmured slowly, “I’m not truly sure. Over the years, it’s become harder and harder to get mortals to come into our world.”

      “How hard?” she asked with a gulp.

      “You’re the first one to cross into our world in the last five hundred years.”

      “What?” She jerked against him in shock, causing his cock to slide deeper into her, and Hades sucked in his breath. His semi state of arousal reached a burning need to possess her again, and his hands moved to her hips.

      “Let’s talk later, milady,” he gritted out.

      She stiffened as she felt the god lift her off him. “H-Hades?”

      He answered her by pulling back down, and she shuddered in yearning despite the fact that she was still trying to catch her breath. Even so, she tried stopping him, stammering, “It’s too soon---”

      His hands tightened on her hips, and then he was making her bounce on top of his cock.

      Bloody…hell…it felt so good.

      Her head fell back.

      “Is it still too soon, milady?” he whispered huskily.

      She shook her head, choking out, “Don’t stop.”

      They came together one more time, but this time she was no longer able to open her eyes in the aftermath of her release.

      “Sleep, milady,” Hades said tenderly. Pulling her closer, he transported them back to his bedroom and laid her on the bed. The moment he joined her, she snuggled closer to him, and he stiffened, the broken part of him wanting to tear away---

      Before she could betray him the way his former queen did.

      “Hades.” She mumbled his name sleepily, and after one tense moment, he succumbed to the need to embrace her.

      “Stop thinking.”

      “The door...”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he murmured soothingly. “You can stay forever with me.”

      A sigh escaped her, and he felt her body relax against his. He was about to think she had finally fallen asleep when he heard her whisper his name one more time.

      “What is it?” He couldn’t help smiling as he spoke, thinking that she appeared to be more talkative asleep than when she was awake.

      “I love you.”

      Ah.

      He stroked her hair. “I know.” He closed his eyes and allowed his breathing to even out as if he were asleep. Minutes passed, and he bided his time, waiting---

      And finally he heard it---

      The swift intake of breath when one was holding back tears.

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

    
    
      Ever was not surprised at all when she woke up on her third day to discover Hades once again gone from her side. Sitting up, she grasped the skeleton key from the table---

      It took more moments for the door to appear this time, and as she had feared, it was almost completely closed. She glanced down at the skeleton key, its glass body so faded it was hardly visible to the eye.

      Not good, Ever thought numbly. This was not good at all, especially when she now knew that the god of the Underworld didn’t love her.

      So what now, Ever Carlisle?

      Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick tock.

      By the time she finished her bath, she had come to a decision.

      Even if he didn’t love her now, there wasn’t any reason why he couldn’t learn to love her, could there?

      Her glance strayed to the skeleton key. Thanks for coming to my life, Ever thought. She had no idea where the key came from, but at this point it no longer mattered. What did matter was that it had brought her here – and it was here she wanted to stay.

      “Good morning, milady.” An unidentified girl who looked to be in her early teens was waiting for her at the foot of the stairs, and Ever came to an awkward stop as she tried hard to place the girl’s name.

      “Shall I accompany you to the Great Hall for breakfast?”

      Ever cleared her throat. “I…uh…I’m terribly sorry for this, but I don’t recall your name.”

      The girl’s lips curved. “It’s me, milady.”

      Cringing, she said, “I really can’t remember.”

      “It’s me, Hecate.”

      Ever was startled. “Oh.” She blinked. “Another disguise?”

      The girl’s cheeks dimpled. “Is it good?”

      “Very,” she said feelingly. “But…why are you using a new disguise?”

      “For practice,” Hecate answered simply. “My skills will get rusty if I don’t use it from time to time.” She gestured to the Great Hall. “Shall we proceed, milady?”

      At her nod, they started to walk and Ever couldn’t help admitting with a grin, “I feel like I’ve turned you into a babysitter.”

      Hecate rolled her eyes. “A babysitter who can turn you into a frog with a blink of my eyes.”

      Ever stumbled at the threat and made a face at the way the goddess cackled. Considering Hecate looked no older than thirteen, it was extremely creepy and reminded Ever of the child from The Omen.

      As they took their seats, Hecate noticed the prophesied queen staring warily at her. Deliberately making her voice sound even more childish, she asked Ever, “What is it, milady?”

      Ever cringed. “Stop that.”

      Hecate stared dolefully up at Ever. “What do you mean?”

      Ever shuddered. “You’re giving me the creeps.” It was meant as an insult, but the way Hecate beamed told her she had failed.

      After breakfast, Hecate told her mysteriously, “I have a surprise for you.”

      “I don’t want to be part of your experiment,” Ever said right away, not liking the gleeful look on Hecate’s childlike face.

      “It’s nothing like that. I just want you to meet one of your future subjects.”

      Against her better judgment, Ever allowed herself to be led by the goddess, who used her power to transport them to a part of the Underworld that she had not yet seen. However, her surroundings still appeared familiar and after thinking hard, she exclaimed, “The Fields of Asphodels.”

      Hecate clapped her hands in childish delight. “You are correct, milady.”

      “But…” Ever’s brows furrowed. “Who did you want me to meet here?”

      Hecate grinned. “Why, the subjects who reside here, milady.” And in a confidential tone, she whispered, “They’re all around you.”

      Ever looked around her one more time. “I don’t see anyone.”

      Hecate cackled. “But of course, milady. Only ghosts live in the Fields of Asphodels, don’t you remember?”

      Ever ran away with a shriek.

      Hecate beamed. Ever Carlisle was so fun to be with, she thought. She dearly hoped that the mortal would prove to be the prophesied queen.

      Glancing up at the sky, Hecate used the length of the silver sun’s rays to tell the time. It was just ten in the morning, the goddess thought with a yawn. She was just going to lie here for a moment and wait until Ever came back.

      Nothing bad could happen to the prophesied queen, anyway. This was the Underworld, and whomever Hades cared for, all his subjects would protect with their life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ever didn’t know how much time had passed by the time she stopped running. What she did know, however, was that she had come to yet another part of the Underworld she hadn’t been to.

      Bloody hell, I’m lost.

      Like the rest of the Underworld, almost everything she saw was black. It was also deadly silent except for the faint cries coming from a distance. She followed the sound with a madly beating heart, telling herself that anyone was okay as long as the other person – creature – was alive and breathing.

      Once in a while, she would bump into something and realize too late that she had walked into a tree or a boulder. The sound of cries had become more distinct as she continued walking, but so did the sound of rushing water.

      Ever started to slow down.

      The Underworld, she recalled uneasily, had five main rivers.

      One of it was Acheron – the river of woe – and on which Charon, the Ferryman, carried the recently deceased into the Underworld.

      Ever stumbled into a stop.

      Did I just escape older ghosts…only to run into newborn ghosts?

      Ever took a step back.

      From the distance, she heard an ancient voice croak out, “We have reached our destination, milady. I can row you no further than this.”

      Bloody, bloody, bloody Charon!

      That was Charon!

      The fangirling part of her wanted to rush towards where the voice was coming from so she could shake hands with one of the Underworld’s most famous residents.

      But the sensible part of her was already screaming and begging for her to run away.

      Wherever the Ferryman was, the ghosts went.

      She took another step back, her sensible part winning. It was nice almost meeting you, Ferry Man. She was still a fan, but she was a greater fan of continuing her life without encountering any ghost.

      Ever was about to turn around when she heard a female voice answer Charon, “This is more than enough, Charon. I may no longer be with your lord, but I am still the prophesied queen.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      After patting her pocket to make sure that she still had her coin to get Charon to ferry her back, Persephone began the long trek to the Underworld. It would have been so much easier if she could get one of those centaurs to ride, she thought with a sigh. But since Hades had a strange affection for those creatures, it would be safer if she feigned having a change of heart about them.

      If need be, she could probably even bear pretending to make friends with some of the female centaurs.

      From a short distance, Persephone heard pebbles crunching as if someone had stepped on them, and she asked sharply, “Who’s there? Show yourself to your queen!” Anyone would be fine, Persephone thought, as long as it was not Thanatos. That stupid demon just hated her guts, and there was no reasoning with him.

      More pebbles crunched, and Persephone scowled at the continued silence. How disrespectful of this creature! It was all Hades’ fault for being so lenient with his subjects.

      Finally, an outline started to form in the dark as it came nearer. Persephone waited impatiently, and when the figure emerged in the faint light provided by the fiery waters of Acheron, Persephone was stunned.

      Why, it was none other but the mortal herself!

      Even though Persephone hadn’t bothered to ask for a photo or description from her guests, she was sure that the young girl with plaited blonde hair and blue eyes in front of her was the one that had the world of immortals in an uproar.

      Everything about the girl screamed human, and as this was the Underworld, only a usurper such as this girl could have entered the kingdom in spite of her still-beating heart.

      The likes of you shall not steal what rightfully belongs to me, Persephone thought malevolently.

      It didn’t matter that she had been the one to throw away the crown, the one who had turned her back on her vows. She, Persephone, a goddess and daughter of an Olympian, was the rightful Queen of the Underworld and she would make sure it stayed that way – no matter what it took.

      Ever found it impossible not to gape at Hades’ first love. So this was Persephone. The daughter of Demeter was stunningly ethereal, stunningly slender---

      Stunningly everything, actually, she thought and tried unsuccessfully to not let the fact distress her. The goddess had a wreath of pink flowers on her head while her gown, cinched tightly with a golden cord around her tiny waist, had a long flowing skirt of iridescent hues and which seemed to dance around her body with the tiniest movement.

      “You startled me, child,” the goddess exclaimed. As she turned to face Ever, her skirt swirled to the side, baring one endlessly long leg.

      The sight of it crushed what little confidence as a woman Ever had left, and she couldn’t even bear to feel insulted at being called a child. Next to the goddess, she was one. Or at least her curves would look like baby fats she hadn’t ever outgrown.

      When the mortal remained silent, Persephone feigned a look of uncertainty. “Do you know who I am?” At the mortal’s nod, she said in relief, “I’m glad. And please, I hope you do not think I have come here to quarrel with you.”

      As the former queen spoke, she pressed the back of her hand on her forehead, picture perfect in her feminine upset, and all Ever could do was stare in sincere fascination. Was this how all goddesses were? Every gesture Persephone made was like an ideal pose for a portrait artist.

      Turning her faraway gaze to the river of woe, Persephone let out a long, melancholic sigh. “I have never thought to come back here, but when news reached me about the god of the Underworld’s new queen---”

      She turned once more to Ever, her big blue eyes filled with tears. “I knew I had to come.”

      Ever couldn’t help being moved. This was Persephone, the goddess whose journey to love she had cheered for her whole life. That the two of them had fallen for the same man surely shouldn’t mean she had to dislike Persephone.

      “May I ask you to hear me out, child?” The goddess took hold of her hands as she made her request, and Ever couldn’t help comparing her rough and callused palms to Persephone’s soft and tender ones. The thought that Hades had most likely noticed the same thing made Ever’s heart squeeze painfully.

      Oh, Hades. No wonder the god couldn’t love her. How could he like someone ordinary when he once had perfection in his arms?

      Persephone drew Ever’s attention back to her as she said entreatingly, “May I?”

      Ever nodded jerkily. She knew she should say something, but it was as if Persephone’s flawlessness had rendered her dumbstruck. And the longer she looked at Persephone, she more she thought she was dumb.

      Persephone was a natural-born beauty, a goddess of her own right, and most of all – she was Hades’ first love.

      How can I even think of competing, Ever thought hysterically.

      Letting go of the mortal’s hands, Persephone asked shakily, “Do you know of the prophecy?”

      Ever shook her head, even more determined not to speak now. In spite of her visible despair, the goddess’ voice still sounded like a musical masterpiece. If I speak now, Ever thought, I’m just going to sound like a frog following that.

      Persephone drew her breath before reciting the prophecy in a tremulous voice.
      

      
        The lord would fall because of her.

        The lady would disappear because of him.

        And when these two came to be,

        The Underworld would have made its choice.
        

      

      When she finished, she glanced at the mortal with feigned fearfulness, saying haltingly, “Do you understand it?”

      Ever wished she hadn’t, but she did, and she whispered, “Yes.” The prophecy decreed that the prophesied queen could only be someone the god of the Underworld had fallen in love with.

      And after last night---

      Ever knew now that the prophesied queen couldn’t be her.

      The look of devastation on the mortal’s face made Persephone quickly lower her head so she could hide her smile. Poor disgusting mortal, she was just no match for a goddess like Persephone.

      Deciding it was time to drive the dagger to the mortal’s heart and tear it into irreparable pieces, Persephone slowly lifted her head and waited for the girl to look at her again. When their eyes met, she pretended to hesitate to make it seem like she was struggling with her next words.

      The mortal fell for the bait. “What is it?”

      The girl’s voice was beautifully numb, and a venomous sense of pleasure coursed through the goddess at the sound of the mortal’s pain. She wanted more of it, and so she said in a choking voice, “Hades and I have our differences, but…I would never wish him harm, and I’m afraid---” She choked back a pretend sob. “I’m terrified that’s exactly what’s going to happen if he persists in going against what the Fates have decreed.” Gesturing to their surroundings, she said despairingly, “The kingdom…the people…all of it will be destroyed if someone else other than the prophesied queen is crowned.”

      
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    
    
      Ever was in the middle of her bath when she heard the door to the dressing chamber open. She didn’t turn around, only sinking deeper in the bubbly scented water and wishing she had gills instead of lungs. It would be really nice, she thought wistfully, if she could just hide underwater and avoid facing reality.

      A moment later, she felt and heard the water move and splash, and she turned in surprise to see the god of the Underworld stepping inside the marble bath.

      Oh!

      For a moment, all she could do was stare, Hades’ nude physique making her body tremble as it remembered the sensual pleasure Hades’ touch alone could evoke.

      Before she knew it, Hades was already next to her and he was reaching for her underwater, his hands curving around her waist.

      When he drew Ever to her knees, the new position leaving her breasts completely exposed, and she squeaked in embarrassed protest. “Hades!”

      He didn’t look up, his admiring gaze fixed on the pale globes. As he continued to stare, her nipples started to harden, and Ever’s embarrassment deepened. “Stop staring, please.” She tried to cross her arms over her chest, but the god moved too fast for her, and her hands were suddenly imprisoned behind her back.

      “I love looking at you,” Hades murmured huskily.

      “Well, I don’t.”

      Hades smirked. “I don’t even need Apollo with me to know your words are untrue.” With his free hand, he reached for one breast, gently kneading it, before his fingers moved to pinch her already-erect nipple. “This strawberry tip is proof of your desire for me, milady.”

      His words made her shudder, and she could feel her resistance weakening as he continued to play with her nipple, tweaking and pinching it alternately, before moving to the other to do the same thing.

      By the time the god looked up, Ever could only think of one thing.

      She wanted more.

      “May I suck on it, milady?”

      She moaned.

      “May I?”

      Ever choked out, “Yes.”

      “If I free your hands, will you feed them to me?”

      Her eyes widened at the request.

      A second later, her hands were free and a tauntingly beautiful smile formed on the god’s lips. If you want it, you know what to do.

      “Are you really a sadist,” she asked helplessly, “or you’re only like this with me?”

      The god laughed, and his voice was coated with dark temptation as he said, “You’ll be thrilled to know…it’s just you.”

      Oh!

      The words made Ever dizzy with pleasure, and as Hades continued to stare at her with ebony eyes that gleamed with mocking amusement, she slowly dropped to her fours---

      Hades’ lips curved.

      ---and began to crawl towards him.

      The god of the Underworld was enthralled, and lust blazed through his blood as he watched Ever move towards him with exquisite slowness. Her bountiful breasts swayed with her every move, and his cock began to throb. By the time she reached him, he was aching with the need to possess her.

      “You little tease.” The god’s voice was raw with need, but his ebony eyes were gleaming with approval. “I hope you always try to seduce me like this.”

      A nervous giggle escaped her. “I’ll t-try.” Rising to her knees, she cupped her breasts, and with their eyes still locked on each other, she bent forward to feed him.

      Her eyelids drifted shut the moment his mouth closed on one nipple, and her entire body rocked with a delirious sense of pleasure as Hades began to suck.

      When he moved to her other nipple, she summoned the effort needed to open her eyes and slowly looked down. Seeing Hades’ head on her breast was so excruciatingly erotic she couldn’t help letting go of her breasts to reach for his head---

      Hades groaned against her breasts as he felt her fingers drive through his hair. When her grip suddenly tightened just before pushing her nipple deep into her mouth, he groaned again and gave them both what they wanted.

      He sucked on her nipple hard, and as she shuddered, he scraped the protruded tip with his teeth. She jerked against him with a moan, but he continued tormenting her, nipping and biting her nipple.

      “Hades…”

      The sound of her desire made his cock throb violently, and he finally let go of her breast, knowing he would die if he didn’t sink his cock into her in the next five seconds. He pulled away, but as he took hold of her waist, he was stunned to see Ever shake her head.

      Biting her lip, Ever stammered, “I w-want to pleasure you.”

      Ah. The words took him by surprise – in all the time he had spent with Persephone, the goddess hadn’t once expressed a desire to do the same thing.

      But now---

      The thought alone of having his cock inside Ever’s lovely mouth was enough to twist him up, and Hades had to draw a deep breath to control the urge to haul her to him and give it to her.

      Rising from the water, Hades perched himself on the edge of the bath and when he looked at Ever, he saw her staring wide-eyed at the sight of his engorged cock.

      Ever was beginning to doubt the wisdom of her words. Hades’ cock seemed larger, thicker, and longer than she had anticipated. Could all of it really fit her mouth?

      When she looked up, the god of the Underworld purred, “I’m all yours.”

      She gulped, wondering how such words could sound both threatening and turn her on at the same time.

      You asked for this, Ever reminded herself determinedly. So now go and just…do it.

      Taking a deep breath, she reached for Hades’ engorged erection with trembling hands. It felt strangely smooth and impossibly hard, and for a moment all she could do was just grip his cock in her fingers, her mind turning completely blank.

      “Scared?” Hades asked above her.

      She whispered, “Yes.”

      “Shall I help you?”

      She nodded jerkily.

      The god took hold of her hands. “Start by stroking it like this.” Following his instructions, she began to stroke his cock.

      “Think of it as your pet, milady,” Hades said lazily.

      She choked and laughed at the same time. A pet, he said. It made sense in a way, but oh, how embarrassing it was, too! Even so, the thought worked, and she could no longer stop thinking of his cock as a pet to spoil and cherish.

      What it wanted, it would get.

      And so she tightened her grip and stroked him faster. Looking up, she saw Hades throw his head back as his jaw clenched, agonized pleasure on his face. The sight had her own body clenching, and moisture started pooling between her thighs once more.

      When he reached for her head, her heart began to hammer against her chest, Ever knowing what he would do next.

      And oh, how she wanted it!

      His fingers drove into her hair.

      The inner folds of her womanhood began to swell.

      He slowly pulled her head close, making her bow towards his cock, and all she could do was follow him, a thrilling mix of fear, desire, and excitement washing over her.

      The head of his cock began to tease her lips, soft, wet, and just a bit salty, and her throat tightened. As his cock nudged her mouth once more, she heard Hades say in a guttural voice, “Take my cock into your mouth, milady.”

      Ooooooh.

      Her lips slowly parted, and the swollen head of his cock slid in just as slowly. It was bigger than she expected, forcing her mouth to open wider. Inch by inch, his cock moved deeper and when it was halfway in, Hades’ fingers in her hair started guiding her head to move.

      Her head began to bob up and down as his cock slid in and out of her mouth. The cycle was slow but steady, and Hades seemed to know exactly when her throat started to relax, with his cock moving deeper at the same time.

      Deeper and deeper until he was all the way in, and she closed her eyes at the unexpected pleasure of it.

      Holding on to him to keep her balance, she did her best to pleasure him, sucking on his cock hard, and when he groaned, she tried to imitate him, laving the head of his cock the way his tongue had played with her nipple.

      His fingers tightened, and then he was thrusting hard into her mouth. It should have scared her, but Ever could actually feel herself getting sweeter.

      “Touch yourself, milady,” Hades gritted out as he could feel his own pleasure building. “I want us to come at the same time.”

      Feeling like a puppet that lived for its master’s commands, Ever reached for her swollen flesh with trembling fingers. As she started to stroke herself, Hades’ grip on her hair tightened, and this time he was thrusting so hard into her mouth his cock was reaching the back of her throat.

      Aaaaaaah.

      His wild, uncontrolled need for her spurred her own desires, and her fingers began to move faster as well.

      “I’m about to come,” Hades rasped out.

      She sucked hard on his cock as she moved her fingers to her clit.

      A moment later, and the god of the Underworld grated out, “Ever!” And then he was coming in her mouth with a low growl, his cum filling her mouth, and she moaned. Her fingers moved furiously on the nub, and soon, she, too, was coming, her body jerking almost in rhythm with the way Hades continued to shoot his load into her mouth with his pounding cock.

      When Hades finally found the strength to pull away, she slumped against his legs, her eyelids drooping. Her sweet look of exhaustion made the god chuckle and sinking back into the water, he drew her to him, making her sit between his legs.

      Ever could only sigh in sleepy bliss when she felt Hades start to scrub her body with a soapy sponge. It sure was convenient to have magic, she thought drowsily. His hands were gentle as he cleansed her body, but she couldn’t help stirring in embarrassed protest when she felt him reach for her womanhood from behind.

      Her eyes fluttering open, she whispered, “Hades---”

      “Sssh.” He licked her ear, crooning, “Just let me take care of you, milady.”

      Oh.

      His hand went back to her folds, and she bit back a moan as he began to sponge her between her legs. By the time he was done, both of them were panting, and when he turned her around to impale her with his cock, she didn’t even think of protesting. She curled her arms around his neck as his hands grasped her hips.

      He lifted her up and down on his cock, and all she could do was ride him the way he wanted. Slow, fast, shallow, deep---

      It didn’t really matter.

      Each thrust was wonderfully hot, and when they both came, their bodies arched against each other as their mouths fused in a wet, deep kiss.

      When Hades carried Ever back to her bed, he expected her to fall asleep immediately but instead, he heard her whisper, “Hades?”

      She was lying on her side, her golden hair framing her lovely face.

      “What is it, milady?”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      He let his eyes widen, and his tone was one of surprise as he said, “I didn’t expect this of you.”

      Ever was confused. “Expect what?”

      “That you’d want a third time---”

      He was already reaching for her when she realized what he was saying, and she turned red. “I’m not!” She hurriedly moved back to keep herself out of reach. “I can’t.” If they did it a third time, she didn’t think she would ever find the energy to move again.

      The pleading tone of her voice made him grin. “I was only joking, milady.”

      She was torn between amusement and exasperation, and she made a face at Hades. “You’re really dreadful, do you know that?”

      “Dreadfully sexy, yes, milady, I have known this for several millennia.”

      This time, laughter won out. “Dreadfully arrogant, you mean.”

      “Only because I know how much I can drive women crazy.” He looked at her under hooded lids. “Would you like a demonstration to prove this?”

      Even as her breasts swelled at the suggestion, she shook her head vehemently, saying quickly, “No thanks, I’ll, err, take your word for it.”

      He laughed. “You really are quite entertaining, milady. I cannot recall having laughed this much---”

      Ever couldn’t resist the opening Hades had unintentionally given her, and she blurted out, “Even with Persephone?”

      Ah.

      He looked at her, asking lightly, “Is that what you’ve been wanting to ask?”

      A small nod.

      Raising himself on one elbow, he cocked his head questioningly at her, murmuring idly, “Is it because the former queen visited you this morning?”

      Her eyes widened. “You know about it?”

      Hades was not the type to roll his eyes, but he did so now because there was no other way to answer her question.

      She turned red. “Okay, I get it, stupid question, but…” She slowly shook her head. “Why didn’t you ask me about it?”

      “I was preoccupied.”

      “Oh.” Her face turned even redder.

      He touched her cheeks, asking in genuine fascination, “Do you practice this? How can you blush so easily?”

      “What? No!” It was her turn to roll her eyes back at him, but even so her face continued to heat up, and she muttered, “It’s your fault, anyway. You keep saying embarrassing things.”

      “I probably always will,” he said truthfully, “since I like seeing you blush.”

      She covered her cheeks with a moan. “Will you stop it?” Her gaze narrowed. “Or is this your way of distracting for me?”

      He said playfully, “Maybe.”

      Ever scowled. “It’s not going to work.” She lifted her chin. “T-this is important.”

      “Because you’re jealous?” he teased. “There is no need for it. You are my prophesied queen.” He expected her to argue or blush again, but instead her face paled, and Hades frowned. “What is it, milady?”

      “Am I? Am I really your prophesied queen?”

      “Why are you asking this again? Is it not enough for you that I say you are?”

      She didn’t answer.

      Hades became grim. “Persephone spoke to you of this, didn’t she? She convinced you that you are not who the prophecy foretells, did she not?” When she still didn’t speak, he tipped her chin up, forcing her to look at him. As their gazes met, he said fiercely, “You are my prophesied queen.”

      And as soon as the words left his lips, Hades realized one thing.

      He did want her to be his prophesied queen.

      The…reason didn’t matter. All he knew was that he needed her to be the queen the prophecy foretold, and if what it required was speaking of the past---

      “What do you know of my story with Persephone?” he heard himself ask.

      “The usual.” Turning on her back, she stared fixedly at the ceiling, mumbling, “That you fell in love with her at first sight, then kidnapped and took her to the Underworld. It caused Demeter to grieve for her, which then made the world suffer. Persephone felt torn because by then she had fallen in love with you, too. In the end, a compromise was reached, and Persephone gets to live with you half the year then the other half with Demeter.” She turned on her side again, facing him. “Did I get that right?” she asked with a fake bright smile.

      The god’s answering smile was even more dazzling, but before she could even figure out whether the sight of it made her feel even more hurt, she heard Hades drawl, “You got it perfectly, but unfortunately only half of it was true.”

      “You didn’t love her at first sight?” She held her breath hopefully.

      Hades winced. “That, unfortunately, was true.”

      She forced herself to laugh. “I knew that.”

      “The part about Persephone loving me back, however, is not true.”

      She said uneasily, “But when I talked to her---”

      “She seemed like she still loved me?” he asked shrewdly.

      She nodded.

      “That’s no surprise,” he murmured cynically. “It took me a humiliatingly long time to figure out that when it comes to self-preservation, Persephone can be extremely cunning. Contrary to what you’ve read---”

      “And I’ve read a lot,” she warned him.

      “Then you’ve read a lot of inaccurate stories,” he retorted. “The truth is, I did fall in love with her because she was, at that time, everything I wanted.”

      “Do you think I should know what that is?” she asked seriously.

      “Not really.” He had the grace to flush as he spoke.

      “Oh.” She tried very hard not to read anything from his words, but it was impossible. He may be a god, but he was, as he had once reminded her, also a man. And after meeting Persephone, it was quite easy to know exactly what it was about the goddess that had attracted him to her.

      “Do you still want to hear the rest of the story?”

      “Not really,” she admitted, “but I think I need to.”

      Hades sighed. “You are a masochist.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Also, you blush even more quickly when you lie.”

      “I do not.” But her heated cheeks were proving her wrong right that very moment.

      “But if this is really what you want, let’s go back to the story then.” He reached for her as he spoke and placed her on top of him. When she tried lifting her head, he pushed her head back down against his chest.

      “This way,” he murmured lazily, “I can comfort you every time you feel sad.” He paused. “Or jealous.”

      The words made her laugh and choke, the way only this beautiful man could, and she whispered helplessly, “Be honest. You’re also the god of sadism, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe,” was the only teasing reply he gave Ever, and as his hand swept down her back, he continued with the rest of his story.

      “After her party, we no longer spoke, we no longer shared a bed – we didn’t even share a life. By the time she decided to leave, I was just glad it was over. I couldn’t even make myself give a damn about the lies Persephone spread about me. She went as far as making historians rewrite our story – and that’s what you’ve been reading. Her version of the truth, because she’s so damn vain, she wants the world to remember her as the woman I found irresistible over everyone else.”

      When his hand stopped at the small of her back, she said tremulously, “I’m sorry.” Biting her lip to stop it from trembling, she said again, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to suffer---”

      “If there’s anyone you should be sorry for,” the god said bitterly, “then it’s for my subjects, to have a king like me.”

      Hearing the pain in the god’s voice made her hurt, too, and Ever felt tears sting her eyes. Unable to help it, she turned in his arms, whispering, “It wasn’t your fault, Hades. You have to know that.”

      “I am their king,” he said tonelessly. “I should have known they were suffering.”

      “You’re not perfect,” she protested, “and I know – I believe – your people don’t expect you to be either.” She raised herself on his chest and, looking straight into his eyes, she said fiercely, “What’s important is that you care for them, and your people know this.”

      Hades didn’t answer.

      “Don’t be dumb.” The words were out before she could stop herself, and cringing, she stammered, “I mean, obtuse. You can’t be so obtuse to continue thinking that your people blame you for an innocent mistake---”

      “No, milady.” The god’s tone was bland. “You did mean dumb.”

      “Stop obsessing over the word,” she muttered. “My point is, even smart people like you can make mistakes.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes!”

      “And I am truly smart in your eyes?” he asked musingly.

      “Of course!”

      “Smart enough to know what is right for my people?”

      “Absolutely!”

      Hades was looking at her with an unreadable expression. “Enough to swear on this?”

      “I so solemnly swear---”

      The god’s lips curved in a satisfied smile. “Good.”

      In a blink of an eye, the god had suddenly reversed their positions, and Ever was flat on her back while Hades loomed over her.

      Bloody hell, she suddenly had a feeling she had fallen for a trap so cunningly laid out that even now, she had no idea what she was in trouble for. She just knew she was.

      “As you have sworn to believe in my cognitive abilities---”

      “Now you’re just showing off,” she couldn’t help accusing him.

      Hades only smirked, not even bothering to deny the truth. “All the same, you did swear,” he purred, “and so I expect you to agree when I tell you---”

      His mouth brushed against her ear, and she bit back a whimper.

      “My people’s rightful queen…”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Is you.”

      Oh.

      “Hades---”

      He bit her ear. “Remember that you swore, milady, and those who do not stand by their words are severely punished in this kingdom.”

      She looked up at him with a scowl. “Stop threatening me.”

      “I am not. I’m merely stating a fact---”

      “But Hades.” Her teeth sank painfully into her lower lip. “I’m mortal.”

      “Ambrosia will solve that in a second.”

      “But the prophecy---”

      “Has been fulfilled,” he finished.

      “How can you say that?” she cried out. “The first line says very specially---”

      “The lord would fall because of her,” he quoted, “and I did. I literally fell.”

      She stared at him blankly.

      “I’m serious.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Are you bloody kidding---”

      “No. I am not, and now that I have addressed your baseless doubts---”

      “They are not baseless!”

      “This discussion is over.” And to punctuate his declaration, he cupped her face and kissed her hard. She tried to push him away, but he was relentless, and so was his tongue, laying siege to her defenses as it stroked against her tongue and explored her mouth.

      When he raised his head, the god was satisfied to see only a look of surrender on her face.

      “You are my prophesied queen,” he told her commandingly, “and tomorrow you shall be crowned my queen.”

      The tears finally fell, and she whispered, “Are you certain?”

      “I have never been more certain.”

      A fragile smile touched her lips, and she whispered, “Then…yes. I will be your queen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter10

        

      

    
    
      When Ever woke up, she expected the other side of the bed to be empty, just like it had been on the past two mornings. But when her eyes opened, it was to see Hades lying on his side, head propped up---

      Hades’ brows shot up at her shriek of surprise. “What?”

      “I didn’t expect you to be here,” she stammered, her heart still beating hard at the shock he had given her.

      “Ah.” His lips twitched. “I am sorry for that, milady. I didn’t think I’d be the first thing you’d look for the moment you woke up.”

      “I did not---”

      He murmured against her lips, “I promise to be always there when you wake up.”

      She started to protest, but then he was kissing her and she forgot what she wanted to say.

      This was going to be a good day, she thought dreamily as she kissed Hades back.

      But only an hour later, and she realized she was wrong.

      It wasn’t a good day.

      It was the best day ever.

      After making love, the god took her to the bath and they made love in the water once more. Following that, Hades took her to the morning room, where she nearly had a heart attack upon seeing the goddess of wisdom waiting to take her measurements.

      “Athena has kindly agreed to weave your dress for the coronation.” Hades grinned. He hadn’t even finished speaking when Ever started jumping.

      Athena grinned, too. “And so the rumors are true,” she murmured in their ancient tongue. “Your future queen does resemble a living trampoline.”

      He choked.

      Ever froze. “What is it?”

      “Ah, nothing, milady. Please allow Athena to take your measurements now as we have many other things to do.”

      It took ten minutes for Athena to finish taking her measurements, but another thirty minutes for Hades to drag Ever away from the goddess and put an end to her fangirling. Ruffling her hair, he said exasperatedly, “I shudder to think how you’ll act when you meet Zeus and Hera---” He stopped speaking and blinked.

      It was still there.

      He rubbed his eyes.

      It was still there.

      There were actually stars in Ever’s eyes!

      “Are you okay?” Ever asked nervously.

      He slowly shook his head. “I’m not quite sure.” A smile tugged at his lips, and he admitted wryly, “And I actually think that’s a good thing.” Because with Ever, life would never get boring.

      Following breakfast, Hades entrusted her to Hecate, who would assist Ever in choosing the accessories she would wear for the coronation. But when he was about to leave, Hades felt her tug at his sleeves and he turned around to face her again.

      Seeing the uncertain look on her face, he told her dryly, “You have an impressive ability to find something to worry about.”

      “Practice makes perfect,” she quipped, “when you’re poor.”

      His face went grim. “Once this coronation is over, I will make your aunt pay for---”

      “There’s no need,” she protested.

      “There’s every need,” he countered flatly, “since I cannot allow the world to think that anyone who dares hurt you can get away with it so easily.” That said, he smiled and asked pleasantly, “Now, what are you worried about?”

      Telling herself she had to solve problems one at a time, she decided to concentrate on the most pressing one and asked hesitantly, “Is there a reason why we need to have the coronation now?”

      “Yes.”

      Stunned at his swift answer, she said blankly, “There is?”

      “Mortals cannot spend more than seven nights in the Underworld without dying, and I cannot offer you ambrosia unless you are my queen.”

      “What?”

      “I can swear it on the Styx if you wish,” he offered gallantly.

      “Oh my God, why didn’t you tell me?” she cried out.

      “Shall I take that as your agreement to tonight’s coronation?” The murderous look she gave him made Hades laugh, and he yanked her to him to take her mouth in a quick, hard kiss. When he raised his head, he asked, “Any more questions?”

      “N-no.” She couldn’t even remember her name, much less think of something to worry about.

      “Good.” Stepping away, he bowed at her elegantly, but his smile was pure devilry as he murmured, “Until later, milady.”

      And of course, her heart skipped a beat at that, just as the god intended.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur, and soon it was only some minutes before the clock chimed six in the evening and Hecate would take her to the throne room. It was there, in front of all the subjects of the Underworld, where she would make the traditional solitary walk required of one who would be crowned queen.

      “Do you wish for a few moments alone, milady?” Hecate asked.

      “Is it okay if I do?” She smiled sheepishly at the goddess, who for tonight’s coronation had turned herself into a full-figured brunette reminiscent of Elvira.

      “Of course. I’ll come back when it’s time.”

      When Ever was alone, she slowly stood up and walked to the bedside table and, pulling the drawer open, she took the skeleton key out. It was nearly completely invisible now, and she tightened her fingers around it.

      Thank you.

      She didn’t know where it came from or how it came to help her, but even so, she still felt that she needed to thank it.

      After putting the key back in the drawer, she impulsively decided to go out to the balcony, wanting a breath of fresh air. Voices drifted from below her as soon as she came out.

      “Surely you believe it now, milord.”

      Thanatos, she thought. Not wanting to eavesdrop, she was about to turn around when she heard the other voice answer in obvious exasperation, “Why does the answer to this question matter so much to you?”

      Ever froze.

      It was the god of the Underworld.

      “Because your happiness matters to us,” the winged demon replied simply.

      “I am happy.”

      Ever’s heart skipped a beat. Hades was happy!

      “Then why not answer my question?”

      Her smile faded. What was Thanatos’ point?

      She expected the god to make light of it, but instead Hades’ voice was terse as he muttered, “You are dangerously close to committing insubordination, demon.”

      “My lord, if you cannot---”

      “Enough.”

      Ever flinched.

      “I don’t give a damn if the prophecy is not about her, and I don’t give a damn about the consequences. I love her. I am happy with her. So the prophecy be damned, tonight I will make Ever my queen.”

      Oh.

      Hades loved her.

      Ever started to sway.

      But he didn’t believe she was the queen the prophecy foretold.

      Persephone’s last words echoed in her mind.

      The kingdom…the people…all of it will be destroyed if someone else other than the prophesied queen is crowned.

      Hades’ revelations of the past had made her think they were lies, but now---

      Ever had the most inexplicable urge to laugh, but she quickly covered her mouth to keep it from coming out.

      She remembered that day in the library, remembered how devastated she had been to find the room empty after allowing herself to hope that her life could change---

      Déjà vu, she couldn’t help thinking, and the wild urge to laugh became even stronger.

      Below the balcony, she heard Hades and Thanatos begin to discuss the coronation and the guests that had come.

      “Does she know all the Olympians are present?” she heard Thanatos ask.

      “No.” Ever could almost see the god grinning. “It shall be my engagement gift for her. Once she’s crowned queen, I will ask her to be my wife.”

      The tears slowly started to fall as she continued to listen to the two.

      Why, God?

      I know You have a reason to make me feel this---

      Ever’s tears fell faster.

      So please just tell me why.

      Hades loved her.

      She loved Hades.

      But she was not his rightful queen, and because she loved him, she knew she could not let the god risk his kingdom for her.

      If he did that, and something happened, she knew he would not be able to forgive himself---

      Why, God?

      And she would not be able to forgive herself either for letting Hades take the risk in the first place.
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      You are Hades, god of the Underworld, an Olympian, and second in power only to Zeus. Hades reminded himself forcefully of these facts, but it didn’t work. A disgusting sense of trepidation continued to gnaw at his insides, and it did not help that all eyes inside the throne room were on him.

      Even without looking, he could feel most of the other Olympians grinning and clearly enjoying his discomfort, and Hades’ teeth gnashed. Damn it. He didn’t even know why the hell he was nervous. It wasn’t like he was getting married or anything. This was Ever’s coronation, and so if anyone needed to be nervous---

      “Hades.”

      He almost stiffened, having recognized the voice. Turning around, he said politely, “Demeter.”

      Persephone’s mother inclined her head in acknowledgment, but her tone was wry as she said, “I know you’ve only sent me an invitation out of courtesy.” Unlike her daughter, Demeter was known to call a spade a spade.

      “Your presence will always be considered an honor.” Since he wasn’t the god of truth, Hades had no problem lying, if only to keep things civil.

      “I thought I should take the opportunity to right the wrongs my daughter has done to you.” Seeing the god’s brow arch slightly, Demeter said with a sigh, “I love Persephone, but it does not make me blind to her faults. I knew she had been spreading mostly lies about you, but it has always been my belief that a marriage is only the business of two people. I considered it neither my duty nor right to interfere.” Her lips twisted. “It is not common knowledge, but ever since my daughter left you, she and I have not been on speaking terms either.”

      “That is a surprise.” Especially since for as long as he could remember. Demeter had doted on her daughter.

      “I can be forgiving on a lot of things, but she crossed the line with what she did to your people. I am sorry for that, and I have always wanted to atone for it---”

      He shook his head. “I have never blamed you for it.”

      “Even so, I consider myself partially to blame at the least, which is why I am here now to show support to your future queen. Let us hope that the world is smart enough to read between the lines.”

      “Let us hope it is so, but Demeter---” Hades smiled. “What the world thinks of me has never mattered, and it still doesn’t now. But if it means anything to you, I want you to know that I am happy.”

      She blinked. “Are you saying---”

      “Yes,” he said simply. “I love her.”

      “In so short a time?” she said dubiously.

      Hades answered good-naturedly, “Our Aphrodite can tell you that time is immaterial when it comes to her domain.”

      “Then I suppose this only leaves one thing. Congratulations---”

      “Milord!”

      Hecate suddenly appeared in front of them, and even without her speaking another word, the anguished expression on her face told him everything he had to know.

      Ever.

      He transported himself to her chamber, and the moment he saw where she was, Hades roared, “No!”

      She looked at him, crying, her lips forming two words.

      I’m sorry.

      And just like that, the room was empty, leaving not a single trace of her existence.

      He blasted the bedside drawer open, knowing that it was where she kept the skeleton key, but nothing fell out of it.

      He ripped the air with his hands, willing it to show him Ever’s whereabouts, but all it revealed to him was darkness.

      No.

      “Ever.”

      “Ever!”

      “EVER!”

      He shouted her name over and over.

      “Come back!”

      Hecate appeared in the chamber together with Thanatos just as Hades fell to his knees.

      “Milord!” The two rushed to his side to help bring him back to his feet.

      “She left me,” he said dully. “I don’t understand.” It was almost like Persephone all over again, only this time he was not glad it was over.

      Instead, he despised every second of it, and he wanted her back.

      He goddamn wanted her back.

      “I tried to stop her,” Hecate confessed painfully, “but she was crying and adamant. I tried to ask her why, and all she could tell me was that she had heard you and Thanatos---”

      The winged demon jerked in realization, and Hades whitened.

      “What is it?” Hecate demanded, seeing how the two had reacted.

      “She must have overheard us,” Thanatos said bleakly.

      “Overheard what?”

      “It’s my fault.” Hades’ voice was harsh with self-loathing. “Thanatos asked me if I believed she was the prophesied queen…and I said no.” His eyes closed as his mind conjured an image of Ever the moment she heard his words---

      He must have made her cry.

      His fists clenched. “I told her I blamed myself for what happened in the past, and she must have left to prevent me from going against the prophecy.”

      Ever’s tear-ravaged face flashed in front of him.

      He remembered her lips start to move.

      I’m sorry.

      And yet, she had mouthed the words like she knew she was also saying goodbye and that they would never see each other again.

      “I have to get her back,” he said tautly. And he had to do it now. To use mortal methods to look at her would take too much time when the only things he knew of her were practically useless, such as the fact that her name was Ever, she was from England, and she had an aunt he would like to kill.

      By the time he found her, anything could have happened---

      Anything.

      “I need to be alone to think,” Hades said tautly under his breath. “Do not dare follow me.” Not bothering to wait for an answer, he transported himself back to the temple where he had first met Ever.

      Now that the party was over, the temple was once again abandoned, its location remaining unearthed and undiscovered by mortals. The silence in it was tomb-like and the darkness oppressive, but none of it had any effect on Hades.

      Memories rushed to his mind the moment he stepped foot inside the temple---

      Of Ever falling out of the door like manna from heaven---

      Of Ever accidentally rubbing herself against his body---

      Of Ever making him realize that he could choose to turn her into his prophesied queen---

      Hades went still.

      A long ago memory seemed to wake from him, of the One above whispering to him and his brothers that even though every second of their lives were foretold, it all still came down to free will.

      It – life – would always start and end with a choice.

      And he had chosen.
      

      
        The lord would fall because of her.
        

      

      And had he not, at that moment, chosen to believe it meant the way he had fallen literally on his back because of her?

      

      
        The lady would disappear because of him.

      

      And Ever, too, had made her choice by using the skeleton key to leave him.
      

      
        And when these two came to be,

        The Underworld would have made its choice.

      

      Hades’ head jerked up, and he suddenly knew what he had to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

    
    
      “The pastor will be coming to our house at seven o’clock,” Arisa warned her niece sharply. “Make sure you show proper gratitude that he’s been understanding about us canceling on the dinner a week ago.”

      “Yes, Aunt.” It had been one week since she had come back to a world without him, and as the days passed by, it was also getting harder and harder to believe that what she had experienced was real.

      It didn’t help at all that when she woke up in the library, not even five minutes had passed, and when Ever returned to her aunt’s home, she had come to realize that nothing had changed.

      Arisa still believed she owned the right to enslave her niece.

      She was still caged in poverty.

      And the only Hades she knew was the one who loved Persephone between the pages of a book.

      “I will never forget the shame that you have forced me to endure, having to lie to Pastor Nolan about an emergency, when really, the only reason we can’t entertain him is because your cooking---are you listening to me?”

      Arisa’s scream startled Ever out of her thoughts, and she said quickly, “I’m sorry, Aunt.”

      Heaving an irritated sigh, Arisa muttered, “You’re getting worse every day.” She didn’t know what had changed, only that something had happened to her niece. Every day, the girl was growing paler and steadily losing weight.

      Could a spirit have possessed her niece?

      The thought came out of the blue, but as soon as it occurred, Arisa had a feeling it was exactly the problem. Thank heavens the pastor was coming over! She would tell the good pastor of her suspicions, and she was sure the pastor would know what to do.

      “May I leave now, Aunt?”

      Even with her looking so gaunt, Ever also had never looked lovelier, and the thought so incensed her that Arisa couldn’t keep her jealous anger from spilling over. Grabbing the Bible from the bedside table, she threw it at her niece, snarling, “Stop acting like you’re my prisoner!”

      A cry escaped Ever as the thick Bible came flying at her, and she quickly lifted her arms to shield her face. She was only able to partially block it, one corner of the book still managing to hit her left eye.

      When Ever lowered her arms, Arisa was privately aghast at the way her niece’s eye had started to turn red. “It’s your fault,” Arisa charged defensively.

      And of course it was, Ever thought numbly. It always was, and she really had to get used to that.

      Her life with Hades had been a dream.

      This was her reality, and Arisa would end up killing her one day if she didn’t get herself back to her emotionally distant self.

      Without looking at her aunt, she hurried out of the bedroom and shakily pulled the door close.

      Pain seized her chest, and she suddenly had a hard time breathing. A part of her wanted to burst into tears, the same part that wanted to fly to the heavens just to ask God…why?

      Ever blinked furiously and squared her shoulders.

      Crying is a waste of time, Ever Carlisle, so repeat after me.

      Your life with Hades is a dream, and this is your reality.

      She repeated the words over and over in her mind as she ran down the stairs, hoping that one day by doing so she would even manage to completely forget that once upon a time, she had thought she could be the queen of the Underworld.

      Entering the kitchen, she began to wash this afternoon’s pile of dirty dishes.

      Your life with Hades is a dream, and this is your reality.

      She scrubbed and scrubbed, and when it was time to rinse the soap off the dishes, she turned the tap on.

      Your life with Hades is a dream, and this is your reality.

      Tears started to fall, mingling with the tap water, but she bit her lip hard and forced herself to concentrate on what she had to do to survive.

      Your life with Hades is a dream, and this is your reality.

      Behind her, she heard Hades say, “It’s time to come back.”

      She bit her lip harder until she drew blood, trying to use the metallic-tasting liquid, hoping it could cure her from her seemingly growing insanity.

      Your life with Hades is a dream, and this is your reality.

      Hands settled on her shoulders.

      Ever froze.

      And then she was being turned around---

      She started to sway, or maybe it was vision.

      She wasn’t really sure. The only thing she did know was that someone – something – who looked very much like Hades was standing in front of her.

      Impossible.

      So repeat after me---

      The imaginary Hades started pulling her towards him.

      Your life with Hades is a dream---

      His mouth closed over hers.

      And this is your---

      His tongue dove into her mouth.

      Her eyes flew open.

      She was still being kissed.

      Hades lifted his head. “Now, milady,” he purred, “do you believe I’m real?”

      Hades.

      The god of the Underworld stood in front of her, dressed entirely in black, just like the first time they met.

      He was even more handsome than she had let herself remember, his hair and eyes the same impossibly dark shade of black that couldn’t ever exist in this world.

      Hades.

      Was he really here?

      When Ever only continued to stare at him, Hades smiled crookedly at her, but his voice was hoarse as he asked, “How do you want me to prove to you I’m real?”

      Tears started to form in her eyes, and she asked brokenly, “Are you…really…here?”

      When her voice caught in the end, he could no longer help it, and Hades snatched her back into his arms.

      “I love you,” he whispered fiercely against her hair. She started to cry, and his arms tightened around her. “I’m sorry you had to go through this.” Pulling away, he cupped her face and said rawly, “I am so damn sorry, Ever.”

      She shook her head, still crying. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

      From above, they both heard her aunt demand, “Ever? Who are you talking to?”

      Ever immediately tried pulling away, but Hades’ arms had turned into chains that kept her imprisoned in his embrace.

      Wiping her tears away, he said quietly, “You no longer have anything to fear, my queen.”

      Ever jerked. “I’m not your---”

      From the upstairs hallway, Arisa cut her off with a screech, “Who are you talking to, Ever?” The sound of her heavy footsteps followed as she came barreling down the stairs. “Answer me! Did you let a man come into my house?”

      Ever’s eyes flew up to Hades in horror. “Let me go---”

      Arisa stopped dead at the kitchen’s doorway upon seeing her niece locked in a stranger’s possessive embrace.

      A stranger who was quite positively the most handsome man she had ever seen, and that he would belong to her poor idiot of a niece---

      “Leave this place at once if you don’t want me calling for the police.” Arisa’s voice shook with a mixture of anger and jealousy.

      “Aunt, it’s not---”

      “It’s exactly what you think,” Hades cut her off with a drawl. Tightening his arms around Ever, he bent his head down and licked the trail of tears on her face.

      Ever’s body quivered, and she said weakly, “Hades.” She knew she should try to move away, but she couldn’t.

      Arisa let out a bellow of outrage. “I am going to call---”

      Hades’ lips moved to the corner of her mouth. “Your tears taste beautiful. I think I should make you cry more.”

      “What?” But even at his sadistic threat, all she could do was stare up at him with eyes that were ready to spill more tears any moment. “Are you really here, Hades?” she whispered.

      “Yes, my queen.”

      She stiffened.

      “And yes, you did hear me say that twice. You are my queen.”

      She slowly shook her head. “Please.” Her voice was paper-thin. “Let’s not---”

      “The lord would fall because of her, and I did, did I not?”

      Ever shook her head. “No, you---”

      As if he didn’t hear her speaking, the god of the Underworld continued, “The lady would disappear because of him.”

      Oh.

      “And you did, did you not?”

      Her fingers clutched his shirt. “Hades.” Ever’s head started to reel, and her heart slammed hard against her chest. She had disappeared through the door – and by doing so, she had fulfilled the second condition of the prophecy without planning it.

      “Tell me what the next line is,” Hades said softly.

      Swallowing, she said unevenly, “And when these two came to be---”

      And it had.

      “The Underworld would have made its choice.”

      As she spoke, Hades’ hands began to move in the air, and her heart started beating faster and faster as she recognized what he was doing.

      Oh, please, God.

      “When I realized you were gone, I tried using this same method to find you and bring you back, but it didn’t work. I don’t know if it’s because I didn’t have a skeleton key to find you or if it was the work of fate, but it simply didn’t work.”

      His hands paused mid-air.

      “Just thinking of you trapped in this world, knowing that anything could happen to you---” His lips twisted. “I can do a lot of things with my powers, but one thing I can’t ever do is bring someone back from the dead.” His jaw clenched. “The thought made me frantic. Desperate. I knew I had to do everything I could to bring you back---”

      Hades drew a deep breath. “And that was when it hit me. Prophecies aren’t about fate making a choice for us. Prophecies are meant for us to make a choice for ourselves---”

      Letting her go, he faced the wall and his hands ripped the air.

      The Underworld appeared before them, gloriously and beautifully dark.

      Hades’ hands moved again, and it was like a camera panning and zooming, and suddenly she was seeing the throne room---

      Oh.

      And she started to cry again.

      All of his people were on their knees, and upon seeing her, the male Olympians bowed to her in greeting while the female Olympians curtsied.

      Hades said quietly, “This is how I am able to come to you. This is why I’m able to find you. It’s because I choose you, Ever, to be my queen, and so do my people and my family.”

      “Hades.” She wished she could say more, but all she could do was cry harder and harder, a part of her still unable to believe that what she had already tried to forget and thought impossible was now real and more beautiful than ever.

      Through the blur of her tears, she saw the god of the Underworld offer his hand to her. “Will you be my queen, milady?”

      She sobbed out, “Yes,” and placed her trembling hand in his.

      He started to draw her towards the Underworld, and she was halfway to him when she realized something.

      Why was her aunt so uncharacteristically silent?

      She turned to look at Arisa over her shoulder, and a strangled gasp escaped her.

      Arisa had no mouth, and it was the ghastliest sight she had ever seen.

      Ever turned to the god in horror. “You took away her mouth!”

      “Do you wish for me to take anything else?” he asked seriously.

      “What? No!” And then she realized that this was eerily like déjà vu as well, and a choked laugh escaped her. “Oh Hades.” Life was really going to be strange and fun with the god of the Underworld.

      He tugged her to him, saying impatiently, “I want you crowned now so I can marry you.”

      “What?”

      His eyes bored through her. “I’m fairly certain,” Hades drawled, “you heard that part of my conversation, too.”

      “What? No!” But since she could already feel her cheeks turning red even before she finished speaking, she knew she was pretty much busted.

      “Shall I propose to you now?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind, we can talk about it later.” As Hades began to drag her towards the portal he created, they heard someone knock on the door.

      Hades stilled. “Are you expecting someone?”

      Her eyes widened.

      A moment later, they heard the door open, and the pastor’s blustery voice boomed out, “I’m coming in.”

      That man was certainly doing as he pleased, Hades thought even as he waved his hand negligently in the air. The scene revealing the Underworld returned to its original state, and by the time the unexpected guest came to join them, there was only a plain wall behind Hades.

      The newcomer was a heavyset man in his fifties, with receding grey hair and beady eyes, and his eyes nearly bulged out of its sockets when he saw Ever’s aunt in the corner, eyes wild with terror and her hands desperately covering her mouth.

      “What has happened to you, Arisa?” The pastor rushed to Arisa’s side. “Are you alright?” He scowled. “Has that man hurt you?”

      Arisa nodded vehemently, thinking that the pastor could save her from the demon beside her niece. Oh, she knew it! She had it right from the start! Ever was indeed possessed, and the demon responsible for it was right beside her niece.

      The pastor glared belligerently at the stranger. “Leave this house, sir, before I call for the police.” He turned to Ever. “Come here, child,” he commanded. “Attend to your aunt.”

      Ever shook her head and inched closer to Hades.

      “Ever,” the pastor warned, “do not disobey---”

      Hades would have been content to leave the man alone, if only out of pity for the fact that the man reeked of human sickness. In a few years’ time, Hades knew that the man was certain to die if not of chronic heart failure, then of lung cancer.

      But then he heard the man dare command and threaten his prophesied queen---

      Hades glanced at Ever. “Is this man good to you, milady?”

      “Err…” She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t think it was right to state the truth either.

      “How dare you ask such a question?” The pastor’s voice shook with fury. “I am a man of the cloth---”

      Ignoring the other man, Hades kept his gaze trained on Ever. “Well?”

      Slowly, she shook her head.

      His gaze narrowed. “Has he done something to you?”

      “He hasn’t a chance to,” she said uncomfortably.

      Hades turned to the pastor again, just in time to catch the man in the process of staring at Ever with a crazy mix of lust and possessiveness.

      Ah.

      Ever gasped when Hades’ hand started to rise. “Hades?”

      Hades’ fingers snapped.

      The pastor fell to his knees with a cry of excruciating torment.

      The sight made Arisa break down in tears, and she pressed her hands even more tightly to her mouthless face, realizing that she had been defeated.

      “What did you do to him?” Ever stammered.

      “Cut off his cock,” Hades answered dispassionately. “About the same thing that happened to your aunt, only for this man it was not painless.”

      Ever’s face drained of color. “You…what?”

      Hades ripped a sheet off the air, and the Underworld came into view once more. “Let’s go, milady. We have wasted enough time here.”

      “B-but---” She looked at her aunt and the pastor, torn between wanting to run into the Underworld with Hades and wanting to make sure that Hades hadn’t permanently harmed the other two.

      Hades sighed. “You truly have an inordinate ability to worry.” He glanced at the two other mortals, murmuring, “These two have hurt so many people I think it is more than fair if we leave them as they are.”

      “Hades!” She looked at him pleadingly. “Please.”

      Her large blue eyes enslaved him, and Hades said resignedly, “You win, milady. As always. I will make sure what they’ve lost will be restored. Now, may we leave?”

      She threw herself at him. “Thank you!”

      Not wanting to waste time, Hades tightened his arms around her waist and carried her back to the Underworld in the next second.

      When Ever opened her eyes, she was at the very center of the throne room, and the eleven Olympians stood before her in a semi-circle.

      Oh.

      My.

      Goooooooood-----

      The Olympians burst into laughter as the future queen of the Underworld started jumping up and down.

      “Athena is right,” Zeus, the god of thunder, murmured in their ancient tongue. “She is indeed a living trampoline.”

      Hades was watching his future queen with a mixture of love and exasperation. “Do you think you can stop jumping long enough for us to crown you?”

      She grinned at him. “Probably! Not!”

      And there it was again, Hades thought.

      Those stars in her eyes that no other being in the world had.

      It was strange, magical, and sexy as hell.

      His cock twitched to life, and he yanked her to him. As she fell against him with a cry of surprise, he said swiftly, “I now pronounce you queen of the Underworld.”

      Although caught off guard by how the hour-long ceremony was suddenly reduced to ten seconds, Thanatos had the presence of mind to fly to his king’s side to give him the queen’s crown.

      The next thing Ever knew, an intricately carved silver and black crown was placed on top of her head.

      Hades took hold of her hand and as they faced the crowd, he declared with quiet pride, “The Queen of the Underworld.”

      Everyone in the throne room cheered and roared their approval.

      The god of the Underworld turned to her. “Now that that’s over…”

      “What---mph!” In front of everyone, Hades pulled her to him and slanted his mouth over hers in a deep, hard kiss.

      Whaaaaaaat---

      Before she could even try to struggle, Hades had already transported them to her chamber, and she fell against the bed with a gasp that remained trapped in Hades’ kiss.

      She felt him run his hand over the side of her body, and her clothes disappeared.

      Oh!

      Hades moved on top of her, and now he, too, was naked.

      Oh!

      His cock began to rub against her belly, and with a moan of surrender, she kissed him back even as her legs parted wide open. His cock thrust into her, and she shuddered, her eyes stinging anew because oh, she thought this, too, had been lost to her forever.

      Cutting the kiss only when he knew she had to breathe, Hades captured her gaze with his as he sought to increase the pace and pound into her harder and faster.

      “I love you, Ever.”

      “I love you, Hades.”

      And no other words needed to be said.
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      Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos, the three sisters making up the Fates, released a mutual sigh of relief as the life threads of the king and queen of the Underworld bound itself to each other for eternity.

      “I wish we could have gone to their wedding,” the youngest of the Fates said wistfully.

      “It cannot be helped.” Clotho deliberately kept her voice gruff, not wanting her other sisters to know that, she, too, had truly wanted to attend the wedding of Hades and Ever.

      “Don’t feel bad,” Lachesis murmured absently. “We can always watch the replays.”

      “But it’s not the same when you’re really there.” Atropos sighed. “I wanted to see how high she would jump once she realized who we are.”

      At her words, the Fates could not help imagining the scene Atropos described, and they all grinned a moment later.

      “That would be fun, wouldn’t it?” Clotho murmured. “Perhaps we should invite her to meet with us.”

      Lachesis’ eyes widened. “Do you truly mean that?” Clotho had always been strict about their interactions with other people, mortal and immortal alike.

      The eldest of the Fates slowly nodded. “I think it would be safe to meet with them. If they accept our invitation, we can reward them by letting Hades and Ever know about our little trick.”

      A most terrifying sight appeared as the Fates shared an evil grin. Right this very moment, Persephone was in the throes of a nightmare in which she and Ever had changed places against her will, and she was forced to suffer all the misfortunes that Ever had survived.

      At this very moment, Arisa was threatening to send Persephone to an asylum if she didn’t stop describing herself as a goddess cursed to live a mortal’s existence.

      As their little trick had been designed to last forever or until Persephone learned the lesson of humility, Atropos asked curiously, “Do you think she’ll manage to stop the nightmares?”

      “I hope not,” Lachesis murmured, and her tone was once again vague as she began to focus on the threads before her. “It’s so very fun to see her suffer.”

      Clotho glanced at Persephone’s thread thoughtfully. “Do you think we are being too cruel? We have already changed the color of her thread, after all. Maybe she’s changed and it’s time to put an end to her suffering.”

      The Fates took a closer look at the thread.

      Persephone showed up in their visions, but instead of her old face and figure, they saw a creature chained to one of the pillars of an abandoned temple. She had scraggly hair all over her body, bulging eyes, and a gaping jaw that endlessly salivated because its uneven canines prevented the creature from closing its mouth completely.

      The Fates moved an inch closer, and they began to hear the banshee’s thoughts.

      Fools. Every one of them was a fool, to choose a mortal over a goddess like her as queen!

      The Fates straightened, and it was silently decided that no, Persephone had not suffered enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “The goddess, blinded by her defeat and hurt pride, rushed towards the rightful queen with her arm raised in the air, a dagger in her hands. She would take the mortal girl’s life, and with that she would once again be the queen.”

      The three-year-old twins, Happy and After, let out gasps of shock.

      “What happened after, Father?” Happy demanded as she jumped to her feet and began to bounce in excitement, just like her mother.

      After only looked at his father patiently.

      Hades smiled down at the twins. “Anger began to twist the goddess’ features, and her fingers started to turn into claws. Just as she was about to throw herself at the queen, the goddess realized she was no longer able to move the way she wanted to. Her back had curved and her feet had turned into sharp, rough talons. Horrified at what she saw, she spun away from the queen and tore out of the castle, running as fast as her strange feet could carry her, until she reached a small lake. Its shiny, clear surface gave her a reflection, and the goddess started to scream and scream.”

      “Like this, Father?” Happy took a deep breath. After, not to be outdone, inhaled deeply, too. A second later, and both children let out piercing screams.

      Hades winced. “Err, yes, just like that, but a demonstration wasn’t needed.”

      “A demon station?” Happy was confused. “What’s that, Father?”

      After shook his head. “Father, what? The monster action?”

      “Never mind,” Hades said. “Let’s continue with the story.”

      The twins nodded eagerly.

      “Hearing the sound of the goddess’ screams, the queen and her people rushed out to help her, but it was too late. The moment they saw her, they realized that the heavens had punished the woman. She was no longer a goddess. She had turned into a creature that we now know as the banshee.” He paused before adding under his breath, “Also known as people so damn stuck up they don’t even know there’s a foot shoved up in their---”

      Having heard the last few lines of Hades’ bedtime story as Ever entered the nursery, she cried out, “Hades!”

      Hades changed tack, saying, “And so that’s how the banshee came to be, wailing happily ever after.”

      “Yay!” After and Happy cheered.

      When the twins were tucked into bed and they were back in their chamber, Ever shook her head at Hades, saying exasperatedly, “Stop telling them such bloodthirsty stories.”

      “They are the children of the king and queen of the Underworld, milady. It’s best to train them early on about these things.” He swept her up in his arms.

      “Hades---”

      “We can talk about the little brats tomorrow,” he dismissed. “Right now, you should be concentrating on your husband.” As he laid her on the bed, he asked, “Did you get to meet Achilles?”

      The stars in her eyes glowed.

      He chuckled. “I guess I don’t need to ask how it went.”

      “Thank you for giving me the chance to meet him,” she breathed.

      “Anything for you, my soul.” A wicked smile curved on his lips. “But of course, that doesn’t mean I won’t claim any reward.”

      The god of the Underworld turned her on her back as he spoke, and although she didn’t protest, she couldn’t help asking in a bemused tone, “What are you doing?”

      Instead of answering her, he ran a hand over her side---

      Oh no.

      And then she was naked.

      “H-Hades?” She felt him press against her, and of course he was naked as well.

      He started playing with her breasts from behind while rubbing his cock against her bottom, and just like that, she felt herself slowly getting wet.

      “Hades.” This time, his name came out in a moan.

      He reached around her, and she whimpered as she felt him begin to fist her.

      Oooooooh.

      Her hips started to move aggressively, wanting more and more of his possession.

      Behind her, she felt him position himself and then---

      Ever stiffened. “H-Hades?”

      “Relax,” he purred.

      “I can’t,” she wailed. “You’re scaring me.”

      “Don’t be.” His cock nudged against her other hole, and she whimpered. “Everything I do is to please you.”

      A pause.

      “And now, for my reward…”

      She gulped.

      “Do you remember the skeleton key that you lost?”

      She was momentarily distracted. “I didn’t lose it. The key disappeared.”

      His lips twitched. “Fine then. The skeleton key disappeared. You remember it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, tonight, I thought it could be the other way around. I want you to give me the skeleton key.”

      She twisted her head around to look at him, asking in confusion, “What do you mean?”

      In answer, he bent close, and as his cock slid into her nether hole and she bucked against his body with a gasp, Hades whispered to her ear, “When a woman gives a man her skeleton key, it means he’s been able to possess every orifice of her body.”

      Oh!

      She shuddered at the graphic image he presented, and shuddered again when he chose that moment to thrust his cock at the same time his hands went back in her.

      “Are you ready?”

      “I don’t even know what I should be ready for,” she cried out. What he was suggesting wasn’t mathematically possible!

      “Close your eyes, milady.” His cock withdrew from her, and his fingers pulled out as well.

      She closed her eyes with a gulp, and she gulped again as he arranged her on her fours.

      Bloody hell.

      “Now open them again.”

      She stilled.

      Surely she was mistaken. It couldn’t be that she heard three voices?

      Her eyes flew open.

      She gasped.

      There was suddenly three of Hades!

      One was kneeling in front of her, his erect cock just inches away from her mouth.

      Another one was under her, and his also erect cock was sliding tantalizingly against her wet folds.

      She twisted her head around---

      The third Hades was crouched behind her, his hands parting the cheeks of her bottom.

      Bloody, bloody, bloody---

      “Ready?” the three Hades purred.

      Her body went up in flames.

      Bloody, bloody, bloody---

      His cock entered her…everywhere.

      Bloody, bloody, bloody---

      The three cocks inside of her began to move.

      Ever’s eyes rolled back in delirious ecstasy.

      Only Hades…
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      Thank you so much for taking the time to read our Skeleton Key novellas!

      All reviews are appreciated.
      If you would like to read more from the Skeleton Key series, please click on the link below:

      Skeleton Key Website

      https://skeletonkeybookseries.com/
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