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Chapter One
 
                 The full moon glowed eerily above the rolling plains, the silent eternal witness to the wolf trotting across the blue white fields. The creature paused, tilting its head, picking sounds out of the silent night. It lifts its nose skyward and sniffs gently, dissecting the scents the way a scientist dissects a specimen. Blue eyes flare briefly in satisfaction. There. The scent it has been following for so long. The wolf shakes its thick white fur and starts out at a trot again. Patience, it thought. 
 
   My time will come.
 
                 A young man sat quietly beside a small camp fire. His posture that of someone who had enjoyed little to no sleep for a number of days. His once finely made hunting clothes were dirty and torn. There were stains on his clothes that looked like dried blood, though he appeared unharmed. He had just finished unsaddling his horse and setting up camp for the night, his boots and weapons lay next to his bedroll on the other side of the fire as he ate the last of his food. As he lifted the fork to his mouth, he heard movement from beyond the glow of the fire and spun quickly in that direction. For several tense, heart pounding minutes, he waited, gray eyes straining to pierce the shadows beyond the light of his fire.
 
                  He began breathing heavily, close to panicking, as several pairs of glowing eyes appeared around his camp site, staying just beyond the edge of light. He twisted back to face the fire and froze, his heart nearly seizing in his chest at what sat across the fire from him. A huge, beautiful white wolf, one that had been hunting him for days. Her blue eyes, that held such intelligence, it was like looking into the eyes of another person, were locked onto him. As though waiting for him to make even the slightest move.
 
                 Frantically looking for an escape, but finding only more eyes staring back at him. He was too far from his weapons. Hell, the damned bitch was closer to them than he was. He cursed hotly under his breath. He was close to a town, but no one would be able to hear if he called for help. 
 
                 The wolf's ears twitched slightly and she stood, eyes locked onto his. She turned and disappeared into the night, as silently and as suddenly as she had appeared. He jumped up and turned a full circle, nearly fainting with relief when he saw torches in the distance. He snatched up his sword and yanked on his boots. He turned to go to his horse, momentarily distracted by a flash of light, he froze as the night spoke to him in a woman's low, throaty voice. It's words sending cold knives of fear through his heart.
 
                 "Do not think you have escaped me. We will meet again, and when we do; you will die." The words, though spoken softly, were uttered with enough deadly force to make him believe them.
 
   "Now, run. While you still can." He needed no further prodding. He raced to were his horse was tethered and stopped cold. She was dead, her throat was ripped out and her head lay at an odd angle. Blood stained the ground around the body of his favorite horse. A low sob ripped from his throat. Damn it! He had helped to bring that horse into the world, trained her himself! Tears stung his eyes, she had been a gift from his father.
 
                 "Be glad only your horse died this night. It could just as easily have been you." Warned that same calm, throaty voice.
 
                 "Damn you!" he roared at the night. "What the hell are you!?" He demanded. The low chuckle that greeted his outburst slid across his nerves like ice.
 
                 "I don't care if you're a mutant or a demon! Face me! At least I will die a man!" He growled savagely. False bravado masking his fear. Twin blue lights flared briefly when the light from the campfire caught them.
 
                 "Neither demon nor mutant; but make no mistake, you will die. Whether it is on your feet, fighting like a man or on your knee's begging like a coward, is up to you; but you will die." The voice stated matter-of-factly. It paused then continued softly. "Your rescue party approaches. For now, you are safe, but know this human. Even inside the walls of your city, you are not beyond my reach." Silence followed that quiet declaration and he had no chance to respond as the riders pulled to a stop in front of him. 
 
                 The lead rider raised his torch, "Devon? Is that you, son?" asked the voice of his father. Devon Corlando looked up at his father with a hunted look. King Alexander Corlando dismounted quickly and grasped his young son by the arms.
 
                 "What is it, boy? You look like you've seen a ghost." Devon's gray gaze slid from his father to rest on the mutilated corpse of his horse. Alexander's eye's followed that of his son's and he paled at the gruesome sight.
 
                 "God! What happened? Devon! Speak to me boy! What happened?" He demanded. Devon shook his head, trying to clear it. "Son, you were gone for two weeks. What happened to you? Where are Mikel and Rufus?" He questioned softly. A haunted, glazed look overcame Devon, making Alexander's face harden. Swearing to himself that whoever had put that look on his son's face would pay dearly. The swear quickly turning into a vow at Devon's next words.
 
                 "Dead. They're all dead, Father. We went hunting and came across a pack of wolves." he mumbled almost to himself, making Alexander strain to hear him. He gestured to a pile of wolf pelts lying next to the dead horse. "We killed all but one. A beautiful white female. Huge, with the bluest eyes. I wanted to capture her, bring her home. Rufus told me I was crazy, maybe he was right." he murmured brokenly. Alexander swore hotly. Waiting, knowing Devon needed to tell him in his own time.
 
                 "Two of the escort tried to put a rope around her, tried to stun her. But she was to fast! She...she tore out their throats before they could draw their swords!" He cried. "We fled, to regroup. But three more were killed while they slept. Only Mikel, Rufus and I remained. But she hunted us. All the way here. Picking us off one by one until I was the only one left!" Terrified eyes locked onto his father's hazel ones in panic.
 
                 "She was here, Father! She was going to kill me, but she heard you coming. She said that she would find me again and next time she would kill me! She said that she could reach me, even inside the walls of Culville!" he practically screamed, pulling his father towards the horses. "We must go! She could still be here!" Alexander could tell Devon was fast approaching a full blown panic.
 
                 "Son! Son! DEVON!" he finally bellowed to get his son's attention. When he had, he spoke softly so as not to startle the frightened young man. "Devon. Listen to yourself, boy. Wolves don't talk. They can't. They're only animals." He tried reasoning with him but Devon was shaking his head glancing around frantically.
 
                 "Father. I'm not completely crazy. I know wolves can't talk." Alexander nodded his head. "But this one did!" he hissed, "I don't know how. She just did." Alexander frowned and glanced back at his men, nodding. Without speaking, they formed a protective circle around father and son. Their weapons drawn and held ready. Alexander put his arm around Devon's shoulders.
 
                 "Come, my boy. You've had a long ride and a bad time of it." he steered his son to the horses, waiting for him to mount the spare horse before remounting his own. As the group rode towards the city, Alexander hung back and looked around the camp fire that was still burning. He was about to order one of his men to put it out, when he saw a figure step from the shadows and douse the flames. Frowning thoughtfully, Alexander turned to his most trusted Captain.
 
                 "Captain Dumas. Double the guard on the wall and throughout the city, as well as in the palace. I don't know what he saw, but he saw something that frightened him and he's convinced whatever it was, is going to kill him." He ordered, concern making the lines of his aging face pronounced. 
 
   Captain Xavier Dumas, a giant of a man with long black hair habitually tied back, nodded. "Yes, my King."
 
                 The woman stood in the shadows, silently listening. She could hear them perfectly. She smiled a hunter's predatory smile as she followed the young prince back to the safety of those high walls. "Yes, little boy. Hide behind your walls. Believe you are safe." She intoned, watching as they entered the city gates that slowly swung closed behind them.
 
                 "Well, little one. I see you've cornered your prey." said a mocking voice just behind her. She turned slowly, not surprised by who she found. She had sensed his arrival long before he spoke.
 
                 "Yes, I have. My prey, Damian." He held up his hands.
 
                 "I wouldn't dream of stealing from you, Your Highness." came the placating reply. A low growl rumbled from her throat, it's meaning unmistakable. He laughed and melted into the night. Mason Stone glared after him, then turned back to the city. He will pay, she swore to herself, and I will be the one to collect. She grinned such a savage grin had anyone been there to witness it, they would have felt the cold chill of terror slide down their spine.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
                 Damian Augustus stared silently up at the high walls surrounding one of the only cities left on Earth after World War III. His viridian green eyes flitted around the surrounding landscape seeing ghosts of the civilization that had once inhabited this land. Once the greatest of nations until the nuclear fallout of the War destroyed and changed everything. Now only a few cities remained. Mere shadows of what they once were. Nearly four hundred years had passed since the War had finally ended after twenty years of constant fighting and political coups. Damian smiled at the memories of the war. It had been a good time for him, he had fought for the winning side. His kind were not products of the War. They had existed for eons before America was ever discovered, and were immortal. There was only one way his people could die, by having their hearts removed from their bodies.
 
                 Full lips lifted in a feral grin, he had removed many hearts; he'd even eaten a few. Hoping to absorb his enemies power. He liked to think it had worked. The sound of voices snapped his mind back to the present. He glanced up at the guards patrolling the walls. Eyes narrowing upon seeing the weapons they carried. Guns. Damian abhorred guns. Using a gun was a coward’s way. A true warrior used a sword. Not to mention, bullets stung like hell.
 
                 "You there!" shouted one of the guards. "What are you doing?" The sound of weapons being primed reached his ears. Damian mentally rolled his eyes.
 
                 "Please, sir. Allow me to enter! My name is Damian Augustus." He shouted up to them. The guards stared down at the stranger. They recognized the name, one would have to live under a rock the last fifteen years not to know the name. This stranger, though windblown and dirty from trail dust, looked the part. His clothing alone spoke of wealth and position. He wore brown leather pants and boots with a gold rosette belt. A long sleeve button down white shirt covered his lean yet powerful upper body, and an ankle length brown duster encased his shoulders. Long blonde hair fell past his shoulder, framing a strong face, tanned a golden brown by the sun. A noble nose, high cheekbones, full lips and a strong jaw stamped him of aristocratic descent. But the most compelling feature on his handsome face were his eyes. A deep vibrant, almost metallic, green. Eyes that could see into the soul and know all the secrets kept there.
 
                 "What is your business here, sir?" Asked Captain Dumas, who had just arrived. He had been summoned once the man had been spotted. The Captain took in the sight of the big man sitting easily atop a big roan stallion. 
 
                 "Is the King expecting you, Sir?" The Captain asked.
 
                 "No. But he will want to hear what I have to say." Damian responded.
 
                 "And what is that?" Xavier persisted. Damian sighed and lowered his gaze for a moment, then glanced around in what appeared to the guards to be a frantic fashion.
 
                 "A mutant horde is gathering. They have fixed their gaze upon Culville. I came to warn the King." He told them, trying to sound frantic. Captain Dumas' eyes widened in alarm.
 
                 "Open the gates! Let him pass!" he shouted. He turned and ordered his lieutenant to inform the King. In doing so, he missed the triumphant smirk that Damian quickly hid. When he turned back, the stranger sat in an exhausted slouch, watching the gates swing open. Damian walked his tired horse into the bustling city that three hundred years ago, had once been Kansas City. He dismounted as the gates swung closed behind him once again, shutting out the world. He waited for Captain Dumas to descend from the wall.
 
                 "Mr. Augustus. Forgive me, but I must ask. If you are who you say you are, where is your escort?" Damian allowed a desperate haunted look to cross his face as he ran a shaky hand through his hair.
 
                 "When I left my home, I had ten guards. They are all dead. Most simply disappeared from their bed rolls, never to be seen again." he told him quietly, allowing the man’s imagination to fill in the blanks. Whatever the Captain was going to say was lost with the King's arrival, his son a few steps behind.
 
                 "Damian!" King Alexander Corlando exclaimed. Clasping his old friend by the shoulders. He laughed, "It is good to see you, my friend." Damian smiled genuinely for the first time all day. Despite his plans, he truly liked and respected this man.
 
                 "It is good to see you as well, my King." He said, starting to bow. Alexander waved him off.
 
                 "None of that. We are friends, Damian. My friends do not bow to me." Damian laughed and nodded. Alexander looked around curiously, "Damian. Do not tell me you travel alone? Strong though you may be, even you aren't that foolish." Sadness flashed across his face as Damian replied.
 
                 "I left with ten, Alexander. Only I remain, and barely at that!" He exclaimed. "We were hunted by strange wolf-like creatures the entire journey. My men disappeared from where they slept. The only sign of where they had gone would be a trail of blood." A horrified shiver swept through Prince Devon Corlando.
 
                 "You see Father!? It's real!" he hissed into Alexanders ear. 
 
                 The King nodded, "So it would seem." Damian adopted a confused look which he directed at his old friend.
 
                 "A few weeks ago my son had a similar experience. We thought it isolated. Until now." He explained frowning. "Come. We have much to discuss, and you must be hungry after your long journey." He gestured for Damian, Devon and the Captain to follow him to the Palace. The trio trailed after him, Damian pausing long enough to see his horse led to the stables before hurrying to catch up with his host.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
                 The white wolf sat just inside the tree line of the massive forest circling the kingdom fortress of Culville, listening to Damian con his way past the city gates. Her ears flattened against her skull as she snarled. Bastard, she growled. A slightly smaller, red wolf appeared at her side, softly nipping her shoulder. She gently licked the red wolfs cheek affectionately. There was a rustling behind the two wolves as a tall beautiful woman stepped forward holding an armful of clothing.
 
                 A sudden flash of black light shimmered around the white wolf, revealing an equally beautiful woman crouching where the wolf had sat. Mason Stone raised her pale blue eyes to the woman standing before her and smiled.
 
                 "Are you just going to stand there or are you going to hand me my clothes?" She teased. Diana Stone rolled her eyes at her little sister. She handed Mason her clothes as the red wolf transformed into a sweet looking young woman with deep flaming red hair and startling green eyes. 
 
                 "What about me, Di?" asked Lana, the youngest Stone sister, laughing when she got a face full of clothing.
 
                 As her two younger sisters dressed, Diana Stone took stock of her family. Focusing first on the youngest, Lana. The girl looked younger than she was, and had an innocent face. But when pushed to it, she was a fierce warrior, deserving of the name Stone. Like all Stone women, she was tall and stronger than five men. Being a shape-shifter had its advantages, she mused. The girl was very pretty, softly rounded cheeks, cupid bow lip that pouted naturally and innocent green eyes. She hadn't seen the things Diana and Mason had. 
 
                 Diana's hazel gaze swung to Mason. A slow proud smile crept across her face. Mason was the spitting image of their mother other than her hair, and shared the same indomitable spirit. Though possessed with the same tactical mind as their father. Of the three, Mason was, undoubtedly, the strongest. And therefore, the leader. She towered over Diana and Lana, but had a more sculpted musculature. Though that wasn't to say that her womanly curves weren't abundantly evident. Stone women were blessed in that regard as well.
 
                  Mason was breath taking, with deep mahogany brown hair, generous full lips made to laugh and smile and eyes that could be white with anger or deep ocean blue with happiness. She had a strong jaw that screamed stubbornness. People often underestimated her because of her looks until they saw her in action. Mason was an unstoppable force, honorable and brave, as they all were. She had learned hand-to-hand combat in the east, in the land of the Rising Sun. The island that had once been Japan.
 
                  The sword she wore at her side was a testament to that. An ancient Matsuda Katana. The handle was a masterpiece of art. It was in the shape of a wolf, with blue sapphires for eyes and made of bleached ivory. The pommel was solid gold and was crafted by a master gold smith. It had two wolves nose to tail in a circle.
 
                 Lana's sword was unique as well. It reminded Diana of an old Roman gladius, only longer and lighter with a thinner blade. Her own blade, was Chinese in the Jian style. A straight double edged blade that was more like a dance partner than a weapon. As the girls finished readying themselves to travel, Diana's attention turned inward. She was the oldest, though by looking at her, you wouldn't be able to tell. She was beautiful in her own right. Naturally golden blonde, her gold hazel eyes a sharp contrast to her pale hair and skin. 
 
                 Like all women of her family she had a strong face and was just as fierce a warrior as her two sisters, but she was more prone to peaceful solutions whenever possible, though she would fight if she had to. Diana was the quiet one, slower to anger, not as passionate as her sisters. She was just as striking; her looks would be called regally stunning. All three women were physically fit, Mason and Lana especially. Diana was somewhat softer, more feminine. 
 
                 Mason stepped up to her older sister and clapped her on the shoulder, both watching Lana struggle with the leather ties on her brown doeskin pants. "Damn it!" she cursed as she glared at her laughing siblings. "A little help here, please!" She grumbled. They came over and helped her with her pants.
 
                 "Why you ever decided to wear these, I'll never understand." Diana complained.
 
                  Mason chuckled, "Because she thinks they make her butt look good!" She teased, earning a smack on the arm from an annoyed Lana. Mason's gazed drifted to the walled city before her and her mood darkened. It had been a month since the pack had been slaughtered by the selfish Prince. She lowered her head as memories brought tears to her eyes. 
 
                 As a wolf, Mason had observed that pack for generations. Protected them, hunted with them. They hadn't been her pack by birth, but they had adopted her. She had run with them for a century. Then to see them all slaughtered for the fur on their backs was too much to bear. Now, a month later, Damian Augustus had entered the city for who knows what purpose. She didn't trust his motives; he was too slick. He rather reminded her of a weasel. She growled softly, remembering that fateful day a month ago. She and the other Kahlian’s had just arrived in the sanctuary they had created for the adopted pack.
 
                  It was a beautiful place. A small waterfall had created a pool that was surrounded by soft thick grass. The enclosure was surrounded by high mountain walls on three sides, leaving only one way in or out if you had two legs, but for those with four there was a path from the top of the waterfall to the bottom. That day, she had stood on a boulder at the mouth of the waterfall, watching in horror as her friends were massacred. To this day, she couldn't remember how she got down the mountain so fast. One minute she had been standing on that rock, the next she was on the floor of the box canyon, and men were trying to put a rope around her neck. Before any of the other Kahlian’s could react, the men were dead. Only four, including the Prince, had managed to escape. She had purposefully let him live, making him think about what he'd done, and what would be done to him.
 
                 But Damian, why is he here and what game is he playing now?  She bared her teeth and began to pace, trying to think of a way to get inside the city. Lana touched Diana's arm and tilted her head towards Mason. She looked and sighed heavily. Her sister had nearly lost her mind when that pack had been killed. 
 
                 "Come, Mason. We must go. The creatures that roam this forest are stirring." She said softly. Her sister nodded and strode to where the horses were tethered.
 
                 "Alright. Let’s head for the main road. We should reach the gates by night fall, and the beasts usually don't bother people if they're traveling the road." She agreed. After the war had ended, the land and air had been poisoned. No living thing could have survived, but miraculously some had. Two hundred years after the last bomb fell, the land was once again inhabitable and the air once again safe to breath. During those two centuries, humans and animals had lived underground, though some had been caught on the surface; and had adapted, mutating into horrid creatures who prowled the land. Lost souls who would never find peace. Some retained their human intelligence, even surpassing it. Others had reverted to a more animal state, though they still retained something of a social structure. Whatever form, they were all lethal, merciless killers. Their main food sources were animals. There were, however, a few groups who fed off human flesh.
 
                 As the sisters drew closer to the road, they heard shouting and the unmistakable pop of gunfire. They spurred their horses into a gallop, drawing their swords. Mason lifted her head and howled, calling the rest of her people from where they were stationed in the surrounding forest. They arrived at the road quickly, finding a troop of men surrounding a vehicle that strongly resembled a touring bus from a long dead era. The door stood open and a woman dressed in a white long sleeve shirt and pants to match, crouched there firing what looked like a sub-machine gun. An MP-5, Mason quickly realized. She shook her head and took in the scene. The troop were trying to fight off the mutants but were vastly outnumbered. The woman firing the weapon was diminishing that number but was choosing her shots, obviously low on ammunition.
 
                 The pack began to arrive as Mason drove her horse into the heart of the horde, determined to reach the woman’s side. She hacked her way through, clearing a path for her people to gain some ground and push the mutants back. Mason finally reached the vehicle and moved her horse between the woman and the fighting. 
 
                 "How many clips do you have left?" she shouted, holding her hands up when the weapon swung her way. Golden brown eyes met icy blue and widened slightly.
 
                 "One." Came the frantic reply, Mason nodded in understanding. "Don't shoot unless you have a clear shot. Save the last bullet for yourself." She told her and turned back to the fighting. The rest of her clan had arrived and together with the troop of men they drove the mutant horde back into the forest.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
                 Once the mutants were gone, Mason ordered her clan to help with the wounded and clear away the bodies of the dead. 
 
                 "I've never seen them make such a concentrated attack before, and there were so many." Lana spoke quietly to her sisters as they gathered off to the side of the road to discuss what they had just witnessed.
 
                 "I know. It was almost as if it were planned. As if someone was controlling them." Diana added. Mason inclined her head in agreement, lost in thought. A man, who by his manner, was obviously in charge of the troop, approached the trio. The woman from the vehicle at his side. He smiled as he came to a stop in front of them. 
 
                 "Ladies," he greeted them with a slight bow, "Could you please tell me where I might find Mason Stone? His men told me I would find him over here." Lana snickered, then grunted when Diana elbowed her in the ribs. Mason stepped forward, resting her hands on the hilt of her katana.
 
                 "I am Mason Stone." She informed him smoothly, lips quirking into an amused smirk at his shocked expression. "These are my sisters, Diana and Lana Stone." She added gesturing with one hand behind her, including the two women. "Who might you be?" she asked him, though her eyes kept wandering to the woman at his side.
 
                 "I am Captain Jonathan Grimes, and this," he introduced himself then turned to the woman beside him, "is Princess Rena MacKinnon of Eastland." The three women bowed at the waist slightly.
 
                 "Your Highness." Mason greeted her. Rena inclined her head. 
 
                 "Thank you Ms. Stone, for your assistance. I don't know how long we could have held them off if you hadn't come along when you did." 
 
                 Mason grinned, "It was nothing, Your Highness. But tell me, was that an MP-5 you were firing?" she asked. 
 
                 Rena nodded, a surprised look flashing across her beautiful face. 
 
                 "Yes it was. My father is an avid collector of fire-arms. The MP-5 is one of his favorites. That one was manufactured last year. We have a factory that builds weapons from the 20th and 21st centuries, such as that." She explained only to be interrupted by Captain Grimes clearing his throat. She rolled her eyes at his warning look.
 
                 "I'm sure Ms. Stone doesn't care about Eastland’s industrial accomplishments, Your Highness," he stated, a thinly veiled warning underlying his words. Rena sighed and nodded. Mason watched this exchange curiously.               
 
   "Actually, Captain. I am very interested." She said meeting Rena's amused gaze and winking.
 
                 "Oh, well." Jonathan stuttered. 
 
                 Switching mental gears and adopting a business-like attitude, Mason addressed the Captain.
 
                 "So tell me Captain, what brings you so far West?" she inquired of him. Jonathan hesitated, trying to decide whether or not to trust this strange woman and her two sisters. Even though she and her people had saved their lives, there was something about her that he didn't quite trust. He couldn't put his finger on what it was, but there was something, maybe it was the way she kept looking at the Princess, he mused. Noticing how her eyes seemed to follow Rena's every move. The fact that Rena couldn't quite seem to keep her eyes to herself either made up his mind on what to tell Mason Stone.
 
                 "We are headed to Culville, Ms. Stone. Princess Rena is to marry Prince Devon Corlando." He informed her proudly. Mason tensed at the information and took a small step back, nodding her head. 
 
                 "We are also traveling in that direction. We'd be happy to escort you." She offered calmly, though her heart was pounding. Here was how they would get inside. A part of her wondered at the sad look on the Princess' face. She didn't look like a happy bride to be. Rena smiled and answered before Jonathan could.               
 
                 "We would appreciate that, Ms. Stone." She accepted. Captain Grimes started 
 
   to protest, but Rena cut him off. "As brave as our men are, Captain, I don't think we could with stand another attack." She reasoned. He couldn't argue with that; they had lost nearly half of their compliment they had started out with.
 
                 "We would indeed welcome the escort." he agreed. Mason smiled brightly and turned to her avidly listening sisters. 
 
                 "Lana, get our horses ready. Diana, inform the clan that we're escorting Princess Rena and her guard to Culville." She instructed, both women bowing their heads in acknowledgement before hurrying off. Rena tilted her head to the side and considered the tall woman before her. She was very beautiful, of that there was no doubt. Obviously a woman accustomed to wielding authority over others. She felt her heart skip a beat when those impossibly blue eyes settled on her. A dark eyebrow rose at her close perusal and she could feel herself beginning to blush as she quickly turned away. Mason smiled to herself at the Princess's embarrassment at being caught staring. 
 
                 She took a closer look at the Princess. She was of average height for a human female, and absolutely breathtaking. She had thick dark hair, and when the sun shone on it just right, there was a deep red cast to it. She was very young; she couldn't be more than twenty-five. Her generous mouth seemed to have a perpetual smile to it. Mason's breath caught when those stormy brown eyes, with a peculiar yellow cast to them, looked up through long thick lashes at her. Diana interrupted Mason's thoughts.
 
                  “We're ready to go whenever you are, Princess." Rena smiled and nodded. Captain Grimes grasped Rena's arm gently, 
 
                 "Come, Your Highness. We must reach Culville by nightfall." He needlessly reminded her.
 
                 "Of course Captain." Rena replied moving gracefully into the vehicle. Jonathan climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. 
 
                 "Move out!" He ordered as his troops mounted their horses or climbed on top of the bus, weapons held ready. Mason, Diana, and Lana took up positions around the bus. Mason rode on the right, Diana on the left, with Lana bringing up the rear. Rena peered out of one of the windows at Mason who rode easily atop a huge deep chested black stallion. Strange. Rena thought. This odd woman's clothing matched the color of her horse. She wore a knee length black leather coat over a black pull over long sleeve shirt, tucked into leather pants. She wore a belt that had an ornate gold buckle and her boots were well made and looked comfortable. Even the scabbard for her sword was black, though the sword itself was not. She'd never seen such a sword as the one Mason wore at her side. The tall woman had wielded that blade like it was an extension of her arm.
 
                 "It's called a Katana, Your Highness." Mason supplied. Startled brown eyes jerked up to meet Mason's amused gaze. "I noticed you looking at it like you couldn't figure out what it was." She explained. 
 
                 Rena felt heat flood her cheeks. 
 
                 "Well, it is an unusual blade." She said defensively. Mason chuckled and nodded, settling deeper into her saddle and loosening her grip on the reins.               
 
                 "Yes. I suppose it is." she admitted. Rena's face became animated with interest. 
 
                 "Where did you get it, Ms. Stone?" She asked quickly, eager to learn more about this strange woman.
 
                 "My name is Mason." She said quietly. "I got it from an old sword master in the far east. He taught me how to fight, both with and without a weapon. He was among the greatest of a dying ancient warrior class called Samurai. He passed his knowledge on to me." She explained, her volume never changing. Rena felt a pang at the sadness in Mason's voice and eyes. 
 
                 "You cared greatly for him." Mason nodded. "What happened to him? Is he still alive?" She asked gently. Mason shook her head. 
 
                 "No. Master Akira died a long time ago." was her flat response.
 
                 The walled city of Culville came into view when they reached the top of a hill. They stopped to rest the horses. Captain Grimes shielded his eyes from the setting sun. 
 
                 "How long before we reach the gates, do you think Ms. Stone?" He asked. Mason rode forward to get a clear look at the flat land between the hill they were currently on and the gates of the city they were headed to. She turned in her saddle to answer him, but stopped; cursing softly. 
 
                 "That depends on how fast you can drive that bus, Captain!" She said pointing behind him. He adjusted his side mirror, the blood draining from his face as he saw what raced towards them.
 
                 "Everyone! Listen up!!" Mason's voice boomed, making Jonathan jump. "We're gonna make a run for it! So give the horses their heads and have your weapons ready!" She shouted. She rode her horse over to the bus and leaned closer to Rena's window to look inside. "Princess?" The curtains moved and Rena's worried face appeared. 
 
                 "What's going on, Mason?" She asked in a tight voice. 
 
                 "The mutants have found us. We're making a run for it, so hold on tight. It's going to be a bumpy ride!" She leaned closer, placing her hand over Rena's where it rested on the window frame. "Remember what I said about saving the last bullet." she reminded her softly. Rena nodded haltingly. Mason stared at her for a long moment, giving her hand one last reassuring squeeze before she straightened in her saddle and raised her arm. "Move out!" she yelled, swinging her arm forward and spurring her horse. The little group raced down the hill and hit the flatland at a dead gallop, the bus's engine roaring over the sound of hoof beats, as they tore across the plains for the gates.
 
                 The guards saw the group barreling towards them and the nightmare that chased them. "CAPTAIN!" Lt. Thames screamed down to Xavier. "We've got incoming!" Xavier bounded up the stairs, eyes widening at what approached. Then he recognized the symbol on the side of the bus. "Open the gates! Let them in! Man your stations, once the Princess is inside shut the gates!" he ordered at the top of his lungs. "Lt., inform the King that the Princess of Eastland has arrived and is being pursued." he ordered. She saluted and raced off. 
 
                 Mason saw the gates thrown open and felt relief wash through her. 
 
                 "FASTER!" she shouted, spurring her horse to a higher speed. She and her clan formed a protective arc behind the troop of men and the bus as they raced for the safety of Culville. They'd almost reached them when the front lines of the mutants caught those bringing up the rear. The screams of the dying tore across the plains. Then they were through the gates and off their horses, ready to fight off the creatures long enough for the men to swing the massive gates closed. She opened the door of the bus and looked inside, only to find it empty. Her gaze swung around, searching for Rena when she heard her name being called.
 
                  "Mason! Over here!" Rena called out to her. She was leaning over someone laying on the ground. Mason's heart nearly stopped when she saw the vibrant red hair. She ran over and fell to her knees, beside her little sister.               
 
                 "Lana?" she whispered, reaching out. Her eyes raking over her sister’s form, before lifting them to meet Diana's worried gaze as she knelt next to her. Rena, misinterpreting the worried look that passed between the two sister, stammered out quickly.
 
                  "She'll be okay. She took a bullet in the shoulder, it passed clean through." Mason let out a breath she didn't know she had been holding. She glanced over at Diana and shared a shaky laugh before the rest of Rena's statement sank in. 
 
                 "Bullet?!" she exclaimed surging to her feet. "What idiot shot my sister?!" She roared with rage, cold angry eyes sweeping the gathered crowd. 
 
                 "Mason. No one here shot Lana." Rena said quietly, blinking when twin frowns were directed her way. 
 
                 "What do you mean?" Mason asked in a considerably quieter voice. Crouching down again, she gave Rena her undivided attention. 
 
                 "The mutants had guns." She replied simply. Mason reared back in disbelief, glancing at Diana to see if she was as shocked as she was. "I was looking out the back window, trying to get a clear line of sight, when I saw Lana jerk and realized she had been hit. I took out the thing that had shot her." Rena explained in the same low voice.
 
                 "Guns?" Mason asked, still stuck on the fact that the mutants had fire power, let alone knew how to use them. Diana rolled her eyes and lightly smacked Mason in the back of her head. 
 
                 "Pay attention Mason!" she chastised. Mason rubbed the back of her head and glared at Diana, who was already talking to Rena. "Are you sure?" she asked. Rena nodded, trying very hard not to laugh.
 
                  Lana groaned and opened her eyes, glaring at her two sisters. 
 
                 "Can't a girl get some sleep around here?" She grumbled. The three women burst out laughing; she stared at them and shook her head. "I get shot and they laugh at me. Great." Mason ruffled her hair affectionately.
 
                 "Your Highness?" Captain Grimes asked, walking up to the women, three men following close behind him. Rena rose and embraced him. "Jonathan! Thank God you're safe." she exclaimed. He returned her embrace then stepped back to gesture his companions forward. 
 
                 "Your Highness, this is His Majesty, King Alexander Corlando and his son, His Royal Highness, Prince Devon Corlando and Captain of the Palace Guard, Xavier Dumas." He formally introduced each man. No one noticed Mason tense when Devon was introduced. Rena greeted each man with a smile. 
 
                 "Your Majesty, allow me to introduce Mason Stone and her sisters, Diana and Lana." She said, turning as both women rose, while Lana simply waved from the ground where she lay. "If not for these women, Your Majesty, we would all be dead. Mason and her people came to our aid on the road, they saved our lives. Lana was even injured saving my life." She told them, smiling her thanks to Mason who returned the smile. Devon stepped forward taking Rena's hand and bowing over it, before straightening and locking gazes with Mason.
 
                 "Then I should give you my thanks. If you need anything, just ask and it is yours. I will never be able to repay you for saving my fiancé’s life." He said keeping his eyes locked with Mason's. He hadn't missed their exchange, and he wanted to squash any infatuation quickly; and judging by the look on the woman's face, she was none too pleased by that bit of news.
 
                 "Indeed. How long do you plan on staying in Culville?" Alexander asked. Mason tore her gaze from Devon's hated face, to address the King. 
 
                 "At least until my sister is healed, Your Majesty. Though I would like to stay and help. I want to know who supplied those mutants with guns and taught them how to use them." Alexander's gaze sharpened at that and swung to Captain Grimes.
 
                 "It's true, Majesty." Jonathan confirmed. Alexander looked back at the sisters. 
 
                 "You may stay at the Palace if you wish. I will have my personal physician look after your sister. The rest of you people will be given free room and board where ever they chose to stay. We owe you a great debt, Ms. Stone." He said matter-of-factly. 
 
                 "Thank you, Majesty. Your physician is unnecessary, as I am a healer. I just need supplies to treat her wound, but a hot meal and a soft bed would settle any debt with me." Diana laughed, causing the King to laugh as well. 
 
                 "Then you shall have it, My Lady!"
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
                 Mason reclined in a tub of steaming water, a soft sigh escaping her lips. The heat seeping into tired muscles relaxing and soothing after a day filled with tension. She closed her eyes, clenching her teeth. She had been so close. She could have killed him before anyone realized she had moved. But suddenly, things had become complicated.
 
                 If she was honest with herself, things became complicated the moment she laid eyes on Princess Rena McKinnon. She sighed in frustration. There was just something about her that pulled at Mason. She shook her head and set to getting clean, trying not to think about the way Rena had smiled at her this morning. So deep in thought was she, that she didn't hear the door open.
 
                 Rena stood frozen in the doorway, staring at her in the tub. She hadn't known Mason would be bathing, she had come to thank her for all she had done. Her traitorous eyes drank in the sight before them, making her pulse quicken. She wrenched her eyes away and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.
 
                 Mason suddenly became aware that she wasn't alone anymore and surged to her feet, water cascading down her sculpted body. Rena's eyes widened and she spun around quickly. 
 
                 "Forgive me, Mason. I didn't know you were bathing." She apologized a bit breathlessly. Mason stared at her stiff back for a moment, calming herself.
 
                 "It's alright, Your Highness. Could you hand me a robe, please?" She requested. Rena nodded and grabbed the robe from its hook, handing it to Mason while keeping her eyes safely fixed to the floor.
 
                 "My name is Rena." She said with a smile. Mason paused while tying the sash of her robe around her waist. A slow smile working its way across her face. Reaching down, she pulled the plug, watching the water circle down the drain for a moment, collecting her thoughts. She turned back to Rena, slightly startled to find herself staring into those beautiful golden brown eyes.
 
                 "Uh," she cleared her throat, "Are you really going to marry Prince Devon?" she wanted to know. At Rena's slight nod, Mason arched an eyebrow. "Why?" she pressed. Rena sighed and leaned against the door jam.
 
                 "Not that it's any of your business," she teased, then continued. "Because I must." Mason frowned, picking up a towel to dry her hair.
 
                 "Do you love him?" she asked gently. Rena snorted and shook her head.
 
                 "I only just met him." She replied, "I'm only marrying him because our fathers wish an alliance. Marriage seemed to be the best solution." She explained watching Mason towel dry her hair. "What about you? Are you married?" Mason peeked out from under her towel and grinned before answering.
 
                 "No. There hasn't been anyone special in my life for a long time." She answered quietly. She tossed the towel aside and ran her hand through her hair.
 
                 "I came by to thank you for all your help today." Rena said after a moment of comfortable silence.
 
                 "You're welcome. Hey, you saved Lana's life. I think we're even." She grinned at her. Rena laughed and straightened from where she was leaning.
 
                 "I guess I'll see you at dinner then." She said as she turned to go.
 
                 "Rena." Mason said coming up behind her to rest her hand on her shoulder gently. "I...be careful around Devon." she warned. Rena turned her head to look back at her and saw something she couldn't identify in Mason's eyes, and nodded. The sound of someone clearing their throat made both women jump.
 
                 "Sorry. Didn't mean to interrupt." Diana apologized, shooting a questioning glance at Mason, who shook her head.
 
                 "That's alright, Diana. I was just leaving." Rena stepped away from Mason's warm hand and tried not to miss the contact. Diana moved to the side to allow the Princess to exit the room. After the door closed behind her, Mason groaned and went back to the bathroom.
 
                 "Where the hell is my damn brush?" she muttered to herself.
 
                 "What are you doing?" Diana demanded, following her and crossing her arms.
 
                 "Looking for a brush?"
 
                 "Don't be stupid, Mason. You know what I mean." Diana snapped.
 
                 "I’m not doing anything." she muttered.
 
                 "Uh huh. You know who she's marrying right?"
 
                 "Yes! Damn it." Mason ground out. Diana gazed at her sister for a long moment.
 
                 "You'll only get hurt." she warned
 
                 "No I won't, because nothing is going to happen." she said glaring at her. Diana shrugged and handed her the brush.
 
                 "We'll see." was all she said before leaving to get ready for dinner.
 
   Mason walked through the massive oak doors that led to the dining hall and stopped. Dressed in burgundy suede breeches and an untucked white peasant shirt, she felt a little underdressed. The dining hall itself was huge, and had ornate decor in gold, black and red, the Corlando colors. She had to bite the inside of her cheek when she saw the crest on the banners hanging over the long table that dominated the center of the hall. It was the black silhouette of a wolf running at top speed.
 
                 She tore her gaze away and swept the room looking for her sisters. She was relieved to see them dressed as casually as she was. Looking around the room once more, she tensed when she spotted Damian. Sneaky little bastard, she thought. She moved over to her sisters, taking in Lana's sling.
 
                 "Glad to see you up and about little sis." she said, arching an eyebrow at the fake sling. Lana offered a sheepish grin. She didn't need the sling; her wound was already healed. Shape shifters healed quickly, but the sling was for appearances. The people who had seen her injury wouldn't understand its absence.
 
                 All heads turned towards the door as the King and Prince entered with Rena trailing just behind. The people already gathered around the table bowed respectfully to the Royal Family. Mason caught Rena's somber gaze and winked, flashing her an amused smile, causing the Princess to smile and shake her head in amusement at Mason. Diana and Lana stared between Mason and Rena. Lana leaned over and hissed in Mason's ear.
 
                 "Are you crazy? Her Prince is right there. My God, Mason! If looks could kill, you'd be six feet under." Mason turned her head and found herself nose to nose with Lana.
 
                 "The only one that's going to be six feet under, is him. Rena is my friend, dear sister, one who looked like she could use a little cheering up." She whispered back, giving Lana a look that made her back up quickly. Mason turned that same gaze on Devon, meeting his glare with one of her own, holding it long enough to make him considerably uncomfortable before looking away. Nudging up against but not quite crossing the line into disrespecting their hosts son.
 
                 Alexander noticed the silent exchange between Mason and Devon and wondered at the cause as he took his seat at the head of the table, with Devon sitting on his right and Damian claiming the seat next to him. Captain's Dumas and Grimes sat on his left while Rena took a seat next to Grimes with Mason sitting across from her, keeping an empty chair between herself and Damian, throwing a heated glare at his smug smirk. Diana took the empty seat but pointedly scooted closer to Mason.
 
                 Devon picked up on the hostile under currents between Damian and the Stone women, as did Alexander.
 
                 "Damian. Do you know Ms. Stone and her sisters?" he asked. Damian turned cold green eyes on Mason, before answering him.
 
                 "Yes, Sire. We're from the same Kingdom." he replied, looking back at Alexander before continuing. "Their father was our King. Mason is his heir." he informed him. Surprised eyes turned to look at Mason from all directions.
 
                 "Why, that means you're a Princess! All three of you!" Grimes yelped, mortification sweeping through him over his own behavior. Lana laughed softly before saying, 
 
                 "No, Captain. Only Diana and myself. Mason is our leader." she explained, shooting a glare at Diana when she elbowed her. Mason groaned inwardly, having not wanted that particular bit of information to be revealed.
 
                 "Then, you're a Queen." Alexander commented in the shocked silence that followed. Mason could see where this was headed.
 
                 "No, Your Majesty. Maybe someday. I am a leader among my people. Our Mother is Queen, our father King." she said, hoping to clear up any misconceptions. Alexander nodded in understanding.
 
                 "Ah. By what Damian said, I thought your father had passed on from this world." he apologized. Mason turned her icy gaze onto Damian, before answering the unspoken question.
 
                 "So did we all, Majesty." she admitted quietly, "But, fortunately, he has not." At Alexanders frown, Mason sighed heavily. She looked at her sisters, who both nodded. She sneaked a quick glance at Rena, only to find the other woman's eyes already fixed on her. Curiosity and amusement written plainly on her face. 
 
                 The Princess offered a small smile when Mason's gaze touched on her for a moment. She was as surprised as everyone else to learn of their royal lineage, and as she thought about it further, she realized she shouldn't be. She had seen from the start that all three women were accustomed to being in a position of authority. Especially Mason. Now she knew why; Diana and Lana were Princess', so therefore must be obeyed, but Mason was a leader, probably of an army, even her sisters obeyed her. Rena blinked and tuned back into the conversation as Mason began explaining.
 
                 "Our father was kidnapped eight months ago. He was drugged and taken from his own bed. Our mother fought the kidnappers, killing several before being seriously injured. She healed quickly, but our father was nowhere to be found. And trust me when I say, it is nearly impossible to hide from our Clan." She told them, anger growing inside of her again, thinking of the betrayal. "We couldn't find him, even though we searched all the lands, even below them in the old cities. He was gone for nearly a year when we finally found him." She continued, her eyes turning to Damian, making it plain to everyone present, what her opinion was when she continued.
 
                 "We found him bound and gagged. He had been tortured and starved. That was two months ago. Our father had been betrayed by a member of his inner circle." She turned her gaze back to Alexander. "That is why I am a leader among my Clan. I took the reins of power when our father disappeared. I still hold them while he recovers from his ordeal." She paused for a moment sipping from a glass of wine that had just been poured. "It is also one of the reasons we are here. I have my suspicions of who the traitor is and have tracked him to this area." She stated quietly, noting the shocked expressions around the table. Alexander cleared his throat and addressed Mason.
 
                 "Well, Lady Mason, if there is anything that I or my people can do, anything to help you find this scoundrel, please let us know." He offered. Mason nodded her thanks and the subject was dropped as the meal was brought in.
 
                 Steaming platters of pork and beef where brought in, along with assorted vegetables. The scent of freshly baked bread wafted through the great hall as baskets of it were placed on the table. The meat had been marinated in some kind of sweet sauce that Mason couldn't identify, the smell making her mouth water as she had servant load her plate.
 
                 Her eyes closed in silent ecstasy as she bit into the beef. She slowly withdrew the fork that had carried the succulent meat, from her mouth. Her eyes opened when she felt someone's eyes on her only to clash gazes with Rena's heated one's. Mason smiled at her as she chewed. Rena blushed and turned her attention to her own meal, having a similar reaction to the delicious meat. The steamy vegetables were just as delicious. The corn, baby potatoes and rice were buttered and seasoned perfectly. There was plenty to go around and the chewy, melt in your mouth bread topped off an altogether excellent meal.
 
                 Mason and Rena stole secret glances at each other throughout the meal. Neither noticing the other looking. One person noticed however, possessive jealousy flared in Devon's chest as he watched the unknowing exchange between the two women. Even though they were not yet married, Devon already saw the beautiful Princess as his, and he saw Mason as a threat. 
 
                 Diana noticed the smoldering glare Devon was directing towards Mason and leaned into his line of vision, arching a challenging eyebrow at him, causing him to blink and stare back at her.
 
                 "Is there a problem, Your Highness?" she asked knowing full well what his problem was. Devon cleared his throat nervously as the table grew quiet and everyone turned their attention to the uncomfortable Prince. He shook his head. 
 
                 "No, Princess Diana." he responded.
 
                 "Then kindly keep your eyes off my sister." she admonished him bluntly. Devon sucked in an outraged breath.
 
                 "Then your sister shouldn't give me a reason to stare and you should watch your tone." He declared with indignant pride, trying to intimidate her. Accustomed to women backing down from him, he was shocked when Diana remained calm.
 
                 "Then please, enlighten us to your reason." Devon's back stiffened.               
 
                 "Insolent bitch!" He ground out, as he rose to his feet gripping the knife on the table in front of him.  Mason and Lana moved quickly to their feet.
 
                 "Devon! That is enough boy!" Alexander bellowed. He took a long look at his son, seeing the stubborn pride of one who is accustomed to getting what he wants, regardless of the consequences. "How dare you speak to a guest in my home in such a manner!"
 
                 "Father?" he questioned uncertainly, looking between Diana and his father, not quite sure how to take his father's reaction to the impudent woman’s disrespectful remarks. As far as he was concerned, the one who needed a lesson in manners was her. She needed to be taught her place!
 
                 "Since your mother died, I've given you everything your heart desired. Let you get away with things my father would have beaten me for. You never had to deal with the consequences of your actions. Not until recently. Yes, boy, what happened was your fault. You should have left those wolves alone." he informed his shell shocked son.
 
                 Mason turned at that to glare at the Prince, the only one to notice her hate-filled gaze was Rena, and she was curious to know what caused it.
 
                 "Your Majesty," she said, drawing attention away from the angry Prince. "What do you mean? What wolves?" She wanted to know. Alexander let his head drop into his hand for a long moment before taking a deep breath then relating the tale.
 
                 "My son, his three best friends and a regiment of six guards went hunting last month. They came across a pack of wolves, and killed them all for their pelts. All but one, a white female. That wolf hunted them down and killed all but Devon." He explained. Rena gasped in horror and turned disgusted eyes on Devon before looking back at the King as he continued. "He was warned against it, but as usual, he disregarded the warning and did as he pleased. Your men’s blood is on your hands, Son." The King said finally, facing his son.
 
                 "No, Father! That wolf killed those men! Not me!" Devon exclaimed, slamming his hands on the table in rage. Alexander rose slowly, anger written in every line of his body.
 
                 "Mind your tone, Devon." He warned in a low voice, leaning into his son's space. "If you had listened to reason, those men would be alive!" his voice raising to a shout. Devon's eyes widened and he stumbled back shaking his head in denial. "No." he bellowed, "NO!" he ran from the hall. 
 
                 Alexander seemed to be frozen in place after his son's departure. A great sigh escaped him and he collapsed back into his chair, resting his head in his palm.
 
                 "Forgive us." He said, finally looking up to address his guests. "I think it would be best if we all said good night." He suggested. The guests rose and began filing out, as Mason, Lana and Diana began to leave Alexander called them back.
 
                 "Ladies, a moment?" They turned back and retook they seats. Rena, who had been quiet since her initial inquiry, rose gracefully.              
 
                 "Your Majesty, if you'll excuse me. I think I'll retire." She said moving to exit the hall as well. The King waved her back into her seat.
 
                 "This concerns you as well, Princess Rena." She sat back down uncertainly, glancing at the three women across from her. Alexander sighed for what felt like the hundredth time that evening, staring at the four women and two Captains sitting at the table with him. Finally, his attention centered on Diana.
 
                 "I want to know what caused your argument with Devon." he demanded. Diana shrugged and looked him square in the eye.
 
                 "He was staring at Mason. I don't know why. He thinks people are blind to what he does. I am not. Tonight, I let him know that."  She told him plainly. Alexander nodded.
 
                 "I see," he turned his gaze to Mason. "Lady Mason, do you have any idea why my son show's such hostility towards you?" he questioned. She also shrugged and responded.
 
                 "I don't know, Sire. Maybe because Rena and I are friends. Maybe he sees me as competition." She mused, not knowing that she had guessed right. Rena's snort drew startled looks her way, and she grinned sheepishly.
 
                 "That's ridiculous. I haven't even decided if I will marry him yet." She announced.
 
                 "What?" Alexander said, frowning. "I was under the impression that it had been decided." He mumbled, confused.
 
                 "So was I, until I heard what he did, and saw for myself his blatant disregard, not only for other people's opinions but for their feelings as well." She informed him. "I will not marry someone who has no compassion in his heart, or one who is so careless with life, be it human, animal or mutant." She added quietly. Alexander started to stutter a response but she held up her hand to silence him. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a slow grin work its way across Mason's face.
 
                 "Don't worry, Your Majesty. Regardless of whether or not I marry your son, I will recommend the alliance to my father." She reassured him, a kind smile crossing her face. Alexander returned the smile and nodded reaching over to place his hand over hers.
 
                 "Thank you, Rena. But please, give my son a chance?" he asked hopefully. Her smile became slightly strained.
 
                 "We'll see, Majesty." she conceded, glancing over at Mason out of the corner of her eye. Mason saw the look and met it with a puzzled one of her own. Alexander turned to Captain Dumas.
 
                 "What are we going to do with that boy, Xavier?" Dumas shook his head.
 
                 "I don't know, Alex." he replied. No one noticed Damian standing in the shadows eavesdropping. A malicious grin split his face, they'd just given him all he needed to implement his plan. Sorry old friend, he apologized silently. As much as he liked King Alexander Corlando, he was only a means to an end now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Two days later, Mason and her sisters were in the training area in front of the soldier’s barracks, behind the Palace. At the moment, Mason was facing off against Captain Dumas. They were both using practice swords, as it was a friendly sparring match.
 
                 "Come on, Captain. Don't be scared." She teased, earning a good natured laugh.
 
                 "We shall see who is scared, my Lady." Dumas countered. She laughed and they crossed swords. They stayed like that for a moment, grinning at each other, testing each other’s strength. With a heave, Mason shoved him back, laughing at the shock on his face. Swishing her blunted sword back and forth before her, motioning him forward. Dumas approached more cautiously this time, their swords clashing and separating, only to clash again. As they traded blows, Diana and Lana watched on.
 
                 "What do you think, Lana?" Diana asked. Lana looked at her eldest sister quizzically before answering.
 
                 "I think trouble lies ahead, Sister." She said simply, Diana nodded in agreement still gazing at the duo in the ring and smiled.
 
                 "I think so too, but I think Mason is blind to it." She added, sharing a look with Lana.
 
                 "Blind to what?" asked a voice just behind them, causing both women to spin, startled. Their shock only growing when they saw the owner of the voice.
 
                 "Rena!" they said simultaneously, surprised that she had managed to sneak up on them. 
 
   She laughed.
 
                  "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to startle you." She apologized, they smiled and waved her apology off as she joined them. "So, what is Mason blind too?" she persisted.
 
                 "Huh?" Lana grunted, having turned back to watch Mason. Rena started to repeat herself, only to choke on the words as Mason was thrown to the ground and didn't move. The three women moved to the prone woman's side as Xavier stood making room for them.
 
                 "I don't know what happened!" he exclaimed, "One minute, she was kicking my ass and the next, she's on the ground." Diana knelt beside her and felt her pulse.
 
                 "It's slow, but strong." She told them. Quickly, she leaned down and sniffed around Mason's face. She whipped around and pinned Xavier with a fierce glare. "Poison." She ground out through clenched teeth. Rena and Lana gasped and crouched next to her.
 
                 "But, how?" Lana asked. She never got an answer as hard convulsions ripped through Mason's body. 
 
                 "Hold her still!" Diana ordered, leaning her weight on Mason's shoulders while Rena and Lana each grabbed a leg. After the convulsions ceased, Diana surged to her feet grabbing Xavier by his shirt and yanking him close, eyes fierce as her nostrils flared and she drew in his scent. Xavier found himself unable to break the woman’s hold on him. As suddenly as she had seized him, she released him. Xavier stumbled back from the force of her shove. 
 
                 "I apologize, Captain. I had to be sure you weren't carrying the poison on you." She told him. He looked at the other two women and saw Rena looking at Diana with something resembling suspicion. He was starting to get a headache. 
 
                 "We need to make her vomit. It was most likely in something she ate." She explained turning Mason on her side and sticking her fingers down the sick woman's throat, withdrawing when she felt the bile rise and spew forth.
 
                 "Oh, that's gross." Lana grimaced. Rena patted Mason's back as she started to cough after she was done vomiting, groaning as she regained consciousness. Rena sat back and tried to get her quacking insides under control, she looked at the vomit on the ground and tensed. 
 
                 "Wolfsbane." Mason's head whipped around at that, she closed her eyes against the wave of dizziness that washed over her.
 
                 "What?" Lana gasped. Mason opened her eyes to see Rena's pale face as she repeated herself. 
 
                 "Wolfsbane. Though only a very small amount was used, otherwise she would be dead by now." Mason struggled to sit up as Diana addressed Lana. 
 
                 "Inform the others. Tell them to only eat what they prepare themselves." Lana grasped Mason's shoulder then left to tell the rest of the clan what had happened. Diana continued to watch Mason closely, remaining vigilant for any other signs of the poisons devastating effects. 
 
                 "Why would someone use Wolfsbane to poison you, Mason? Better yet, why aren't you still unconscious and a lot more ill or even dead?" Rena questioned suspiciously. Mason and Diana exchanged glances with each other, then Mason shrugged.
 
                  "I guess I'm just lucky," she lied. Rena gave her a long look, then finally stood and walked a few steps further into the practice circle. Mason frowned, remaining where she was.
 
                 "What is she doing?" Mason murmured to her sister, who shrugged.
 
   The practice arena faced the setting sun so that soldiers who were training could train until nightfall. Rena stood in the middle of the circle gazing at the beautiful evening sun. She sighed and slowly turned to face the two sisters. She gazed at them for a long moment, collecting her thoughts.
 
                 "Someone tried to kill you, Mason." She said quietly, Mason's brow drew together in concern.
 
                 "I know," she replied. Rena stared at her incredulously.
 
                 "How can you be so nonchalant about it!? Mason. You nearly died!" she exclaimed.
 
                 "I'm not. I take what happened very seriously, and I will find the person responsible." She reassured her. Rena looked into her eyes, searching for answers but finding only very high walls. 
 
                 "I want to help." She announced. Mason's head was shaking before she even finished speaking.
 
                 "No. It's too dangerous." She stated firmly, her tone broking no argument. Rena lifted her chin defiantly, refusing to back down.
 
   Diana sensed an argument brewing and stepped in; she had an idea.
 
                 "Actually," she intervened, earning a puzzled look from Mason while smiling at Rena. "She might prove useful." Diana continued, "Think about it, she can go places we can't go. She can ask questions that would raise suspicions if we asked them." She explained as a brilliant grin lightened Rena's face.
 
                 "That is true. As the representative of a visiting kingdom seeking an alliance with Culville, not to mention the fact that the Prince still thinks I'm his bride to be, there are very few if any, places I can't go. As for asking question, it's well known that I'm just naturally inquisitive." Diana snickered as Mason squeezed the bridge of her nose.
 
                 Suddenly, Mason gripped Diana's shoulder as she fought off another wave of dizziness. "Maybe you should lay back, Mason." Rena suggested, concern flashing in her eyes. Mason shook her head, straightening, 
 
                 "No, I'm fine. Diana. You know what that would mean." She said cryptically. Diana nodded and gave Rena a long assessing look.
 
                 "I think she might surprise you, little sister." Rena looked between the sisters, getting an uneasy feeling that she was missing something. Important, judging by the way Mason was staring at her.              
 
                 "Um, what would it mean?" She asked, not really sure she wanted to know. There was a tense moment before she was answered. 
 
                 "We would have to share certain secrets with you that very few people in this world know. We would also have to tell you our true reason for being here." Mason explained quietly, giving Rena a measuring look, who frowned at her words, 
 
                 "What secrets?" she persisted, wondering at her sudden stubborn curiosity. 
 
                 "In time, Princess. Everything will be revealed in time." Mason told her. Rena gave her an arch look. 
 
                 "I hate it when people get all cryptic." The sisters laughed, 
 
                 "I know how you feel. My father used to do the same thing to me. Do you think you can arrange for me to be taken to my room?" Mason asked touching Rena's arm to get her attention.  
 
                 After watching Rena fawn over Mason with concern, the familiar touch from Mason was the last straw that sent Devon stalking closer to the grinning women.
 
                  "Get your hands off my fiancé!" Rena's eyebrows climbed into her hairline. 
 
                 "Excuse me?" she spat at him. Devon frowned at her before turning his attention back to Mason. 
 
                 "You heard me Lady Mason." he warned. Mason tensed, turning the touch to a grip on Rena's arm, arching a challenging eyebrow at him. 
 
                 "Why should I?" she asked defiantly. Rena looked at Mason in shock. Was she trying to get herself killed? Devon took a threatening step forward. 
 
                 "You will release my fiancé now, because I have ordered you to do so." he said menacingly.
 
                 "You forget, boy. You are not our Prince and your father is not our King. Your orders mean next to nothing to us." Diana shot back.
 
                 Rena places her hand over Mason's protectively, "I don't want to go with you, Devon, and I'm having second thoughts about marrying you." She told him. Devon snarled and lunged forward to grab her arm, intending to jerk her away from Mason. He never saw Diana move, and the next thing he knew he was on his back on the ground with a broken nose.              
 
                 "If she doesn't want to go with you, you will not force her." She growled standing over him. He looked up at this woman who dared to strike a High Prince and saw in her eyes a total absence of fear, only loathing. For the first time in his life, High Prince Devon Corlando feared a woman and that made him angry beyond reason. 
 
                 He surged to his feet and flew at Diana, tackling her to the ground fully expecting to be able to pin her down. After all, she was only a woman. It was to his utter surprise, that she not only broke his hold and flipped him on his back, but pinned him down, and he could not break free.
 
                 Captain Dumas had been standing back letting them handle it themselves thinking that the Prince had deserved to be knocked on his ass, but now he grabbed Diana's shoulder to pull her off and found he could not.
 
                 "Lady Diana. Let him go. It is not worth it." he pleaded with her, pulling at her shoulders. Rena moved beside him and wrapped her arms around Diana's waist. Nodding at Xavier, they pulled together and finally succeeded in loosening her grip on him enough that the Prince was able to wiggle free.
 
                 Devon immediately scrambled to his feet, his face flushed with embarrassment and rage. 
 
                 "I will have your head for this!" he screamed at her. Mason bared her teeth, feeling a rush of adrenaline and surged to her feet, taking a step towards the sputtering Prince. Rena darted in front of her and placed a hand in the middle of Mason's stomach, surprised when the other woman stopped and simply glared at the spoiled young man. She took a quick glance at her and saw her eyes had taken on a strange, metallic cast.
 
                 "Mason?" she inquired uncertainly, flinching slightly as those eerie eyes slanted down to her. Upon seeing Rena's reaction to her, sanity reasserted itself in Mason's mind. Rena could feel her rapid heart rate slow and approach normal. She turned slowly, keeping her back against Mason and stared reproachingly at Devon.
 
                 "I think you had better go." She told him. He stuttered indignantly and took a step toward her. She reached back to touch Mason's arm when she felt her tense. "Devon. If you don't go now someone will get hurt." She pleaded with him, still he refused to leave. Mason put her hand on Rena's shoulder, preparing to step around her when a voice brought everyone's head around.
 
                 "What the hell is going on here?" The King demanded as he approached the group with Damian at his side and Lana a few steps behind, looking confused. Devon threw a smirk at Mason.
 
                 "Father. I'm glad you're here. Mason has severely overstepped her place and I demand satisfaction." he said arrogantly.
 
                 "What has she done, Son?" Alexander asked.
 
                 "She has accosted Princess Rena and then Lady Diana struck me for trying to defend her honor." he exaggerated, pointing to his broken nose. Alexander took a closer look at Devon's nose and turned to the sisters for an explanation. Before they could speak, Rena stepped forward.
 
                 "Your Majesty, it's not true. I was simply assisting Mason after she had fallen ill. He tried to force me to go with him and when Mason spoke up, he tried to attack her and Diana defended her." She contradicted him. Alexander's eyebrows rose as he glanced back at his son.
 
                 "She's telling the truth, Alex." Xavier added his support, earning a scathing glare from Devon. "He threatened to kill Lady Diana for protecting her sister." Alexander continued to look disapprovingly at his son.
 
                 "Damian. Would you be so good as to escort my son home and make sure he stays there until I arrive?" he requested. Damian bowed and gestured for the young Prince to proceed him. Devon glared at his father and walked proudly past him. 
 
                 Alexander turned back to the group behind him. 
 
                 "Mason, I'm sorry. I don't know what's gotten into him. Rena, I wouldn't blame you if you didn't marry my son after the way he has acted." He told them quietly. Neither woman said anything as he followed after his son.
 
                 "I'm gone for two minutes and all hell breaks loose. Can't you stay out of trouble for two minutes, Mason?" Lana teased. Mason laughed and ruffled her youngest sister’s hair. 
 
                 "Your life would be too boring if I behaved myself, Lana." She replied sarcastically. "Now, if you ladies don't mind, I think I'd like to lie down for a while." She told them swaying on her feet, before collapsing back against Diana. Captain Dumas and another guard rushed forward to escort her to her room.
 
                 Damian looked at Devon out of the corner of his eye.
 
                 "Sounds like everyone's turned against you." he murmured. Devon stopped and glared at him. 
 
                 "Only because of those damn Stone women. If it weren't for them, none of this would be happening. Princess Rena would be planning our wedding right now and my father...." he trailed off, thinking about how his father had so easily believed the others over his own son, his heir! Damian smiled at him and tilted his head to the side. 
 
                 "What would you say if I told you, that I could help you get rid of Mason Stone and her sisters?" he inquired softly. Devon gave him a calculating look before answering. 
 
                 "I'd ask what was in it for you."  Damian nodded approvingly.               
 
                 "Smart man," he praised him, smiling cunningly when the Prince puffed out his chest in pride. It was going to be almost too easy. Almost.
 
                 "Your Highness, I believe we have some business to discuss." Damian walked towards the palace, not looking back to see if Devon followed him. He knew he would. The young Prince followed his father’s friend, wondering what he was really after.
 
                 Three hours after leaving the Prince's rooms and eavesdropping on the father-son argument that ensued upon Alexander's arrival, Damian slipped out of the guard door beside the main gate. Everyone was asleep or drunk, making it easy to steal away unseen. He walked for an hour, always checking behind himself to make sure he wasn't followed. When he felt it was safe, he stripped and stood with his arms outstretched and let the change take him. A brilliant flash of black light and an instant later a massive black wolf with emerald eyes stood where a man had a moment before. The black wolf took off at a ground-eating canter across fields and through woods for another hour before stopping. He made a meal out of two curious rabbits then lifted his muzzle to the night sky and howled the ageless cry of a lone wolf. Fifteen minutes passed before his cry was answered by the unholy screech of mutants. He transformed, remaining in a crouch as he waited. Mutants were unpredictable at the best of times. 
 
                 Silently six shadows separated from the trees, slowly approaching the kneeling man. Most mutants were hideous, disfigured creatures having reverted to more primal instincts. The mutants that approached him, however, were colorless. Tall and eerily beautiful, male and female alike had long white hair, and skin. Their eyes were varying shades of violet. They were not a race of albino's, far from it. Their skin was able to change pigmentation like a human's. However, due to their mutations, this usually equaled death to them. Extreme sensitivity to sunlight notwithstanding, these people learned how to thrive in the night.
 
                 There had been a handful of people who had survived that last brutal blast of nuclear power. They had changed on a molecular level. Even their DNA had been altered. These were their descendants. This breed of mutants had strange abilities. Some could control the weather, others the mind, a few could breakdown a person’s molecular structure and reassemble it a thousand miles away. Still others, could conjure things out of thin air, whether it ever truly existed or not.
 
                 "Greetings, Damian." the mutant in front bowed slightly. "How goes your plan?" A shiver ran down Damian's spine when those shining purple eyes settled on him.
 
                 "It progress's nicely, Sylvan." he replied accepting a white robe one of the others offered. He slipped it on, keeping his eyes glued on Sylvan and his entourage. 
 
                 "Still don't trust us, Damian?" the mutant asked calmly, as if he were asking the time of day. Damian stared at them for a moment, then smiled his most charming smile. 
 
                 "Of course I do." he said reassuringly. Sylvan inclined his head in acknowledgement.
 
                 "What have you summoned us for?" he asked in that same soft voice. 
 
   Damien’s face became animated. 
 
                 "Can you control the Impure?" he asked without preamble. Sylvan nodded his head once.
 
                 "Yes." A bright wicked smile split Damian's face.
 
                 "I want you to attack the city of Culville in seven days." he told him. A slight crease marred Sylvan’s flawless skin.
 
                 "To what end?" he questioned. Damian made an impatient sound in the back of his throat.               
 
                 "It's part of the plan. We make them think they are under attack, then cut them off from any outside help. Then I somehow miraculously save the city, but tragically not all of the citizens or royal family. The good people of Culville feel indebted to me. Eventually, I take the Kingdom from them, bit by bit. Before they know it, I control it all." He smiled that wicked smile. Sylvan nodded. 
 
                 "It will be done."
 
   Damian flung off the white rob and transformed, the black wolf locked gazes with the tall mutant before bounding away.
 
                 Sylvan turned to his twin sister, Sylvia. 
 
                 "I am not sure I want to do as he requests. It seems, distasteful." Sylvia inclined her head in agreement. 
 
                 "He did save your life, brother. You owe him a debt. Just as the good people of Culville will." She reminded him needlessly.
 
                 "That is true. That does not mean that things will turn out as he plans though." He said to her with a strange light in his eyes. Only those who knew him would recognize the mischievous glint. 
 
                 "Sylvan. What are you scheming?" his identical sister asked warily. 
 
                 "I am not yet certain, Sister." he replied, looking in the direction the wolf had gone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Mason was standing in the shadows of the Palace gazing at the night sky when Damian finally stepped back through the gate. She frowned, what is that sly son of a bitch up to now? she wondered. Her eyes stayed with him until he was inside then turned back to look at the moon feeling it's pull on her soul. She felt a presence at her back and turned slowly, surprised to see Rena standing there.
 
                 "Rena." She greeted her simply. A smile quirked full pink lips, 
 
                 "Mason." The Princess mimicked, earning a lopsided grin. "Shouldn't you be resting?" Mason turned back to look at the moon. 
 
                 "I couldn't sleep."
 
                 "I take it you saw Mr. Augustus creeping about just now." Rena stated, seeing Mason's affirmative nod. "I wonder what he was doing outside the city walls so late." She mused. 
 
                 Mason only shrugged, "I learned a long time ago that whatever schemes he masterminds eventually reveal themselves." She answered the unspoken question.
 
                 Rena turned to get a better look at the tall woman's profile. She smiled softly when Mason started fidgeting under the close perusal.
 
                 "What?" She finally burst out. Rena shook her head, chuckling. 
 
                 "Nothing, just trying to figure something out." Mason turned her head so she could see her better.
 
                 "You could just ask." She teased. Rena rolled her eyes and moved in front of Mason, leaning back against the tree that offered some shade for the Palace during the hot summer months.
 
                 "Why do you hate Devon so much?" she asks, watching the other woman tense at the question. The silence that followed stretched on so long that Rena finally sighed, "You're going to have to tell me eventually, Mason, if we're going to be working together. I need to know what I'm getting myself into." Mason's eyes snapped up and bore into Rena's, then a slow smile worked its way across her face.
 
                 "I guess so, huh?" she laughed softly before falling silent again, returning her gaze to the pale moon glowing above them. Her mind raced, trying to decide how much to divulge without revealing too much. "I hate him for what he did." She spoke quietly, just as Rena had decided she wasn't going to get anything more out of the stoic woman.
 
                 "What did he do?" she asked gently, something telling her to tread carefully. Mason inwardly sighed, for a moment toying with the idea of making up some story that was relatively believable when she made the mistake of looking into the Princess' eyes and found herself completely unable to lie to her.
 
                 "The wolf pack that Prince Devon slaughtered, they were my friends." She admitted quietly. Rena nodded slowly.
 
                 "I thought as much." She took a step closer to the taller woman. "Can you become like them, Mason?" she asked with hesitation, slightly afraid of her reaction. The Kahlian heir's entire body froze in shock.
 
                 "How did you...?" the question was cut off as Rena took several steps away from the stunned woman and gingerly began disrobing. Mason swallowed hard against the sudden dryness in her throat. A brilliant flare of black light followed by the appearance of a beautiful, slim star-lit silver wolf with Rena's turbulent brown eyes stood in the woman’s place.
 
                 Mason stumbled back against the building, shock and amazement vibrating through her. How could she not have known? She took a closer look at the beautiful silver wolf. She's young. She thought, she doesn't know what she truly is.  The wolf transformed back into Rena and hurriedly scrambled back into her clothes. Thinking maybe she had been wrong, if so she was now in massive danger. Mason sensed this, reaching out to cup her cheek drawing the smaller woman’s gaze to her own
 
                 "Wait." she murmured before stepping back and taking a deep breath. After a quick glance around to ensure their continued privacy, Mason shed her own clothing. Rena suffered a similar reaction to watching to other woman strip as Mason had to her own disrobing. Shielding her eyes from the blinding flash of light, Rena gazed in awe at the beautiful white wolf that sat before her. The wolf stepped forward, nudging her massive head under her hand and looked up at her with impossibly blue eyes. With a burst of understanding, Rena knew this was the same wolf that had hunted Devon and his friends. She had seen the Prince slaughter her friends and now she wanted his blood. The Princess crouched before the stunning wolf and placed a tender hand on either cheek, whispering.
 
                 "I know." Rena closed her eyes against bright light and endured the teeth rattling vibrations that swept up her arms. A naked Mason knelt before her, a wary look creeping into her eyes.
 
                 "What?" She asked cautiously. Rena smiled and stroked her thumbs over Mason's high cheekbones.
 
                 "I know that you were the one who hunted Devon last month. That you're here to finish what you started." Mason's pupils contracted and she tried to move away but found herself held firmly in place. "I know, Mason. I understand and," she hesitated, "I want to help you. Not just with finding the person who tried to poison you but with Devon as well. I won't help you kill him though; we'll find another way to make him pay." Mason stared at her, stunned. Reaching up, she grasped the Princess' hands, gently pulling them from her cheeks, holding them between her own. 
 
                 "Why? Do you realize what you're asking?" Rena nodded.
 
                 "Yes, I do. As for why? I don't know. I just have this feeling, like I'm supposed to help you. It just feels like the right thing to do." She tried to explain. Mason pulled her into a tight hug, holding her for a long moment.
 
                 After a while, Rena became aware that Mason was still very much naked and it was playing havoc on her blood pressure. She stepped back and cleared her throat.
 
                 "Um. Maybe you should get dressed before you catch cold, or someone sees you." Besides me, she added silently to herself. Mason smiled as she began dressing.
 
                 "You don't know exactly what you are, do you?" she inquired softly.
 
                 "I'm a mutant. A shape-shifter." Rena informed her. Mason frowned and shook her head.
 
                 "A shape-shifter, yes. But a mutant? No. Who told you that?" she wanted to know.
 
                 "My governess." 
 
                 "She was wrong." Mason scowled, "Our kind has been around for thousands of years." Rena reeled at that revelation, shaking her head in confusion. It was painfully obvious that Rena needed an education about who and what she was. "Come to my room in two hours. I'll tell you everything, but be sure you aren't followed." She told her before slipping away. Rena watched her go, unable to stop the memories of her first change from sweeping through her consciousness. 
 
                 Rena had been raised by a veritable army of governess', maids, cooks, butlers, and private teachers. After her mother had died bringing her into the world, her father had thrown himself into running the kingdom. Affairs of State took precedence over everything else, including his only child and heir. For all of that, she had a happy childhood. She never wanted for anything, because even though her father could hardly bear to be in the same room with her, he made sure she was well taken care of and surrounded by good, kind people who truly cared for her. Rena was very much aware of how lucky she was, many children in similar situations had been left to virtually raise themselves.
 
                  Once she reached puberty, Rena began changing. While she went through the normal physical changes a developing girl goes through at that age, she also became stronger, and faster. Her eyesight became sharper, her sense of smell became overwhelmingly keener, and she was able to hear the flap of a birds wing from a mile away. Though these changes frightened her at first, she eventually saw them as a gift.
 
                 Then one night, with the moon hanging bright and full in the night sky. She lay in her bed drifting in that quiet place between wakefulness and sleep, when white hot pain wracked her young body. Her room filled with the deep purple glow that accompanied the change, as her bones began to break and reform. Silver fur burst from every pore on her body and she sprouted two ears and a tail. The young Princess' muscles rippled and repositioned, accommodating the new form her body was being forced into.
 
                 Once the pain receded, and the oddly brilliant light faded, Rena opened her eyes to discover an entirely new world. Her room had become an almost foreign environment as her wolf-eyes seemed to be able to see trails of scents. As for the smell of her room, it nearly gagged her. The perfumes, soaps and shampoos, not to mention chemicals used to clean her room and bedding, all formed a kaleidoscope of color and scent that was oppressive.
 
                 Rena became aware of the pounding and shouting coming from outside her door, unaware that she had been screaming and growling as she shifted for the first time, waking up nearly the entire estate. She moved to stand up from her bed and toppled over the edge, her four newly acquired legs getting tangled in themselves and her nightgown. She looked down at herself for the first time and panicked, seeing her forelegs and paws she turned her head, her eyes tracing down her long slopping back to her hindquarters and bushy tail, which she gave an experimental wave. A whimper startled her until she realized it had come from her own throat. 
 
                 Facing forward again, she took an experimental step, stumbling before it dawned on her to move a front leg and a rear leg at the same time. It wasn't until she had walked the length of her room twice, that the pounding on the door became too loud to ignore. It was rattling in its frame as the people on the other side were actively trying to break it down. Rena whined softly in distress, for she had no idea how to change back. She didn't know if she even could. She searched frantically for someplace to hide but couldn't find anything big enough to shield her from view. Finally, she spied the open window across from her bed and hopped up on the windowsill to see if she could make the jump. It was high, but something inside told her she could handle it easily. She whipped her head around to stare at the door when she heard it finally crack. Realizing she was still wearing her nightgown, she used her new sharper canines and ripped the gown off, then turned back to the open window. Praying that she survived the drop, she took a few halting steps back, then launched herself forward and out of the window.
 
                 Her front then back paws touched dirt for the first time with a soft thump as the door to her childhood room splintered and broke, letting in a flood of light and sound. Looking back up at her window, Rena was astonished by how far she had fallen. A man's upper body leaned out of that same window and shone a light at the ground, he began screaming when he spotted her. She heard a loud rapid popping sound as the dirt around her exploded when the man in the window began shooting at her. She ducked, her ears pinned to her head then bolted across the lawn to the forest on the edge of the property line.
 
                 A sense of true freedom flooded her senses as she ran. Her powerful legs reaching out for and propelling her across the ground at unbelievable speeds. The air whipped through her fur, sending a shiver down her spine, her senses bombarded with new, exciting sights, smells and sounds. She could even hear the bullets ripping through the air before impacting the earth behind her as she out ran them. 
 
                 Search lights flooded the area, sirens sounding all across the city as the alarm went out that the Princess had gone missing from her bed. Search parties were quickly assembled and sent out after the beloved heir, while hunting parties were tasked with capturing or killing the lone wolf spotted under her window. King Duncan MacKinnon, having been awoken from a dead sleep to learn that his precious daughter was missing, was in an aggravated state of panic. He decided to lead the search for Princess Rena himself, not knowing that she was already miles away from him, racing across moon swept open fields and shadowy woodlands.
 
                 The sound of footsteps shook the Eastland Princess from her memories, bringing her gaze down from the nearly full moon that so reminded her of that night over ten years ago, when she had discovered just how different she really was. Rena wasn't sure how she felt about what Mason had said, she’d lived so long thinking her ability to shift was a mutation, that anything else just seemed absurd. But here was Mason, able to do the very same thing as she was, the only other shifter she had ever encountered. Telling her otherwise. 
 
                 Noticing activity at the gates again, Rena realized the guards were changing shifts, which meant she had been lost in the past for quite some time. Glancing back up at the moon, she decided that perhaps it was time for her to learn what she truly was, who she was. Maybe Mason had the answers, maybe she just had a story to tell. I won't know unless I go listen to what she has to say, Rena thought, turning and heading back inside the Palace. A multitude of thoughts swam through her head as she made the trek to Mason's rooms, questions upon questions bombarded her tired mind. She was afraid to hope that she was more than just a mutant but also afraid of what being more would mean. Huffing an exasperated breath at herself, she shook her head firmly to clear it, finding herself standing outside of the Stone woman's door. Taking a fortifying breath and slowly letting it out, she knocked. Rena was surprised when Lana, the youngest Stone sister, opened the door. Her shock growing when she saw Diana was present as well.              
 
                 Mason's tall form filled the doorway, blocking Rena's view of the room. She looked up into the tall woman’s face, a deep-rooted fear shining in the depths of her eyes.
 
                 "I'll come back later, Mason." She turned to go, only to stop when Mason's hand landed on her shoulder.
 
                 "It's ok, Rena. They're like us," she reassured her. "It tends to run in families." Mason continued, steering her into the room gently then closing the door. She turned around and smiled when she saw her sisters surround a suddenly shy Rena. Lana had led her to a couch by a roaring fireplace and sat with her on it while Diana pulled a chair over to sit in front of the two women, settling into her chair before speaking.
 
                 "When did you first realize you could change?" She asked. Out of all of their kind, Diana was the most knowledgeable about their race, owing to the fact that she was among the oldest Kahlian’s still living. Rena hesitated, sneaking a look at Mason who nodded encouragingly. Still, she was reluctant, she didn't really know these women. True, she felt an incredible pull towards them, especially Mason, but she didn't know them. Diana seemed to understand her hesitancy. "I know you're nervous and not exactly comfortable. Mason told us everything, Rena. You are not a mutant. You are like us, a shape-shifter. Our people are called Kahlian, we are an ancient race, with the genetic ability to change from human to wolf. Along with this ability, we are also able to communicate telepathically with each other, in either form." She told her as plainly as she could.
 
                 "That's impossible!" Rena cried out with wide eyes. Telepathy? That was ludicrous!
 
                 Not as impossible as you would think, little one. A voice whispered in her mind causing her to leap to her feet and back away quickly.
 
                 What!? How? Rena's thoughts scattered as her eyes darted from sister to sister. "How is that possible?" she finally asked, trying to remain calm. Diana slowly stood up and approached the frightened young woman, her hands held up in front of her in a calming gesture.
 
                 "There are many things you must learn about what you are and what you can do. Changing your shape is just the beginning, there is so much more." She told her gently. Rena shook her head in confusion.
 
                 "More? Wait, wait. Give me a moment, please. This is...this is a lot to take in." She said, holding her own hands out in a braking motion. Her thoughts flew as she tried to make sense of what Diana had told her. First and foremost, her ability to shift being a hereditary gift was something she was struggling greatly with. As far as she knew, no one in her family could shift. She had taken great pains throughout her life to hide it from her father, only her most trusted governess had known and she had only discovered it by accident one day when Rena had come home later than normal from her run and Mrs. Peterson had walked into her room when she shifted from a wolf to a seventeen-year-old girl. 
 
                 The kind though cunning older woman had barely managed to keep her composure, though it did slip a bit before she was able to get a hold of herself. She immediately told Rena that her father must never know about what she could do, neither could anyone else. She would be hunted and destroyed as a mutant abomination. To stay safe, she must keep it hidden and she had done so, only coming close to getting caught twice more in the following years.
 
                 Now she was being told that she had inherited this ability and that there were others and they could all speak with their minds. Rena reached up and squeezed the bridge of her nose as she tried to bring order to her thoughts, deciding first and foremost, how was it genetic?
 
                 "It's past down from parent to child, from which ever parent is of Kahlian descent. If both parents are Kahlian, then obviously, so are their children." Diana explained softly, causing Rena to start violently as she hadn't actually put voice to her question.
 
                 "Did you just read my mind?" Rena demanded.
 
                 "I'm sorry. No, I wasn't reading your mind. That one thought just came through loud and clear, the way thoughts do when we're communicating. I didn't mean to startle you. We're so used to this manner of speaking that I didn't even think before answering." Diana hurried to explain, not wanting to frighten the poor woman any more than she already was. Rena nodded her understanding.
 
                 "It's ok, I get it. It's just going to take some getting used to. For now, can we just stick with verbal communication? Keep the.... telepathy for another time?"
 
                 "Of course." Diana agreed. 
 
                 "Thank you." Rena sagged slightly with relief. She tentatively moved back to the couch and retook her seat, waiting until Diana had sat back in her chair before saying the words that were burning her up inside. "If what you say is true, that this is passed on from parent to child, I don't understand how I could have inherited it. As far as I know, my father is human."
 
                 "What about your mother?" Mason asked. She had been on the periphery of the conversation until now, allowing Diana to take the lead as she was the eldest, and had done the most research into their race. She moved over to lean against the arm rest of Diana's chair, facing Rena. 
 
                 "I don't know," the Princess replied, shaking her head. "She died giving birth to me and my father never spoke of her." She frowned when the sisters all exchanged looks.
 
                 "Rena, do you know anything about your mother? Anything at all?" Lana asked quietly, reaching over to gently grasp the other woman's hand as she spoke for the first time that night.
 
                 "I know that my father loved her very much, so much that for most of my life he could hardly bare to look at me. The staff would sometimes speak of how beautiful she was, how the older I got, the more I looked like her. According to them, I have her eyes." The sisters exchanged another look. "What is it?" Rena wanted to know.
 
                 "It's possible that both your parents are Kahlian, and your father just never revealed himself to you. It's also possible that you inherited it from your mother." Diana told her, "Which leads me to another ability we all have. It's one that comes at a steep price though." Rena stared at her for a moment, processing the fact that her mother might have been a shape shifter, before sitting straighter in her seat, trying to prepare for the next bomb shell. Diana glanced up at Mason, who inclined her head, telling her to proceed. "Rena, this is going to be difficult to believe, let alone understand." She began slowly, "As Kahlian’s, we are all immortal." The sisters all stared at Rena with bated breath, awaiting her reaction. Rena blinked, her brow drawing together as she tried to understand, before blinking again.
 
                 "You're saying, that we can't die?" she asked
 
                 "Not in the traditional sense, no." It was Mason who answered her. 
 
                 "Though each of us here has died once." Diana added. Rena was becoming very confused as her gaze bounced from Mason to Diana to Lana and back again.
 
                 "Alright, here's how it is. I was born in 1910. I died in 1937, and I have not aged a day since." Lana tried to explain it in a more, straight forward way. "We can't die from old age or illness. Any injury we suffer will heal itself within hours. If it's a life threatening injury it might take a full day or two." Lana continued as she took off her sling that she had continued to wear and pulled her shirt to the side to show Rena the area of her shoulder where she had taken a bullet just days before. Rena was completely stunned, as she reached out to touch the smooth skin. She vividly remembered the hole that had been there, she had pressed her hand to it to stop the bleeding.
 
                 "How did you die?" she asked without meaning to. Lana pulled her shirt back into place before answering.
 
                 "Ironically enough, I was shot." Mason and Diana both chuckled softly, remembering why she had been shot and by who. Rena swung her gaze back to the two other sisters.
 
                 "What about you two? Are you nearly five hundred years old too?" She asked, only slightly sarcastically. Mason shook her head in gentle amusement.
 
                 "No, we are much older." she told her.
 
                 "How much older?" 
 
                  "I was born in 1406 in an island country called Ireland. Diana was born in 942 in a country called Scotland, while Lana was born in this country when it was still the United States of America." Mason informed her, she could almost see the Princess' mind spinning with all she was being told, but she had to hand it to her, she was dealing with everything far better than she thought she would.
 
                 "How did you two die?" At this point Rena figured she might as well hear it all at once. Mason looked over at Diana briefly, seeing her far off expression, knowing that she was lost to her memories.
 
                 "I died at age 34, during a war known as the Hundred Years War. Diana was 37 when she died." Rena noticed how quiet Diana had become and wondered at the cause.
 
                 "So if I'm understanding this correctly, you've all died, violently by the sounds of it." All three nodded in the affirmative. "Then how is my mother dead? If Kahlian's are immortal, why is she dead?" 
 
                 "Our immortality is triggered by the shock of a violent death, Rena. If one of our kind never experiences this, then they will age and die like any human. I would assume that is how your mother died in childbirth." Diana explained, having come back to the conversation. "All of us shift for the first time upon reaching puberty, but we only gain immortality if we’re killed. Once this happens, we stop ageing. However, you should know that even after gaining immortality, it is not absolute. There is one way to kill a Kahlian even then." Rena had thought that she couldn't be shocked anymore, how wrong she was.
 
                 "There is?" Diana inclined her head.
 
                 "Yes, and it is very gruesome. The only way to kill a Kahlian once they have become immortal, is to remove their heart from their chest and destroy it." Rena's mind stuttered at that revelation, at its sheer brutality. She thought about all that she had been told, all the secrets that had been revealed. A small part of her wanted it all to be a lie, but the larger part knew that it was true. She could feel it deep inside that these women had not lied to her. Tears gathered in her eyes at the cruel irony. Her mother could have lived, if someone had killed her first. As another thought occurred to her, she raised slightly suspicious eyes to the women before her.
 
                 "Does this mean that I have to die? Are you going to kill me now?" she asked, unable to stop the fear that crept through her. Mason fell to her knees in front of Rena, grasping her hands.
 
                 "No." she rasped, "Neither I, nor my sisters, will force immortality on you. No one outside of this room will ever know about you if you don't want them to. If you do become immortal, it will be at someone else's hand," she reassured her. "But we will protect you, and teach you about your abilities." She offered. Rena gave her a weak smile and let out a shaky breath.
 
                 "You must think I'm ridiculous." she said, embarrassed. Lana grinned and patted her on the shoulder.
 
                 "Not at all." She leaned forward, saying in a hushed voice. "In fact, I had a similar reaction when I was told about the living forever bit." Lana confided. Rena looked up at her, feeling a new kinship with the youngest Stone sister and shared a laugh with her. For the first time in the young Princess' life, she felt like she belonged. Her gaze swung to Mason, she felt like she had finally come home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight
 
   The next morning, the three sisters and Rena were in the practice circle. Diana and Mason stood on the sidelines while Lana and Rena stepped within.
 
                 "So, what are we doing here?" Rena wanted to know. Lana began stretching while Mason explained.
 
                 "We're here to teach you how to defend yourself. In case you find yourself in a position that we can't get to you. Lana will be your sparring partner today. Tomorrow will be Diana, and the day after that, will be me." She grinned at her, Rena looked at her skeptically.
 
                 "We will show you what you need to know," Diana supplied. "Mason will refine what we teach you. You won't learn everything in three days, but you'll learn enough to stay alive, and these lessons can continue until you no longer need them. There's no real schedule to keep here." She finished. Rena looked over at Lana, then began her own stretching.
 
                 "Oh." she mumbled, wondering how she had managed to get herself into this.
 
                 "Begin." Mason said, looking at Lana pointedly. Rena spent the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon on her back or on her way to being on her back. As hopeless as it seemed, Rena kept getting up and coming back for more. Slowly, over the course of the afternoon, it became progressively harder for Lana to knock her down.
 
                 Mason grinned and nodded approvingly when Rena succeeded in throwing Lana to the ground. To be honest, she was rather stunned at how quickly Rena had adapted and learned, then applied what she had been taught.
 
                 "That's enough for today." Mason finally said when Lana sprung back to her feet.
 
                 "That was amazing, Rena!" Lana exclaimed slapping her on the shoulder. Rena did her best to hide her flinch but wasn't very successful. She limped over to Mason and Diana, rubbing the back of her neck and grumbling to herself.
 
                 "What was that?" Mason teased, cupping her hand to her ear. Rena glared at her.
 
                 "You heard me." she said, limping away. Diana shook her head, laughing as she went to check on Lana. Mason jogged to catch up to the muttering Princess. She looked at her sympathetically.
 
                 "You know, a long soak in hot water followed by a massage would help with those sore muscles." She suggested. Rena nodded thinking it sounded like heaven, but too tired to say anything. Mason smiled again before offering, "If you like, I can arrange for someone to come to your room to give you a massage. I'm sure there's a royal masseuse around here somewhere." Rena looked up at her hopefully.
 
                 "Would you?" She practically begged with a little smile on her face when Mason indicated that she would indeed. "Thank you." The taller woman waved her on and went in search of a masseuse.
 
                 Forty-five minutes later found a frustrated, and tired, Mason knocking on Rena's door but getting no response. She tried the door knob and found it unlocked, so she let herself in cautiously. Listening for any indication that someone was in the room. She heard water splashing and angry voices coming from the bathroom, she moved towards the slightly ajar door and listened, tensing angrily at what she heard.
 
                 "Devon! Get out! What the hell are you thinking?" an angry Rena demanded.
 
                 "You will be my wife, Rena. Even if I have to go through that bitch, Mason Stone to have you, I will." he threatened. He reached down, grabbing her arm, jerking her to her feet. His eyes raked down her naked, wet body. "You and I are going to have a lot of fun together, Rena." he told her, feeling himself growing excited just being this close to her nude form. He jerked her closer, throwing her off balance. He slammed his mouth against hers, kissing her cruelly, crushing her to him.
 
                 Rena struggled against him until she could twist away, swinging her fist the way Lana had taught her, connecting solidly with the Princes already broken nose, causing him to scream in pain and clutch his newly bloodied, now twice broken nose.
 
                 "Bitch!" he growled before back handing her across the face, causing her to scramble to catch herself as she tripped over the side of the tub. Before she could find her balance again, he grabbed her and pinned her to the wall next to the bathroom door. He'd just gotten his hand around her throat when he felt himself become airborne. With a bone-jarring crash, Devon landed in a heap in the middle of Rena's sitting room floor, where Mason had flung him. She stalked closer to him, reaching down to grasp him by the shirt and haul him to his feet. Spinning, she tossed him back against the wall next to the bathroom door that he had just flown through, on the opposite side from where he'd pinned Rena. A hard hand closed around his throat and began squeezing. He soon found breathing very difficult as he stared into Mason's murderous eyes. He was beginning to see spots when Rena's voice reached his ears.
 
                 "Mason." she rasped, laying her hand on the furious woman’s tense arm. "Mason, let him go." She told her, "Mason, please. Not like this, not here." She kept talking, hoping to break through. "There's another way, please. Let him go." Finally, Mason's eyes swung down to travel over Rena's face and body, searching for injuries. When she didn't find anything more serious than a split lip, she finally spoke in a low voice.
 
                 "Put a robe on, Rena. Someone probably heard the commotion." With that she reached back and delivered a hard blow to Devon's already battered face, letting him slide unconscious to the floor. She turned to see Rena tying the sash of her discarded robe and walked over to her. She reached out her hand and gently touched Rena's face, touching her bloody lip.
 
                 Rena held perfectly still, not quite sure what was going on in the other woman’s head, but allowing her to touch her without a second thought. She gave a little yelp when she found herself swept up by strong arms and held close to an equally strong body. Rena was surprised to find that body shaking as badly as she was. Leaning back, she gazed into Mason's beautiful face then reached up and ran her fingers through thick mahogany hair, bringing her hand down to softly cup the taller woman’s cheek.
 
                 "I'm ok, Mason. He didn't hurt me. You got here in time, you stopped him." She told her, somehow knowing she needed the reassurance. Mason nodded slowly, her eyes locked onto Rena's lips. A slight shudder shook Mason's frame as she slowly tilted her head down towards the shorter woman.
 
                 Rena's breath caught when she saw the look in Mason's eyes and realized she was going to kiss her. She tilted her head up, inviting the kiss, feeling herself being pulled closer. Her arms raising up to encircle the brunette's neck.
 
                 Mason suddenly froze, lifting her head, listening. It took a moment longer for Rena to hear people at her bedroom door. Silently echoing Mason's softly spoken curse, they pulled away from each other slowly. The promise that what had nearly begun, could happen again bright in their eyes as they took one last longing look at each other before reality came barreling through the door in the forms of two Captains, a King, and two sisters.
 
                 "What the hell happened in here?" Xavier demanded, Alexander shouldered his way past his Captain and gasped, seeing Devon sprawled out on the floor. He rushed over to fall on his knees beside his unconscious son. His angry eyes turned to glare up at an unremorseful-looking Mason.
 
                 "What have you done to him?" He ground out past a tight throat, "What could he have possibly done to warrant this?" he demanded angrily. Mason stared down at the kneeling King, remembering the rage that had consumed her. She grits her teethed and growls back.
 
                 "He tried to rape Princess Rena." Alexander's face froze in disbelief, his eyes snapping over to Rena where she stood beside Mason. He looked closer, seeing her bottom lip bleeding from a cut. He looked down at his son, noticing the cut on his knuckles where he had smashed them against Rena's mouth. He closed his eyes against the evidence before him, wanting to deny it. Rena saw the pain in the King's eyes and sighed heavily. She moved over to the King, glancing at the two Captains, Lana and Diana before finally settling her gaze on Alexander.
 
                 "Your Majesty," she said, placing her hand on his shoulder, feeling it tense under her hand. "Sire, it's true. He broke into my room while I was bathing, pulled me out of the tub and would have done far worse than give me a bloody lip if Mason hadn't arrived when she did." She explained. The adrenaline was starting to fade as shock settled in, her legs became shaky and her knees turned to rubber. She felt strong hands gently cup her elbows, steadying her. She looked back and saw it was Mason. Rena offered a shaky smile. 
 
                 The shocked silence was shattered when Devon moaned and rubbed his jaw. He opened his eyes to see his father beside him and Xavier and Jonathan standing behind him with cold expressions on their faces. Beside them stood the other two Stone women. His gaze settled on Mason, narrowing when he saw Rena leaning against her. He started to get up only to be pushed back down by his father.
 
                 "Don't move, Son. You could have a concussion." He said stiffly. Devon frowned, why was he acting like that. He was the one on the floor bleeding, he thought, wiping his nose gently. His father was acting like he was angry with him.
 
                 "Captain Dumas, summon the Doctor." Xavier bowed and went in search of the Royal Physician. Alexander then turned to Jonathan, "Question the staff, see if anyone heard or saw anything and bring me their names." Jonathan bowed and went to do as ordered. He then turned to Mason's sisters, "Would you ladies be so kind as to guard the door?" He asked, the two women nodded and left to stand guard. 
 
                 During all of this, Mason guided Rena to her bedroom on the other side of the sitting room, leaving the King and his son alone, she knelt in front of her. "Are you okay?" she asked softly. Rena's slouched shoulders lifted in a weary sigh and she raised her hanging head to look at Mason.
 
                 "Right now, I don't know how I am, but I'll be ok.' she responded. Mason placed her hand on Rena's leg, looking deep into the smaller woman’s eyes.
 
                 Tell me the truth, Princess. She sent to her. Rena jerked, her eyes widening in shock. She had forgotten about the telepathy with all the excitement. Mason smirked and teased her. Sometimes being different can come in rather handy. Rena relaxed, and shook her head deciding to just go with it.
 
                 Can you read my mind? She sent tentatively.
 
                 No. Came the immediate reply. Only what you let me see. Rena nodded and relaxed further.
 
                 I've never been so scared. She admitted, the fear and anger she had felt being transmitted to Mason through their mental link. If you hadn't shown up when you did, I don't know what I would have done. Rena told her, her relief and joy also sent through. Mason reached out, pulling her into a hug.
 
                 You broke his nose again. She said out of nowhere, making Rena jump and yelp aloud.
 
                 "What?" she shook her head, I mean, what? Sorry, I'm not used to this yet. Mason smiled and gave her a quick squeeze. 
 
                 You broke his nose again. She repeated, her smile growing bigger with Rena's giggle.
 
                 "I did?" speaking out loud again. Mason simply nodded. Rena giggled again, shrugging.
 
                 “That’s something at least.” She mumbled. Mason reached up to grasp the back of Rena’s neck, pulling her forward to rest their forehead’s together. Hearing the two men in the other room begin speaking, the women moved to the bedroom door. Alexander glanced up at their appearance, relieved to see Rena looking calmer before turning to glare down at his son. Devon’s frown deepened as he struggled to sit up.
 
                 “Father?” he asked uncertainly. Alexander continued to look down at him coming to the most difficult decision of his life
 
                 “In 6 days’ time, the council will convene and before the nobles, their families and all the villagers, you will answer for what you have done here tonight.” He told him coldly.
 
                 “What have I done, Father?” Devon didn’t understand what was going on.
 
                 “For attempting to rape Princess Rena.” The King accused him. “Son or not, I will not permit rape in my kingdom, let alone in my house!” he bit out savagely. Devon’s eyes’ widened.
 
                 “What? Are you serious? Because of that whore?” he clambered to his feet, leaning against the wall when the blood rushed from his head. He glared at his father, “What will be my punishment, dear Father?” he sneered. Alexander’s shoulders stiffened.
 
                 “That will be for the council to decide. In the meantime, you will be confined to your room with armed guards posted both inside and out. You will be watched constantly until you go before them.” Devon’s face turned red as the blood rushed back to it.
 
                 “Armed guards?!” he screeched. Alexander only shook his head, silently regarding his son. Where had he gone wrong? What had happened to the sweet, innocent boy he had been? Had he been too soft on him after his dear mother passed? The answer was simple, yes, he had. He had spoiled the boy. Covered up for him and ignored the signs of cruelty. Now he could not turn his head and pretend that nothing had happened. For one, there had been too many witness’ and he had assaulted a member of a royal house.
 
                 “Can’t you do something, Father?” Devon begged, confidant that if he pleaded enough his father would give in and let this go. He was wrong, shock and betrayal ripped through him at his father’s words.
 
                 “No. what you did, what you tried to do, is inexcusable, Devon. You will answer for your crime and you will accept your punishment.” Alexander commanded.
 
                 “But, Father! You don’t understand!” Devon cried, “I was losing her to that, that…woman! I couldn’t just stand by and let that happen!” he tried to explain.
 
                 “You never had her.” A low, dangerous voice said from the doorway, causing the duo to jump at the unexpected intrusion.
 
                 “Lady Mason, please, stay out of this. This is between Prince Devon and myself.” Alexander warned.
 
                 “I’m sorry, Alexander, but it’s far too late for that.” She apologized, addressing him by his first name. Devon growled at her.
 
                 “You bitch! Who the hell do you think you are?” he challenged her. Mason took a quick step forward.
 
                 “Me? What about you? What the hell made you think that you owned her? That she was yours?” Mason shot back hotly.
 
                 “She is to be my wife!” Devon shouted furiously, stepping forward as well, “You stole her away from me, you fucking whore!” the sound of his outraged voice was followed by the sound of flesh connecting with flesh when Mason reached out and touched her fist to his destroyed nose, causing him to howl as he went sprawling to the floor clutching his face.
 
                 “Enough!” Alexander shouted, all the noise bringing the sisters running inside followed by Xavier and the doctor. Rena and Alexander were between Mason and Devon, Alexander shoving his son back when he tried to lunge at Mason after climbing back to his feet. Mason moved to intercept him only to find Rena blocking her way. Lana and Diana also blocked the two combatants.
 
                 “Cunt,” Devon snarled, his hateful glare touching on Rena, “and you’re her Royal whore!” he accused her. Rena had been looking at Mason when he said that so she knew what she was going to do, but still was unprepared for the woman’s speed. Before anyone could move to stop her, she had Devon thrust up against the wall, his feet nearly two inches off the ground. Lana and Diana leapt after her, grabbing her arms, attempting to drag her back.
 
                 Not here, Mason. Not now. Diana sent gently into the rage fill mind of her sister and leader.
 
                 Mason. Listen to her. It’s too risky. Wait, my sister, be patient. Lana added. Mason slowly lowered the struggling, gasping Prince to his feet, but did not release him. Instead, she leaned close and whispered in his ear so no one could hear her.
 
                 “I told you, young Prince. Even within these walls, you are not beyond my reach.” All the blood drained from Devon’s face at those words and that voice. He turned frightened eyes to Mason’s and saw the wildness in them. He gulped hard against the knot in his throat. He knew who this woman was now and he knew her reason for being here. He felt his bladder begin to release its contents when she let him go, roughly shoving him back against the wall, stepping away with tightly controlled rage evident in her stride.
 
                 She paced past the gawking mortal and her impassive sisters, looking neither left nor right, until she passed Rena and she paused, gazing silently at her for a moment before continuing out of the sitting room. She stopped at the opened window, drawing in the cool night air in hopes of calming the boiling rage inside. She didn’t see the shadow that seemed a part of the tree despite the light from the early evening sun, staring up at her with hate filled eye’s
 
                 Damian smiled slowly, he had heard most of what had happened. Enough to know that Devon had tried to rape Rena and that Alexander was going to make him go before the council.
 
   Ah, perfect!  He thought joyfully. A council meeting on the very day of his attack! He couldn’t have planned it better himself. He grinned further at the growing rift between father and son, something else that could be useful to him, he mused. He waited until Mason turned back into the room before slipping away. So concentrated on not being noticed by the Kahlian heir, he didn’t see the woman further in the shadows behind him. Lt. Carla Thames stepped from the tree she had been hiding behind and frowned. What was he doing? She wondered to herself. She too, had heard a lot of the goings on inside Princess Rena’s room and was disgusted with the Prince, but she still didn’t understand why Mr. Augustus was happy about it. Xavier’s not going to like this. She grumbled silently, stealthily making her way to the Palace to report to her Captain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
                 Lt. Thames hadn’t been the only one to be silently observing the scene in the bedroom and Damian’s skulking. Sylvia sat on her perch on top of the city wall, watching the human drama play out. Sensing four non-humans in the room and one outside, below the window, four humans inside and one outside, watching the one below the window. A total of ten people. She tilted her head, Strange. Five non-human’s but only four were immortal. Hmmm, she thought. Sylvan will find this interesting. 
 
                 She assumed the non-human outside was Damian, but she wondered who the other four were. She also assumed that one was named Rena. With the King and Prince being present it was a safe bet that one maybe both of the other humans were Captain’s with so much Royalty in one room. But who were those other three? She wondered, concentrating on them. There was something familiar about them. Her deep lavender eyes widened when she saw Mason walk past a window. The Stone sisters. Now she knew, her hand shook as she ran it through her white hair.
 
                 “Lana.” She whispered to herself. Goddess, it’s been so long. She was overwhelmed with too many emotions to name, everything from rage to sadness to longing. Was she really in there? She watched as Mason turned back to say something to someone in the room. Sylvia’s heart clenched when she caught a glimpse of brilliant red hair.
 
                 Sister. Came the soft inquiry, startling her while she was straining to catch a better look of the red head. Sylvia whipped her head around until her gaze fell upon the projected image of her twin brother. Damian’s departure followed closely by the human’s didn’t go unnoticed by her, she had just been more concerned about seeing if the red hair truly belonged to the youngest Stone sister and now with Sylvan’s appearance. Sister, what have you learned? Her brother’s image spoke to her from where it stood on the wall next to her.
 
                 The human Prince assaulted the Princess he was to marry. Mason Stone stopped him. She began only to be interrupted.
 
                 Stone? Sylvia. Are they all there? His worry washing over her in calming waves, a concern she could actually see as she gazed upon his pale features. 
 
                 Yes. She replied.
 
                 Are you alright? Should I send another to gather information? His worry still manifesting in her mind.
 
                 I am fine, brother, she could taste his disbelief, for the moment anyway. She admitted, feeling him ease back his presence.
 
                 What else have you discovered? He changed the subject, knowing how anything concerning Lana Stone caused his sister pain.
 
                 There is a council meeting on the day Damian wants us to attack. She told him, Apparently, the Prince is going to appear before it to answer for his crime. She continued, feeling the amusement rolling off of Sylvan, she glanced over at him, even though he was miles away, she could see it written plainly on his face. For some reason, Damian appears to be interested in Prince Devon. He seemed pleased about the turn of events. She could see the sneer on her brother’s face when he replied.
 
                 I wonder why. He said cynically. Sylvia smirked.
 
                 Should I continue my surveillance? she inquired.
 
                 As long as you do not become too distracted, Sister. Sylvia bristled at the gentle admonishment. She fell silent and stayed where she was as night slowly settled in. Long after Damian and his shadow had left, and her brothers image had faded from sight, she was still hunkered down atop the city walls, hoping to catch a glimpse of the red haired beauty that had stolen her heart, and broken it.
 
                 Mason turned to look at Lana, watching her come closer cautiously. “Are you ok, sis?” the red headed sister ventured.
 
                 “I’m fine. I guess I kind of lost it in there.” Mason shrugged, unapologetic. Lana snorted at that.
 
                 “That’s one way of putting it.” Lana said sarcastically, drawing a small smile from Mason. “I’m going to bed, I don’t think there’s anything left but to have Devon escorted to his rooms and I’m not needed for that.” Mason chuckled and hugged her little sister.
 
                 “Goodnight, Lana.”
 
                 “Night, Mase.” She told her Diana came up and hugged Lana, wishing her a good night as well.
 
                 “I’m going to head that way too.” She said. Mason nodded, feeling the recent events begin to settle heavily on her shoulders.
 
                 “Yeah, I think I will too. I just want to talk to Rena for a minute and make sure she will be alright.” Diana gave her a long look before sighing and hugging her good night.
 
                 The Captains came out of the sitting room with a struggling Prince held securely between them. King Alexander and Rena followed at a sedate pace, quietly conversing. Devon saw Mason still standing in the room and began struggling harder, only now he was trying to get to the door to get away from her. Fear had come to take up permanent residence inside his soul and every time he saw her, that fear came out to play. Dumas seemed to grow weary of trying to control the irate man’s movements, twisting his arm higher up his back, causing the Prince to cease struggling for fear of having his arm broken. 
 
                 “Try to be a little more, gentle, Xavier.” Alexander sighed, looking like he had aged ten years in a single night. He didn’t look well, causing Xavier to look closer. The King looked heart sick.
 
                 Rena made her way over to Mason and Diana, continuing past them into her room, collapsing on the bed, curling up on her side. Mason took a step towards her without thinking, but stopped. Looking back at Diana, who got the message, slipping out of the bedroom closing the door behind her. Mason sat on the edge of the bed, looking down at Rena’s tightly curled body, noticing that she had somehow managed to get dressed with everyone still in the room.
 
                 “I, uh, I couldn’t find the masseuse.” She began lamely, not knowing what else to say. Rena peeked out from under her folded arm that she had thrown over her eyes. Amusement dueling with leftovers from adrenaline, fear and anger.
 
                 “Now she tells me.” She muttered to her pillow making Mason smile in spite of her best efforts not to.
 
                 “I did make sure he was available tomorrow though.” She supplied helpfully. Rena rolled her eyes, laughing softly, finally stretching her tense muscles. She groaned softly as she felt a few knots release, making the vertebrae pop back into place. 
 
                 Mason rubbed her sweaty palms against her leather clad thighs, glancing back out the window, trying not to remember how inviting Rena had been when they had almost kissed, wondering if she would be as welcoming if she tried to kiss her again.
 
                 Rena took the opportunity to study Mason unnoticed. This woman was so, she searched for a proper word, complicated. Tonight made twice this brave woman had saved her. Rena didn’t know why, but she was thankful. She reached out, idly playing with a strand of Mason’s hair, who froze for a moment, then turned slowly to face Rena. Swallowing hard at the look on the other woman’s face. Rena’s hand traveled down to cup Mason’s cheek tenderly. 
 
                 “You’re always coming to my rescue.” She murmured, “Always there when I need you. We’ve only known each other a few days, and yet,” she paused, sitting up to look directly into Mason’s wide blue eyes. “I know that you’ll always be there.” She finished leaning closer.
 
                 “Because I will be.” Mason finally managed to whisper, her eyes riveted to Rena’s full lips. Groaning inwardly when Rena’s tongue sneaked out to moisten them.
 
                 “I know.” She whispered back, “Thank you for that.” She mumbled softly, beginning to seriously question her own sanity. She’d just been attacked and here she was about to kiss the woman who had saved her. Again. Screw it. She thought, closing the distance, softly brushing her lips against Mason’s. She pulled back slightly, licking her lips to fully appreciate the taste of the older woman’s lips. Mason snaked her hand into Rena’s hair, pulling her back. Pressing their lips firmly together, her tongue sneaking out to taste Rena’s lips, groaning softly when her lips parted, granting access to her mouth which Mason took full advantage of. Lips mated and tongues dueled as the two women sought to devour each other. 
 
                 Rena slowly pulled back, breathless, looking into Mason’s eyes that had become a dark blue, feeling the other woman’s pull on her grow stronger.
 
                 “Will you stay here tonight?” she asked, “Just hold me? I don’t want to be alone.” She explained softly. Mason took a deep, calming breath before nodding. That kiss had rocked her proverbial world.
 
                 “Yes, I’ll stay.” She bent over to remove her boots, standing after kicking them off to pull her shirt tails out of her pants. She laid down on the already turned down bed and held out her arms to Rena invitingly, who switched off the bedside lamp and sank into Mason’s arms, sighing when they wrapped around her, making her feel safe. She snuggled deeper into Mason’s arms, using her shoulder as a pillow, already falling asleep.
 
                 Mason listened to Rena’s breathing deepen as she fell asleep.  She found sleeping difficult, her mind too busy to drift off. It was because of the woman snuggled against her side. Pulling her closer, Mason silently relived those moments before she had been able to get her hands on the little bastard. She’d only been that angry once, when the pathetic waste of space had destroyed her pack. It was dangerous to feel that level of rage and hate towards one person in such a short time, repeatedly, she thought. 
 
                 Rena stirred, seeming to sense Mason’s troubled thoughts. “Stop thinking, and close your eyes.” She mumbled sleepily. Mason chuckled softly but did as told. To her surprise, sleep swept her into its embrace and didn’t let go for several hours.
 
                 The morning sunlight shone brightly through the still open windows, spilling onto the slumbering form of the young Princess. She stretched lazily, reaching over to nudge Mason, only to find the bed empty and cold beside her. She sat up in bed, looking around quickly, seeing no sign of last night’s events anywhere and no Mason. Rena smiled, flopping back on the bed, the other woman must have cleaned up after she woke, her smile widened at the sweet gesture. She stilled as an idea occurred to her, if they could communicate with their minds up close, what about over distances?
 
                 Mason? She sent tentatively. Jolting with surprise when Mason replied cheerfully.
 
                 Good morning, sleepy head. A smile spread across the Kahlian’s face, causing her sisters to give her strange looks. Mason rolled her eyes at them.
 
                 “Rena’s awake. She decided to test out the mind speak.”
 
                 “Ah.” Diana said, nodding in understanding. 
 
                 I see you finally decided to wake up. Mason sent back teasingly.
 
                 Why didn’t you wake me? She was asked. Mason could practically see the eye roll.
 
                 You looked so peaceful, I didn’t have the heart to wake you after…. last night. She finished lamely, then continued a little too brightly in Rena’s opinion. Now that you’re up, why don’t you get some breakfast then go meet Diana down in the practice circle? Rena groaned and pulled her pillow over her face, trying to block out Mason’s laughter but failing, what with it being in her head and all.
 
                 You’re finding far too much enjoyment in torturing me. Rena grumbled good-naturedly. Mason laughed out loud at that. Diana and Lana looked at each other, shaking their heads grinning.
 
                 “Oh, shut up.” Mason groused.
 
                 Come on, Your Highness. Your court awaits. Rena huffed as she got up and got dressed, venturing down to the kitchens for a quick breakfast before heading outside to meet Diana. 
 
                 “Alright, I’m here. When do I start landing on my ass?” she dead-panned. Mason and Lana dissolved into laughter, Rena shooting glares at the giggling sisters while Diana simply ignored them. Stepping into the circle, she turned, facing Rena when she reached the center. She waited quietly, her silence making the Princess slightly nervous. Mason leaned over to whisper loudly in her ear.
 
                 “If it’s any consolation, she taught me the basics too.” Rena looked at her like she had lost her mind.
 
                 “Great. I feel so much better now.” Her tone thick with sarcasm. Mason seemed to realize she wasn’t helping and shrugged smiling. 
 
                 Rena stepped into the ring, eyeing Diana cautiously. Mason mentioning that her eldest sister had taught her the basics made her wary of the woman. Mason wouldn’t be their leader if she wasn’t a formidable fighter. Diana had laid the ground work for her to build on, which meant that the last thing Rena should do, was underestimate Diana Stone.
 
                 Diana remained motionless in the middle of the circle, watching every cautious move Rena made. Good, Diana thought. She wasn’t underestimating her opponent. The older woman nodded approvingly, bowing gracefully. Rena stopped just out of arms reach, watching Diana intently. A slow pleased smile made its way across her teacher for the day’s face.
 
                 “There are many different forms of hand-to-hand combat. These forms together are called Martial Arts. Each of my sisters and I have mastered different forms, while familiarizing ourselves with many others. It is what has made us so formidable in combat, our ability to adapt with each new opponent. We had to learn our strength, and admit our weakness’.” As she spoke she began moving gracefully. Her arms flowing in great sweeping arcs. It’s almost like she’s dancing, Rena thought, mesmerized by the skill and beauty on display before her.
 
                 “What you’re seeing is called Tai Chi. It’s mainly defensive, focusing more on evasion, and redirection, causing an opponent harm only as a last resort.” She breathed deeply as she straightened then continued. “Our forms vary drastically, but each knows the other. As I said, mine is Tai Chi. You got a slight taste of Lana’s yesterday.” She teased, grinning at Rena’s raised eyebrows. “Which is Jeet Kun Do.” The Princess looked over to Lana questioningly.
 
                 “Jeet Kun Do? Why does that sound familiar?” Lana grinned in delight.
 
                 “It is the form that Master Bruce Lee developed in the latter part of the Twentieth Century.” Comprehension dawned in Rena’s warm brown eyes.
 
                 “I remember now. He was a part of my history lessons, when we learned about the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries. There was even a film about him, it was incredible! Did you know him, Lana?” she questioned the redhead, who nodded.
 
                 “Yes. In fact, he was my teacher.” Lana laughed at Rena’s wide eyes.
 
                 “Wow.” She turned to Mason, tilting her head to the side in consideration. “So, what style do you use?” she asked smartly. Mason grinned and executed a graceful bow. Are they ever clumsy? Rena wondered.
 
                 “Iaijutsu, and Jujutsu both of which were used by ancient Samurai,” she supplied simply. Rena frowned having never heard of it. “It’s nearly as old as Diana’s Tai Chi, but dramatically different. Where her style is defensive and elusive, mine is aggressive and offensive. It’s a Japanese form, Diana’s is Chinese, and Lana’s is, well, I guess you could say Asian-American?” she said looking at Lana, who shrugged and nodded.
 
                 “More Chinese than American, but it’s fitting considering it was first widely accepted in the States. It’s a combination of many different forms really.” Rena looked between the sisters, confusion marring her face.
 
                 “Okay. Why do I need to know all of this?” she wanted to know. Her attention drawn to the figure who dominated the center of the practice ring. In that moment, when her eyes met Diana’s, she could almost see the centuries and all they held in the other woman’s golden gaze.
 
                 “Because, there is no one way of fighting or defending yourself. There is no one way to ensure your safety. It is a part of your education, so to speak. You must understand that for every form, every attack, there is a counter.  It is important for you to know as you train and become more comfortable with a specific style, that no two people fight the same way or use the same techniques. Some people are like us, skilled and trained. Other’s just like to wail on people until they stop moving. You have to be fast and agile, smart and resourceful.” Diana explained in a soft voice. “You must decide for yourself what suits you. For now, you will become familiar with our styles, so that you can better defend yourself. In time, you will find the style that makes your spirit sing.” Rena stared for a moment longer at the ancient, youthful looking woman standing before her. Then her eyes traveled to the other two, seeing the same weight of time that she had seen in their sister, only Diana’s held something more in them. Some long held secret, a deep eternal sadness. A wisdom glowed from each woman’s face, more so in Diana and Mason’s than Lana’s. 
 
                 Though the younger of the three still retained that innocent, care-free love of life the other two seemed to be lacking, her eyes held the look of one who, at one time or another, had known great heart ache. A new respect for these strong, timeless women blossomed in Rena’s heart as she faced Diana again.
 
                 “Whatever you wish to teach me, I am willing to learn.” She intoned respectfully.
 
                 “Good.” Diana smiled.
 
                 “I only ask one thing,” Diana arched an eyebrow in response, waiting to hear what she had to say. Apparently, they all do that eyebrow thing. Rena observed.
 
                 “Be gentle with me.” She said, amusement dancing in her eyes, knowing she was about to get her ass handed to her.  Diana smiled, dropping into a ready stance, causing Rena to sigh and awkwardly step into a stance.
 
                 “Okay, now I want you to come towards me and try to hit me.” Diana instructed. Rena nodded hesitantly and followed the other woman’s instruction. She was actually kind of proud of the punch she threw, until she found herself flat on her back staring up at Diana. She frowned, scrambling to her feet.
 
                 “How did you do that?” she demanded, dusting herself off. The older Kahlian smirked, motioning her closer. Rena approached her cautiously, not sure what to expect.
 
                 “Try to hit me again, only move slower and watch what I do.” Diana told her, once again dropping into a low stance. Again, Rena did as she was directed, slowly swinging her clenched fist towards the other woman’s face. Diana leaned to one side, grasping her wrist with one hand, her forearm with the other, pushing Rena’s arm up as she ducked under then swiftly bringing the arm forward and down, using her momentum to once again flip the Princess on her back. Bemused brown eyes stared at the hand hanging in front of her face. 
 
                 “Come on, it’s your turn.” Said the owner of the hand. Rena obediently got up and let Diana position her into a proper fighting stance. “I want you to try blocking me. Slowly.” She said.  “As my fist comes towards you, lean back and grab my wrist and forearm like I did to you.” Diana instructed. “Lift my arm, and pull it forward and down as you spin with your back to me. This will throw me off balance and flip me forward.” Rena followed the blonde’s directions, managing to knock her off balance. “Good! Let’s try that a little faster.”
 
                 Rena made a small sound of protest in the back of her throat causing Diana to straighten, irritation flashing across her face. “Don’t be afraid to make a mistake. Don’t worry about getting hurt. You will, it’s part of the learning process. With time, you will gain confidence and the fear will lessen, because you will believe that you will be able to protect yourself.” The young Princess nodded her head, assuming a firmer stance she focused on her teacher. The fist came quickly and Rena moved as she had been instructed to, but she couldn’t quite get her off her feet. A second later Rena was on her back, looking up at the sky, a deep scowl on her face.   
 
                 “Again. This time, do not hesitate.” Diana ordered. Rena climbed to her feet, then the other woman came at her and again Rena hesitated. “Again!” Diana moved calmly back into position, waiting for Rena to get up. Time after time, she landed on her back and was ordered to keep trying. It wasn’t until noon had come and gone that Rena finally managed to flip Diana onto her back. Mason and Lana cheered loudly from the sidelines with Rena grinning at them before she reached down to help the eldest Stone sister to her feet.
 
                 “Very good.” She praised, “Shall we continue?” Rena made a sound of agreement and took her position. For the rest of the day, they went back and forth. Diana showing her how to punch properly as well as how to kick and where it is most effective. She was also taught holds and flips that left her with bumps and bruises. 
 
                 Rena limped into her room, wanting nothing more than to soak for an hour then collapse onto
 
   her bed and stay there for a year. But instead of finding her room empty, she found a handsome young man with bulging muscles, smiling brightly at her. “Who are you?” she asked suspiciously, the previous night leaping to the fore front of her consciousness.
 
                 “I’m Ollie, Princess Rena. Lady Mason asked to me give you a massage after you had bathed. The water is hot and waiting for you. There are also clean towels on the rack.” He informed her kindly yet matter-of-factly. Rena gaped at him in disbelief. Ollie chuckled, shooing her into the bathroom. “Well, hurry up, honey, your water’s getting cold.” Still confused, Rena closed the bathroom door and undressed before stepping into the steaming water.               
 
                 “This is heaven,” she moaned, relaxing. Mason crept into Rena’s room, grinning at Ollie.
 
                 “Is she in there?” she asked, tilting her head towards the closed bathroom door.
 
                 “Yes ma’am. She’s a little heart breaker too!” he exclaimed, winking at her teasingly. Mason rolled her eyes, perching on the edge of the bed. Nearly an hour later, Rena emerged from the bathroom, looking more relaxed than she had since Mason had met her, nearly a week ago. She came to a stop just inside the room, drying her hair with a towel, surprised to see Mason reclining on her bed, chatting with Ollie. The Kahlian saw her staring at them and bounced to her feet.
 
                 “Hi! I just wanted to see how you were doing and make sure Ollie showed up.” She said, explaining her presence. Rena gave her a tired smile, moving to the table Ollie had set up. She undid the sash on her robe, shrugging out of it and letting it drop to the floor along with her towel before lying face down on the table. Ollie placed a towel over Rena’s buttocks and began rubbing soothing oil into her tense muscles. Mason remained frozen where she had been standing when Rena had disrobed until she started groaning from the effects of the massage, then she snapped back into motion. “I’m gonna go and let you enjoy your massage.” She was almost out of the door when she heard Rena mumble.
 
                 “Thank you, Mason.”
 
                 “You’re welcome, Rena.” She replied closing the door behind her smiling.
 
                 Mason’s head whipped around when she heard shouting coming from the end of the hall. She headed that way quickly, tapping on Lana and Diana’s doors as she went. When she arrived at the source of the disturbance, her sisters were right behind her. The scene that greeted them, were three guards trying to restrain an indignant Devon.
 
                 “Let me go! I am your Prince! How dare you treat me like this?” the guards were trying not to offend the irate young man while still following their Kings orders.
 
                 “Your Highness, please. You father ordered us to keep you confined to your rooms.” One of them pleaded causing Devon to tense further with anger. Mason grinned, crossing her arms drawing Devon’s attention. He stopped struggling, instead standing very still.
 
                 “Do you find something amusing, Lady Mason?” he growled, trying to hide the fact that his insides were quaking.
 
                 “Immensely, Your Highness.” She said, laughing softly when he went to move towards her only to be brought up short by his guards grabbing him, shoving him back into his room. She saw right through his false bravado, he reeked of fear.
 
                 Devon kicked the door furiously, muttering a few curse words, listening to the Stone sisters leave. He turned into his room and strode shakily but quickly to his liquor cabinet, pulling out a bottle of whiskey and pouring a full glass. He carried it over to his chair that was situated in front of a large bay window and sprawled in it, brooding over the last few days. A knock on the door fifteen minutes later made him jump.
 
                 “Who is it?” he demanded tersely.
 
                 “Damian.” 
 
                 “Enter.” He granted, frowning. What does he want? He wondered. Damian poked his head in, searching the room until he saw Devon still sprawled in his chair, empty glass in hand. He stepped the rest of the way in, closing the door softly.
 
                 “How are you doing?” he asked in a hushed voice.
 
                 “How do I look like I’m doing?” Devon snapped. “Considering I might be banished from my own kingdom in five days.” Damian leaned against the window frame that Devon was facing, listening to him rant. “Sometimes, I truly hate my father,” he muttered angrily. “If I were King, things would be different. We wouldn’t need a stupid alliance, or a useless council. If we weren’t given what we needed, then we would simply take it. Our army is the strongest in the land, no one could stand against us. As for the council, it would be abolished and my word would be law!” Damian crossed his arms smiling.
 
                 “If you’re serious, I can help you.” He offered mysteriously. The Prince glanced at him warily.
 
                 “Help me? With what?” 
 
                 “Help you become King.” Damian responded calmly, even though his heart was racing. This was the only unknown variable in his plan, whether or not the Prince would agree to go along. Devon’s eyes’ widened.
 
                 “What? How?” he stuttered. Damian grinned wickedly, leaning close.
 
                 “By keeping you from being banished.” Devon frowned, even more confused.
 
                 “How could you possibly prevent that? If the Council decides to banish me, not even my father will step in to stop it.” 
 
                 “On the day of the Council meeting, I have a feeling that the King and his council will have far more important matters on their hands than a wayward Prince that can’t keep it in his pants.” Damian informed him cryptically.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “You’ll see. Just be prepared for anything, and if I were you, I’d keep my weapons close.” Was all Damian would tell him. He straightened from the window he was leaning on, moving to the door. “Think about it, Your Highness. You can be banished, or you can be King.” The scheming man slipped out of the door after dropping that temptation in the Princes’ lap, leaving him confused and torn.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten
 
   Sylvia slipped over the city wall, enchanting the guards blind to her presence. She crept to the window she had seen the red hair in the most, assuming it was the woman’s bedroom. Her heart skipped a beat when the woman entered the room, giving Sylvia a good look at her. She sucked in a harsh breath, it really was her. She climbed a nearby tree to get a better look into the room. Swallowing hard when Lana began undressing. She was putting on a robe when Sylvia’s foot slipped, making her grab a branch to maintain her balance.
 
                 Lana spun at the sudden noise outside her window, her eyes narrowed when she caught movement among the branches, making out the crouched form of a woman. Stalking over to the bay windows, she flung them open and stepped out onto the tiny balcony, reaching into the tree, grasping a handful of shirt she yanked the shocked woman out of the tree into her bedroom. She followed, shutting the doors behind her without taking her eyes off the figure spread out on her floor. The shock of realizing that it was a Nightkin woman who had been lurking outside of her room caused her to momentarily freeze, before a wave of anger swept through her.
 
                 “I don’t know who you are, or why you’re here but if you don’t start talking, things are going to get ugly.” She threatened. Sylvia stood slowly, straightening her clothes, brushing her white hair from her face before turning to look at Lana. “Sylvia?” She gasped.
 
                 “Hello, Lana. It’s been a long time.” She greeted her, inwardly wincing at the slight waver in her voice. Lana’s eyes raked over the familiar woman, hardly believing what her eyes told her she was seeing. 
 
                 “What are you doing here? Why were you skulking outside my window?” she demanded, having recovered somewhat from her shock, she resumed her threatening stance.
 
                 Don’t tell her, Sister. Not yet. Her brothers image warned her from where he stood in front of the window she had just come through, casting shocked and angry glares at the Kahlian woman with his sister.
 
                 “Just looking around,” Sylvia supplied, trying to ignore him, confused by Lana’s hostility. “and I wasn’t skulking. I just wanted to know if it was really you.” She said in a voice so soft, even Lana’s enhanced hearing strained to pick up her words. Lana looked at her suspiciously.
 
                 “You never did lie well, Sylvia, keeping secrets was more your style” 
 
                 “Unlike some people.” The Nightkin woman retorted.
 
                 “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Lana demanded, hands on her hips. 
 
                 “You wouldn’t know honesty if it slapped you in the face.” She snapped.
 
                 “What!?” Lana hissed, outraged.
 
                 “You lied to me and my brother, you made us trust you, then you betrayed us! You betrayed me!” Sylvia growled savagely, not in the least bit surprised that her reunion with Lana had so quickly escalated into a shouting match, but unable to contain the fury she had buried for years.
 
                 “Jesus, is that what you really think? That’s rich, coming from you Sylvia.” Lana laughed mirthlessly. Sylvia stood silently, stiff with old pain and anger. She didn’t understand why Lana was acting the way she was. After a long, tense moment, Sylvia finally spoke in a harsh, accusatory tone 
 
                 “You ran. You ran away and left us there to die! Sylvan saw you!” Lana’s brow furrowed in confusion.
 
                 “I didn’t run from the city, Sylvia. I didn’t run from you. I received word that several of my people had gone missing. I was called home to help search for them.”.  
 
                 Don’t listen to her, Sylvia. Remember what she did. Sylvan whispered to her frantically, as he stepped closer to the arguing women. Lana noticed the way the pale woman would glance to the side every so often when her brother communicated with her. 
 
                 “Can’t you tune him out or cut him off or something?” she asked, annoyed. Sylvia focused wary eyes on the beautiful Kahlian.
 
                 “Why?” she asked. Lana’s heart sank at the distrust she saw in Sylvia’s eyes.
 
                 “Because, if he’s listening, you won’t hear what I have to say. He will deny everything and feed you half-truths or outright lies.” She told her tiredly, her shoulders sagging slightly. Sylvia’s denial died on her lips when Sylvan spoke harshly.
 
                  I would do no such thing! She’s lying, don’t listen to her! She wondered at the tight expression her brother sported. To anyone else, his words would sound indignant but Sylvia was his twin and much more perceptive than even he was aware of, she heard the panic that laced his voice. 
 
                 I’ll contact you later, brother. This is something I must do; I hope you understand. She glanced over at him again, offering a silent apology at his enraged countenance, before severing their mental link.  
 
                 “He’s gone.” She told the silent woman watching her. Lana sighed heavily, running her hand through her damp hair. 
 
                 “Sylvan was the one who gave me the message that not only had my people been going missing, but one had just been found brutally murdered. I asked him to tell you why I didn’t have time to find you and take you with me.” Sylvia scoffs in disbelief. 
 
                 “Right, how convenient. You are called home, to search for missing members of your clan the day my city is sacked by your people!” she accuses hotly. Lana rears back in shock.
 
                 “What?!”
 
                 “Oh, please. Don’t even try to play innocent, wolf. I know you told your people about us. I know that’s how they were able to attack us. You were the only one outside of our city that knew of its location.” Lana is furiously shaking her head.
 
                 “No. Sylvia, I would never do that to you!” The infuriated mutant crosses her arms.
 
                 “Really? How else would they know where to find us, Lana? How else would a small army of wolves and people be able to breach our walls so quickly and slaughter so many innocent lives, if you hadn’t told them where and how? My family, my whole family, died that night, Lana!” Sylvia raged, unaware that she was openly crying. Lana saw the tears streaming down her face, but is unable to contain her own anger.
 
                 “I don’t know what crap your brother fed you and I am so very sorry about your family, but I never revealed you or the location of Moon Valley to anyone. All my sisters knew about you, was what you told them yourself. I didn’t even know your people had been attacked until I went back to find you and found nothing but a smoking ruin. God, Sylvia! I thought you had betrayed me and killed your own people! I have no idea why you would think we were behind it. If anyone was betrayed here it was me!” Lana shouted at her, trying to reconcile her own hurt and anger with the utter relief and joy coursing through her at finding out that Sylvia was not the monster she had believed her to be for so long. The pale mutant rolled her eyes at Lana’s words.
 
                 “How is that exactly?” she asked, crossing her arms and staring at the beautiful woman she had once loved so fiercely, disbelief and distrust written plainly across her face. Lana growled low in frustration and stalked closer to her, leaning down into her face so there was no way for Sylvia to misconstrue what she said next.
 
                 “The day I left Moon Valley, it wasn’t to escape before an army of my people razed it. It was to help search for people who had gone missing and were starting to turn up murdered.” Lana moved even closer to her, causing her to take a hasty step back to put some space between herself and the woman she now realized, from looking into those expressive eyes that had always reminded her of brushed green velvet, was far angrier, and hurt than she had believed. Lana took a calming breath before continuing. “We discovered that far more people than we realized had gone missing. They had been disappearing for longer than anyone had suspected, and do you know where we eventually found them, Sylvia? What dank hole, I found my people strapped to tables in, with tubes and machines hooked to them? Or how about the cages, where we found twisted, grotesque versions of what they had once been!? Do you know where that was!?” Lana roared, only realizing she had continued advancing on the other woman when her back hit the wall with a soft thud. Wide, slightly fearful, lavender eyes stared defiantly at her despite the tears in them as Sylvia shook her head silently, not knowing how to respond to this side of Lana she had never seen before. “In the old tunnels outside of Moon Valley. Your people kidnapped mine, performed terrible experiments on them. Meshing Kahlian DNA with mutant DNA, causing them to become some monstrous being caught somewhere between human and beast.” 
 
                 “What?” Sylvia gasped in disbelief. “That’s not possible.” She denied. “No one even knew that your people existed! I never told anyone but…” she trailed off weakly as she gazed at Lana’s hardened features. Sylvia shook her head harshly, pushing her way past Lana to pace the length of the room. “No. I don’t believe it. Sylvan wouldn’t do something like that.” The red head turned to watch her pace.  As the pieces of the puzzle formed in Lana’s mind, she abruptly continued. 
 
                 “That’s not all we found in the tunnels, Sylvia.” Lana stated quietly, causing the other woman to stop her pacing, waiting to hear what she had to say. “We found evidence that whoever was behind it, created a small army of those creatures. Enough to force us to relocate Wolfhaven.” She paused.
 
                 “Enough to destroy Moon Valley.” Sylvia finished, her entire body going numb with the implications, as Lana continued speaking. 
 
   “The army that destroyed your home, took your parents from you, didn’t need to break through your defenses. They were already inside.” More tears streamed down the younger woman’s face as the numbness gave way to a tingling sensation that started in her fingertips. “Was there anyone else who could have known about us? About my people, what we are?” Lana asked gently, believing finally, that Sylvia truly didn’t have anything to do with what had happened so many years ago.
 
                 The white haired woman shook her head wordlessly, having wrapped her arms around herself, feeling like that was the only thing holding her together. Lana slowly approached her, reaching out to touch her shoulders, pulling her hand back quickly when Sylvia flinched from her touch.
 
                 The Nightkin woman gave herself a few minutes to feel her heartbreak, she allowed herself to lament who her brother had been, to allow the grief she always carried with her to consume her, before taking several deep breaths and slowly straightening her spine. Her mind began racing furiously, if this was true, and her brother had been behind the kidnapping of the Kahlian people. Then it was also true that he had created an army for the express purpose of sacking Moon Valley, killing his own people. He was directly responsible for their parent’s death, not to mention the deaths of so many others. They had lost nearly everything that night, their beautiful home was nothing more than rubble now. It had taken them years to find a new place to rebuild, to regain their strength, and all of it, all the suffering, all the pain, all the death, could be laid at her twin’s feet.
 
                 Even though the only evidence she had to go on for Sylvan’s treachery was Lana’s word, Sylvia knew it was true. Thinking back over the intervening years, she was surprised she hadn’t figured it out sooner. That one night saw them loose their entire family, but gain leadership of their people. Sylvan had not been pleased when the Nightkin nobles had insisted that they share the role equally, as had been the case with their parents. He had been livid, she had half expected him to murder the entire court with the way he had raged at them, but he had managed to restrain himself. That was when she had begun to grow suspicious, he had gone from outrage to acceptance far too easily. He’d become almost too cooperative, after immediately seizing control over what was left of their military, quickly rebuilding it to become stronger than it once was. She should have known then, that he had a plan. Sylvan left nearly every other aspect of governing to her, which kept her quite busy and nearly completely distracted as she worked tirelessly to find and build a suitable home for their people. Her brother had only ensured its defensibility. 
 
                 The Nightkin looked to her to settle internal disputes and to merit out justice where it was warranted, she became the one they looked to for reassurance when all seemed lost in the search for their new home. While Sylvan played soldier, she made sure what was left of their race didn’t starve to death. Sylvia grew in leaps and bounds during that time, becoming wiser and more patient. She realized very early on that there was always two sides to every story. Her compassion, had quickly endeared her to the Nightkin people. 
 
                 Thinking back even further, to when she first told him about Lana, about her people, she realized that was when he began to change. He became more secretive and disappeared for long stretches of time with no explanation. At the time, she thought nothing of it, to wrapped up in the excitement of young love to pay attention to her brother’s mysterious behavior. Maybe if she had, her family would still be alive. Moon Valley would still be her home. She shook her head at herself, there was no use thinking about what could have been, what’s done is done. She had to deal with what was happening right now. With that thought she turned to look at the Kahlian standing patiently behind her and sighed wearily.
 
                 “No one else but Sylvan knew about the Kahlian people, Lana. Not even our closest advisors knew anything about you and I swear to you. I didn’t know.” She closed her eyes, trying to will the tears away that burned behind her eyelids. Lana ached to take her in her arms, to be able to take even a small amount of the hurt onto herself. She believed her, no one could fake the kind of devastation that was written all over the mutant and Sylvia had never been very good at lying.
 
                 “I realize that now.” She replied softly. The Nightkin woman, was half sitting on the bed allowing everything that had been revealed to wash over her, when Lana spoke again. “Sylvia,” Lana called gently. Not getting a response, she tried again. “Sylvia.” She said a little louder, causing the other woman to finally look at her. “You never said what you were doing outside of my window.”  Sylvia stared at the Kahlian vacantly for a moment, then surged to her feet as her mind kicked into overdrive. She moved quickly towards Lana, gripping her arms firmly, panic starting to set in.
 
                 “Lana, listen to me, I have to tell you what’s about to happen. What I’ve done.” She was interrupted by a pounding on the door.
 
                 “Lana. Lana! Open the door!” Mason’s muffled voice sounded from the hallway. The youngest Stone sister glanced between the door and Sylvia apprehensively. She knew that the moment Mason saw a Nightkin, especially this Nightkin, her sister may very well kill her.
 
                 “Wait here.” She told the mutant woman, who didn’t move as she watched her slip out of the door. Sylvia could hear multiple muffled voices going back and forth rapidly, assuming that Lana was telling both of her sisters that she was in here and what had transpired just moments ago. As the voices became more heated, the pale woman suppressed the need to be closer to the window in case she needed to make a quick escape. A decision she quickly regretted when the arguing in the hall stopped and the door swung open to reveal all three Stone sisters in the doorway. Once through the door, Mason strode quickly over to Sylvia, seizing her by her shoulders before she could flee.
 
                 “Tell me the truth.” She demanded in a low commanding voice, pinning her in place with a deeply penetrating gaze that she found she could not break free from.
 
                 “It wasn’t me. I didn’t know, Mason.” She told her, her entire body shaking, as the Stone heir took in everything about her. Her scent, her expression, the way Sylvia had tensed then relaxed as she spoke. As if finally letting go of a weight that had been hanging over her for decades. Mason relaxed as the truth behind the Nightkin’s words washed over her and she gently released her, stepping back to give her room to breathe. She turned to her sisters, nodding to them.
 
                 “She’s telling the truth.” The tension seemed to evaporate from the room as everyone finally relaxed. Lana came over, placing a supportive hand on Sylvia’s shoulder while turning to face her sister.
 
                 “What has you pounding on my door at this time of night?” she frowns when she feels the woman beside her tense up, she wasn’t the only one who noticed.
 
                 “The scouts we sent out last night are back.” Mason now had both women’s undivided attention. “They found an army on the move, two days’ march from the walls of Culville.” Sylvia sucked in a shocked breath causing all three women to frown suspiciously at her. She looked down at her feet, anger at her brother’s betrayal finally taking root deep inside her. She knew that as soon as she had severed their link he had made moves to get the army moving. Bracing one hand on her hip, she brought the other up to rub the center of her forehead as she tried to figure out Sylvan’s plan. She was fairly confident that she could guess as to why her brother was marching the army to Culville five days ahead of schedule, he planned on attacking as soon as possible. In her heart, Sylvia knew it would be Moon Valley all over again. She became aware that Lana was already dressed, and discussing plans with her sisters to go spy on the army to gather any information about who or what they were.
 
                 “Wait.” She said, her voice soft with trepidation over what she was about to confess to. When no response came she cleared her throat, speaking louder. “Wait.” The sisters turned to look at her as one, causing her to pause briefly before centering her attention on Lana. “I know who is leading the army. I know where they’re coming from and why.” She silently pleaded with Lana to understand, hoping that when she finally divulged everything that the Kahlian wouldn’t hate her. The taller woman stepped towards her with a frown marring her beautiful features.
 
                 “How? Who is leading them?” she was quietly asked. Taking a deep breath, Sylvia hesitated before answering.
 
                 “Sylvan and myself.” A short stunned silence followed that soft admission before Diana moved. One minute she had been hanging back, content to let Mason and Lana deal with the Nightkin, the next Sylvia’s feet were off the ground, her back against the wall, dangling from the eldest sister’s hand that was wrapped around her throat. Metallic gold eyes glared up at her, as a vicious snarl met her ears.
 
                 “You say you had nothing to do with what happened all those years ago. Yet, here you are, dooming another innocent city to the very same fate!” Pale white hands frantically grasped at the one gipping her neck as a tear leaked out of the corner of her eye at the other woman’s words. Mason moved quickly to her sister’s side, placing her hands on Diana’s shoulders gently, trying to get through to the normally calm and collected woman.
 
                 “Diana. Let her go, you’re choking her.”  Diana didn’t seem to hear her so Mason leaned closer, speaking tenderly. “Killing her won’t bring them back, Sister. She is not the one responsible for what happened. Let her go.” The eldest Kahlian’s face contorted with pain and anger, before she wrenched her hand away from the mutant, letting her drop to the floor with a thud. She spun around, storming out of the room into the hallway not caring that she left the other woman gasping on the floor.
 
                 Lana remained frozen for a moment longer, stunned by the scene that had played out. She blinked, becoming aware that Sylvia was still struggling to draw in enough air. She went over and knelt beside her. Meeting the mutant’s eyes, she saw the sorrow and regret, she could only shake her head. Everything was just so messed up, nothing was the way it should be. Lana had planned on spending her very long life with Sylvia. Then Sylvan’s machinations for power had torn them apart, just as it had torn so many other people’s lives apart. She glanced around the room, seeing that Mason had followed their sister out into the hall, hopefully she could calm her down.
 
                 “Who did she lose?” Sylvia rasped painfully, startling Lana from her reverie, who shook her head. “I know all consuming grief when I see it, Lana. I’ve felt it.” The red haired Kahlian sighed and looked at the door her sisters had left through.
 
                 “Her husband and son.” She said quietly, turning back to see Sylvia’s devastation. “He was barely six years old and all that remained of her husband, Jackson, who was the first one we found dead, that’s why I was called home.” Lana explained, helping the Nightkin to her feet then continuing, “They had been together for a couple of centuries before they finally had Connor. He disappeared as we were relocating the city, we never found any trace of him. She never stopped looking for him, even though he’d be almost sixty years old by now if he were still alive and not immortal.” She finished speaking, bending at the knees to get a better look at Sylvia’s throat, noticing the hand print Diana had left behind was already fading. Lana looked back up at the smaller woman, not sure she wanted to know the answer to the question she was about to ask.
 
                 “Why is your army marching on this city?” Sylvia flinches, looking down at her hands before glancing back up, surprised at the lack of anger being directed towards her.
 
                 “We were repaying a debt, at least that’s what I thought we were doing.” Lana frowns at her answer.
 
                 “A debt? You’re about to attack a city that is known for its military might and defensive capabilities. What debt could you possibly owe, that doing this would settle it? Who would even ask such a thing?”
 
                 “Damian Augustus.” Was Sylvia’s simple answer. Lana shook her head in bewilderment. “Damian saved my brother’s life several years ago, and when he asked for help, Sylvan was only too happy to be of assistance.” Lana snorted.
 
                 “I’ll bet.” She gave her former lover a measuring look. “What about you? Why are you helping them?”
 
                 “I was curious. Not even I know what really transpired between my brother and Damian that would compel him to go along with this. I had hoped that if I tagged along that I would find out, I never expected to find you here. Or to learn that my brother is a treacherous snake.” She shakes her head angrily. “Even now he shows his true colors.” Lana tilts her head slightly, questioningly.  “The army wasn’t supposed to begin its journey here for another three days. The attack on Culville was to take place in five days. Sylvan knows that we’ve talked, he more than likely knows that we figured out that he was behind it all and has moved up the time line. He’s hoping to take us by surprise.” She looks away. “He’s hoping to kill me.” Her sister’s voices were becoming clearer, signaling that they were coming back into the room when she asked.
 
                 “Why would your brother want to kill you, Sylvia?” 
 
                 “For the same reason he orchestrated our parent’s death. Power.” She shrugs indifferently, inside she’s anything but. “With me out of the way, he’ll have absolute power over our people. Especially if I die here during the attack.” Mason and Diana moved back into the room during Sylvia’s explanation, they stood behind Lana. Upon hearing her words, Diana felt a wave of guilt settle in her stomach, perhaps she had judged this young woman too harshly.
 
                 “Why would it matter if you were killed here?” Lana asked, confused.
 
                 “Because my people love me. They look to me for guidance. My brother may be the one in charge of protecting us, but I am the one my people look to, to lead them.” The two elder Stone sisters nod their understanding.
 
                 “He has to maintain the appearance of a loving brother, if he were to have you assassinated he’d likely have a revolt on his hands. But if you were to die in the city during the attack, he could easily spin it to make it seem as if you died betraying your people. Then he could make his move to take power.” Diana said.
 
                 “Exactly. This entire situation has played too perfectly into his plans. Now he’s moving to take advantage of it. You three being here has him worried and once he learns that he no longer has my support, he’ll be livid. He’ll be more likely to make a mistake.” Mason smiled slowly at that, liking the idea immensely. She turned to her sisters, saying.
 
                 “How about we go have a look at this army of his? Rena is outside waiting with the horses.” They agree and begin moving towards the door when Sylvia reaches out to grasp Lana’s arm lightly. The Kahlian turns to look at her questioningly.
 
                 “I would like to come with you, I can easily lead you to them. Besides, if he’s already on his way here who knows what other plans have changed.” Lana looks over to Mason for her answer, even though she would like for Sylvia to accompany them, the decision is ultimately her sisters’. Glancing between the two women, Mason knew, as she gave her permission for the Nightkin to come with them, that they needed more time together, to overcome all the lies, to let go of the last dregs of pain and maybe one day, they could learn to trust each other again. But that would have to wait, they would have to survive the coming days first.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
                 The five women rode out of the city gates as night enveloped the land. They rode silently for an hour, Mason taking the lead riding her big black stallion ahead of the others. Her preternatural eyes giving definition to the blurry, dark shadows surrounding the little group.  Rena spurred her buckskin mare up next to the her.
 
                 “Isn’t Sylvia a mutant?” she whispered, leaning closer to Mason, who nodded still watching the shadows. “Then why is she coming with us?” The young Princess persisted. The older woman sighed, looking over at Rena, realizing that her curiosity was piqued and she wasn’t going to let it go.
 
                 “She and Lana have some history, and yes, she’s a mutant. As for why she’s with us,” Mason glances over at the woman in question who rides next to Lana before returning her attention to Rena. “She just learned that her brother betrayed her, and was the cause of countless deaths. I think she wants justice.” Rena considered her companion’s words as she regarded the mutant woman. She’d never been this close to a mutant before, at least one that wasn’t trying to kill her.
 
                 “Is that why there is so much tension between them?” she asked, indicating how stiffly the two women were acting around each other.
 
                 “They are the victims of an epic misunderstanding, and a conniving, power hunger, mutant named Sylvan.” Mason supplied.
 
                 “Which would be Sylvia’s brothers name I’m assuming.” The tall Kahlian nodded as she reined in her horse bringing the small party to a stop. Lana and Diana rode their horse’s up next to Mason and Rena.
 
                 “What is it, Sister?” Diana asked quietly, scanning the darkness around them as well.
 
                 “We’re being followed.” Came the whispered reply, dismounting casually and proceeding on foot. The other women followed suit, the three sisters form a protective circle around Rena and Sylvia. Mason halted, holding up her hand to signal the others to do the same. “There.” Her voice was barely audible but the four women heard her easily. They handed the reins of their horses to Sylvia and Rena before disappearing into the night. The three women shifted with a more muted flash of light than normally accompanies the event. The white and red wolves gazed at the black wolf with golden eyes as she lifted her nose to the gentle breeze, drawing the nocturnal scents into her nostrils, sifting through them until she came across an all too familiar one.
 
                 Damian. The name vibrated through Mason and Lana’s mind as well as Rena and Sylvia’s.
 
                 Rena, Mason sent, watching the woman turn her head slightly in her direction. Give the reins to Sylvia and join us.  The young Princess raised her eyebrows, looking over at Sylvia, who was holding her hand out.              
 
                 “Go on. You need to learn how to hunt, little wolf.” She told her, causing Rena to gasp.
 
                 “How did you know?” she stammered. Sylvia smiled gently.
 
                 “I’ve known these women for a century. I know shape shifters when I see them.” Rena tilted her head and considered the young woman before her. Sylvia had long white hair, and her eyes, though an unnatural shade of lavender, were warm and kind. She wore dark blue garments that resembled robes and a pitch black cape that offset her pale looks, at her hip was the strangest looking sword Rena had yet seen.
 
                 “Are you immortal too?” she asked finally. Sylvia shook her head.
 
                 “Not exactly,” she told her, “I can’t grow old or get sick, but I can die, like a human. I’m eternally mortal.” She explained. Rena frowned in confusion.
 
                 Quickly, Rena. Mason piped up irritably, causing the younger woman to jump. 
 
                 Sorry. She apologized quickly, handing the reins to Sylvia before trotting into the dark forest. Sylvia saw the almost purplish light and smirked, she really was young. The large silver wolf joined the sisters, surprised that she could tell them apart.
 
                 Rena. Mason stepped forward to nuzzle the silver wolf’s ear, garnering her attention. Follow close behind us, but try to stay out of sight. The Princess started to nod but remembered she was a wolf at the moment.
 
                 Right. Okay. She sent back. Mason took the lead as they set out quietly navigating the black, silent forest. Rena looked around, taking in her surroundings. This forest was very different from the forests’ she knew back home. It was darker somehow, yet she could still see as clearly as she could during the day. She stopped, catching movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned her head to look fully at the cause, seeing a squirrel scampering up a tree and disappearing inside a hole in the trunk. The forest was once again still, the trees looked like silent, imposing sentries. The bitter cold of late fall leaving them mostly bare. Rena hurried to catch up with the others when she noticed she had fallen behind. The forest floor beneath her paws was soft and spongey from a recent rain. It was carpeted by fallen leaves and dead branches. She stared in awe around her. Back home, she’d never roamed as freely as this barring the first time. She’d always been careful to stick to sparsely populated areas of the grounds and made sure that she was never gone for too long.
 
                 She tried smelling the air like she had seen Diana stop and do a few times since they had transformed. Her mind exploded in a myriad of colors and scents, images flitting through her mind like she was watching a movie. Each scent telling the story of the creatures that lived in the forest. The scent was musky, from the leaves and moss that were growing on the tree trunks. She could smell the death the forest had gone through, just recently fully recovered from it. A different scent found its way to her inquisitive nose, causing her to look to Mason for an explanation.
 
                 What’s that smell, Mason? she questioned. The white wolf’s ear flicked back towards Rena, the gesture letting her know that Mason had heard her. It doesn’t smell like the forest. 
 
                 That’s because it’s not of the forest. Mason told her. That’s the smell of mutants on the hunt. She explained. Lana, is Sylvia still with us? Lana looked over into the clearing and halted when she didn’t immediately see the mutant woman, only relaxing when she finally caught sight of her.
 
                 Yes. She replied. They continued on quietly, keeping pace with Sylvia who knew exactly where they were. She stiffened suddenly, feeling the presence of other mutants.
 
                 We know. We sense them too. Just keep walking, we’ll protect you. Came Lana’s reassuring voice in her mind. Sylvia smiled sadly at those words. There was a time when that statement would have been enough to ease all her worries, but now, she found it only slightly comforting. While the anger and sense of betrayal had faded after their conversation, she found she couldn’t quite shake the hurt still buried in her heart. She understood now why Lana had to leave the way she did, what she must have thought after she found her people and then saw the destruction of Moon Valley, but she was having a hard time moving past the hurt of being left behind. She knew that it would take far more than one conversation to heal the wounds she had carried for so long. She could only imagine what it would take for Lana to move past her own battered heart. She wondered if they would ever be able to move past it. She continued walking as Lana had instructed her to, the past pulling at her mind.
 
                 She had trusted Lana like no one before or since. She had trusted her with her heart, her life, the lives of all those around her. How many people had perished the night Lana had disappeared? How many of her friends and family had died? She hadn’t seen her again for nearly sixty years, not until a few days ago, and all that time her brother had been filling her head with lies. Telling her that Lana had vanished mere hours before the Kahlian mutant hybrid army had laid waste to their city. He had laid the blame for it at her feet, spinning story after story of her betrayal. In reality, Sylvan had been at fault, and she had been the fool to believe him. Anger burned through her thinking about it. Her twin had played them all for the fools they were, and now he had some grand scheme in the works with Damian. Her brow furrowed as she thought about that particularly strange relationship. 
 
                 Sylvan claimed that the Kahlian man had saved him from certain death, but what death could he have possibly faced that would warrant such an extreme repayment? A sinking feeling hit her stomach as her mind began to work overtime, thinking about just how long her brother and Damian had known each other. This entire situation was all too familiar. She mentally shook herself out of her depressing thoughts, looking up at the clear night sky, the moon was very nearly full. The stars twinkled down at her, making her long for hot summer nights spent making love underneath a similar sky.
 
                 Sylvia’s head snapped to the left when she heard a sudden noise shatter the stillness of the night. She frowned and stopped, trying to pierce the veil of darkness in front of her to see what was causing the noise.
 
                 Sylvia, keep going, don’t stop. You don’t want to know what that noise is. Lana warned, making the Nightkin jump. She rolled her eyes and mentally scoffed at herself for being so jumpy. Sylvia dropped the reins, ground tying the horses and moved closer to the edge of the woods where the noise had originated. She tried to make out the shadows moving just inside the tree line, before gasping and jumping back, drawing her sword reflexively. Her single edged, slim scimitar glinted in the moonlight as she held it up, ready to decapitate anything that popped up at her.
 
                 Sylvia! Lana’s voice shouted in her mind, making her wince. Back away before they spot you. Quietly.
 
                 What are they? She wanted to know.
 
                 True mutant Kahlian’s. Not like the ones your brother created. These creatures are the results of those of our people that didn’t make it to shelter in time when the bombs hit. Lana replied in a tight voice. Sylvia walked back to the horses, sheathing her sword. She took up the reins and began walking again.  Lana mentally sighed in relief. Mason nudged her gently.
 
                 She’s okay, Lana. Come on.  Once again taking the lead, Mason silently slipped through the shadows, letting Lana deal with the waning effects of her adrenaline rush in her own way. Rena turned to Diana with questioning eyes from where they hung back from the other two.
 
                  We tell our secrets in our own time, Princess, and theirs are not mine to tell. Diana told her. A tense, watchful silence followed that lasted for the remaining hours of their journey. 
 
                 The Eastland Princess gradually became used to the constant influx of new information to her senses as they travelled, though she struggled somewhat with the pace. She had never been in her wolf form for so long and she had no idea that she could sustain a run that ate away the miles. This entire night thus far, had been an eye-opening experience for her. It made her realize that all those years she had snuck away from home to roam the country side had in no way prepared her for the reality of her current situation, she was shocked that she was able to keep up with the sisters who had centuries of experience on her.
 
                 Rena. Mason called her, just a few hours before dawn. She trotted up beside her, tilting her head looking in the direction Mason gestured towards. She was surprised to find herself staring down into a valley. Thousands of tiny campfires made it seem as if day had come only to this valley, leaving the rest of the world shrouded in darkness. Rena shuddered and shifted closer to the white wolf beside her. Mason looked over at her sympathetically.
 
                 Diana and Lana moved up beside the two wolves, joining them on the hill overlooking the encampment. They saw no sign of Damian and no longer felt his presence, Mason growled in frustration. She was growing tired of this game he was playing, she need answers. Now. She kept feeling like she was something, some angle. The white wolf lowered her head, trying to make out the figures sitting beside the campfires, but was unsuccessful due to the glare of the fires. Sylvia walked out of the shadows carrying four saddlebags, dropping each in front of the wolf it belonged to. The four women changed and dressed silently, Mason winced at the bright flash of light from Rena.
 
                 “We really need to teach you how to shift with a softer light.” She said, Rena frowned at her, continuing to dress without comment, choosing to save that discussion for another time. The five women stood shoulder to shoulder gazing down into the army encampment. 
 
                 “I don’t understand. I thought most mutants weren’t able to organize like this.” Rena stated in confusion.
 
                 “They’re not, Princess. Not unless someone is controlling them.” Sylvia informed her softly causing the four shape shifters to stare at her expectantly.
 
                 “What do you mean?” Lana whispered so as not to give away their position. Sylvia gave her a sideways glance before answering.
 
                 “Sylvan has exerted control over them at Damian’s request, to bolster our numbers. I believe they were hoping to pin the attack on Culville on the Impure, leaving Damian free to play the hero.” Mason’s head whipped around to stare at the Nightkin leader.
 
                 “Damian wants Culville.” She stated, looking back at the scene before them once Sylvia confirmed it.
 
                 “He’s playing the long game. He intends to take absolute control of Culville after my brother’s army attacks it.” Rena shakes her head, not understanding the motives behind this power play.
 
                 “For what purpose? There will be nothing left to control after this army makes its way through the city.” She pointed out. Sylvia shook her head sadly, glancing at Lana then Diana before responding to the young Princess.
 
                 “We were asked to simply attack, not destroy.” Lana draws in a sharp breath as clarity strikes.
 
                 “It’s a diversion. He doesn’t want the city sacked. He wants the Culville military completely distracted by an attacking horde of mutants, so he can achieve his true goal.” Lana theorized. “But what is his endgame? What does he need such a drastic diversion for?” she wondered. Before anyone can hazard a guess, they are interrupted by a commotion in the valley.
 
                 The five women slipped down the hill silently to get a better look. They reached the edge of the encampment and stopped, staying out of the light cast by the fires. No one was surprised to see Damian in the midst of the mutant army. He was sitting with a group of white haired mutants very similar in appearance to their own mutant companion. The pale woman gritted her teeth as Sylvan sat next to Damian, the two men were in a heated conversation judging from their body language. Sylvia guessed that the Kahlian man was not happy her brother had brought the army so close to Culville so early. The Stone sisters turned to the mutant woman, their gazes slightly sympathetic yet measuring, as if wondering what her reaction will be now that she had a clear picture of the type of person her brother is. Lana inched closer placing her hand on her former lover’s shoulder comfortingly, surprised when she wasn’t immediately shaken off. Sylvia turned wide eyes to Lana, shaking her head vehemently, before moving out from under Lana’s hand.
 
                 While the other women were preoccupied with the interaction between Lana and Sylvia, Rena spotted someone she couldn’t believe she was actually seeing. “Devon?” She grasped Mason’s arm tightly, gaining her attention and pointing out the man’s presence. Once the older woman caught sight of him, her expression grew cold. Feeling the tension in the arm she held, Rena’s grip became stronger, hoping to somehow restrain the other woman before she attacked the errant Prince.
 
                 No. She sent the one word forcibly. Mason tore her gaze away from the Prince, her deadly thoughts evident in her suddenly pale blue eyes. Diana noticed the Prince as well, adding her support.
 
                 She’s right, Mason. Now is definitely not the time for vengeance. They all looked back into the enemy camp when Damian surged to his feet, looking directly at their hiding place. Though he couldn’t see them, he knew they were there, a slow smile stole across his face.
 
                 “I think running would be a good idea right about now.” Rena whispered urgently. Mason hated to admit that she was right, even though they were vastly outnumbered. The entire encampment became aware of their presence, sending the five women scrambling back up the hill to their horses. Not a word was spoken as they mounted up, sinking their heels into their horse’s flanks, after that speech wasn’t possible and telepathic communication would only reveal their location if Damian was at all close behind them. They rode the rest of the night and half the following day in silence, not stopping until they were before the gates of Culville, each woman lost to her own thoughts.
 
                 Devon was angry. Actually he was livid and panicking, “Damn it, Damian! What if they saw me?” The older man chuckled.
 
                 “Oh, they saw you, Your Highness, of that there is no doubt.”
 
                 “How can you laugh? I can never go home! I’ll be arrested and deposed the moment I step foot in Culville.” He raged, pacing furiously in front of the fire. Damian sighed heavily, standing to block his pacing.
 
                 “Devon, listen to me. Soon, you will be King and none of this will have mattered.” He consoled him, resting a hand gently on the younger man’s shoulder.
 
                 “With you as my Chief Advisor, no doubt.” Devon snapped irritably.
 
                 “Why, naturally, Your Majesty.” Damian smiled charmingly, placing his hand to his chest and bowing before the Prince, making him laugh and shake his head at the older man’s antics.
 
                 “Alright, Damian. I see your point.” The Kahlian’s smile only grew while he slipped his arm around Devon’s shoulders. 
 
                 “Excellent!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
                 “There you are, Your Highness!” Jonathan Grimes, Captain of Princess Rena’s guard exclaimed as soon as he spotted the women tiredly slip through an entrance next to the Palace kitchens. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” He continued walking up to the little group quickly. “Where have you been all day? You weren’t in your rooms.” He questioned, shooting suspicious glances at Mason and the others. His eyes widened, reaching out, he snatched the Princess’ arm to yank her behind him when he noticed Sylvia. “Guards! Guards!” he cried frantically. Rena tore her arm out of Captain Grimes’ hand.
 
                 “Jonathan! Be quiet!” She commanded, but it was too late, the guards were already arriving.
 
                 “Seize that mutant! She tried to kidnap Princess Rena!” he accused. The guards rushed Sylvia, reaching out to grab and subdue her quickly, but only grabbing air. They looked around in confusion.
 
                 “Where did she go?” they wondered aloud.
 
                 “Yoo-hoo! Up here.” Sylvia called from above them coyly. Their heads snapped up and they gawked at the woman above them. The Nightkin had jumped straight up when humans had rushed her. Her back was braced against the ceiling in the corner, her hands and feet holding her in place. Smiling disarmingly at the stunned group before dropping down onto the guards. The force of her slight weight sent the four men sprawling while she landed gracefully on her feet. The embarrassed Palace guards tripped over each other as they scrambled to get up, as they gained their feet, Rena stepped between them and Sylvia, pinning the guards and Captain Grimes with a hard glare.
 
                 “Stop.” She ordered in a low, yet strong voice, every inch the Princess of Eastland. Her cold eyes raked over the suddenly sweating group of men disapprovingly, before settling on Jonathan. “This woman,” she bit out emphasizing the last word, “did not try to kidnap me.”  The Stone sisters moved to stand behind Sylvia and Rena. “She is my friend, Captain Grimes. A fact you would have known, if you had only asked.” She explained harshly. Grimes winced with every word his Princess spoke, knowing that he had severely overstepped his place.
 
                 “Your Highness, I…” he tried only to be cut off by a truly irate Rena.
 
                 “Save it, Captain. I don’t want to hear any half-assed apologies right now. It’s been a long night and morning. I just want to go to bed.” She said tiredly. Mason’s face split into a proud grin when Rena turned to face their Nightkin companion.
 
                 “Sylvia. I am sorry about my Captain’s behavior. If you like, you can stay in one of my rooms. They gave me practically my own wing.” She offered kindly. Sylvia blinked, she couldn’t believe what this woman had just done for her. This woman who, despite being a Kahlian, lived as a human. She had not only claimed her as a friend but had defended her. Still too shocked to speak, the mutant woman simply nodded her acceptance.
 
                 “Good! Then it’s settled.” Rena smiled, putting her hand on the other woman’s shoulder. Sylvia glanced at the hand on her shoulder then back at the woman it belonged to. She found herself smiling back into those kind, warm brown eyes. This woman is special, she thought.
 
                 “What’s settled?” asked a voice behind the little group of women. They turned sharply, surprise rocked through the women at the sight of Devon and Damian. The Prince smiled hesitantly at Rena, repeating his question. “What’s settled, Your Highness?”
 
                 Easy, Rena. Don’t let on that you know about his involvement. He doesn’t know you were with us. Just play along for now. Mason’s soothing voice told her. Rena’s eyes flickered to her before focusing back on Devon, forcing a sweet smile to her face.
 
                 “My friend, Sylvia, is going to stay in one of my rooms tonight. I was thinking about putting her in the room next to the study, if that’s alright?” Devon swallowed, returning her smile.
 
                 “Of course! If it pleases my lady, then of course. I’ll see to it that Sylvia is made comfortable.” He agreed, smiling rakishly. He was astonished to see Rena so warm towards him, it pleased him to no end that she was smiling at him like that instead of the Stone bitch. “I hope that the unpleasantness of the other night can be forgiven. You must know that I wasn’t myself, I’m afraid I was inexcusably drunk.” He said depreciatingly, hoping to place himself further into her good graces. Rena’s smile became strained, though not enough for Devon to notice.
 
                 “Of course, my Prince. I understand how too much strong drink can addle one’s mind.” She acquiesced, bowing her head slightly. Damian frowned watching the scene unfold. Twenty-four hours ago this woman couldn’t stand the sight of the Prince, now she was treating him like a wayward suitor? Something didn’t fit here, he raised his eyes to Mason and found her smirking at him.
 
                 What are you up to, Mason? he sent cautiously.
 
                 I should be asking you that, traitor. She replied smoothly. You betrayed my father, now you plot against your friend, using his son as some sort of pawn. What are you up to? her voice vibrated in his head with disdain.
 
                 There was never any proof that I had anything to do with your father’s disappearance. As for my plans for Culville, that is none of your concern. He replied calmly to her accusations while her laughter echoed in his mind.
 
                 You made it my business when you involved Devon in your scheme, she told him, arching her eyebrow challengingly. I don’t know what you have planned with the Nightkin, but I will stop you. She warned. Damian laughed out loud, causing everyone to look at him questioningly.
 
                 You’re already too late, Mason. As usual.  He taunted smugly. “It is good to see the Prince and Princess getting along, it is as it should be.” He said to cover his outburst. Devon grinned broadly, turning back to Rena.
 
                 “He’s right, Rena. It pains me that we’ve been at such odds. Please, allow me to get to know you better?” he asked catching her off guard with his boyishly hopeful expression. She hated to lead him on but she had to find out what his part in Damian’s plan was and why he was at the mutant camp.
 
                 “Very well,” she allowed cautiously. The Princes’ face lit up with a bright smile.
 
                 “Great! Let’s go outside for a ride, then we can talk and become better acquainted with each other.” He suggested eagerly, making Rena laugh softly.
 
                 “Have mercy, Your Highness. I’ve had a very rough day so far and I would like to go up to my rooms to rest before the evening meal.” She told him, trying not to reveal too much of her activities last night and this morning. He frowned, wondering why her day had been so difficult.
 
                 “Then later this evening, after you’ve rested?” he asked. Rena opened her mouth to respond but Mason beat her to it.
 
                 “Actually, Your Highness, Princess Rena has a prior commitment to me this evening.” She told him, taking perverse pleasure from the storm clouds her statement caused.
 
                 “I see,” he said slowly turning back to address Rena, but still keeping a careful eye on the other woman, “Couldn’t you reschedule it for tomorrow? Isn’t our getting to know each other more important that whatever you two will be doing?” he asked Rena who shook her head.
 
                 “It’s just as important, Devon. She’s teaching me self-defense and I promised her. I keep my promises.” She told him, leaving no room for argument.
 
                 “You should have told me you wanted to learn how to defend yourself. I could have set something up with Captain Dumas. Surely he can teach you more that she can.” He said dismissively, certain that despite the woman’s frightening ability to become a wolf at will, she still couldn’t know much about combat beyond her sharp teeth and claws.
 
                 “Do not underestimate Mason and her sisters, Prince Devon,” Damian said unexpectedly, “The three of them alone could probably destroy an entire company of your army.” He warned. Devon scoffed at him, laughing condescendingly.
 
                 “Seriously, Damian? Three women against a four hundred well-armed, well trained men? I hardly think so.” Rena sighed heavily, she was exhausted and dealing with the Prince was depleting her reserves.
 
                 “Come on, Sylvia. I’ll show you to your room.” She said gesturing the pale mutant to follow her. She paused at Mason’s side when she passed her, laying a hand on the woman’s tense arm. “I’ll see you after dinner, Mason.” She said out loud, while silently communicating. Easy, Mason. Let me find out what is going on with them before you kill him. This could be our only chance to get answers. The Kahlian placed her hand over Rena’s and said aloud.
 
                 “Alright, Princess. Sleep well.” While mentally replying, I don’t like it. I don’t trust him, Rena. Especially now that he’s close to Damian, but you’re right. It might be the only way to get information about what Damian is planning. Just, please, be careful. She had a bad feeling about Rena getting close to Devon, but they were running out of time. The mutant army was much closer than they had thought, this may be their only opportunity to get information. Her eyes followed the two women as they walked down the hall towards the East Wing where Rena’s rooms were.
 
                 Jonathan cleared his throat, not quite sure what had just happened but pleased that the alliance seemed to be moving forward again. At least he would have something positive to report to Rena’s father, King Duncan MacKinnon.
 
                 “Come, my Prince. I believe I saw your father in the garden this afternoon.” He said, steering Devon away from the silent Stone sisters. Damian and the four very embarrassed, very confused guards trailed after the two men, leaving the sisters alone in the hall. Diana took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she turned to her sisters.
 
                 “Well, that was certainly, interesting.” She ventured. Lana laughed and nodded, relieved to feel the tension drain from her tired body.
 
                 “Yeah, definitely one of the more entertaining encounters with Damian we’ve had in a while.” She added. Mason offered a half-hearted smile, trying to rub the tension from the back of her neck. She shook her head, dropping her hand back to her side.
 
                 “I’ve almost given up trying to figure him out.” She admitted. The sisters proceeded down the hall in the direction the other two women had gone. They had all been given rooms close to the Princess.
 
                 “What do you think he’s planning?” Lana asked Mason, who shrugged.
 
                 “We know he’s using the mutants as a distraction for whatever his real goal is here in the city, we just don’t know what that is yet. Hopefully, Rena will be able find something out from Devon quickly.” They continued walking for a few moments, each woman once again lost in her own thoughts before Diana spoke in a soft voice filled with apprehension.
 
                 “He’s going to kill the King.” Her words bring all three to a dead stop. “That’s why he gave the deadline for Sylvan’s army to attack, it’s the same day as the council meeting that would determine Devon’s fate.” Mason’s eyes widen as she picks up Diana’s train of thought.
 
                 “Which is why he recruited Devon to begin with. He kills Alexander, wipes out the council of nobles that help govern, ensuring that Devon takes the throne, placing himself as the new Kings most trusted advisor. Before you know it, King Devon suffers some tragic accident or illness and with no clear line of succession, Damian seizes power. He really is playing the long game.” Lana looks back and forth between her sisters as they talk, there was only one thing she didn’t understand.
 
                 “But why go through all that trouble? Why not just take power now?” She asked them. Diana and Mason shared a glance, sometimes they forgot that their little sister didn’t grow up in a time of Kings and Queens and all the court intrigue that accompanied that particular brand of government.
 
                 “If he took the throne with force now by assassinating the King, he’d also have to kill the council and the Prince. Not to mention the Generals in charge of Culville’s forces that are fiercely loyal to the Royal Family. By using the mutant army and having Devon conspiring with him, when it comes down to it the Generals will accept his leadership without resistance. It’s the most brilliant political coup I’ve seen in centuries.” Diana informed her. Lana inclined her head in thought.
 
                 “I understand that. My question, is why? What does he hope to gain?”
 
                  “Besides the largest military in the country, not to mention control of the economic capital of the nation? I’m not sure. Strategically, tactically, it makes sense to take this city if your planning on a major military operation.” The blonde mused, her mind racing with the implication. A sinking feeling began in the pit of her stomach as she realized just what one could do if they controlled Culville’s forces and location. “I think we’re looking at more than just a political coup, sisters. I think this is Damian building his own empire.” Her sisters looked between each other, each woman feeling dread in their hearts. Lana’s head snapped back to Diana when she remembered Sylvia’s presence.
 
                 “That’s why he recruited Sylvia and Sylvan. What better allies to overthrow a regime, than a highly evolved race of mutants that hate humans almost as much as he does?” Her sister’s both agreed, then Diana turned to Mason.
 
                 “Do we tell King Alexander about what we saw last night?” she asked. Mason shook her head.
 
                 “No. We have no proof. All we have right now is pure speculation. As for Devon’s presence at the mutant camp,” she sighed, rubbing the center of her forehead. “We know he’s a pawn in Damian’s plot, we don’t know how involved he is, or how much he really knows about Damian’s true goal.” She decided, causing Diana to arch an eyebrow in disbelief.
 
                 “Are you concerned for the Prince?” she asked incredulously, unaffected by Mason’s glare. They stood at the base of the Grand Staircase. A great chandelier, made of gold and silver, shone brightly in the early afternoon sun that streamed in from open windows strewn throughout the great hall. The lush red carpet had muted their booted feet during the trip down the halls. Mason now gripped an ornate wooden railing that had been polished to a glossy shine as they began their ascent.
 
                 “No.” She shook her head decisively. “My desire to end him now goes beyond what he did to my wolves. I want to make sure his punishment fits his crimes.” She gritted her teeth.
 
                 The giant steel inlaid oak doors swung open, letting in the cold noon air. Mason, Diana and Lana started, spinning around, half way up the stairs to see who had burst into the Palace. Gasping at what they found. Kylie Woodard, one of their scouts stood at the base of the stairs, swaying as she bled from numerous wounds. The sisters raced down to her side, Mason reaching her just as she tipped over. She fell into the Stone heir’s arms, trying to drag air into her straining lungs. They had sent Kylie and three others to report to their father what was happening in Culville. For her to return alone and in this condition, made their hearts stutter with anxiety.
 
                 “Kylie! What happened?” Lana cried upon closer inspection of her friend. The little raven-haired shape shifter struggled to speak.
 
                 “Westland has been invaded, Your Highness.” She spoke painfully. Diana and Lana gasped in horror.
 
                 “By who?” Mason demanded gently. Defeated coal black eyes turned to look up into Mason’s.
 
                 “Mutants of every kind. They were led by a group that were pale, with white hair.” She said haltingly. “Wolfhaven has fallen, my Ladies. Your father is believed dead and you mother is missing.” It took the last of her strength to tell it all in one breath. The Stone sisters had to know what had befallen their beloved home. The blood drained from Mason’s face as she sat, frozen on the floor with Kylie’s now limp body in her arms.
 
                 “NO!” Lana screamed, unable to believe their father was dead. “No!” Diana dragged the distraught young woman into her arms as tears streamed down her own face. Lana’s desperate cry echoed throughout the Palace, causing the King, Rena and Sylvia to come running, followed closely by the two Captains.
 
                 “What’s wrong?” Alexander asked worriedly. Mason was staring off in to space. She didn’t hear him speaking, she wasn’t even aware that he was there. Lana had dissolved into angry tears. Diana was the only one able to answer, even though she too was gripped with terrible grief.
 
                  Swallowing the hard lump that had formed in her throat while she held tightly to her youngest sister. Diana’s worried eyes remained fixed on the motionless, stoic Heir. 
 
                 “Our kingdom has fallen.” She finally whispered, her voice thick with pain and tears yet to be shed. Rena gasped, turning her sympathetic gaze to Mason who still hadn’t moved.
 
                 “My god,” Alexander rasped, “who could have done such a thing?” he wondered. Mason snapped out of the state of shock she had been in and answered him.
 
                 “Mutants.” She whispered, glancing up at Sylvia briefly. The Nightkin’s eyes closed in realization, her heart dropping at what her brother had done. Damn you, Sylvan. She swore to herself. Rena moved to Mason’s side, easing Kylie out of her arms and laying her on the floor, gently closing her eyes.
 
                 “She’s gone.” She announced quietly. Mason looked down at the broken body of Kylie blankly; not seeming to register the fact that the woman was dead. Her blank eyes rose to Rena’s when she felt her hand on her shoulder. Tears filled her eyes as it all began to sink in, for the first time in her life she felt lost. Rena’s own tears spilled past her lashes as she gathers Mason close, crying for her because she couldn’t cry for herself. The Kahlian’s arms encircle her and hold on tightly. Alexander runs a hand through his graying hair as he takes in the scene of the grieving sisters.
 
                 Turning to Captain Dumas he says. 
 
                 “Send a squad of our men to Westland. Tell them to reconnaissance the situation and report back. I want to know what actually happened.” Xavier gives a sharp nod, his face set in hard determination. 
 
                 “I’ll go myself, Sire.” He volunteers before turning sharply to go prepare. He respected Mason and her sisters and he was determined to help them if he could. Diana stepped away from Lana to speak with the King.
 
                 “Your Majesty,” she called, bringing his attention to her, Alexander was surprised to find himself at eye level with the Westland Princess.
 
                 “Yes, Lady Diana?” 
 
                 “I wish to accompany the Captain to Westland.” She told him.
 
                 “Of course! You didn’t have to ask.” 
 
                 She mustered a strained smile.
 
                 “I know. However, my sisters must stay.” She began quickly, “Alexander, they have something to tell you and you must listen to them. A mutant army took my home. Another one has their eyes set on your city. If Westland could fall, so too will Culville. Be sure you know who you can trust, Your Majesty, because it is not who you think.” With that cryptic warning, she ran from the Palace to catch up to Xavier, leaving the King of Culville to stare after her in shocked confusion. 
 
                 Sylvia watched Diana race through the doors then turned, glancing at Mason and Rena who were now standing, staring after the older woman as well. She swung her worried gaze to Lana, who was trying to stifle her sobs behind her hand. The red-heads obvious grief tore at Sylvia’s heart. Despite everything, maybe even in light of everything she had learned in the last twenty-four hours, she couldn’t stand to see Lana in such pain. Perhaps that is why she went over to the woman and wrapped her arms around her. She felt the Kahlian tense but held on, feeling the tension slowly drain out of her.
 
                 Lana found herself cradled in Sylvia’s arms as her eyes cleared and she was able to think again. She started to pull away but Sylvia held her close, refusing to let go, so Lana sank into her embrace, resting her head on the other woman’s shoulder tiredly. 
 
                 “Where’s Diana?” she whispered against the Nightkin’s shoulder. A gentle hand stroked her hair.
 
                 ‘She went with Captain Dumas to Wolfhaven. She wanted to see it for herself.” Sylvia whispered back. Lana tried to rise out of her arms.
 
                 “I should go with her.” She mumbled, not struggling very hard when the other woman kept her in place, framing her face with her pale hands.
 
                 “Diana wanted you and Mason to stay here and help the King defend Culville.” She informed her gently. Lana let out a long breath, looking over to Mason where she stood with Rena, their eyes met and held.
 
                 What should we do? she asked. Mason sighed glancing at the King, who was quietly conversing with Captain Grimes, before answering.
 
                 We stay like she wanted. She knows what she’s doing, besides she’s right. Alexander will need our help. Rena glanced between the two sisters, understanding that they were discussing what their next move should be now that Diana had left for Wolfhaven.
 
                 “First thing you two are going to do is get some sleep. Our sparring match is postponed for today Mason. You both need the rest and so do I.” She interrupted them firmly. Mason started to protest, but Rena shushed her. “Don’t argue with me, you won’t win.” She teased gently, winning a small laugh.
 
                 “I’m not going to be able to sleep.” Mason warned her, Lana silently agreeing.
 
                 “Then we’ll stay with you two until you do.” Sylvia chimed in, which Rena seconded. The two sisters gave up, the Princess was right, they weren’t going to win.
 
                 “Go on up. I need to talk to the King.” Mason said, getting a suspicious look from Rena.
 
                 “I promise to send her to rest as soon as we’re done, Your Highness.” Alexander spoke up from behind the quartet. Rena accepted his promise, following Lana and Sylvia up the stairs.
 
                 “We’ll be in my rooms.” She told the Kahlian before turning down the hall. Mason nodded her understanding.
 
                 Alexander and Mason turned back to face each other. She stared at him for a long moment, giving the King the uncomfortably distinct impression that he was being weighed and measured, a feeling he had not felt since he was a boy awaiting his father’s judgment.
 
                 “My sisters and I, along with Princess Rena and Sylvia, received word last night from one of our scouts that an army had been spotted two days from here.” She began, “Upon information we received from Sylvia, we decided to investigate.” Alexander nods following along, getting the feeling that whatever she was about to tell him, he wasn’t going to like. “When we arrived at the army encampment, which was in fact much closer than a two-day march, we saw that it was completely comprised of thousands of mutants that are led by pale mutants like Sylvia.” She continued. Alexander tensed at learning of the possible connection between the mutant woman in his house and the army bearing down on his city. Seeing this, Mason rushed to reassure him. “She’s not with them, Your Majesty. She’s actually helping us, she knows the man who leads them, knows how he thinks and what tactics he’s likely to use and has shared that information with us.” Alexander’s suspicion is not so easily assuaged.
 
                 “How does she know this man?” he demands to know. Mason winces slightly, having a fairly good idea how the King will react once he finds out.
 
                 “He’s her twin brother.” Alexander sucks in a sharp breath at the news, he turns to his guards about to order them to go arrest the pale woman when Mason continues. “Sire, she is not in league with him. I swear to you that she is not a spy, she is not going to betray us to her brother.” The King eyes the woman before him, wondering what caused her to have such faith in a mutant. He turns to fully face her, remaining silent.              
 
                 “There’s more. While we were observing the camp, we saw two men conversing with Sylvia’s brother.” She hesitates here, a part of her didn’t want to tell this kind man that his son was plotting with his own friend to overthrow him. “It was Damian and Devon.” She revealed softly. Alexander was already shaking his head in denial before the words even finished leaving her mouth.
 
                 “You are mistaken, Lady Mason. My son wouldn’t betray me, neither would my oldest friend. Let alone would they conspire together against me!” he declared.
 
                 “Your Majesty, we all saw them! Damian plots against you and he’s pulled Devon into his schemes.” She insisted.
 
                 “But, why? Why would Devon turn against his own father? What would Damian gain by this?” he wanted to know. Mason sighed in exhaustion, she could feel a migraine forming behind her eyes.
 
                 “Devon wants to be King, something tells me he’s not willing to wait around for you to die of natural causes and Damian has his own reasons for his involvement. He may even plan to double cross the boy once they’ve succeeded in getting rid of you.” She guessed. Alexander rubbed a hand over his face, though he was having a hard time believing that his own son was planning to steal his crown, he could see Damian pulling something like this. He cared for his longtime friend, but he was not blind to his power hungry nature.
 
                 “Alexander, Damian was behind my father’s abduction. Even though I know it, I could never prove it. Just like I can’t prove it, but I’m certain he orchestrated the attack on Westland. He’s been trying to kill my father for longer than I’ve been alive, and he’s finally accomplished it. Even now he most likely has his mutants hunting my mother.” She told him harshly. “Devon is ambitious, and when he sees something he wants, he goes after it. He wants the crown and you stand in his way. Father or not, he’ll go through you to get it.” She persisted, trying to make him see the type of man his son truly is. 
 
                 “I need to think. This is too much.” Alexander spoke so softly; it was almost as if he were speaking to himself. Mason nodded her understanding.  
 
                 “Just be careful, Sire. Trust no one, surround yourself with those most loyal to you. Lana and I will do everything we can to defend your kingdom.” She vowed. Alexander just turned and slowly walked away, immediately surrounded by his royal guard. After watching him go, she headed up the stairs to Rena’s rooms, the promise of a soft bed, some sleep and the Princess’ company sounding better and better.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
                 Gordon Stewart, a human undertaker from Westland who travels with the Stone sisters, and handles the recently deceased Kahlians, had been summoned. He took the body of Kylie Woodard, secreting her away before she could resurrect. It would be hard to explain a dead woman walking around talking to people. So, while the two remaining Stone sisters dealt with their grief, watched over by Rena and Sylvia. Gordon snuck Kylie’s body out of Culville. They had traveled for three hours when Kylie gasped, her eyes snapping open. She bolts upright, not knowing where she was or with whom, only relaxing when she saw Gordon.
 
                 “You know; most mortician’s customers actually stay dead. I think they’re the lucky ones. Scares me half to death, no matter how many times I see you lot do that.” He groused. Kylie laughed as she climbed down from the carriage they had been traveling in. Her laughter dying when memories of how and why she died flooded her mind. She turned heart sick eyes to Gordon.
 
                 “Did I reach Mason and her sisters? Do they know what has happened?” she asked frantically, Gordon nodded.
 
                 “Yes, girl. Diana left for Wolfhaven to see for herself. The other two stayed behind to defend Culville.” He told her, frowning when Kylie’s eyes widened in panic.
 
                 “What! No! Oh, why didn’t she wait?” she moaned in dismay, running up to the closest horse and unhitching it from the carriage.
 
                 “Hey! What are you doing? I need that horse!” Gordon bellowed in protest. Kylie vaulted onto the gelding’s bare back, pausing only long enough to apologize.
 
                 “I’m sorry, old man, but I need him more.” Gathering up the horse’s mane, she turns his head; sinking her heels into his flanks, making him shoot forward into a hard gallop. Desperate to catch up to Diana before she got too far ahead.
 
                 She picked up the eldest Stone sister’s trail easily since she was traveling with humans, running the horse for two more hours before stopping to rest. She walked the tired, sweating gelding to a nearby stream and dismounted, the raven-haired Kahlian regretted not being able to rub the noble beast down but she didn’t have time. She went to the stream to see how cold it was, surprised to find it rather warm. Judging it safe for the horse, she led him to it to drink his fill noticing there was also plenty of grass for him to graze to replenish his strength. 
 
                 While the horse rested, Kylie faced the wind, closing her eyes, drawing it into her lungs, she let it out slowly. She was close now, she could smell Diana on the wind. The tension that had gripped her sense her awakening, finally released the worst of its hold on her. She was standing on the bank of a large stream, it could almost be classified as a small river. It’s clear, clean water a far cry from what it used to be. She looked down into the water at the fish swimming there. This stream had once been the great Missouri River, now it was barely more than a trickle of its former glory.
 
                 She sighed, looking over at the horse who was grazing now. The area she was in was lush with green life. The trees stood tall and proud, the thick grass looked healthy and sweet. The big chestnut gelding seemed to think so anyway. She turned her face into the wind once more, her raven hair blowing out behind her as her almond colored eyes roamed the land her ancestors had called home nearly half a millennium ago. Kylie felt a presence at her back and smiled to herself. The smile was gone by the time she turned around, the face that greeted Diana was solemn.
 
                 “I see you were able to avoid any awkward encounters.” Diana observed. The younger Kahlian smiled and inclined her head in agreement.
 
                 “You should have waited for me, my Lady.” She admonished carefully, Diana simply gazed at her steadily. “You don’t know what you’re walking into. I wasn’t able to tell you everything that happened.” She confessed. Diana frowned, taking a seat on a fallen log that had long ago washed ashore.
 
                 “So tell me now.” She prompted, trying to contain her impatience. Kylie heaved a great sigh and began pacing.
 
                 “If you go to Wolfhaven, you’ll be captured. They will take you prisoner, and throw you into a cell and with no food or water. Then if you’re lucky, they’ll take turns beating you, until Damian comes to kill you himself.” She began quickly, able to read the other woman’s impatience no matter how hard she tried to hide it.
 
                 “How do you know this?” Diana questioned her with a tight voice. Her stomach dropping when the look Kylie directed at her turned sad, almost apologetic.
 
                 “That’s what they did to your father.” Diana closed her eyes against the pain she knew her father had been put through and the subsequent pain that lanced her heart. She breathed hard through her nose, trying to dispel some of the rage that churned within her at the mere thought of what he endured. “They tortured him for a week, my Lady. We could hear his screams in the prison cells across the square, but never once, were those screams for mercy.” She told her as gently as possible, kneeling before her resting her hands on the older woman’s knees in comfort. “He died as he lived, Mother. With honor.” She whispered, feeling the other woman’s pain as if it were her own.
 
                 Diana raised tear filled eyes to meet Kylie’s liquid almond ones, finding the sympathy she knew would be there. The raven haired girl had looked to Marcus Stone as a grandfather, this had to be ripping her heart to shreds as well. She took a deep breath and held it for a moment, before letting it go, trying to calm herself, she rested her hand on the girl’s shoulder.
 
                 “Tell me the rest.” She says, bracing herself.
 
                 “Damian has placed a bounty on all of your heads. As the Stone Heir, the bounty on Mason’s head is triple yours and Lana’s. It’s brought bounty hunters from all across the country.” She told her, Diana shivers in horror.
 
                 “He won’t rest until he destroys our entire family.” She whispered, feeling the enormity of the situation settle on her shoulders.
 
                 “I know. Even now, his minions hunt Grandmother.” Kylie informed her. Diana’s head snaps up sharply, hope shining in her golden eyes.
 
                 “She’s alive?” she wanted to know.
 
                 “Yes. Your father was captured giving her the time she needed to escape. It took her ten days to mount a rescue. She freed me and told me to find you in Culville. ‘Let my daughters know what treachery has befallen their home.’” She intoned. Diana was pained to learn how her father had been captured and ultimately killed. The knowledge must be tearing their mother apart, but she felt a glimmer of hope regardless. Aine Stone was alive and free!
 
                 “I must find her. Did she tell you where she could be found?” the elder Kahlian asked.
 
                 “She said that you should look for her ‘where the old ones’ sleep,’” Kylie frowned in frustration, “Do you think she meant Sanctuary?” She apologized. A bright smile broke out on Diana’s face, making Kylie blink.
 
                 “I do.” Diana rose quickly and turned to go back to where she had left Captain Dumas and the others. She was brought up short by Kylie’s hand on her arm.
 
                 “Please, Mother. Let me come with you. I promise, I won’t get in your way.” She pleaded, wanting desperately to help this brave woman and her family that had taken her in, made a place for her among them. Diana had become like a mother to her, Marcus and Aine, her grandparents. Mason and Lana, her crazy aunts that never let her dwell on the pain of her past for long. She owed this incredible family her life, she would do anything for them. Diana furrowed her brow in consideration.
 
                 “Captain Dumas saw you die.” She informed her, disappointment arced through Kylie before an idea came to her.
 
                 “We could tell him I’m a twin?” she suggested. Diana was silent for a long moment, seeing Kylie’s need to help, to remain with one of the few remaining family members she had left. Diana could sympathize, she need to keep Kylie with her just as much. She’d already lost one child, she’d be damned before she lost another, especially now.
 
                 “That might work for the others but I think it’s time Dumas learns the truth about us.” She decided before she thought better of it, feeling something settle inside when Kylie smiled gratefully before hugging her. “Bring the horse, you’ll need him.” She told her affectionately, then turning to walk back to the humans she had left behind. Kylie scrambled to keep up with her, gently grasping the horse’s bridle and following her adopted mother.
 
                 The two women arrived at the camp to find the squad of sixteen soldiers relaxing beside a small smokeless fire. The spot they had chosen to make camp in was a quiet, secluded place that was hard to find if you didn’t already know where it was. There was no path leading to the small clearing that was only big enough for one fire and a handful of people plus their horses. The forest formed a natural barrier to all but the determined few. Those camped there would know of someone’s approach long before anyone realized there was a clearing ahead of them, let alone a camp. The small area did not offer an unobstructed view of the evening sky however. The surrounding trees provided a sheltering canopy of leaves and branches, only letting a little sunlight peek through when the wind ruffled the tree tops.
 
                 Captain Xavier Dumas came to his feet so quickly when he recognized Kylie, that he spilled the hot coffee he had been sipping. He cursed, dancing around swiping at his trousers, trying to rid his lap of the scalding hot liquid. When things had cooled down somewhat, he glanced back up at Kylie. He had hoped he’d been imagining it but no, there she was, as alive as she had been dead.
 
                 “You’re dead. I saw you die” his frightened whisper had the effect of a shout as the soldiers leapt to their feet, aiming their weapons at Kylie. Diana sighed in frustration, glaring at the pale, obviously scared Captain for a moment.
 
                 “You saw Riley, her twin die, Captain. This is Kylie Woodard, one of our most trusted scouts, as well as my adopted daughter. Kylie, this is Xavier Dumas, Captain of Culville’s Royal Guard. He and his squad are accompanying us to Westland.” She introduced the two before turning back to Xavier. “Captain, could I have a word in private?” she requested, gesturing for Dumas to proceed her to the other side of the little camp where the horses were tethered so they wouldn’t be heard. Though Xavier is still in a state of shock at seeing the dead woman’s twin, he agreed, moving with her out of earshot of the others. Once Diana felt certain that no one but Kylie could overhear their conversation, she turned to regard the Captain. So far, all that she had seen of this big, swarthy man, she had liked. He seemed, so far at least, to be the kind of man worthy of one’s trust, one who would not betray a confidence once it was given. Something that shone in his baby blue eyes, made her comfortable with what she was about to reveal to him. 
 
                 “Captain, there are things that you need to know before we continue our journey. Things about myself as well as my family, but I have to know whether or not I can trust you to never reveal what I’m about to tell you to anyone. Not even your King.” Diana said cautiously, watching him closely as he weighed her words. She liked that he didn’t immediately rush to reassure her, proving what she already knew of him. He was a careful man, one who did not give his word lightly and took such a vow seriously. Finally, after a small eternity, he agreed.
 
                 “As long as what you tell me in no way endangers my King, my city or my people, I will carry your secret with me to my grave, my Lady.” Diana couldn’t stop the breath of relief that escaped her upon Xavier’s response.
 
                 “It does not, Captain. In fact, it works even now to protect them all.” She assured him, clasping her hands before her, she locks eyes with handsome Captain before speaking. “I need your word that you will listen to all I have to say, that you will not let fear cause you to react rashly. I need you to try to remain calm.” Xavier frowns in confusion as this but seeing how it was obviously important to her, he agrees.
 
                 “I will do my best, Your Highness.” This causes Diana to smile for a moment before she glances away, her golden gaze falling on Kylie where she was conversing with the soldiers.
 
                 “You were right,” she began quietly, “you did see Kylie die.” Xavier immediately tenses as he too looks over to the young woman speaking with his people. Remembering his promise to hear her out. He clenches his jaw, takes a deep breath to quell the uncharacteristic fear that lanced through his gut and directs his gaze back to the Princess. Determined to prove himself worthy of her trust. He is surprised to see that she had been watching his reaction the entire time. She was apparently pleased by what she saw if the small smile she was sporting was anything to go by. 
 
                 Diana was indeed pleased by Xavier’s ability to override his fear, and was amused by his irritation over the fact that he felt fear in the first place. She waited for him to gather himself before continuing. 
 
                 “We are not mutants.” She revealed, deciding a direct approach might be best with this particular human. 
 
                 “Did you say, we?” he asked tentatively. At her nod, his frown deepened. “You mean; you have died before and then came back too?” he asked, wanting to make sure he was understanding her correctly; again Diana nodded. “But you’re not mutants?” She shook her head negatively. Xavier wasn’t particularly enjoying how lost he was feeling at this point.
 
                 “We are not a by-product of the fall out. My people have walked the Earth as long as humans have.” She told him, pausing to give him a moment to let that piece of information sink in before continuing. “We cannot be killed by traditional means. We are Kahlians. As such, we are shape shifters that can change our form at will.” Xavier stared at her for several tense moments. He understood that the decision to entrust him with this secret wasn’t made lightly. He had obviously proven something to this woman over the short time they had known each other, but even though he understood the honor that had just been extended to him, he was bursting with curiosity. Xavier spared a glance to the rest of the group, making sure they wouldn’t be overheard.
 
                 “If that is true, my Lady, then how could your father have been killed? Your kingdom overrun?” he asked as gently as he could. Diana looked down at her hands for a moment, the mentioning of her father causing a spasm of pain in her heart. She took a fortifying breath before looking up at the Captain.
 
                 “Just because we can’t be killed by conventional means, Captain, doesn’t mean we can’t be killed.” She answered him, “Damian has grown rather proficient at it over the years.” Xavier’s eyes widened with this revelation.
 
                 “You think Sir Damian is behind everything?” he asked.
 
                 “I know he is,” Diana paused, gesturing towards Kylie, “and there’s my witness.” Turning back to Dumas she added, “She was in Westland when Damian’s forces invaded, she saw him go into the holding cells where my father was being held and was forced to listen as the only grandfather she’s ever known was tortured to death. My mother was able to eventually free her then sent her here to warn us.” 
 
                 “Why?” he wanted to know. Once more he found himself on the receiving end of a measuring look.
 
                 “Because by the time Damian was allowed entrance into Culville, my father was already dead by his hand.” She crossed her arms, looking down at her feet again as she tried to come to terms with her new reality. Xavier was reeling, the man he had believed to be honorable from the stories told to him by King Alexander, was in fact anything but. If he could perpetrate such treachery against his own King, what then, would he be willing to do to a King he owes no loyalty beyond the bounds of friendship to?  
 
                 “Do you know what brought him to Culville to begin with?” he was almost afraid to ask; certain he already knew the answer.
 
                 “We believe he’s there to take your city. He has a mutant army stationed barely more than a day’s march outside of Culville. Waiting for the order to attack.” Xavier shook his head in shock and disbelief.
 
                 “But why? Why would he need Culville so soon after sacking Westland? What could he hope to gain from all of this?” he demanded.  
 
                 “An empire.” Was her simple reply, even though there was nothing simple about the entire situation. There were so many players in this plan of Damian’s that she couldn’t be sure who was with him. She could, however, see that the Captain was beating himself up over the fact that he was out here, escorting her to Westland. While his King was in imminent danger, with an army bearing down on his home. Diana reached out, placing her hand on his shoulder gently, trying to offer some comfort to the distraught man. 
 
                 “My sisters are with your King, Captain. They will do all they can to protect him and Culville, but if you wish to turn back. Now would be the time to do it.” She warned him. “We are not going to Westland. My mother told Kylie where she was headed, I have to meet her there but I understand that your duty to you people comes first.” Xavier shook his head and paced away from her, tilting his head back to look at the canopy of tree branches overhead. Getting small glimpses of a rapidly darkening sky as he thought over his options. If there was anyone he felt he could trust with the protection of the King and his city, it would be Mason Stone. It’s amazing how quickly you get to know a person when you spend time with them in a sparring ring.
 
                 He had given his word to both Alexander and Lady Diana, that he would escort her to Westland and report back to his king what they found. He didn’t feel right abandoning her to discover the truth of her people’s fate on her own, with only one young woman to back her up. Even knowing that their destination had changed. He turned slightly, facing the group that milled about around the fire, preparing the evening meal but still able to see the Stone woman in his periphery. He knew what it would mean for him to continue on with Diana. Not turning back now meant he and his soldiers wouldn’t be there to defend the city when the army attacked. They would be hundreds of miles away, completely unable to help their friends and families. 
 
                 “Where exactly are we going?” he asked finally, keeping his eyes trained on the others. Diana’s eyes widened minutely, she had been sure he would decide to turn back. Thinking his loyalty to his sovereign coming before all else. Glancing over at her, he couldn’t help the small smirk that stole across his face at her shocked expression. “I’m not in the habit of going back on my word, Lady Diana.” She smiled slowly back at him then answered his question.
 
                 “North west. There is a small mountain range about three days’ ride from here. My mother will be waiting for me there inside a cavern in the heart of the range.” Nodding his understanding, his mind racing. They were already a day out of Culville. If he saw her the rest of the way, hopefully he would be able to make it back in time to save his King if not his city. Feeling guilty for praying for a siege but no less duty bound to fulfill his orders, Xavier turned to face her fully.
 
                 “I will accompany you at least that far. I’ll offer the same choice to my Officers; whether to continue on with us, or turn back.” He informed her.
 
                 “Of course, Captain.” Together they walked over to the others, gaining their attention. Xavier looked at each of his people closely, knowing the choice before them. He gathered them close so he could speak to them while Diana pulled Kylie off to the side. “Instead of Westland, we’re heading to the Black Hills.” Kylie smiled. The Black Hills were located along the western border of what used to be South Dakota and Wyoming. If she remembered correctly, that is where the very few Kahlian funerals she had witnessed in her life were held. It’s where they kept their dead. In a hidden, massive cave in the very center of the mountain range. It had been there long before the Kahlian’s had discovered it several centuries ago, long before World War III had destroyed all civilization as it was known up to that point. Her grandmother, Aine, had once told her that the Black Hills were one of the few places on Earth where the passage of time was nearly a physical force. 
 
                 Centuries before she had ever been born, the local indigenous people had believed the Hills to be the center of the world. They believed it was where the first man had been created. She empathized with that belief, finding the air in the range thick with old power. Moving closer to her adopted mother, she pitched her voice low enough so as not to be heard by the others.
 
                 “Is that where Grandmother is?” At Diana’s nod, Kylie shook her head. “How could she have made it that far? She was injured when we parted ways!” 
 
                 “Don’t underestimate her, Kylie. Your grandmother is every bit as much a warrior as she is a peace maker. She made it. I know she did.” Slipping her arm around the younger woman’s waist, she gave her a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll find her, sweetheart.” The younger Kahlian leaned into her mother’s embrace, looking up only when the big human soldier she had heard Diana refer to only as Captain, approached them.
 
                 “I’ve spoken to my Officers. They’ve all chosen to continue on with us.” Xavier said once he had reached the two women. Diana could see the pride he felt for his people in his eyes, making them even brighter.
 
                 “Thank you, Captain.” She said. He glanced between her and Kylie, seemingly waiting for something.
 
                 “It is our duty.” 
 
                 “We should probably all get some rest. I don’t plan on stopping again, except to rest the horses, until we get there.” She told him. Xavier understood her urgency, he even agreed with it. He just wasn’t looking forward to that kind of hard push. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
                 Spending a few hours in Rena’s rooms, the four women went over all that had happened in the span of a few short hours. Trying to determine, not only their next course of action pending the Impure attack; but also wondering what Diana would find on her arrival in Wolfhaven.              
 
                 Mason returned to her own room. Evening was beginning to set in and she was exhausted. Having already eaten a light dinner, and feeling a bit more relaxed after a hot bath. Mason was surprised at the knock on her door since it was fairly late at night. Rising from where she’d been reclining on her bed, allowing her mind to drift till her thoughts quieted themselves. She walked to the door. Reaching out and opening it, her surprise was compounded by the sight of Rena on the other side. 
 
                 Frowning in concern, Mason pulled the door open wider.
 
                 “Rena? Is everything alright?” she asked. The Princess smiled at her softly.
 
                 “Yes. I just couldn’t sleep. I thought I’d take a chance, see if you were still up and if you would like some company.” Rena explained. Seeing the other woman was dressed for bed in loose pants and an old sleeveless shirt, she quickly added “But I can see that you’re ready to turn in, so I’ll just go.” She turned to leave but Mason reached out, gently catching her hand. Returning her smile, amused, she swung the door wider. Stepping back, Mason gestured for Rena to enter.
 
                 “It’s okay, Rena. Come in. I’m finding it difficult to sleep as well. And yes, I always welcome your company.” Receiving a small, shy smile from the younger woman, Mason quietly closed the door once Rena stepped inside. Turning back, she noticed the brunette fidgeting nervously. “Are you sure everything is okay, Rena?” Mason pressed again, walking closer. 
 
                 Rena turned, a bit taken aback at how closely the older woman stood to her. She kept forgetting how quickly and quietly her companion could move. She smiled up at her, releasing an anxious breath. It had taken several hours for her to talk herself into making the trip to Mason’s room. Still reeling from the pace at which her relationship with the Kahlian was developing but unable to deny the insistent need to be close to her or the affection that had settled deep in her heart for the beautiful woman. After finding out that the woman’s entire world had just imploded, Rena found herself wanting nothing more than to be able to ease Mason’s pain.
 
                 “Honestly?” Rena began, warmed by Mason’s concern for her in the face of her own woes. “I came here to ask you that very question.” She admitted in a hushed voice. Feeling the need to be quiet considering how late it was.
 
                 Mason blinked at her response. 
 
                 “I’m fine.” She told her, stepping around her to walk over to her bed. Pulling the covers back, Mason tucked a leg under her as she sat sideways on the mattress. Rena’s couldn’t help the look of disbelief that flashed across her face. Mason chuckled softly, reaching forward to pat the bed in front of her. Indicating to Rena that she wanted her to sit with her. “I’m trying to process everything. To see a way through this mess.” She shook her head in frustration. “There are just so many layers to what’s happening, it’s hard to determine which path to take,” she said. “All I can think about is how I thought the days of my home being burned to the ground by a tyrannical war lord were long past!” 
 
                 Rena brow knit in worry as she hiked up her nightgown a bit to sit on the bed, accepting Mason’s invitation. 
 
                 “Mason. It’s okay to be angry. Your allowed to be sad or confused over what’s happened.” Rena reminded her. Believing that if Mason kept deflecting how she felt, focusing instead on the more pressing matter of defending the city, the loss she was experiencing would only consume her.
 
                  The other woman simply shook her head sadly, looking down at her hands toying with the hem of the blanket.
 
                 “I can’t allow myself that luxury yet, Rena.” Mason told her. “I have to find a way to protect these people. Somehow I have to find a way to defend an indefensible city long enough to get as many people to safety as I can. I can’t let what happened to Wolfhaven, happen to Culville.” She trailed off when Rena reached out, clasping the hand that was fidgeting with the blanket in her own.
 
                 “We will figure out what can be done for Culville in the morning. Tonight, let yourself grieve.” Rena paused, seeing the refusal about to fall from Mason’s lips she squeezed the hand she was tenderly holding. Silencing the other woman without a word. “It’s okay to be hurt. Your family has just been ripped apart. It’s okay to be angry about that, to be worried.” Rena shifted closer, trailing her hand up Mason’s arm until she cupped her cheek in her hand. Their eyes finally met, and Mason’s breath caught at the tenderness on Rena’s face.
 
                 “You can fall apart, Mason. I’ll be here to help you put the pieces back together afterwards.” Leaning into the hand on her cheek, Mason felt her heart flutter in her chest at the care she was being shown. She reached out, settling her hands on Rena’s sides, gently tugging her closer into a loose embrace. Resting her forehead against the Princess’, Mason closed her eyes when they began to burn with unshed tears and drew in a deep breath. Letting Rena’s unique scent, that reminded her of how the ocean smelled during a storm, wash over her. In this moment, it was so strong that Mason felt as if she could feel the fierce wind that ripped across the water’s surface. She could taste the cool rain drops on her lips. The sound of waves crashing and breaking against cliffs reverberated in her ears. The lonely voice of a vast ocean pulling at Mason’s very being.
 
                 It wasn’t until Rena’s ragged breathing penetrated the fog she had fallen into, that Mason realized she had drifted down. Nuzzling the tantalizing neck where the delectable scent was strongest. Leaning back just enough to be able to lock gazes with the beautiful woman that had found a home in her heart. Mason smiled softly, her eyes darting down to the lips that reflected the smile back to her.
 
                 “How have you become so precious to me so quickly?” She murmured softly, as if she were asking herself the question. Rena’s smiled widened at her words.
 
                 “If you ever find the answer to that, let me know. I’ve been wondering the same about you these last few days.” She replied playfully, bumping her nose against Mason’s. Delighting in the soft laugh she received. Rena could feel her body still thrumming with excitement from the way Mason had all but buried her nose in the space between her neck and shoulder. She still felt the shiver that raced down her spine when warm breath washed over her skin. Bringing her hand back up from where it had fallen to rest on the other woman’s arm. Rena traced her fingertips along a strong jaw, her thumb gently dusting across a full bottom lip. She felt intoxicated by Mason’s proximity. Wrapped up in the warmth radiating from her body. In the feeling of the arm that encircled her waist to pull her even closer. In her enticing smell, more alive and wild than any forest Rena had ever ventured into.
 
                 Her fingers slipped into Mason’s thick hair as the Kahlian closed the distance between them. Softly claiming Rena’s full lips in an emotion filled kiss that both women lost themselves in. Gentle kisses grew in strength as passion swept them into its embrace. Neither woman felt inclined to fight it. Mason swept her tongue across Rena’s lips, asking for entrance. A low moan rumbling forth when it was granted. Deepening the kiss, plunging into the sweet mouth she was fast becoming addicted to. Mason tightened her hold on Rena, using her strength to pull the woman into her lap. Turning with the move to ease the Princess onto the bed beneath her, smiling at the small yelp that the Princess released when caught in the controlled spin.
 
   They both paused to catch their breath and let the meaning of the new positions sink in.              
 
                 Rena smiled invitingly into the beautiful face hovering above her. Reading the question in the warm blue eyes that have been haunting her dreams since she met their owner; she reached out to grasp the front of Mason’s sleep shirt and pulled her down, sighing in pleasure feeling the other woman’s weight settling onto her. 
 
                 Mason reached up to slide her fingers into Rena’s lush auburn hair, resting most of her weight on one arm as she brought her mouth down to meet the waiting lips mere inches from her own. She tilted her head to deepen the kiss, shifting to cover Rena’s body completely. Feeling a shudder rip through her body as her hips slipped between legs that parted welcomingly for her.
 
                 Rena lifted her foot, tracing it down Mason’s buttock to the back of her calf before letting it fall back to the bed. Mason drew back when oxygen became necessary, gazing down into warm brown eyes. She slipped a powerful arm between Rena and the mattress, lifting the smaller woman with her as she raised up onto her knees. Enjoying the feeling of arms circling her neck and legs wrapping around her waist to hold on tightly even though she held her securely around the waist with one arm. The other was occupied with ridding Rena of her nightgown.
 
                 Rena gasped at the strength Mason displayed picking her up. Heat raced across her nerves feeling those hands on her skin, trailing up her legs to where her gown bunched around her hips.
 
                 “Is this ok?” Mason whisper to her. Rena breathed out her consent, loosening her arms just long enough for Mason to pull the offending item up and over her head. Sending it sailing to the floor somewhere in the darkened room. Rena reclaimed her hold around Mason’s neck, leaning in for another long, desire filled kiss which only broke when they fell back to the bed. Rena locked her eyes onto Mason’s icy blues reaching between them to grip her shirt, pulling it over her head in one move, shocking her with the graceful movement. 
 
                 Mason couldn’t be sure, but she had the feeling Rena had little to no experience when it came to love making. While she had her fair share over the last thousand years, Mason learned long ago that all women were different in their pleasure. Making it like the first time when with a new woman. There was something about Rena that was different. She made Mason feel like everything was on fire and ice cold all at the same time. Mason felt primal in her need to taste Rena. All of her. To drink in what Mason could only describe as pure light. A sharp tug on her nipple brought her back from her musings when Rena’s mouth found its way to her breast. She lovingly lifted Rena’s chin, letting her rest back against the pillows. Gazing down at the mouthwatering form spread out before her, she was thankful that Rena wasn’t wearing the corset she had seen her in earlier. Mason both loved and loathed the garments. They were sexy as hell but just as much of a pain in the ass to get a woman out of. This would make it the fourth time in Mason’s long life that the article of clothing had come into fashion.
 
                 For the first time, Mason focused on the ample breasts heaving in front of her. Her breath caught when she cupped them, hefting their weight in her hands. Marveling at the softness, she leaned down kissing Rena’s neck.
 
                 “Do you know how breath-taking you are? How you make my blood boil?” she whispered, brushing her lips over sensitive skin to kiss Rena’s cleavage before tracing the outline with her tongue. Bringing her mouth to rest over a hard nipple, she swirled her tongue around and around before sucking it into her mouth and slowly dragging her tongue over it. Making Rena let out a gasp of passion, causing Mason to move her mouth to the other breast, being sure to place her hand over the one she just left, squeezing it softly.
 
                 Rena, overcome with desire, reached down to hook her hands into the waistband of Mason’s pants and began pushing them down over her buttocks. Pulling back from Rena’s soft body, Mason dropped her pants revealing her naked, lean body. She wasn’t wearing any underwear and quickly rendered Rena’s equally as bare. They stayed like that for what seemed to Rena like several minutes. She was starting to wonder if maybe Mason didn’t like what she saw when she moved back onto the bed on her knees, leaning forward to place the softest of kisses on Rena’s leg. Kissing her way up to her inner thigh, she stopped. Taking a long look into Rena’s eyes and without breaking eye contact, letting her tongue dive deep between the wet folds of the Princess’ most intimate place. 
 
                 Almost immediately, Rena began moving and wiggling. Mason held her tightly in place by her hips, taking her time to learn every little thing that made Rena moan or scream in ecstasy. Feeling her own passions spiraling out of control by the time a powerful orgasm ripped through the body beneath her. She helped Rena ride it out before moving up her body swiftly. Wrapping Rena’s legs around her, she began thrusting her hips between full thighs, grinding into the wetness she found there. Rena’s renewed sounds of pleasure spurred Mason on, bringing them both to the brink of orgasm again then happily tossing them over the precipice.
 
                 Mason lay her head on Rena’s soft chest for a moment, trying to catch her breath, before moving next to her on the bed. Not wanting to lose contact, she pulled the younger woman close, wrapping herself around her. They lay like that, completely oblivious to the world around them. Trading soft kisses and sweet whispered words the two unlikely lovers drifted off to sleep. Regulating any conversation about what was developing between them to the bright light of a new day. 
 
                 Mason woke when the sun spilled across her face, letting her know that it was past noon. She smiled, feeling the solid weight of Rena’s slumbering form still snuggled in her arms. Mason turned her head to nuzzle into the hair spread across her shoulder where Rena’s head rested. A light breeze stirred the white curtains, allowing the afternoon sunlight to dance over the tangled bodies in the bed. Mason inhaled deeply, letting the quiet peace of the moment seep into her bones. Her smile growing when she felt Rena begin to stir in her arms. She bit back the moan that rose in her throat when her Princess stretched languidly, gradually wakening. 
 
                 “Good morning.” She was greeted with a sleepy smile
 
                 “Actually, I think it’s more like good afternoon.” Mason teased. Rena shrugged grinning.
 
                 “Eh. Whatever.” Mason shook her head laughing softly. Her laughter slowly died as the previous day’s events came flooding back. Rena gazed sympathetically up at her. “I’m so sorry, Mason.” She murmured lifting up on her elbows to gaze down at her distraught lover. The older Kahlian gazed back at the beautiful Princess and felt her heart clench at what she saw in the other woman’s eyes. Mason tightened her arms around the Princess.
 
                 “I know. Thank you.” She whispered thickly. Rena shifted, bracing herself on one elbow. Reaching out, she smoothed a lock of dark hair from Mason’s brow before traveling down to rest lightly on her cheek.
 
                 “I’ve only known you a handful of days and yet, it’s as if I can feel your pain as though it were my own.” She mused wonderingly. She had yet to understand the draw she felt towards Mason, she assumed it was mostly because of them both being Kahlian. But there was something else there, that was solely because of who Mason was. “I know you’re going to hunt down the ones responsible. I want you to know that, no matter what, I’m with you.” She vowed quietly. The older woman shook her head and started to protest.
 
                 “Sh. Let me finish.” Rena quieted her gently, causing her to obediently fall silent watching the younger woman closely. “You know I don’t have the same blasé views as you do about killing people. But even I know that sometimes, a person will do something so terrible, will become so dangerous. That the only choice you have left, is to end their life. I have a feeling that Damian is long past that point with you.” She paused a moment, her eyes growing distant as she seemed to lose herself in thought. Focusing back onto Mason’s face, she traced her jawline absently, as if she weren’t quite aware of what she was doing. “Ever since I saw you charging through those mutants, I’ve had this feeling that nothing would ever be the same. Even then, deep down I think I knew I would never marry Devon. It was like I knew that once we reached Culville, the alliance I came to secure for my father would be the least of my concerns.” Rena frames Mason’s face with her hands. Gazing down into her eyes with such intensity that Mason found she couldn’t look away from her, she didn’t even want to. “In a very short time, you’ve become important to me, Mason. You and your sisters have taught me so much about myself that I never even guessed at. You’ve protected me, even though you barely know me. You have shown me a kindness and understanding that I never thought I would experience. For the first time in my life, I don’t have to hide.” Rena laughed self-consciously, stroking a thumb over Mason’s cheek. “I’ve come to care for you, Mason. The thought of something happening to you, terrifies me.” She stills and focuses on the Kahlian once more. “It feels like there is something between us, more than what we shared last night. A connection that I can’t seem to explain.” Mason had been gazing at her with rapt attention throughout her entire speech, reaching up to grasp Rena’s hands at the end. 
 
                 “So do I, Rena.” She assured her, tugging one hand down to press a kiss to the palm. “As much as I want to explore whatever this is; I want you safe more.” She told her, searching her eyes, seeing the defiance already building. “And that won’t be with me.”
 
                 “You’re not leaving me behind. I’ll only follow after you if you try.” Rena declared. Mason chuckled shaking her head in exasperation.
 
                 “You would do it too.” She acknowledged then sighed heavily. “Things are going to get very dangerous, Rena. People will die. I won’t be there to protect you all the time.” She warned. Rena’s mouth split into a wide grin as she leaned her face closer to Mason’s.
 
                 “I’ll be okay. Those lessons will come in handy and besides there’s always my MP-5.” Mason’s mouth quirked slightly.
 
                 “I’m serious, Rena.” She at least tried to sound as much but the Princess’ impish grin wasn’t helping.
 
                 “So am I, Mason.” Rena grew serious, resting a hand in the middle of her chest. “I’ll be careful. I promise.” She tried to reassure her. Mason pulled her into her arms, hugging her tightly. Not for the first time, Mason became lost in Rena’s scent that was so different to any other Kahlian she had ever encountered. Yet still oddly familiar.
 
                 “You have to be. I won’t be held accountable for my actions if anything happens to you.” She said fiercely. Rena just hugged her back, burying her face into Mason’s dark mahogany colored hair, breathing her scent in deeply. They remained like that until they heard a knock on the door. Pulling apart, each laughing self-consciously before Mason got up to answer the door while pulling on her discarded clothing from the night before. Once she did, she found Lana practically dancing in her impatience.
 
                 “Finally!” she exclaimed, breezing into the room. Pausing upon seeing Rena in her sister’s bed, she smirked at Mason knowingly, who rolled her eyes. “Hello, Rena.” She greeted her. The Princess smiled at her.
 
                 “Lana.” She replied. “How are you?” she asked gently. A cloud seemed to cross over Lana’s features.
 
                 “I’m trying not to think about it, but thank you for asking.” She offered a watery smile before turning to her sister. “A mutant army was spotted an hour ago, three hours west of here.” She informed Mason, who was already searching for a set of clean clothes.
 
                 “They’re surrounding us, cutting off any escape. What about the army we found yesterday?” she asked.
 
                 “The Nightkin are also on the move. They coming in from the north east.” Mason swore softly, the mutants had them nearly boxed in.  Rena frowned at the name.
 
                 “Nightkin?” she asked.
 
                 “That’s what most people call Sylvia’s people. The sun can be deadly to them, so they tend to be nearly solely active at night. Hence, the name Nightkin.” Lana explained. 
 
                 “What do they call themselves?” Lana hesitated a moment before answering.
 
                 “I’ve heard Sylvia’s brother, Sylvan, refer to them as the Summa.” At Rena’s odd look, she shrugged, explaining further. “Sylvan considers the Nightkin to be the next step in human evolution.” 
 
                 Mason shrugged her coat on, adding.
 
                 “He views his people as the supreme race. Summa is Latin for Supreme.” She informed them both. Rena snorted but kept her mouth shut. Supreme my ass. She thought, starting when Mason and Lana laughed.
 
                 “We heard that, Princess.” Mason grinned at her. Rena grinned sheepishly.
 
                 “What is Sylvia’s opinion?” She asked, directing her attention back to Lana who shrugged.
 
                 “She used to think that humans and Nightkin were no better or no worse than each other. There are differences, yes, but they are essentially the same. She felt the same way about the other branch of mutants that they call the Impure. I’m not sure what she thinks now.”
 
                 “She still thinks the same way, Lana.” Sylvia spoke up from the door she had quietly opened. Mason gave her a small smile and nod in greeting. Lana stilled at the sight of the pale woman, a smile working across her face before she could control it. She had always loved the way Sylvia looked in the tight fitting robes her people were so fond of. Lana had never been able to figure out how they made the robes fit so snugly but look so loose and flowing. Sylvia quirked an eyebrow at the redhead’s reaction before speaking. “I’ve been in contact with my brother.” She closely observed the tense reactions. “I asked him about Wolfhaven.” 
 
                 “And? What did he say?” Mason pressed.
 
                 “He said that he had ordered the attack. Damian wanted Wolfhaven neutralized before they could proceed further.” She explained. “It posed the greatest threat.” Lana took a few steps closer to Sylvia.
 
                 “He just volunteered this information freely? I thought you were certain he wanted to kill you.” She wondered. The Nightkin locked eyes with the Kahlian, surprised that despite the question, there was no suspicion in those green eyes.
 
                 “No, he didn’t volunteer the information. I had to coerce it out of him. He’s my twin, Lana. I know how to make him talk before he realizes he’s said too much.” She told her, rubbing at her temple. “Which is why I now have a splitting headache from how violently he severed our link.” Sylvia tried to ignore the warmth that infused her body at the look of concern that flashed across Lana’s face. 
 
                 Mason had been in motion the entire time they were speaking. Her sword was already strapped to her back as she checked to make sure it would provide a smooth draw before moving to her saddlebags at the end of the bed. She pulled out another belt and strapped it to her waist, securing the Velcro straps around her thighs.
 
                 “What else did he say?” she asked as she pulled two .45 handguns from the saddle bag. Ejecting the clips, she made sure they were fully loaded before slamming them home, and chambering a round. Shoving the guns into their holsters, she reached back into her bag pulling extra clips out and stuffing them in her pockets.
 
                 “That the army would not attack until nightfall tomorrow.” Sylvia said, edging closer to Lana. She’d seen Mason in action, fully armed as she is now. She had hoped to never see it again. The Stone heir hummed in understanding, smiling at Rena’s obvious amusement and curiosity.
 
                 “You’d better get dressed, and arm yourself, Rena. We have a long day ahead. And an even longer night.” She advised. Seeing the sense in her suggestion, Rena left Mason’s rooms for her own to prepare. Going through a mental inventory of the weapons she had brought with her from home, having packed a wide selection of the firearms and blades Eastland was quickly building a reputation for producing. They were of the finest quality on the continent and Rena had thought it prudent to bring along an incentive, other than herself, for Culville to ally with Eastland. A contingency she was happy to have thought of but saddened for the reasons it now became necessary. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
                 Damian stood alone in a dark room. He didn’t know where he was or how he had come to be here. But he knew who had brought him. His eyes scanned the black room. No windows, he must be in an interior room, or underground. His gaze sharpened as he grew accustomed to the darkness surrounding him, becoming very still as he sensed another’s presence in the room with him.
 
                 “My Lord?” his voice quivered uncertainly.
 
                 “Be still, Damian.” Came a deep, yet soft voice from behind him. Damian spun around, trying to place the location. The sound of a match striking came from his left, spinning him in that direction. 
 
                 The dark figure touched the lit matched to the wick of an old lantern sitting on a table against the wall. Damian saw that the figure was entirely cloaked, nothing revealed about their appearance. Nothing more than a shadow that had detached from the inky blackness of the room that the lone lantern couldn’t quite push back.
 
                 A chair appeared out of thin air behind the cloaked figure and they lowered their slight frame onto it gracefully, as if they were sitting on a throne instead of a plain chair. The hooded figure, was shorter than Damian, and it was difficult to tell what they looked like under the folds of their black cloak. In fact, the Kahlian only knew one thing about his master. They were the oldest, most powerful creature Damian had ever encountered in his very long life, a fact that absolutely terrified him.
 
                 “You have done well, Damian. I am pleased with your success at Wolfhaven.” That cold voice whispered.
 
                 “Thank you, Dominus.” Damian bowed. The cowled head dipped forward a moment. “However,” the deceptively soft voice continued, “The sisters are still alive. Their mother is still free.” A heavy weight settled on Damian’s shoulders, forcing him to his knees.
 
                 “It is being handled, Dominus.” He explained, grunting with the force of his knees hitting the stone floor. Wincing internally at the fear in his voice.
 
                 “Is it?” the voice drawled. A green band of energy seized Damian, tightening and clasping him around the chest. Paralyzed, he cried out in pain.
 
                 “Yes! I have the Summa searching for Aine Stone and my forces attack Culville tomorrow night. The constricting green lightening loosened slowly around his chest, allowing him to draw in a ragged breath without fighting for it.
 
                 “Really?” The shadow asked nonchalantly, a note of excitement laced their tone. Damian nodded quickly. “Excellent.” They waved their hand at the kneeling Kahlian, releasing him. Though the weight disappeared from his shoulders, Damian remained on knees. His master rose to their feet, standing in front of their servant. “I will return tomorrow at dusk. I wish to see the Stone line destroyed.” A smile could be heard in their gleeful voice as they spoke. “The destruction of Culville will provide the perfect back drop to the fulfillment of such a long held dream.” A hand appeared from within the cloak. It was surprisingly delicate with thin, finely tapered fingers tipped with sharp well-manicured nails. The hand grasped the top of his head in a vice grip, shooting green lightening through his body, making his muscles jerk and spasm uncontrollably. The last thing he heard before the world faded too black, was his own screams and his masters’ dark laughter.
 
                 The shrouded sorcerer smiled from within the black cowl at the unconscious puppet. This one was proving to be more useful than expected. He had disposed of the most hated enemy, Marcus Stone and sacked Wolfhaven. The great shining beacon of hope for the Kahlian people was now nothing more than a smoking ruin. Now, the boy planned to take Culville. Killing Marcus’ offspring in the process. Very useful indeed. It remained to be seen, if the Kahlian would be successful in his endeavors or not. 
 
                 When Damian awoke in his tent, he heaved a calming breath as he sat up dropping his head into his hands. Meetings with his master always disturbed him. There was something about them that wasn’t quite right. Damian was sure the Dominus was a shape shifter, but had never heard of any who possessed such power. A tremor shook his frame as he lay back down, wrapping himself in his blanket. Even though it was now midday, he needed a moment to gather his composer. He didn’t have long to regain his equilibrium. The tent flap at the front of his tent was swept aside, admitting a jubilant Sylvan.
 
                 “Good afternoon, Damian.” He greeted, noticing the others strange mood. Damian glowered at the pale mutant for a long moment before slowly making his way to his feet to change his clothes. As he searched through his belongings, Sylvan took a seat at the large table dominating the center of the tent, pouring himself a cup of whiskey. “Are you going to tell me about the dark person that leaves behind a powerful stench of magic? Or should I mind my own business?” he asked. Damian looked up at him sharply.
 
                 “Mind your business.” He snapped. Sylvan drained his cup before standing.
 
                 “I spoke to my sister. I claimed responsibility for Wolfhaven at your request. I also told her that we attack tomorrow night.” He sniffs, looking down at the table running a finger along its wood grain. “I always did hate the way she could extract information from me without my knowing it until it was too late.” He complained quietly. Shaking his head, he looked up at Damian. “She’s no doubt told Lana and Mason.” Moving around the tent, the Summa man began discreetly looking through Damian’s things. He was trying to get a feel for the elusive stranger that sometimes visited his friend. But trying to get a picture of this person was proving nearly impossible as the only sign left behind was the overwhelming scent of magic. Fastening his belt buckle, Damian spoke drawing Sylvan’s attention back to him.
 
                 “Good.” Was all he said. The mutant looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.
 
                 “Why did you want me to tell her that we were responsible for the attack?” he questioned. Damian smiled sitting in a chair to pull on his boots, already feeling more in control of himself.
 
                 “A number of reasons. Mostly, because I want to see what defensive measures they will implement now with the advance warning. It also provides a perfect distraction for the sisters. While they are grief stricken with the loss of a parent and their home, they’ll never see me coming when I make my move. Diana’s already left to go rescue their beloved Mother.” He sneered, chuckling darkly when he added. “On a personal note, I wanted Mason to know that she failed. Again. To protect someone she loves.” He smiled at him, entirely too pleased with what he’s done to the Stone family. “She’s making a terrible habit out it.” Damian laughed. Sylvan frowned crossing his arms.
 
                 “What is this ‘move’ of yours supposed to be anyway?” he wanted to know, his frown deepening at the Kahlian’s laughter.
 
                 “That’s for me to know, and for you to find out tomorrow along with everyone else, my friend.” Damian answered evasively. He got up and walked over to the flap of his tent, lifting it out of the way. “Tomorrow, you will all see something quite amazing Sylvan.” He told him before stepping outside letting the flap fall back into place leaving Sylvan alone with his suspicions.
 
                 “I don’t know what you have planned, Damian. But I’ll be damned if I’m left holding the short end of the stick.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
                 Later that evening, Diana and Kylie crouched behind two trees with Captain Dumas while his soldiers fanned out behind them. They were watching a patrol of mutants breaking camp. They were a little over a day outside of Culville, having made excellent time after setting out before the sun rose, when they stumbled upon this mixed group of Nightkin and Impure mutants.
 
                 What do you think, Mother? Kylie sent to her. Diana shakes her head, narrowing her eyes at the scene before them. Something was off. This group didn’t look like they were aiming to join the army stationed closer to the city they had left behind. They looked like they were out here searching for something.
 
                 It seems as though they are looking for something. She said sharing her thoughts with her adopted daughter. We need to be careful. I’m sure Damian knows I’ve left Culville by now. Diana turned to Dumas, repeating what she had just said to Kylie.
 
                 “You may be right, my Lady. There’s only about thirty of them and it doesn’t seem like they are in a hurry to catch up to an army that’s about to lay waste to an entire city.” He agreed, glancing at her then back to the small company of mutants. 
 
                 “We need to move around them before they’re done packing up.” She told them. 
 
   “I think we can sneak around without being spotted if we’re quiet.” Kylie said. 
 
   Diana nodded and rose into a half crouch. Sweeping to the left of the camp where the horses were tethered, the others followed after her. They had padded the horse’s hooves when Diana had sensed multiple mutants close by. Leading their mounts behind them and praying that they wouldn’t be seen. The small group was almost past the camp when one of the human soldiers stepped on a twig, causing them all to freeze holding their breath. Diana’s eyes snapped to the camp swearing when she saw at least four mutants had heard the noise. She gestured for everyone to mount up and ride while she knelt in the tall brush around the trunk of a tree. Pulling out a long curved dagger that had intricate etchings on the blade, she waited. Hearing the footsteps getting closer, she knew the moment they spotted her group. The mutants started running. As they came abreast of her tree, the eldest Stone sister slid out at knee level, slicing the inner thigh of the closest mutant, severing the femoral artery.
 
                  Leaving the man where he dropped, she rose swiftly in a lunge, slicing upwards. 
 
   She caught the second mutant across the chest, cutting deep enough that she felt the edge of her blade catch on bone. The force of her strike spun him around like a spin top. By the time the second one hit the ground, the other two realized they were being attacked and drew their weapons. The third wasn’t quite fast enough to bring his crude sword up to block Diana’s next strike, which sliced so deeply into his neck, the blade lodged itself in his windpipe. Releasing her hold on her dagger, the Kahlian ducked under the last mutants hastily swung blade, spinning and popping up behind the mutated woman. She quickly grasped the other woman’s head with both hands and twisted violently, snapping the mutants neck. 
 
                 Dropping the dead woman’s body, Diana was in motion, yanking her dagger out of the throat it was lodged in. Ignoring the wet squelching sound it made, she went back to the first mutant that was still moaning on the ground. He was frantically trying to stem the flow of blood when she roughly grasped his hair. Jerking his head back, she quickly sliced his throat. It had taken only seconds to dispatch these four and she could still hear her people’s horse hooves pounding the ground north of her, growing distant. Casting a worried glance back at the enemy camp, she saw more mutants coming to investigate. Wiping her blade off on the dead man’s shirt before sheathing it. Diana ran in a crouch to where her horse had been left and quickly mounted. Sinking her heels into her horse’s flanks, she raced after her friends.
 
                 A bullet whizzing by her ear, had her ducking low over her horses’ neck. Glancing back, she felt her heart stutter when she saw the remaining mutants pursuing her. Any relief she felt at the distance between them died when she heard the sounds of fighting ahead of her. Kylie and the others had been caught by another platoon of Impure. She pushed the horse harder, kicking it into a faster pace breathing a little easier as her pursuers fell further behind. After a small eternity, she finally caught sight of her people fighting for their lives inside a ring of nearly fifty more snarling, deformed figures.
 
                 Diana straightened in her saddle, drawing her sword and giving a mighty shout, she drove straight through mutant perimeter. Slashing at them as she passed, the Kahlian forced the attackers to scatter or be trampled. Wheeling to a stop, she slid from the horses back and rushed to Kylie’s side where she was posted up next to Dumas. Her daughter held two wicked looking short swords that she occasionally twirled to keep her wrists loose. Offering a small smile at the relief on their faces, Diana spoke quickly while turning to face their adversaries.
 
                 “The first patrol will be here any minute. We need an exit strategy.” Casting an eye over the remaining soldiers, she was saddened to see six were already dead.
 
                 “I think the only way we’re getting out of here is if we make a hole for ourselves.” Xavier suggested. Diana nodded noticing that they had also lost the horses. Eyes darting around looking for a weak spot in the ring of mutants. Seeing one off to the left, she reached out and grasped Xavier’s shoulder drawing his attention to it.
 
                 “Get them ready to run. I’m going to go make a hole.” She shot a crooked grin at him before sprinting away, ducking and gutting a mutant as she went. To the Captain she seemed like a spinning whirlwind of destruction. His attention was quickly yanked from the beautiful woman as he found himself on the defensive against two attackers.
 
                 “To me!” he shouted as he dispatched the last mutant and moved to follow in Diana’s wake. His soldiers following after him with Kylie protecting their rear. He was dumbfounded as he watched Diana ripping through the opposing forces as if they weren’t even there. Cutting a bloody swath through the mutants, creating a path for her human companions to escape through. There was much more to this woman than she let on. 
 
                 The beleaguered group slipped through the opening Diana made. Taking to the forest, hoping to lose the mutants among the trees, leaving Diana and Kylie to cover their retreat. Blocking dual attacks, Diana shouted to Kylie as she dispatched the unfortunate men.
 
                 “Go! Make sure they get away, I’ll hold them off as long as I can and catch up!” Kylie wanted to argue with the older woman but knew it was no use. Her mother had already disappeared into the small horde. Sending a quick prayer up to whatever God happened to be listening, she took off at a dead run after the fleeing humans. 
 
                 Quickly catching up with the Culville soldiers, Kylie determinedly ignored the Captains questioning look. Instead she led them as quickly and as quietly as she could through the thick growth of trees. Heading north, she gradually turned more west, mindful of how far they still were from their destination. 
 
                 Night had long since fallen when she called a halt along the banks of a clear creek. Breathing hard from the forced march, she could sympathize with the human soldiers who practically threw themselves onto the ground in exhaustion. Kylie was fairly confident they had managed to lose any pursuit.
 
                 Diana moved stealthily, darting from tree to tree under a bright waning moon. The stars sparkled beautifully in the night sky but the blood soaked Kahlian didn’t even spare it a glance. Her attention nearly entirely focused on the scraps of red fabric she kept finding. After the second scrap she noticed she wasn’t the only one to find them. The squad of mutants she had escaped were actively looking for them. Which meant there was a traitor among the humans with Kylie.
 
                 Having a good idea of where her daughter led them, Diana began moving the shreds of fabric. Purposely leading the enemy in the opposite direction of what remained of her party. Once she was sure that she had bought them all some space to breath she circled back around and silently approached the dark camp. She stayed on the outskirts, watching.
 
                 Kylie sat on the ground, leaning back against a tree next to Dumas. Relishing the opportunity to rest and catch her breath. Knowing it wouldn’t last much longer, they had to put more distance between themselves and the Impure platoon.
 
                 “Do you think she made it?” came the whispered question. The young Kahlian turned her head to look at Xavier tiredly.
 
                 “Yes.” She said confidently.
 
                 “How can you be sure?” he pressed. She looked at him thoughtfully, wondering why he was so concerned for a woman he barely knew.
 
                 “Because I know her. Those mutants weren’t enough to kill her, I’m not sure anyone is.” She says, leaning her head back against the tree closing her eyes. “I know she survived, because that’s what they do. Diana and her sisters.” She looks back at him. “They survive. Against all odds.” Xavier continued to look at the young woman after she stopped speaking. Her absolute faith in the Stone woman was astounding. He hoped she was right, that Diana was alive and even now making her way to meet up with them. But as a soldier that had seen his share of war, he knew the likely hood of that was slim. Turning his head to look over the fourteen remaining officers who were asleep where they’d dropped, he couldn’t help but wonder how Culville was faring. If they were at all prepared for the nightmare about to descend on them tomorrow. 
 
                 Picking up a stick absently, he twirled it as he thought about all that had occurred in the last week since the Stone women and Princess Rena had arrived. He knew there was a connection between their arrival and what was happening now, but he couldn’t figure out what that link was. Between the handful of altercations with Prince Devon, Lord Damian’s impending betrayal and the mutant army lying in wait; Xavier got the uncomfortable feeling of being thrust into the middle of a war that had nothing to do with him, his King or Culville.
 
                 Tossing the stick away he leaned back and closed his eyes as Kylie had done. Deciding maybe some rest would help him figure things out tomorrow
 
                 Kylie. The young woman’s eyes flew open, but other than that she didn’t move.
 
                 You made it. She sent back, her relief bleeding down their link making Diana smile.
 
                 Of course. Kylie felt her adopted mother’s affection wash over her and allowed herself to relax. We have a problem. She couldn’t stop her eyes from rolling, because of course they did.
 
                 What is it? She asked.
 
                 One of the soldiers has been leaving a trail for the mutants to follow. Scraps of red fabric. I was able to divert their path, but I only bought us a little time. She informed her, finally making her way into the camp and quietly dropping down beside her daughter. Leaning close she whispered. 
 
                 “We need to get them up, fed and moving. With the horses gone, we’ll have to make the rest of the trip on foot unless we can find another mode of transportation.” Diana’s eyes were trained on the Captain the entire time she was speaking, waiting for the sound of someone speaking to wake him. She wasn’t disappointed. Xavier’s head snapped around, baby blue eyes locking onto her with laser like precision. She was a little stunned by the relief she saw written across his face at her presence. “We need to radio back to Culville. The families of the men you lost should be told. My sisters need to be told that we’re being hunted as well.” She offered him a humorless smile. “Time to get moving, Captain.” She told him softly. 
 
                 The man remained silent but immediately moved to do as she had ordered. As he roused the battered officers, a scent was caught on the breeze causing both Kahlian’s to tense. One of their own was among the soldiers. Neither woman had any idea how the person had remained undetected this long, though both agreed that they would have to worry about that later. Right now Diana was more concerned with who was leading the Impure to them and why. Looking at their uniforms as they woke and began milling about, they were all wearing tattered, torn clothing. They all wore red shirts in the same fabric as the strips she found. This would make finding the guilty individual nearly impossible. Sighing in frustration, Diana rubbed her temple. She didn’t have time for this.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
                 While Diana and Kylie were fighting and running from a mutant patrol. Mason, Lana and Rena overlooked the defensive capabilities of Culville. Mason shook her head in disgust. 
 
                 “The only defense they have is that damn wall.” She said to her sister in disbelief. Lana nodded in agreement. It was true, Culville’s army was formidable, her troops well trained and exceedingly competent. But they had no other line of defense in the case of an attack and forget about a siege. The food stores they had wouldn’t last a month even if they were rationed carefully. And there was no escape plan. No way to get the citizens to out of harm’s way while the city was being defended. 
 
                 Pure folly, she thought.
 
                 “Lady Mason, Princess Lana.” Alexander greeted as he approached them grinning. “So what do you think of our wall? Impressive isn’t it?” he asked, pride evident in his tone. 
 
                 “Honestly, Your Majesty? Fifteen years ago, this wall would have stopped any army. But, I’m afraid that’s no longer the case.” Mason informed him bluntly, deciding to be honest. They were running out of time.
 
                 Alexander blinked, staring at her blankly.
 
                 “Excuse me?” he frowned deeply, not quite understanding.
 
                 “Your only defense is a wall that has fallen into ruin. When it’s breached, the city will be lost.” Alexander scoffed at her words, shaking his head.
 
                 “That will never happen, my Lady.”
 
                  “Alexander. You have no plan. No escape. Your army may be the strongest in the land, but what good will they be if you can’t keep the monsters from breaking down your gates?” The King tensed at her use of his given name.
 
                 “You underestimate us, Lady Mason.” He snapped. Putting emphasis on her title.
 
                 “No, Your Majesty, I don’t. I’ve seen the army marching on Culville. It is at least thirty thousand mutants strong.” She ground out. “Regardless of what you may believe, twenty thousand soldiers will not hold this city for long against a force of that size. Especially if they settle in for a siege and knowing Damian. He’s prepared for that possibility.” Mason took a breath before continuing. Making sure the man was actually listening to what she was saying and not letting it go in one ear and out the other as his son is so fond of doing whenever he hears something he doesn’t like. She was about to lay out for him just how hopeless their situation was. “Your food stores alone will defeat you. There isn’t enough food for 28,000 civilians plus your army, to last a month. Your people will be dying of starvation before the wall is ever breached.” She informed him. “While you have a hospital, it is in no way prepared to deal with mass casualties. You have six doctors and a team of nurses who, after twenty years of peace, have never had to deal with the carnage of war. More people will die waiting to be treated than will die fighting.” She exclaimed. “Your soldiers are brave and obviously well trained, but inexperienced. Half of them have never even been in battle! They’ve been working their farms, feeding they’re families. They will panic at the first sign of combat and break formation. That is all it would take for Culville to be overrun.” 
 
                 Mason could see how angry he was becoming, his normally kind eyes were now cold and hard. She hated that she had to be so blunt with him, but from what she had seen, this King was a politician not a soldier. He’d been successful keeping his borders secure, but those were only minor skirmishes. Not full scale battles that required a strategic mind to field his soldiers in a manner that would secure the city and hold it. He was relying entirely on a defense that had long since aged out of its usefulness and been allowed to fall into disrepair. He was also relying on an army that, while the largest of any kingdom, was untested. All of this spelled one thing to Mason; this wouldn’t be a battle for survival. It would be a massacre.
 
                 “That wall will hold, my Lady. So will my men. There is no army on the continent better trained than mine. We will weather this storm as we have all others before it.” The King insisted angrily.
 
                 “This storm, as you call it, will sweep through this city like a cleansing fire. It will wipe out every man, woman and child in its path. You will have condemned your people to death before it ever reaches your gates.” She said, wanting to shake some sense into him. Alexander Corlando was perhaps one of the kindest monarchs she had ever come across, but like all men of power, he was convinced of his own invincibility. 
 
                 “I hardly think it will come to that. The wall…” he started to say only to be cut off by the Stone woman.
 
                 “Will fall.” 
 
                 Alexander shook his head stubbornly, refusing to believe the situation was that dire.
 
                 “That wall has never failed us before and it won’t now. We will survive this attack and Culville’s forces will repel the invaders.” He said with a finality.
 
                 “No, you won’t. Not this time.” Mason called to his retreating back as he had already begun walking away. She knew that she had obliterated the line of propriety but she couldn’t find it in herself to care when the stakes were this high. “You’ve never faced an enemy like this. They will not quit. They will not retreat. They will crash through your precious wall as if it weren’t even there. Culville will burn!” Alexander turned back around and glared at Mason. It unsettled him that she returned it in equal measure. He wasn’t used to being so openly defied like this. Where any other person would be fearing for their life at the look he was directing at the frustrating woman, she was not the least bit intimidated. If anything she seemed annoyed.
 
                 “What makes you so convinced it won’t hold?” he finally asked, hoping that by humoring her, he could bring this unpleasantness to an end quickly.
 
                 Some of the irritation left Mason’s expression, at least he was starting to listen.
 
                 “After your last war, the wall was severely damaged and never repaired. It’s crumbling.” She explained and shook her head at the blatant disbelief directed at her. Foolish man, she thought.              
 
                 Exactly my thought. Lana sent, startling her sister who had been so focused on trying to make the King understand their predicament, she had forgotten that Lana and Rena were standing next to her. Her sister simply met her gaze when she turned to look at her.
 
                 “You have to show him, Mason. He won’t believe you until he sees it.” Rena nodded in agreement as well and all three women turned to the, now curious, King.
 
                 “Show me what?” he asked, wondering what in the world they were talking about.
 
                 “Follow me.” Mason told him then turned without another word, walking towards the south wall. Alexander stared after her in confusion before glancing over at the other two. 
 
                 “There is much in this world that you don’t understand, Your Majesty. Many things you’ve never seen that she has.” Lana told him cryptically, reminding him vividly of Diana’s mysterious words two days ago. She tilted her head, focusing on him intently. Her regard made him distinctly uncomfortable. “You would be wise to listen to her. You might learn something.”
 
                 “I’m old enough to be her father. What could I possibly learn from her?” he wanted to know.  Alexander felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end at the youngest Stone sisters enigmatic smile. Lana and Rena turned without another word to follow after Mason, leaving the confused monarch to decide whether or not to join them. As they drew closer to the southern portion of the wall, Sylvia joined them. 
 
                 Alexander trailed after them, his curiosity getting the better of him. Once he was standing next to the three women facing Mason, he crossed his arms silently. Waiting to see whatever the Westland heir wanted to show him. The woman gave him a long look before nodding to a soldier who was standing off to the side, obviously waiting for her signal. He picked up a simple hammer, pulled his arm back and swung. On impact, the stone blocks that made up the infamous wall began crumbling in a cascading fashion. At first, it was just a bit of dust, then pebbles, then it began resembling an avalanche. Alexander found himself skipping backward to avoid being crushed as the entire section crumbled at his feet. 
 
                 The blood drained from the Kings face while he stared at the fields stretching out on the other side. His expression was horrified when his eyes snapped over to meet Mason’s.
 
                 “How could this be?” he didn’t understand how it could be so weak. It was made from solid rock!
 
                 “The last war compromised its integrity. The ensuing years saw its decay, then finally its ruin.” She told him. Alexander shook his head walking up to it. The one thing that had protected his family’s legacy for generations. He reached out to touch the section still intact next to the massive hole a carpenters’ hammer had made. He could feel its fragility.
 
                 “It was made from solid rock,” he said quietly. Trying desperately not to succumb to the devastation shattering his heart.
 
                 “After the last bomb went off at the end of World War III. Man and beast retreated underground. Everything above ground, changed. Nothing is as it once was. Stone, no longer has the strength or longevity it once did. Especially if it suffers damage, and is never replaced. It simply became weaker.” Mason explained, stepping up behind him. “Everything the scientists of the Twentieth and Twenty-First centuries theorized about the after effects of a nuclear war and the inevitable fall out was nowhere close to what actually happened,” she said. Casting a glance back at the gathering crowd, she understood the fear that was beginning to sweep through the inhabitants of this beautiful city. “They never believed that nuclear fallout could create an entirely new species of humans. They only knew it was lethal. The entire scientific community back then, never realized what would happen after a worldwide nuclear event. Or the world a long nuclear winter would create.” Bringing her attention back to the distraught King, Mason felt like she was watching the man age right before her eyes. “They didn’t take into account evolution or humanities ability to adapt. Nature always finds a way, Alexander. Even if all seems lost. Life goes on because Nature always finds a way.” He turned slowly to face Mason. Seeing her as if for the first time. Her sister’s words rang in his ears, as his gaze once again locked with the woman’s before him.
 
                 “What about us, Mason? Will nature find a way for us?” he asked softly. She shook her head solemnly.
 
                 “You must find your own way, Your Majesty. Nature can do no more for the human race. You nearly killed her once and she has nothing left to give. She’s still trying to heal.” Alexander nodded wordlessly. Accepting what she said. 
 
                 He noticed how she spoke of humanity, as though she did not count herself as part of it. Looking at her and her sister again, he could see the subtle differences between them and his own people. Even the Eastland Princess seemed to carry the same differences. It was a sense of them being more, somehow. A shine to their eyes that humans just didn’t have. The uncanny way they seemed to know what the other was thinking with just a glance. Then there was the way the Stone woman looked at him, sometimes making him feel very young. Mason was looking at him in such a manner now. He felt no fear towards them, however. Not after the way this woman had fought for him to see what his arrogance refused to allow him to acknowledge. For that, he would always be indebted to her.
 
                 Turning back to the wall, tears welled in his hazel eyes. She was right. His beloved Culville would fall. And there was nothing he could do to stop it, not without the wall as a buffer. Alexanders troubled eyes drifted behind them to look upon his beautiful home. The sun had already set, the city becoming illuminated by the lights flickering from the various houses scattered throughout the large city. Yet, even though the sight was beautiful and full of life, all the King could see was the ruin it would soon become. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he turned to face the women once more. Noticing for the first time that the mutant woman had joined them, surprised by the empathetic look she gave him.
 
                 “What do we do?” he wondered, willing to do anything now to save his people. Relief washed through Mason at the emotional question.
 
                 “Evacuate the city. Now. Get your people to safety. Leave enough of your army here to buy you the time you need to get everyone out, take the rest with you for protection. We will stay behind to help cover your escape.” She told him. He remained quiet, his gaze bouncing around Culville’s interior. She could tell he was reliving the past, memories of his life playing across his mind’s eye as he said good bye to the only home he had ever know.
 
                 “Will we ever be able to return?” he wanted to know suddenly, hope filling his grief stricken face.
 
                 “I don’t know Alexander. Maybe one day you’ll be able to rebuild.” She offered the only reassurance she could. As saddened by what was happening as he was. “You need to make the announcement. We don’t have much time.” She pressed gently.
 
                 “Of course.”
 
                 “Tell your people to take only what they can carry. They’ll need to be able to move quickly and quietly.” Alexander again nodded his understanding. Staring off into space blankly. She was about to say more when Rena’s hand landed on her arm.
 
                 “Let him be, Mason. His mourning his city.” She said quietly, pulling Mason away from the distraught man. Lana and Sylvia fell into step with them as they went. They were passing the main gate of Culville when Mason heard her name being called. She stopped, bringing the others to a stop with her. Looking around she saw a young man racing towards them. He skidded to a stop in front of them, bent at the waist breathing hard. His behavior drawing the attention of several Palace guards.
 
                 “What’s happened?” Mason asked, recognizing him as one of the soldiers in charge of the communications systems that were tucked away deep inside the Palace that she had discovered one afternoon when she’d been bored and decided to go exploring. Hearing several voices coming from a room as she drew closer, she heard the unmistakable crackle of radio communication. This young man had been manning the radios that day. For him to be out here looking for her meant something important had happened.
 
                 “Captain Dumas just checked in,” the boy gasped. He was a radio technician, not a soldier. Therefore, he rarely had a valid reason to race from his little room at a dead sprint as he just had, he feared his heart was about to burst from his chest. “Princess Diana and Captain Dumas’ squad were attacked by a company of mutants and are now being hunted. The Princess wanted you to know they have passed Omaha and that someone named Kylie is with her and safe. She also wanted you to know that despite the mutants following them, she’s proceeding to someplace called Sanctuary.” Rena and Sylvia looked on in confusion as both sisters immediately tensed, sharing a loaded look. A gasp from the left tugged the two women’s attention from the exchange, seeing Captain Grimes’ shocked expression. Rena wondered where he had popped up from, she hadn’t seen him all day.
 
                 “That was the dead scouts name. I heard Lady Mason call her that.”  He claimed. Mason reached up and rubbed the center of her forehead in frustration. Diana’s new destination was telling. Kylie had obviously rushed to catch up to her mother when she woke, no doubt to make sure Diana didn’t walk into a trap. Hopefully she was even able to direct Diana to their mother. Captain Grimes remembering what she had called the scout and somehow managing to pop up out of thin air everywhere they went was just another aggravation.
 
                 “She’s alive?” Rena gasped, causing all eyes to focus on her. “Oh, thank God!” she exclaimed. “While everyone was dealing with the shock of Westland’s invasion, I had one of Mason’s people come to collect her body and he found a weak pulse. I thought she had died but she was still hanging on when Mr. Stewart whisked her away.” A huge smile split her face, seeing the tense crown relax as they accepted her story. 
 
                 Her stomach dropped when she saw the deep frown on her Captains face.
 
                 “But she wasn’t…” he began, trailing off when Rena moved closer to him, grasping his arm. He was surprised by the strength in her grip. 
 
                 “Jonathan, she had a pulse and she was barely breathing,” she said quickly, cutting him off. “But she was clinging to life.” She was very aware of Grimes’ almost fanatic fear of anything he didn’t consider normal. He was one of the many reasons she had hidden her ability to shift in the first place. If she were being honest, he was the main reason. Rena had no doubt that Captain Grimes would have led the mob to burn her at the stake. Her relief was nearly staggering when he bowed his head, accepting her explanation.
 
                 “As you say, Your Highness.”
 
                 Thank you. Mason’s voice sounded in her mind and she struggled to keep the smile from her face.
 
                 Of course, she replied. She could feel the other woman’s relief and gratitude through their link, which caused an odd sort of peace to settle over her like a warm blanket. A feeling she was quickly associating with Mason every time they spoke in this manner. Which confused her to no end. Here they were, in the middle of a city about to be sacked by a mutant horde. And she’d never felt safer than she does at Mason’s side. She looked over at Mason, finding herself getting lost in those incredible blue eyes.
 
                 Lana’s slightly exasperated voice sounded in both of their minds, breaking them from their staring contest before it could cross the line of propriety. 
 
                 Not that I’m not enjoying watching you two being awkward little puppies, but we should really try to figure out how to get these people out of here. Her amusement was laced with a touch of irritation which earned her a sheepish smile from both women.
 
                 You’re right, Lana. Mason conceded. Her gaze falling on the Nightkin woman that was never far from her sister since they reunited, despite the continued underlying tension, and became thoughtful. 
 
                 Sylvia, noticing the close scrutiny, shifted her weight from foot to foot uncomfortably.
 
                 “What?” she finally asked, ignoring Lana’s poor attempt at hiding her amusement.
 
                 “I was just wondering how you’ve been managing to slip in and out of the city unnoticed all this time.” Mason explained casually. Sylvia hesitated, torn over whether or not she should tell them exactly how she was able to move so freely. It wasn’t something she openly shared, not even with her own people. 
 
                 “There’s an entrance that leads underground under the soldier’s barracks.” She said after a long moment, praying they wouldn’t press her for details on how she kept from being discovered.
 
                 Rena frowned, turning her head to look at the barracks. Odd, she thought to herself. How did she keep herself from being seen? The two buildings in question, were long, single story structures set in an open space in full view of the Palace and most of the city. There were no other buildings close enough to offer protection from being discovered. There was only the training area with its various sections. Turning her curious gaze back to Sylvia, she found those lavender eyes trained on her. She frowned at the pleading she saw there and wordlessly, nodded her head, indicating she wouldn’t say anything. Something about Sylvia’s expression told her that there was something about her ability to sneak around that she didn’t want anyone to know. 
 
                 “Will you show us where the entrance is and where it leads to?” Mason asked, not seeing the interaction between Rena and the Nightkin but noticing the same thing the Princess had. However, that was the least of her concerns at the moment. Her focus was on getting the people of Culville out safely.
 
                 “Of course.” Sylvia responded, motioning for Mason and Lana to proceed her. She hung back and caught Rena’s arm, pulling her close enough that the shifty Captain that trailed after the woman everywhere, wouldn’t overhear their conversation. He was already frowning at her hand on the Princess’ arm, looking as if he were about to rip her arm off. “Whatever you think you’ve figured out, you’re wrong,” she insisted harshly. There were things about the Summa that no one was supposed to know. It was forbidden for a human to know any of their secrets. And no matter how much power she had among her people, or how beloved she was by them; if they thought she had betrayed one of their most closely guarded secrets she could be executed for treason.
 
                 Rena placed her hand over the one on her arm gently removing it, but keeping ahold of the woman’s hand. 
 
                 “It’s okay, Sylvia. I won’t say anything. But tell me, where did you learn how to cast enchantments?” The Nightkin woman’s mouth opened and closed, giving a strong impression of a fish out of water, but no sound came out. Her mind was racing though. Trying to think of anything to say. “Calm down. Breath.” Rena gently ordered, becoming concerned for the woman. “If it helps, I know a thing or two about magic myself.” This brought a weak smile to Sylvia’s face while her mind was sent racing down another path altogether. She had no idea Kahlian’s could harness magic. She opened her mouth to speak, having finally regained control of her vocal chords when Mason spoke up.
 
                 “We won’t get far with you leading from behind, Sylvia.” Mason quipped with a sharpness that caused both women to jump.
 
                 “I’ll be right there,” Sylvia responded quickly then glanced back at Rena. “Aren’t you coming?” Rena shook her head motioning over her shoulder at the Captain that was still watching them like a hungry hawk.
 
                 “No. There’s something I need to deal with.” The Princess explained. “You go ahead. When you get back, we’ll talk. Okay?” Sylvia nodded, uncertain what to make of this woman, but unable to deny her kindness. She waved to Rena before turning quickly to join the Stone sisters.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
                 Rena watched Sylvia and the Stone sisters disappear inside the barracks then turned her attention to the city sighing. It was a shame that it would be lost. The city was a kaleidoscope of rich wood, brilliant gold and vibrant color. A city throbbing with life, even on the brink of war.
 
                 The Palace was the focal point of the entire city. A domed building with parapets and covered walkways for patrolling guards; showcasing giant white pillars all along the façade of the building. It looked like the architect had been an Englishman with a passion for ancient Roman architecture. It was beautifully incorporated with the buildings that still remained from the old world. Even the inside of the Palace was a cross between the English, Roman and mid-21st century American styles that was seen throughout Culville. It made Rena wonder if it was King Alexander who held the passion for this particular building type.
 
                 The inside of the Palace had the grand stairwells and thick lush carpets of Old England with the wide open marble-looking stone floors and halls the Roman’s favored which was intermixed with the industrialism from just before World War III. The Palace even had a Roman bath. The floor of the room was sunken, resembling a medium in-ground pool and the entire room was built out of a stone that looked to be the closest they could get to marble. There were even busts of Roman Gods and Goddess’ to complete the ambiance.
 
                 There were Grand fireplaces to chase away the bitter cold of the brutal wind swept winters common in this part of the continent. Beautiful gardens, giving homage to both cultures were literally everywhere in this city. An atrium was built adjacent to the back of the majestic building that was like another world. There were plants from every corner of the world, some that shouldn’t even exist anymore.
 
                 The dining hall smacked of English design, but the dining table itself was a curious piece of art. Someone had taken a solid oak table and carved beautiful figures of ancient Gods and passionate lovers, all wearing the togas of Roman aristocrats. Culville gave the distinct impression that it’s ruler was a lover of ancient history, seeking to model his kingdom after empires of yore.
 
                 The three rooves were domed and gold leafed. Rena briefly wondered where they had acquired the gold, considering how extremely rare the metal had become in the last few centuries. Each roof had its own unique statue crowning it. The center roof held a massive golden cross. The roof on the right is a female wearing a toga, Rena had been told it is a stature of the Roman Goddess Diana. Rena found this amusing as it was Diana Stone who had pointed it out. And on the left roof was a stature of a wolf baying at the moon. That particular statue was Rena’s favorite. Looking at it made her think that perhaps the mother wolf that had nurtured and raised the founders of that most glorious of ancient cities, was watching over them. Maybe she had even been like her.
 
                 The Eastland Princess dropped her gaze from the sparkling rooftops of the Palace to take in the city around her. Though the buildings were by no means as grand as the home of the Corlando’s. It had a well-manicured look to it. The houses and business’ all looked well cared for. Even the local taverns had the look of loving care. Rena was deeply saddened to think of it all being reduced to so much rubble. 
 
                 She could see citizens already boarding up the windows of their homes. The proprietors of the business were doing the same. Most had donated all the food and drink the could spare to feed the soldiers who would be defending everything they loved against insurmountable odds. 
 
                 Movement beside her brought her attention back to her immediate surroundings. Confused to find the whole of her Royal Guard standing with her Captain.
 
                 “Jonathan?” she questioned cautiously.
 
                 “You should be inside the Palace where it’s safe, Your Highness.” The Captain admonished in that soft voice she hated. Rena shook her head, just barely refraining from rolling her eyes at him. 
 
   “The fighting hasn’t started yet, Captain. It’s quite safe.” She said, eyeing her retinue. “What’s happening?” she wanted to know. Jonathan’s eyes followed hers and he sighed.
 
                 “It’s the King, after that spectacle at the wall with those Stone women, he collapsed.” He informed her. “I think the thought of losing, not only his home, but his entire kingdom was too much for him to handle.” He mused. Jonathan looked back at Rena, he’s expression becoming flat. “I don’t think you should be associating with Mason Stone anymore, Your Highness, she’s trouble. You would do well to avoid her and her uncouth sisters.” He warned her. Rena’s eyebrows climbed into her hairline as she listened to the man that protected her family all her life.
 
                 “Excuse me?” she asked, finding it hard to believe that he would presume to tell her who she could or could not see. “The only person in this world who has the authority to tell me who I can or cannot associate with, is my father. And you, Sir, are not him.” She informed him coldly.
 
                 “True, but in your father’s absence, I am responsible for your safety. I therefore, have the right to order you to stay away from Lady Mason.” He countered, refusing to back down.
 
                 “According to whom?” Rena demanding planting her hands on her hips, her tone challenging.
 
                 “Your father.” He responded to her surprise. “He ordered me to do whatever I thought was necessary to protect you. And that is exactly what I intend to do, Your Highness.” His face took on a determined look. “That means you are confined to the Palace. You are not to leave, for any reason or any person, unless the building is on fire and falling down around your ears. Is that clear?” He ordered. Rena stared at him, shocked. She couldn’t believe that this normally calm and compliant man was ordering her around like a petulant child. If he thought he or anyone else was going to force her to stay locked up, then they were all in for a rude awakening. 
 
                 Rena knew how strong and fast she was thanks to the brief lessons from the Stone sisters. She was fairly certain that even with the help of the guards, he wouldn’t be able to overpower her. Forcing her to stay hidden while everyone fought around her. She crossed her arms, glaring at him defiantly.
 
                 “No,” she said. Jonathan reared back in shock. He couldn’t believe the defiance she was exhibiting. She was normally so careful to at least maintain the appearance of a well behaved Lady.
 
                 “Princess, I’m warning you. I will use force if you leave me no other choice.” He threatened, gesturing to the men behind him. Rena glanced at them impassively, not in the least bit intimidated. Jonathan was confused. On the very few occasions he or her father resorted to threats to force her compliance, she would give in and go along with their wishes. But now she seemed almost bored by his threat. “It’s because of Mason Stone, isn’t it? She’s why you’ve become so defiant and disrespectful.”
 
                 Rena once again found herself gaping at the man in disbelief.
 
                 “I’m disrespectful?” she exclaimed glaring at him fiercely. “You’re the one who suddenly thinks you have the right issue orders to me. You forget your place, Captain.” Lifting her chin imperiously, daring him to follow through with his threat. “If you think for one moment, my father would condone using force on me, then you are more deluded than I thought.” Rena informed him. “Now, stand aside, Captain.” She ordered, taking a step to move past him only to have him block her path.
 
                 “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Your Highness.” Rena looked up at him and for the first time in her life, saw him as the soldier he must have been at one point. She didn’t like what she found.
 
                 “These men will escort you back to the Palace. Go peacefully and they won’t hurt you.”
 
                 Rena’s eyes narrowed at his words.
 
                 “You’re making a mistake, Captain.” She warned him. Something seemed to snap behind his eyes and he grabbed her arm, yanking her close.
 
                 “I don’t think so. I’m doing my job, Princess! Which is you keep you safe and see you married to Prince Devon.” He hissed angrily. Rena jerked her arm from his grasp. Easily breaking his grip.
 
                 “I’ll never marry that despicable man.” She declared vehemently. Jonathan stepped into her personal space quickly, bringing his face within inches of hers.
 
                 “You will marry the Prince. I don’t care if he is a spoiled, pathetic little brat. This marriage is far more important that you know! What you want, Princess, has very little to do with will happen.”
 
                 Rena’s eyes widened and her lips thinned in barely controlled rage.
 
                 “You cannot force me, Jonathan.” 
 
                 “Oh but I can, Rena. This marriage will unite two Kingdoms and will supply Culville with superior weapons. It will give Eastland a powerful ally. The Kingdom needs this alliance!” Rena leaned in closer, nearly pressing her nose against his.
 
                 “There will be no marriage, Jonathan. Neither will there be an alliance. Because there will be no Culville!” she growled, gritting her teeth. Feeling a sort of satisfaction seeing him taken aback at that bit of news.
 
                 “Guards! Take the Princess to the Palace. Make sure she doesn’t leave.” He ordered, his face flushed red with rage. Rena had never seen this side of him. She felt like she was looking at a stranger. Three guards approached her as she backed up a few steps.
 
                 “Don’t do this, Jonathan! You don’t know what’s coming! There is a mutant army outside of this city. It will destroy everything and everyone!” she told him desperately. She couldn’t believe it when he laughed.
 
                 “Oh, Princess. How naïve you are. Culville herself is in no danger. Prince Devon will not allow that. As for her people,” he shrugged nonchalantly, “those that don’t fall in line will be put down.” Rena thought that Jonathan couldn’t surprise her anymore. She was dismayed to discover how wrong she was.
 
                 “You’re involved in this with him.” She realized, feeling sick. “How could you do this? You’re condemning all these innocent people to death!” she accused him before it occurred to her that there was no way he would agree to something like this without some kind of incentive.
 
                 “What did he offer you? What could he possibly give you that would justify the whole sale slaughter of thousands of people!?” Though broken hearted over his betrayal, she couldn’t hide her disgust.
 
                 Jonathan smiled coldly at her.
 
                 “Everything I have ever wanted. Titles, lands, a place in his court. Everything your father denied me. Making sure this marriage takes place is simply my contribution.” He told her bluntly. Rena closed her eyes sadly. She almost felt sorry for him.
 
                 “You fool.” Opening her eyes again, the look she gave him was full of pity. “You’ll never see any of the lands and titles he promised you. Once you’ve fulfilled your purpose, he will kill you.” He laughed at her.
 
                 “I don’t think so, Princess. Who do you think negotiated the marriage contract to begin with? Who do you think poisoned Mason?” he informed her with a pleased smile. Rage swept away any compassion she might have felt for her lifelong bodyguard.
 
                 “You’ve already proven yourself capable of betraying one King, Jonathan. Do you really think he’ll risk the possibility of you turning on him in the future? You’re a disloyal coward. Once you’ve secured me, your usefulness will have reached its end.” She glared, murder in her eyes. “If Prince Devon doesn’t kill you, then I will. For what you tried to do to Mason. You delusional, narcissistic, self-absorbed pathetic little man!”   
 
                 “Enough. Guards, seize her. And try to be gentle, Prince Devon wants her unharmed.” Three of her guards smiled, circling her.
 
                 “I warned you, Jonathan.” She said softly, keeping her eyes on the men closing in on her. Reading their body language, they believed it was going to be easy to subdue her. They would underestimate her. Good, she thought smiling. Makes it easier for me.
 
                 She dropped into a half crouch, waiting. She didn’t have to for long, as the man closest to her made a grab for her but found himself on the ground with a broken arm. The move Diana taught her was more effective than she thought. The second guard came at her from behind. Wrapping his arms around her, pinning her arms to her side and lifting her off of her feet.
 
                 Reaching up as much as she could to grasp his forearms, she planted her feet before slamming her head back. Feeling something give way, she heard a satisfying crunch followed by the beginnings of a scream. Not giving the man holding her the opportunity to recover, she dropped her weight and snapped forward quickly. Sending the man flying over her shoulder to crash painfully on the ground, having been unprepared for the sudden change in direction and distracted by the pain from his crushed nose.
 
                 The last guard decided to rush her. She side stepped under his out stretched arms, bringing her knee up into his gut with ruthless force, making his feet leave the ground from the impact. With him bent at the waist, she clasped her hands together raising them over her head. She brought them down like a club as hard as she could across the back of his neck, feeling it snap. The man was dead before he hit the floor. Jonathan gawked at her in complete shock. She had effectively incapacitated three grown men. Without even breaking a sweat.
 
                 Ignoring for the moment that she had just killed a man, Rena turned, advancing on her former Captain. Grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket, she yanked him close to her face.
 
                 “If it weren’t for the fact that you’re in league with Devon and have betrayed, not just me but my father as well, I could forgive what you just tried to do. You have always gone to extremes to protect me. But I cannot, I will not, forgive what you tried to do to Mason.” She stated shoving him back, pleased with how hard he stumbled. “Once I’ve spoken to King Alexander, you will be arrested. I will have you escorted back to Eastland where you will stand trial for treason. Your King, will decide your fate.” She was every inch the Queen she would one day become as she spoke to him. If it weren’t for the fact that she was threatening him with execution, he would be proud of how she was conducting herself in this moment. He watched her as she proudly walked past him, her Royal Guard parting before her, bowing their heads in acknowledgement of her station. Rena was so consumed with indignant rage; she never saw Devon when he stepped out of the shadows of the first building she passed. Jonathan watched impassively as the Prince clubbed Rena in the back of the head. Hard. Sending her crashing to the ground, unconscious.
 
                 “Really. Is that any way for my future Queen to act?” Devon asked smugly standing over her body holding the barrel of the handgun he had used to knock her out. He smiled over at Jonathan as the Captain ordered Rena’s guard to stand down. “I mean, it’s almost disgraceful.” Captain Grimes returned his smile.
 
                 “Thank you, Your Majesty. I don’t know what’s gotten into her.” Devon nodded his understanding, waving him off.
 
                 “I do. But don’t worry. The problem is being dealt with. Now, let’s get her somewhere nice and quiet. Where no one can hear her when she wakes up.” While the two surviving guards took care of the body of their fallen comrade, Grimes ordered the Eastland soldiers to secret Rena out of the city and into the heart of the mutant horde outside the gates of Culville. Where no one could possibly rescue her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen 
 
                 Sylvia led the two Stone sisters to a back room in the barracks. She walked into the room, while the sisters stood guard at the door. Approaching the back wall, she hesitated, looking over her shoulder at Mason.
 
                 “Well? Where is it?” she pressed, puzzled by Sylvia’s obvious reluctance.               
 
                 “It’s right here.” Was the softly spoken reply she received. Mason frowned, walking the rest of the way into the room. Her attention focused on the wall. Lana stayed in the doorway, making sure no one interrupted them. 
 
                 A faintly familiar scent teased Mason’s sensitive nose. She drew it in through flared nostrils, cataloguing each individual smell. Trying to identify the peculiar odor. Mildew, dust, the musty aroma of age and neglect. And that strange smell of charged air. Where had she encountered it before? She moved closer to the wall, barely registering Sylvia’s presence. Placing her hands on the blank wall, the rest of the room fell away into blackness.
 
                 At first she thought she had passed out, but then she realized she was indeed still conscious. Her hands were still on the wall; she could feel the roughness of the plaster used on the stone the wall was made from. She felt Sylvia standing next to her and Lana still in the doorway, she could feel her sisters concern. But the wall in front of her, was no more than a phantom presence that was quickly fading. 
 
                 In its place was a scene from another world. A world that died out nearly a thousand years ago. Again the scent teased her. As she watched the scene play out, a jolt of recognition shot through her. It was a memory. Her memory of the last time she had smelled that same electric scent.
 
                 A woman walked into her line of sight and Mason recognized her as a friend of her parents that hadn’t been seen since she was very young. She was the only person she had ever known that practiced true magic. The last time Mason had seen the woman, forever imprinted the smell of it into her memory. It was the closest she had ever seen her mother come to being truly afraid. They were arguing in the foyer of her family’s estate, she remembered their raised voices, clearly heard from where she hid on the staircase that led to the wing she and her sisters shared. She’d never seen her mother so angry. Not even that time one of their fosterlings had dared her to ride a wild horse her father had recently captured. She’d been thrown off and nearly trampled. She vividly remembers the feel of the horse’s hoof connecting with her arm. Snapping the bone, before her father appeared out of nowhere, yelling and waving his arms to distract the horse while her mother pulled her to safety. She remembers how Aine’s hands shook while they checked her over, making sure there was no serious damage done to her. 
 
                 The argument it caused between her parents was nowhere near as frightening as the one she witnessed between her mother and the strange woman. Her entire body tensed when her mind’s eye recalled seeing the woman use magic against her parents. Her father, always so tall and strong, was helplessly pinned to a wall by unseen hands and her mother was on her knees grasping at her throat where an invisible hand was choking her. The woman was standing there with her arms outstretched, one towards her father, the other towards her mother, her hand curled like a claw. Mason watched herself as a child, race down the stairs screaming at the woman to let her parents go, flinging her little body against her legs. Fists pounding at her, crying. She sees how the woman was distracted for just a moment by her display, long enough for her mother to launch herself forward, tackling the woman to the ground. The memory fades as her eldest sister rushes into the room to help her mother and father subdue the crazed woman. She would never forget the smell of magic from that day forth.
 
                 Mason blinked, her hands falling from the stone back to her side, slightly disoriented to find herself back in the barracks with Lana and Sylvia. She turned her head, gazing at the Nightkin woman in bewilderment. Lana stepped closer to her sister who had gone very pale, placing her hand on her shoulder.
 
                 “What is it? What’s wrong?” she wanted to know. Mason continued to stare at Sylvia silently for a long moment before answering.
 
                 “The door is concealed by magic.” She informed her little sister, causing Lana to turn to stare at the other woman as well. Sylvia’s eyes darted between the sisters nervously. Mason was not supposed to be able to detect her use of magic. No one was. It was the Summa’s greatest secret. People had died protecting it. “I didn’t know you could perform magic, Sylvia.” Mason murmured, her voice deceptively soft.
 
                 “I can’t.” Sylvia denied, too quickly. The Stone heir raised a disbelieving eyebrow at her.
 
                 “Then how do you explain the enchantments that conceal this door?” she asked her. The pale woman swallowed hard, trying to think of a plausible explanation but coming up empty. Mason shook her head sharply, not having the time nor the patience for whatever story she was about to be fed. “Never mind,” she snapped, placing her hands on the wall once more. “It’s not important right now.” Her hands moved gracefully, tracing an ancient rune as she chanted softly in a language Sylvia had never heard before. The rune flared in a brilliant flash of gold, before falling like snow to the ground. Revealing the hidden door. The Nightkin woman was frozen in shock as she watched her enchantment disintegrate before her eyes.
 
                 “How did you do that?” she demanded, finally finding her voice. Mason looked over at her as Lana opened the door.
 
                 “Magic,” she replied simply, locking her now electric blue eyes onto the agitated woman’s face.
 
                 “But, no one is supposed to possess magic!” she cried, everything she had been taught since childhood had just been disproven. What was it with Stone women turning her world on its ear anyway? She wondered.
 
                 “You mean. Besides you?” Mason asked sarcastically. Sylvia’s brow furrowed in confusion. As far as she knew, her people were the only race capable of casting spells, or incantations. Enchantments, like the one Mason had so effortlessly dispelled, were simply a natural byproduct of that knowledge. Her parent’s and tutors had gone to great lengths to help Sylvia harness her innate abilities. Impressing upon her the importance of not only control, but complete secrecy. Humanity had a long, bloody history of being afraid of what they don’t understand, of killing what they fear. Very few among her own people were even aware that she possessed magic. Not even her own twin knew all that she was capable of. A decision she is now grateful to her parents for making.
 
                 For as long as she could remember, she’d been taught that whatever magic had once existed in the world had died out long before the atom that lead to the discovery of nuclear power, was split. So now, to see someone outside of her own race, perform magic as though it were as natural to her as changing into a wolf, she could finally understand the term ‘shell shocked’.  
 
                 Mason began to worry that she had broken the Nightkin woman. Sylvia hadn’t blinked in a solid three minutes. She glanced over at Lana, seeing her just as concerned.
 
                 “You forget, Sylvia. Our people have been around for eons longer than yours. We are not creatures of magic, but a few are born with it in them.” Mason explained gently. Sylvia slowly shook her head as it began to sink in.
 
                 “It’s impossible!” she denied. “Only…” she caught herself before she blurted out her secret.
 
                 “Only what?” Lana asked, catching Sylvia’s near slip. “Only the Nightkin have magic?” She sighted at Sylvia’s horrified expression, moving through the door and down three steps to stand in the old passage way that angled downward. Mason was standing in front of her, having gone through during Sylvia’s denial. Now she turned and gave the Nightkin an impatient glare.
 
                 “Your people are only the latest to possess magic, Sylvia. You are not the first and you certainly won’t be the last.” She gestured between Lana and herself, saying. “As for us, we were born to our abilities. We had to be taught how to control them, what their practical uses could be, by a druid priestess whose order no longer exists. We’ve dealt with this since long before your race was even a possibility.” She took a breath, trying to reign in her irritation. “Relax. We’re not going to tell anyone. We’ve had to keep it a secret too. Humans have never been able to understand or accept magic. They always made something evil out of it. As is their way with things they don’t understand and can’t logically explain away.” She sighed, directing her attention down the long, dark passage.
 
                  It wasn’t Sylvia’s fault. Every race that found itself capable of magic tended to guard it jealously. In most era’s it was understandable, but in this era, where everything is so very different than it has ever been. Having magic, being able to use it, was pretty low on the list of odd and unusual.
 
                 “So. Are you going to show us where this leads?” Mason prompted, changing the subject and getting them all back on task. Sylvia’s spine stiffed at the slight challenge she heard in the Kahlian’s voice, seeing it echo in Lana’s expression. A muscle jumped in her jaw and she moved through the doorway, joining the infuriating sisters. She watched, still awestruck, when Lana turned back to the entrance and waved her hand, chanting in the same strange language Mason used, to replace the enchantment. Taking a second to gather her scattered composure, she moved past Mason and continued down the incline.
 
                 “It’s this way,” she said, walking down the passage, not seeing Lana’s grin.
 
                 They continue down the dark corridor for another ten minutes before they come to a crossroads of sorts.
 
                 “Which way?” Lana asked standing in the middle looking down each of the three passages. Sylvia pointed to the one on the far right.
 
                 “That’s the quickest way to the surface,” she pointed to the left corridor. “That way also leads to the surface, but you have to make your way through one of the old abandoned underground villages first. Straight on takes you through the original underground site of Kansas City, with outlets that go on forever.” She faced the sisters, saying. “I haven’t been able to explore that area very much though.”
 
                 Mason nodded, considering the three passage ways carefully. She tested the stale air in all direction, finding that Sylvia was right. The corridor on the right was the quickest, she could almost taste the fresh air coming in from that direction.
 
                 “Well. Let’s go see where it leads.” She said, starting off in that direction. Lana noticed that the further they travelled, the darker it got. They would have to bring torches. Flashlights would be better but she knew it was a lost cause. There haven’t been batteries for centuries and lemons were a rare commodity in this part of the country. Especially during this time of year. But oh how she longed for the days of flashlights, even glow sticks would be welcome. It would be easy for someone to get lost down here. Or stay lost, she mused looking back down the way they had come. Her preternatural eyes easily seeing clearly into the darkest corners. She continued on, finding she had to hurry to catch up.
 
                 Having fallen behind, Lana was the only one to hear the scrapping of stone against stone. She stopped, listening. She was still for so long that Mason noticed her absence, reaching out to her across their mental link.
 
                 Everything alright back there? Nonplussed by the mental slap she received from her sister.
 
                 I heard something, Lana told her. She was listening intently now, using her sense of smell and her acute eyesight to help her find the source of the noise. She barely heard the light footsteps approaching the forked corridor before turning down the passage they were in.
 
                 Mason! Someone is coming, she warned. All three women pressed against the wall, hardly daring to breath. 
 
                 A cloaked figure appeared out of the shadows, bypassing Lana’s position. The figure was tall, though nothing more could be discerned about the person’s appearance. The smelled of charged energy seemed to pour off the individual. Almost like burnt ozone. It made it difficult to determine anything about them. Underneath that sharp, assaulting odor, Mason picked up on something vaguely familiar. Something she felt she should be able to recognize without any trouble but just couldn’t put her finger on it. 
 
                 Sylvia froze. She recognized the shrouded figure’s presence from her and Sylvan’s dealings with Damian. This was the one the Kahlian called Dominus. The one person in the entire world that he feared. She knew that Sylvan has always been nearly beside himself with curiosity over the mysterious person’s true identity and power. But this person seemed to be wrapped in a darkness so thick it was nearly corrosive, their power so overwhelming that she felt like it was choking her just walking into a room they had recently vacated. Up until today, this person had been the only other, outside of the Nightkin, she knew to have magic and she’d never been able to distinguish who or what they are. Sylvia couldn’t stand to be in close proximity to this Dominus. It felt like all the oxygen was being sucked out of the room, especially now, being in such close proximity.
 
                 The being stopped and seemed to look directly at Mason. She couldn’t really tell because it’s cowl hid its face, but the head turned towards her. Then dipped in acknowledgement of her presence before continuing on.
 
                 We shall meet soon, pup. The voice was low, and soft. Completely indistinguishable. Hearing it caused her eyes to bulge in shock, watching the being disappear in the shadows ahead. She didn’t even acknowledge Lana’s presence when she finally made her way to her side.
 
                 “What was that about? Do you know…whoever that was?” she asked her sister quietly. Mason shook her head wordlessly, her eyes still searching the passage ahead.
 
                 “No. But apparently, I will.” She told her. Lana frowned, giving her an odd look.
 
                 “They told me we would meet soon.” She explained, tapping her temple. “The connection almost felt Kahlian, but it was off somehow.” She pondered that for a moment. The person’s mind had felt foreign. They way Sylvia’s mind did when they spoke telepathically, and yet familiar as well. As though at some point in her life, she had come into contact with this person’s mind before. She filed that way for later, right now she had to figure out how to get the people of Culville to safety and this was obviously not going to work. 
 
                 Mason huffed, thinking about what the being had called her. No one had called her that in centuries. At Lana’s quizzical look, she rolled her eyes before responding.
 
                 “Whoever that was, called me a ‘pup’.” She told her. Lana tried to smother her laughter. Really, she did. But just the idea of someone calling Mason ‘pup’ was too hilarious and she lost the battle.
 
                 “I’m sorry!” she chortled, “I can’t help it. You should see your face,” she continued giggling softly to herself. Mason glared at her sister, sometimes the girls sense of humor had the worst timing.  She decided to just ignore her until she was able to control herself. Turning her attention to Sylvia, who had been quiet up to that point. She was staring down the hall in the direction the person had gone.
 
                 “Sylvia?” Mason called her name softly. Wanting to get her attention but not startle her. The night kin’s eyes snapped to her, then frowned at a still chuckling Lana. “Do you know who that was?” she asked. Sylvia looked towards the shadows the figure had disappeared in before answering.              
 
                 “I don’t know who that is,” she began softly as if she was afraid of being overheard. “I just know Damian is afraid of them. He calls it…them, Dominus.” She glances back sharply at the Stone sisters when Lana’s laughter is cut off by a sharp gasp than is in tandem with Mason’s. She looks at them in confusion, not understanding the significance of the name. Lana supplies the clarification.
 
                 “Dominus is from an ancient language called Latin,” Sylvia nods her understanding, she’s heard of it before, having come across it in her studies of the world before the War. “It’s a title. One I never thought I would ever hear Damian use for any reason.” The Nightkin feels her confusion growing along with a feeling of trepidation. “It was a term used predominately by slaves in ancient Rome. It means Master.” Sylvia paled at that. She had quite a few opinions of Damian, but never did he strike her as the type to call another Master lightly. 
 
                 Mason’s expression was grim as she listened to the two women talking. She was now convinced that there was more going on here than just simply wanting to take over a kingdom. Or several in this case. There was some larger goal in mind here. She just didn’t have enough information to determine what that was yet.
 
                 “Where does this passage come out at?” she asked suddenly, startling both her sister and the Nightkin. Sylvia was silent for a moment, mentally switching gears with Mason’s abrupt subject change.
 
                 “About fifty feet behind the Impure encampment. Just inside the tree line.” She supplied. Mason nodded, her eyes’ trailing back to the darkness before them.
 
                 “We’re going to have to find another way.”
 
                 The black cloaked individual stood in the shadows, observing the two Kahlian women and Damian’s pet Nightkin’s sister. They watched as Mason decided to find another way out for the doomed people of Culville. Smiling a savage, cold grin within the dark folds of the cloaks hood.
 
                 Foolish children. There is no escape from me. The being laughed to itself, sinking deeper into the blackness it was so comfortable with. Alone in the shadows, unnoticed, the silent observer of nations. It had seen empires rise and fall. They had known Julius Caesar most of his life, been present at his slaying. Watched gleefully from the shadows while the drama between Cleopatra and Marc Antony played out. Had even known Alexander the Great. 
 
                 Yes, they were old. Indeed, they were among the oldest left alive. Marcus Stone had been among that number. His wife Aine, and eldest daughter, Diana as well. A snarl marred the beings hidden features thinking about the Stone matriarch. They would take great pleasure in killing that one. But first, it thought, their attention drawn back to the departing women. I’ll destroy everything she loves. 
 
                 It frowned when Mason paused, glancing over her shoulder directly at them. Her expression holding a deadly warning. Her eyes flashed in the darkness and to the beings’ astonishment, they felt tendrils of power slide over them then retreat. The cold, triumphant smile that played across the Stone heirs face enraged the one Damian Augustus called Dominus. For it was indeed the Master of all things existing in the realm of Shadow.
 
                 Green energy sparked at tapered fingertips as the Stone woman hurried to catch up to her companions. The rage sweeping through the ancient body a result of how shaken that brief touch of power had left them. The chill twinge of fear, that hadn’t been felt in nearly three millennia. Dominus had made itself a promise, long ago, to never allow them self to be in a position to fear another. They had accumulated more power than any who had lived before or after. It had become the shadow of death that stalked to night, taking their tribute indiscriminately. No man, woman or child was safe from their touch. No pity lived in their heart for those who knelt before them, begging for their lives. Neither did it care if its victims had families or responsibilities. Such things meant nothing to so old a creature.
 
                 Standing in the shadows of the abandoned corridor, Dominus seethed. No one was supposed to possess power to such a degree as the Stone bitch just displayed. The being had taken great, extreme measures to ensure that they were the only one with that kind of ability. And now, to find that one had slipped its grasp. Been right under their nose. It was beyond bearing. It began to walk after her, to rid itself of this rival and potential threat, when rational thought forced its way through the white hot rage gripping its brilliant mind.
 
                 Taking a deep, calming breath. Letting the fear and rage fade away. The beast within, slipping back to wait within the dark confines of the soul. The dangerous green energy that was used to render Damian unconscious, receded back into the shrouded body, leaving them with the cold practical thinking of a well-practiced killer. Dominus continued on the way they had been heading before they discovered Mason, deep in thought. True, she posed a threat. But maybe, they were over estimating just how big of a threat she was. 
 
                 It had been so long since there was someone with the ability to challenge them that the reaction had been nearly instinctual. She had power, of that there was no doubt, and now that they were aware of it, they could move to counter it should she use it tomorrow. Even still, Dominus couldn’t shake the feeling that the brief touch had been carefully controlled so as not to reveal her true strength. And that, is what worried them the most, they realized. Not the fact that she had it, but the fact that she was able to conceal it so effectively from them. This concerned the ancient shape shifter greatly.
 
                 Dominus stepped from the stale passage into the clean, fresh air. Halting, tilting its head to the side and listened intently for so long that the forest, which had gone quiet upon his exit from the underground, once again became alive with the sounds of life. Sneering disdainfully at it as they listened, a look of curious interest stole across its features. It would seem that Damian had caught something of value.
 
                 Deciding to see exactly what his puppet had acquired, Dominus began moving through the woods. Smiling coldly at the instant silence it left in its wake. Confidence restored, even creatures of nature, who had no care for humanities, or its various branches, struggles and power plays knew not to draw their attention. Something Mason Stone had been foolish to do. Very foolish indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen 
 
                 Diana turned the beleaguered little group north as the moon reached its zenith. They still had a little under two hundred miles to go. She let Kylie take the lead, even though the landscape had changed, this was still the part of the country she had been born and raised in. Diana brought up the rear, keeping a close eye on the few who remained. They had started out with sixteen. Now only ten plus Kylie, herself and Captain Dumas remained. She didn’t know their names; she didn’t care to. All she was concerned with was finding out which one had betrayed them.
 
                 Returning to camp a few hours prior, she’d debated with herself on a course of action. She decided to keep her knowledge to herself, the only person she was sure of was Kylie. The others; she suspected them all. Now the moon was high in the sky, the stars glittered brilliantly and they had been back on the road for two hours.
 
                 Once Xavier was fully awake, he had peppered her with questions. Diana ignored them by standing up and rousing his soldiers. Looking at each one before addressing Kylie, who acted as surprised as the others.
 
                 “The Impure scouts have found our scent. They’re leading the others straight for us. We need to move.” Kylie was already in motion, getting the soldiers on their feet, helping them gather the few belongings they had managed to hang onto.
 
                 “How did they find us?” Xavier asked. Diana shrugged while picking up her saddle bags that Kylie had had the presence of mind to grab. 
 
                 “The Impure have a very acute sense of smell. It’s not difficult to pick up the smell of human sweat and blood.” She told him. “Which means, we need to move faster.” She was already heading north out of the camp when Xavier grabbed her arm.
 
                 “We can’t go any faster! We’re out on our feet, we have to rest.” His tone was as close to begging as he was ever likely to get. Diana pulled her arm from his loose grip gently, laying her own hand on his shoulder.
 
                 “I know. Just give me until dawn,” she cajoled. “Then we can all rest.” She knew what she was asking of him and his troops, but she had no other choice. Diana hoped she’d know who the guilty party was by then. But now, having been marching for two hours, she still didn’t have any clue who it was.
 
                 Where are we going now? Kylie sent to her now, startling Diana out of her thoughts. 
 
                 I have a way to get to Sanctuary by tomorrow evening, she confessed. Kylie’s disbelief flowing into her mind.
 
                 How? The younger woman asked quickly. 
 
                 Diana smiled at her obvious excitement.
 
                 There’s a truck hidden another couple of hours’ march northwest. It’s big enough to accommodate everyone. It runs on stored solar power. She explained as her eyes shifted through the shadows on either side of her group. Partly looking for anyone lurking around, mostly looking for any of the tell-tale red scrapes of cloth. She felt more than heard Kylie’s questions.
 
                 Towards the end of the War, what was left of the government, felt there might come a time when humanity would once again inhabit the surface. They figured they would need better transportation than horses. So they stock piled every type of vehicle that ran on solar power, leaving caches of vehicles and supplies scattered throughout the country. She explained as they walked. Only problem was that they forgot to tell anyone about it. Diana finally spotted one of the soldiers consistently separate from the rest. His clothing becoming more tattered as they went.
 
                 How did you find out about it? Kylie wanted to know, also keeping a surreptitious on the young man. Her mother’s laughter vibrated through her like a physical touch.
 
                 I used to work for the U.S. Government, remember? As a member of the Intelligence community, I knew all their secrets. The two women shared a smirk at this. Besides, I may have planted the idea in a few minds. Diana admitted, calling a halt.
 
                 “We’ll rest for a bit here, then head out again.” She said loud enough for everyone to here. Keep them busy for me, Kylie. I’m going to go have a chat with our friend. Feeling Kylie’s assent through the link they shared, she followed the young man as he slipped from the group again. Diana was able to get a good look at him as she trailed him. He kept looking over his shoulder as though he feared discovery.
 
                 The boy was handsome. Past the awkwardness of adolescence, he had blonde hair and big hazel eyes. His featured were familiar in a way she couldn’t place and still retained some boyish charm. Though he was tall and broad shouldered, he had the whip thin form of a young low ranking soldier from poor beginnings. He paused, looking over her shoulder one last time before laying a red strip of cloth on a low thorny bush.
 
                 “Do you often betray your friends?” Diana asked in a low voice from the darkness behind him. His head snapped up as he spun a full circle, trying to pinpoint her location. “Do their deaths weigh on your conscious yet?” The night seemed to ask him, it’s voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
                 “No!” he cried, turning this way and that. Trying to track one of the many shadows dancing just beyond his grasp.
 
                 “Then why do you do it?” the voice asked. Diana was constantly moving. Not giving him an opportunity to see her exact position.
 
                 “I have no choice!” the boy cried desperately. The Kahlian snarled, stopping just out of arms reach from him.
 
                 “There’s always a choice, boy” his head whipped around, his gaze landing on her immediately. He turned to face her.
 
                 “Not for me there isn’t.” he said very quietly.
 
                 “Why not?” she asked, willing to hear his story not yet sure what to do with him.
 
                 “Because they’ll kill the only family I’ve ever known if I don’t do what they say.” Diana frowned at him, taking a step closer. Her frown deepened when the boy took a hasty step backwards.
 
                 “Who will kill your family?” she asked softly, having a fairly good idea.
 
                 “Prince Devon and Damian Augustus.” Not surprised to hear those two names linked together, Diana let a short huff escape her in frustration.
 
                 “You won’t have to worry about them much longer.” She informed him.
 
                 “How do you know?” he asked hesitantly, not quite willing to believe her.
 
                 “They’ve crossed the wrong Stone sister one too many times.” She told him cryptically. “You don’t have to continue this anymore. My sisters will protect the people of Culville.” She tried to reassure him. He shook his head sadly, looking at the ground.
 
                 “They can’t protect everyone.” He insisted stubbornly. Diana’s frustration mounted to greater heights. They really didn’t have time for this.
 
                 “No. They can’t,” she allowed. “However, Devon’s duplicity has been discovered. He’s fled the city, taken all those loyal to him, including Damian.” She insisted, trying to reach past the walls he’d built around himself.
 
                 “Really?” hope flared in his liquid gold gaze as he met Diana’s eyes for the first time since she had discovered him. She felt a sense of vertigo, her eyebrows drawing together as she waited for the feeling to pass.
 
                 A soft breeze picked up, bringing the frightened young boy’s scent to her sensitive nose. She stiffened, her gaze sharpened, her mind going back to something he had said.
 
                 “What did you mean when you said ‘The only family I’ve ever known’?” she asked him. He shifted restlessly, made uncomfortable by her intense scrutiny. He sighed heavily, meeting her gaze directly.
 
                 “I’ve lived a long time by myself, Lady Diana. I never knew the family I was born too. The Koontz’ were the ones who took me in when no one else would.” He looked away, gathering his thoughts. “I’m different.” He said so harshly she could guess that he had to force them out. Diana took another step closer to him, noticing this time that he didn’t retreat.
 
                 “How so?” she wanted to know. The boy’s throat bobbed as he nervously swallowed. He debated if he should reveal himself to this woman that had so easily caught him. He was still trying to get over his astonishment at the fact that she had managed to sneak up on him. No one had ever been able to do that before. Thinking about it, she shouldn’t have been able to. Plus, she hadn’t started pressing about where he came from until the wind had shifted. He narrowed his eyes at her, deciding to roll the dice so to speak. “I can change into a wolf at will.” He immediately regretted his gamble when her head jerked back and her eyes widened in shock.
 
                 “Show me.” She demanded in a coarse voice. He tilted his head to the side, that wasn’t what he had expected her to say.
 
                 “You don’t believe me,” he said tiredly. She gave a small smile.
 
                 “I believe you.” She fell silent just staring at him. This continued for so long that he began to become self-conscious. “I’ve been sensing one of us since we left Culville.” It was like she was talking to herself instead of him. “At first I thought it was just Kylie. But the smell I kept catching wasn’t her. It was you.” Diana looked at this man, this kid, incredulously. “What is your name, boy?” she finally asked of him.
 
                 His gaze became measured as he weighed his options. 
 
                 “Colin,” he finally told her.
 
                 “Colin,” she murmured. “Will you please show me your wolf?” she asked gently. Figuring he had nothing left to lose, he undressed quickly before calling the change. The purple glow enveloped him, and when it faded a large gray wolf with gold eyes sat in his place.
 
                 As a wolf, he looked to be no more than two years old. He had the slim, lanky build of a fledgling youth. All legs and paws.
 
                 Kylie, she sent to her adopted daughter back in camp.
 
                 Is everything ok? Came her instant reply.
 
                 Yes. He’s one of us. Bring me the extra set of clothing from my saddle bags, please. She requested. 
 
                 Be right there. Diana observed the shimmering glow when Colin changed back, sighing when he began scrambling back into what remained of his uniform.
 
                 To say that Colin was unsettled by the older woman’s non-reaction to what he just did, would be an understatement. He couldn’t help but feel fear begin to coil in his gut. He didn’t know what was going to happen now, no one had ever watched him shift as though it was a common occurrence. He was still hopping into his pants when the woman held up her hand, making him stop. He waited with bated breath. Colin was no fool; he knew he stood no chance against this woman if she decided to kill him. He’d seen what she had done to the mutants when they had been surrounded.
 
                 “I have someone bringing you clothes.” He frowned at her words, but finished pulling his pants up all the same. “Why did you join Culville’s army?” she asked unexpectedly. He shrugged, buttoning and zipping his pants.
 
                 “Seemed like a good idea at the time.” He murmured. There was a rustling behind Diana, making him tense. Colin reached down, snatching up his shirt as he prepared himself to flee.
 
                 “It’s alright. It’s only Kylie.” She told him, holding up both hands, trying to calm him. He didn’t relax until he saw the raven haired girl appear with an armful of clothes. He frowned in confusion when she handed it all to him.
 
                 “It should fit. They belong to my sister, Mason.” Diana explained. “You can’t go around wearing what you have now.” She teased gently, earning an embarrassed grin from Colin.
 
                 “How did you know it was her? That she was bringing them?” he asked as he exchanged the clothes he had been trying to put back on for the ones he had just been given, then carefully hid his uniform.
 
                 “You really don’t know anything about who or what you are, do you?” Diana observed.
 
                 “I can become a wolf. Isn’t that enough?” Colin said quietly. The older Kahlian shook her head, turning to address Kylie.
 
                 “You should probably keep an eye on the others.” Kylie nodded her understanding, laying her hand on the other woman’s shoulder, squeezing gently.
 
                 If you need me, she sent, only leaving when she saw Diana tip her chin down in affirmation.
 
                 Turning her attention back to Colin, the blonde clasped her hands at her waist.
 
                 “My people,” she caught herself, smiling gently at the skittish young man, “our people,” she corrected herself. “Are called Kahlian. We are shape shifters. Both human and wolf,” she paused, letting the information sink in. She gave a stray thought to how many times she had had this conversation in the past few days. “However, that is not our only ability.” She said watching his reaction.
 
                 “What other abilities do we have?” he asked, his voice tight with tension. He knew of at least one other ability but he wasn’t about to reveal that. He wasn’t even completely sure she was like him as she hadn’t returned the courtesy of showing him her wolf. Regardless of how familiar she seemed.
 
                 “Well, for starters,” she began aloud. We have the ability to speak to each other with our minds, she finished telepathically. Upon hearing Diana’s voice in his head and seeing that her mouth hadn’t moved, Colin paled several notches.
 
                 “How…how did you do that?” came the shaky question. Diana smiled in approval, the kid had guts. Between Colin and Rena, the newest generation of Kahlian’s were shaping up rather impressively.
 
                 “I honestly don’t know. Something to do with telepathic projection and firing neurons or something along those lines. We never allowed ourselves to be studied. The only thing we know is that it’s as natural to us as changing. Try it.” She urged him. Colin swallowed hard.
 
                 Can you hear me? He sent tentatively. Diana’s smile widened.
 
                 Yes. It’s more feeling than hearing though, she sent back. He relaxed visibly, trying again.
 
                 Is this how we talk when we’re wolves? He felt her chuckle in his mind and wondered at it.
 
                 Yes. You have a lot to learn, Colin. And a short time to learn it, she told him. She felt his impatience at his own lack of knowledge.
 
                 Will you teach me? He asked uncertainly.
 
                 It would be an honor. 
 
                 “Thank you,” he said aloud, forgetting for a moment that they had been communicating with their minds.
 
                 “You’re welcome,” Diana also spoke aloud. “We should probably head back.” She suggested turning to do just that before stopping short. “Promise me that you’ll stop leaving a trail for the Impure to follow.” She demanded forcefully. His eyes widened, having forgotten for a moment what had precipitated their meeting.
 
                 “Only if you can promise my families safety.” He gave his own demand, despite the trembling that overtook his body. Diana gave him a long look before continuing on to the camp.
 
                 “I’ll radio my sisters. Ask them to keep an eye out for them.” she granted after a few minutes, ignoring the way he sagged in relief.
 
                 “Then I’ll stop leaving a trail,” he was almost light headed from the feeling of a weight being lifted. They walked in silence back to camp, finding Kylie waiting with food for them when they arrived.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
                 Rena slowly drifted back to consciousness inside of a massive tent. It was so dark inside that at first she wasn’t sure if she had been rendered blind or if she was just blindfolded. A deep throbbing pain brought her hand up to the back of her head, making her wince when her fingers made tentative contact with a large bump. Her fears of being blind growing upon the discovery. She didn’t know who had knocked her out or where she was. The last thing she remembered was arguing with Jonathan, the fight with the guards then an excruciating explosion of pain. The next thing she knew, she was waking up here. Wherever here is, she thought. 
 
                 Relief swept through her when a gentle breeze ruffled the entrance flaps of the tent enough for her to clearly see a campfire with several people sitting and standing around it. As awareness reasserted itself, she realized that she could also hear the sounds of the camp around her. These sounds told her she was in the middle of a massive camp. The low murmuring of voices was nearly enough to drown out her own thoughts. Well, that answers one question, she mused to herself. Please don’t let me be where I think I am, she prayed fervently. 
 
                 Looking around again, she realized that her vision had adjusted to the darkness inside the tent. Taking a deep breath, she gagged. She rolled onto her side, nearly emptying the contents of her stomach when the stench of the Impure overwhelmed her. Regulating her breathing, between the god awful smell and the rising panic in her chest, was proving difficult. Rena was exactly where she feared she was. The mutant army encampment. The worst place for her to have ended up.
 
                 It wasn’t until she tried to sit up that she realized her hands were bound. Her anxiety skyrocketed, she was a prisoner. Desperately trying to stay calm, she took a better look at her surroundings. Hoping that something would give away the identity of whoever brought her here. her pseudo prison was luxurious, with silk pillows, velvet comforters over a deep mattress that looked enticingly inviting. At end of the bed, sat a huge brass and wooden chest. Working her way to her knees, relieved to discover that her feet hadn’t been bound as well, she tried the lid. It was locked. Testing the ropes around her wrists, which were tied in front of her, her anxiety began to recede. She could easily free herself. 
 
                 Rena pulled herself to her feet, thankful at least to be able to walk freely around the confines of the tent. She briefly considered shifting but thought better of it when she saw a figure pass between the front of the tent and the fire that offered some light, pushing back the tent flap. By the time the figure straightened, Rena was back on the floor where she had been dropped. Her acute sense of hearing picked up the sound of male laughter when the person who had entered her gilded prison finally spotted her. The wolf paced slowly inside of her, just waiting for an opportunity to act.
 
                 The man walked over to the only simple piece of furniture. A large table that held a lantern. She heard the strike of a match then light flared, temporarily blinding her after the near total darkness she had become accustomed to. Once her eyes adjusted, she saw that the table also held an obscene amount of food and drink. Her stomach growled at the sight, her mouth watered at the smell.
 
                 The man turned towards her and even though she had known he was here, she couldn’t hide her shock at his presence. Devon. He smiled cruelly, taking a seat in a fashionably disgusting chair. Rich in red velvet, trimmed in gold. He gestured for her to sit in the simple wooden chair, which creaked when she eased onto it.
 
                 “Why am I here?” she demanded to know immediately. Tensing as he shook his head and laughed again.
 
                 “You are here because you were promised to me. I intend to see that promise kept,” he informed her passively. “After all, you did agree to spend time getting to know me yesterday.”
 
                 “Being kidnapped isn’t really what I had in mind when I agreed to spend time with you, Devon.” She snarked at him. The Prince pursed his lips in thought, chuckling softly.
 
                 “Point taken. But honestly, Princess,” he began conciliatorily, “how was I to have any hope of gaining your attention, with so many distractions around.” Rena stared at him, waiting to see how long he would keep up this nice guy façade.
 
                 Devon reached out, grasping one of the bottles on the table, pouring a drink. Setting the bottle back in its place, he eyed the Princess across from him. He was well aware that once Damian’s army took Culville, he would have no need for the Princess beyond personal desires. The alliance with Eastland would no longer be required. But she had been promised to him, and even Devon knew he was a selfish man. He slid a plate of food over to her, placing the cup he had just poured in front of her as well.
 
                 “Eat. Drink. I’m sure it’s been awhile since the last time you ate.” Despite her hunger, Rena didn’t even so much as glance down at the food. Her eyes remained trained on his smug face. Resisting the all-encompassing urge to break the ropes from her wrists and wipe the smirk off his face. Devon was beginning to grow impatient with her. The least she could do was acknowledge his gesture. Instead she just stared at him blankly. It was unnerving. Taking a long drink from his out cup, he narrowed his eyes at the woman. Maybe it was time she learned that the only value she held now, was that he wanted her. 
 
                 He grinned wickedly.
 
                 “Now that the alliance with your kingdom is dead, you should be thanking me for seeing to your safety personally. I could have easily left you in the city to be killed with the rest of the chattel.”
 
                 “The only thing I should be thanking you for, is showing me so quickly what a terrible, pathetic excuse for a human being you really are.” She spat contemptuously at him. Her entire body screamed her disgust with him. Rage seized him at her words. 
 
                 “You will if you want your precious Mason to live.” He threatened in a frigid voice. He grinned, seeing Rena’s face drain of color.
 
                 “Where is she?” she growled harshly. In that moment, when he had threatened Mason’s life. Rena had finally understood how people could be driven to kill. She wanted to rip the bastards throat out.
 
                 “She’s in Culville with her idiot sister and their disgusting mutant friend,” he informed her, once again confident in his superior position by her reaction. “At the moment, they’re safe. But refuse me and I’ll personally see them all dead.” His tone got colder, as his expression became maniacal. “You belong to me, Rena. And soon you will belong to me in every way a wife can belong to her husband.” He reached out, grabbing her arm in a grip that was no doubt meant to hurt her. 
 
                 For the first time, Rena truly understood her own power. She knew that a normal human woman would have cried out in pain. She looked down at the fingers biting into her skin through a mask of indifference before turning her gaze up to his. The wolf in her paced out of her hiding place within Rena’s soul. For the first time confronting another person. She didn’t try to hide the wolf from Devon. Instead she let him have full view of the deadly beast he had awakened in her.
 
                 “Get your hands off of me,” her voice rumbled from deep within her throat. Devon’s grip loosened with shock. She seemed to change right before his eyes. Becoming something altogether more dangerous than she should have been. Some primal part of his brain recognized the lethal predator he found himself faced with and quivered in fear.
 
                 “Yes, Prince Devon. Remove your hands from the Princess.” Damian said from just inside the tent opening. “You are not yet married and should not be taking such liberties.” He scolded gently. Devon grunted in frustration, releasing her. He stood and stamped out of the tent. Throwing a petulant glare at Damian as he passed him.
 
                 The Kahlian only smiled, bowing to the Prince. When he was gone he turned back to the young woman still sitting at the table. He noticed that she was in the process of making herself a sandwich out of thinly sliced honey and smoked turkey, slicing some of the smoked cheddar cheese before putting it all together. As she took her first bite, it found himself wondering at her calm demeanor. She should’ve been in tears, begging or in pain. Showing some kind of nervousness. Yet here she was, calmly eating a sandwich and drinking that god awful liquid humans loved so much.
 
                 Rena sipped at the hot beverage, closing her eyes in ecstasy.
 
                 “Ahh! Coffee.” She moaned appreciatively then set to work on her sandwich with gusto. With Devon gone, she found that she could stomach food and she needed to keep her strength up if she wanted to escape.
 
                 “You are a strange one, Princess Rena,” Damian observed. “Most women would be a mess right now.” Rena considered him for a moment before turning back to her food. He was a very handsome man, but he wore such an air of cruelty that she found him nearly as repulsive as she did Devon.
 
                 “You’ll find, Lord Damian, that I am not like most women.” She said in a mysterious tone finishing her meal and draining the last dregs of coffee from the tin cup she had found. The cup of wine Devon poured her, remained on the table where he’d placed it along with the plate of food he’d given her. Untouched. 
 
                 Damian frowned at her disregard of him. His displeasure grew when his eyes fell on the feast spread out on the table. Meat of every kind and cut had been supplied along with various cheeses and breads. He counted six different wines. There vegetables on the table that he didn’t even recognize. He would have to have a talk with Devon about excessiveness. 
 
                 In the midst of all that splendor and fine food, sat Rena. As though she were a Queen setting to a dinner with friends. She was bedraggled, bound and blood stained the collar of her shirt from when Devon had knocked her out. Yes. Definitely going to have to have a talk with that boy. 
 
                 Rena, meanwhile used the opportunity to observe Damian unnoticed. He had the look of a man accustomed to getting his way no matter the cost. She remembered Mason mentioning that he is Kahlian. She said that they could recognize their kind by a certain scent. When Rena noticed the strange odor, she’d asked Mason if that was what she smelled like. She had been told no.
 
                 The scent that was the calling sign of the Kahlian was like being able to smell the wild nature of the wolf within. The fierce freedom, the constant struggle for life. The hunt. The kill. Life, death and birth. Like the great Mother had handed the Kahlian her own special scent. That of life everlasting. Mason told Rena that she had a different smell. One she had only encountered once in her life. She said that Rena smelled like the ocean. The crashing, rolling waves. The flowing giver of life. Rena didn’t know why that was significant. Though she was pleased to be reassured that she didn’t smell like fish.
 
                 Remembering this made Rena smile. Thinking about Mason always did that to her, but she was smiling for a different reason this time. The different scent meant that Damian probably didn’t know that she too was a Kahlian. Which meant that he would underestimate her. For some reason she found this amusing.
 
                 Damian stalked over to the elaborate chair, giving it a disgusted glare before sinking into it. The aristocratic wolf in him disdaining such an overt show of wealth. He tore a leg off of a beautiful juicy, golden turkey. He set this on a heavy gold plate that was nearly as old as he was. Then he grasped the bottle of wine Devon had used, pouring a healthy amount into an equally elaborate goblet. 
 
                 “You seem as disgusted by all of this as I am.” Rena ventured. 
 
                 “I don’t enjoy wallowing in wealth, Princess. I find it, unnecessary.” He explained as he began to eat. Rena gave him an odd look.
 
                 “Unnecessary?” she questioned curiously. Damian smiled and nodded as he swallowed.
 
                 “Most people who put on such a show of wealth and power like this, are often weak and cowardly. They need to show how much money they have, all the fine things they possess. Because with that implied wealth is the implication of power,” he explained. Pausing to wet his throat with wine before continuing. “The freedom to do whatever they want. It is meant to intimidate. All of this grandeur, is merely window dressing. Promising everything but giving nothing.” He tossed the now bare bones of the turkey leg he’d just devoured onto his plate. 
 
                 “Take your situation for example,” he said, looking at her closely now. Rena tensed at the sudden change in the atmosphere of the tent. “This was all staged to impress and intimidate you. Because let’s face it, Princess. Eastland is not a rich kingdom like Midland is. All of this is a promise and a warning. Yes, he can give you anything you desire, but you are and always be a possession to him. To lose yourself in all of this would be signing your death warrant.” Damian leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers across his stomach, laughing softly in amusement at her predicament. “Subterfuge, my dear. You’re up to your pretty neck in it.” He warned her. “But, as I was saying, I have no need for such posturing. My actions speak louder than any of this ever could.”
 
                 Rena mimicked his posture, relaxing back into her chair. Listening carefully to what he was saying.
 
                 “And what are your actions supposed to be telling me, Lord Damian?” she asked bemusedly. He didn’t answer immediately, choosing instead to drain his wine then refill his cup first. Snagging another leg of turkey as he did.
 
                 “You are alive because the Prince values you. If he did not, I would have already killed you.” He told her plainly. Rena raised her eyebrows slightly at that. Hmmm, she mused.
 
                 “I have no use for you, Princess. Be glad that he does. Because the moment he loses interest in you, I’ll slit your throat.” Rena’s heart skipped at beat in fear. He would do it, she was convinced. She could see in his eyes he wasn’t lying.
 
                 “I see what you mean about all this being unnecessary for you.” She stated, seeing him nod and sip his wine. Rena leaned closer to his face, her chest nearly laying on the table between them as she caught his gaze. “If you do decide to slit my throat, Damian. Make sure I am dead. Because I swear to you, if even one breath remains in me. I’ll use it to take you with me.” She used the same calmly lethal tone that he had, while her blood was racing with a sick fear.
 
                 Damian could smell that fear rolling off of her and admired her bravery. He didn’t doubt her words any more than she doubted his. He even felt a little tingle of anticipation. 
 
                 Rena’s brow furrowed when she saw Damian freeze, his entire body going rigid. A shadow passed through the room. Leaving a cold shock to the air in its wake. Damian’s eyes followed it, they were the only part of his body he could move. Rena tracked the shadow to where it came to a stop. The figure was completely cloaked. Not just in cloth, but in darkness as well. She could feel the evil this person carried with them and knew that the darkness they wore was a reflection of the black soul that inhabited this creature. This person’s mere presence scared the hell out of Rena. She sucked in a calming breath and tasted a unique scent that only carried hints of Kahlian.
 
                 Shit, she cursed silently.
 
                 “You must be Princess Rena MacKinnon from the Eastland Kingdom.” The icy words slithered out of the black cowl. She stood slowly, not willing to be in a vulnerable position before this creature. Rena realized Damian was paralyzed and swallowed her fear.
 
                 “Who are you?” she asked, trying to control the quaver of her voice. The evil figure laughed softly, dipping its head down. Rena got the distinct impression that she was being studied. The creature reached up slowly pushing the cowl back. Revealing a young looking man with short cropped black hair and disturbing red eyes. That glowed.
 
                 He had something of a plain face. His eyes and his coldly beautiful smile the only distinctive features. His hands were the only other part of his body that was showing. They were strong looking. The fingers were long and the nails well kept. Her gaze rose back to meet his when he spoke in that deceptively soft voice.
 
                 “I am Dominus.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
                  Traveling through the night, Diana and her company approached an old abandoned town as the red-orange flames of the rising sun broke the horizon. Though it had been a few centuries and many of the buildings were destroyed, she was fairly certain this town had once been a Native American Reservation. Because of this and its proximity to a Military base from a bygone era, Diana knew they would be able to find a vehicle. Hopefully one large enough to accommodate everyone. Gathering Xavier and his officers around, she gave a description of the vehicle they needed.
 
                 “How many of you have ever seen an automobile?” she started. A few, including the Captain, raised their hand. “Good. What we are looking for is a type of truck. It needs to be large enough for everyone.” She told them, while kneeling down and drawing a rough outline in the dirt with her finger of the general shape of the truck she wanted.
 
                 “That sort of looks like an old world personnel transport vehicle.” Dumas mused. Diana and Kylie both looked at him in surprise. “Before we repopulated the surface, my ancestors where mechanics and engineers. They helped to keep the lights on, the water running and the oxygen safe to breath. Some of them even worked on trucks like the one you described. I grew up on stories about them.” Xavier explained, smiling at the fond memories. Diana found herself smiling back at him before clearing her throat self-consciously.
 
                 “Alright then, moving on.” She said turning to Kylie, eyes narrowing at the smirk on the younger woman’s face. “Go with Captain Dumas. The only automobiles that have a chance of still working will be the ones outfitted with solar panels.” Diana ordered, knowing that Kylie would know what to look for. Once her daughter indicated her understanding, she split the group in two. Taking half with her, sending the rest with Kylie and Dumas. There was a building not too far from where they were currently standing that was only missing one wall. Diana instructed everyone to meet there at noon.
 
                 Over the next few hours, the two groups made their way through the ruins of the small town. Gradually dispersing to search side roads as they came across them. Kylie and Xavier would split to check any building that looked like it could house a vehicle before meeting back up and continuing their search. Every so often Kylie could feel Xavier’s eyes on her; she could only imagine the questions bouncing around inside his head. She glanced at him in her periphery, not even bothering to hide her smirk. She knew the Captains interest in her mother had been piqued. Kylie idly wondered if the human would have the courage to approach Diana.
 
                 Their search had turned up nothing by the time they were supposed to meet back up with the others. Making the trek back in companionable silence, each lost to their own thoughts, Kylie and Xavier shared a stunned look when the unmistakable sound of an engine roaring to life broke the peaceful afternoon. A flock of frightened birds took flight at the noise, once the most common of sounds in this land. The group picked up their pace, making for the location of the sound instead of the designated meeting point. The noise led them to a dilapidated building that Kylie recognized as a late Twenty-First Century Military Supply Depot. 
 
                 At the end of the century and into the middle of the next, warehouse buildings like this were renovated to hold various vehicles and weapons as well as emergency food and water supplies. The entire structure was reinforced by six feet concrete exterior wall to withstand a nuclear blast. Nothing could survive a direct hit but buildings such as this one could endure the blast. The interior had been designed to be an airtight environment. Protecting anything or anyone inside from, not just the deadly explosion, but the devastating effects of radiation poisoning from the fallout. Not for the first time, Kylie was astounded by how dramatically the world had changed, was still changing, from the War. How everyday life was still affected by the residual radiation that clung to hot zones the world over. She sometimes struggled connecting what the world became, to the world she was born into. 
 
                 Approaching the building, they heard the sound of Diana voice snapping out orders and the quick shuffle of feet as the Midland soldiers hurried to obey. Entering through the open cargo bay doors, Kylie’s group were dumbfounded by what they saw. Many of them had only seen pictures of automobiles, but none of them had ever ridden in one. Excitement skittered through the entire squad when it sank in that this was about to change.
 
                 Hearing the sound of footsteps approaching over the rumbling of the trucks engine, Diana’s head popped out from under the hood grinning widely at her astonished daughter. Dropping down from where she’d been dangling half in, half out from under the hood of the multi terrain vehicle, Diana sauntered over to the returning group.
 
                 “Would anyone care for a lift?” she quipped, laughing when Kylie wrapped her up in a hard hug. Diana glanced at Xavier over the excited young woman’s shoulder, surprised to find him staring back at her. Pulling back, she squeezed Kylies arms affectionately before turning to address their little squad.
 
                 “Everyone should be able to fit comfortably in the back. It will take several hours for us to reach our destination now, instead of days.” She smiled at the relief that washed through the group. She knew they had to be worried about their families. Xavier moved to her side, watching with her as Kylie got the soldiers moving, helping them to load themselves and their belongings into the truck.
 
                 “Would it be alright if I rode up front with you?” he asked her unexpectedly. She glanced over at him, an eyebrow lifting in surprise. 
 
                 “Of course, Captain. Though I would have thought you would want to ride with your people.” She mused, not quite questioning his reasons. Xavier’s lips quirked in amusement at her subtlety.
 
                 “Normally I would,” he admitted, returning his attention to his anxious officers that were peppering Kylie with question after question about the machine that would be carrying them. “But there are some things I would like to discuss with you.” At Diana’s cautious, questioning gaze, Xavier allowed an awkward chuckle to slip out. “I just have some questions, Lady Diana. A few things that I don’t entirely understand. I thought this would be the best time, since we wouldn’t have to worry about anyone overhearing our conversation.” 
 
                 “I see,” she replied. Diana had a pretty good idea what he wanted to ask her, but appreciated that he took into consideration that the subject matter was not one she would discuss freely. She let loose a calming breath and turned towards him. “I understand, Captain. To be honest, I’ve been expecting to have this conversation since I first told you about us. However, Kylie and Private Koontz will be joining us since it’s a double cab.” Xavier frowned in confusion at the inclusion of the Private before dipping his head in acknowledgment and walking away to help his people finish loading up.
 
                 Kylie appeared at her mother’s side, watching her watch the others. She’d noticed an underlying tension in Diana that she’d never seen in her before. Its presence was worrying. She didn’t know what exactly was causing it. If it was what was happening in Culville or Wolfhaven’s fall or Marcus’ death. It could be the fact that she would be reunited with her own mother very soon and she had no idea what state of health she would find Aine in. Or a combination of everything starting to settle onto the woman’s shoulders. Either way, Kylie kept getting a sinking feeling in her stomach the closer they got to Sanctuary. A feeling like everything was about to change again, and not altogether for the better.
 
                  She climbed into the passenger’s seat of the truck’s cab, pausing for a moment at the unexpected sight of Colin Koontz in the back seat. Completing her climb up and making herself comfortable, Kylie looked up when the opposite back door opened to reveal Captain Dumas awkwardly climbing into the seat. The atmosphere was uncomfortable until Diana climbed behind the wheel and shifted the truck into gear with a wide grin plastered on her face.
 
                 Kylie laughed, shaking her head at this rare expression of childlike glee from her normally reserved mother. Diana rolled her eyes and let the truck roll forward, taking a moment to re-familiarize herself with the mechanics of driving. It wasn’t long before they were on the road to the Kahlian Sanctuary.
 
                 They’d been driving for several hours. The sun having long since set. Occasionally dodging fallen trees or ancient rusted out cars that still dotted what was left of the highway. The men in the back finally settled down after exclaiming in excitement or fear at the speed they were traveling just a couple of hours earlier. The Captain now sat in the passenger’s seat next to Diana since they’d made a quick pit stop so everyone could stretch their legs. Kylie opted to curl up in the back seat to get a little sleep. With the only sound filling the interior of the cab being the sound of the tires rolling across the ground and the rush of wind from the open window, Diana was a bit startled when Xavier turned his head to look directly at her, words ready to spill from his lips
 
                 “I was beginning to think you had changed your mind, Captain.” She spoke quietly, not wanting to disturb the two sleeping passengers. Xavier opened his mouth to speak but hesitated, glancing back at the young Private. “He’s asleep, Captain. Practically dead to the world.” Training his gaze on her regal profile, he wondered how she sounded so sure. There were many things about this woman that often left him wondering. Noticing that he and Diana seemed to be the only ones still awake on the dark, dissolute, shattered road. Xavier watched Diana twist and turn the steering wheel every so often to avoid one obstacle or another. He thought now was as good a time as any to ask some of the questions that had been plaguing him for days. 
 
                 “Where exactly are we going?” was his first question. Diana tightened her grip on the steering wheel before answering.
 
                 “Do you recall my mentioning a small mountain range a few days ride away?” at his nod, she continued. “At the heart of the range, there is a system of caves that my people discovered nearly a millennium ago. We were granted permission by the leaders of the native tribes at the time, to convert these caves into a safe place for our people away from prying eyes.” Diana paused, glancing over to Xavier quickly, who was hanging onto her every word. “It is where we went to escape the bombs.” She said, resting her elbow on the door.
 
                 “What will we find when we get there? I know you said that’s where your mother is waiting for us. But why there?” Xavier wanted to know. Diana was quiet for a long moment, eyes trained forward.
 
                 “Sanctuary is the closest thing to an ancestral home my people have left. It is where we keep our stories. Where our histories are remembered and repeated to the next generation so that we never forget.” She told him, her voice remained low but the deep love she held for her people added a weight to her words.
 
                 “So that you never forget? What?” Xavier wanted to know. Diana down shifted to slow the truck, maneuvering it around a large section of missing road before she answered him.
 
                 “I’ve told you that we are not mutants,” she began, “Neither are we human.” Xavier’s eyes widened at this revelation. 
 
                 “I don’t understand.” He told her. Diana chewed on her lip for a moment before taking a deep breath.
 
                 “My people live very long lives, Xavier. Because of this, we have very long memories.” She stated, “We pass down our stories and history, one generation to the next, through our wordsmiths’. They remind us of who and what we are.” Reaching an open stretch of road, Diana shifted gears, gradually increasing their speed, gathering herself for what she was about to reveal.
 
                 “Xavier,” Diana began slowly, “I am fourteen hundred years old.” Xavier’s eyes widened in disbelief, but forced himself to remain silent, wanting to hear her out but not entirely sure he believed her yet. “I was born to Aine and Marcus Stone, who had already lived for centuries before I was born in 942. I have seen the rise and fall of empires. I have seen civilizations destroy themselves time and time again.” She paused then to look at the human male, noticing that under his olive complexion, he’d grown pale. “I witnessed the events that brought about the War that shaped the world into what it is today. I lived in the city whose ruins Culville sits on. I was here in the early Twentieth Century when all the great cities of old were built. I was here before they were built. I saw the events that led to their destruction.” 
 
                 Diana fell silent for a moment as her memories started to swirl in her mind. 
 
                 “I remember when the bombs fell. Sometimes in my dreams, I can still see them streaking across the sky and the blinding light that followed when they hit their targets. After all this time, I can still smell the world burning. I can still feel the dirty, dark energy that was released into the air from hundreds of atomic bombs being detonated at one time.” She had to stop speaking in order to swallow past the lump that formed in her throat from thinking back on that period of time. Well over half of the world’s population, including far too many of her own people, died in a flash of heat and light. It was then, that she and her sisters vowed to never let such a catastrophe happen again. 
 
                 Regaining control over her voice again, Diana continued.
 
                 “It was that energy that made all these mutations possible. The Impure. The Nightkin. All of the animal and plant mutations. None of it should have been possible.” She sighed tiredly, looking up at the moon hanging high in the night sky through the windshield. “When everything began in the early Twenty-First Century, it was all nothing more than wild speculation about what would happen if a human were exposed to nuclear radiation. It spawned tales of super heroes and people with unimaginable powers. For the most part it was all pure fantasy, but no one could have guessed what would happen after a full scale worldwide nuclear war. All of the data led the top scientists of the day to believe that exposure to such high levels of radiation would be a death sentence. Never in their wildest dreams where the Nightkin a possibility.” She grew quiet. Giving the Captain a few moments to digest the information while taking a moment to pull herself from those painful memories. “We were such fools.” If Xavier hadn’t been listening so intently to her, watching her every expression, he would have missed that last whispered statement. One that contained such a wealth of sadness, his heart constricted in sympathy.
 
   “But that is my story. My mother, Aine, was born in 119 in what became Scotland, during the time Rome occupied the island. She was among the most strident of those who opposed Roman rule.” A soft smile slipped across Diana’s face when speaking of her mother. 
 
   “My father, Marcus, was born two hundred years before her in Rome during the time of Julius Caesar.”
 
                 Dumas felt as though he had fallen into another world listening to Diana. It was hard to wrap his mind around the enormity of what she was telling him. Just imagining what it would be like to live for so long, to witness so many important events in history, left his brain scrambling to keep up. Xavier has always been a student of history. He believed whole heartedly that if we didn’t learn from our past mistakes then we would be forever doomed to repeat them.              
 
                 “Does Culville have a museum?” Diana asked suddenly, darting her eyes over to him quickly then refocusing on the road, not for the first time thankful that the headlights miraculously still worked.  
 
                 “Yes. We also have an extensive library. I used to spend my afternoons wondering through them, trying to imagine what life must have been like back then.” He told her, revealing another layer to her along with his struggle to grasp the very concept that the person sitting next to him was someone who’d actually experienced the events he dreamt about as a child. A smile stole across her face at his words, relieved that he at least knew about the people and events she was talking about.
 
                 “Then you probably know the story of Cleopatra and Marc Antony.” She stated, navigating around a sharp bend in the broken road.
 
                 “Yes. The time of Caesar is still taught in our schools.” Xavier informed her. She nodded, pleased to know that classical history has survived.
 
                 “It is rumored that when my father was a mortal man, his name was Marcus Antonius. More commonly known as Marc Antony, Cleopatra’s lover.” Diana smirked at Xavier’s stunned expression, chuckling softly. “He has never confirmed it, but neither has he ever denied it. This is the history I know, Xavier. My parents and I, even Damian, are considered the oldest of our people. Yet none of us, could tell you exactly where we come from. How our race evolved. All we have are myths and legends that have been passed down through the ages. The most ancient of these tales make no mention of another species that lacked the ability to shape shift. In fact, by the time of the earliest mentioning of the human race, my people were already old. We had already created a thriving civilization when your ancestors figured out how to shape bronze into tools.” She told him, a light amusement coloring her tone. “No one remembers who made the decision for our peoples to remain apart. We are taught from birth not to interfere in human matters. And except for one or two instances, we never have. It is one of our strictest laws.” 
 
                 Except for the sound of wind rushing past them, silence reigned in the truck shooting down a shattered remnant of a highway that served as a metaphor for the world in Diana’s mind. For the world is every bit as destroyed as the cracked, and blasted apart concrete that had long since lost the fight against nature. Looking out into the black night, Diana found she missed the distant glow of cities, their light reflecting back against the darkened sky. A sure sign of life even before the advent of electricity. Now, there was nothing. Only a cold, star filled horizon as far as the eye could see.
 
                 As Xavier listened to Diana speak about her people and her personal history. He found himself inundated by the emotions she kept under an iron control but were obviously there just under the surface, visible if only you looked closely enough.
 
                 “Then why are your sisters fighting for Culville? If it is one of your laws, why involve yourselves now?” He asked the question quietly, his tone gentle. Mindful now of just how affected she is by recent events. How hurt she remains over those that are long past. Diana’s hand tightened on the wheel at his question.
 
                 “Besides the fact that Damian is involved?” she ground out angrily. “My race has always remained in the shadows. We’ve always stayed out of human affairs. However, after the devastation of World War III,” she shook her head, bemused. “My sisters and I decided we can no longer remain on the fringe of civilization. We must now try to guide and affect change in the human race. Your ancestors not only nearly wiped yourselves out, but my people as well. There were a few species that were not so lucky.” Diana’s lips press into a thin line as she shakes her head. “You will never know the loss that your people have visited on this planet. That is why I am doing what I’m doing, why I’ve chosen to live this life of immortality. No matter how painful the path is to walk, no matter what I’ve lost in the past or what I’ve been through. As long as the human race is doomed to repeat this mistake again, I will not stand aside and allow it to happen if it is within my power to stop it. We have chosen to intervene this time, Xavier. Mason, Lana and myself made a decision after the War. Once we took over from our parents, who were already taking the necessary steps to abdicate; it would be different. We would step out of the shadows to inspire change in the human race. We all made the choice to break our oldest laws to ensure that circumstances never again reached the point where all life is threatened with annihilation,” she says heavily, her shoulders seeming to slump a bit as she settled almost dejectedly into her seat. 
 
                 “I’ve fought and died in too many human wars to count, Xavier. Not a single one of them made anything better. Nothing was ever truly resolved. In all my long years, I’ve never seen war spawn peace. And there has never been a period in time where there wasn’t a conflict. When one war ends, another breaks out in its place. I have never understood how a race that is capable of creating such beauty and is capable of such extraordinary kindness, can also be capable of committing such monstrous acts against each other.” She blew air out of her nose in exasperation. “Your people can hope and despair in a single breath. Is it any wonder that brothers will kill each other over a battlefield of opposing ideologies, then weep for the loss they are responsible for? Humanity is its own worst enemy and as cohabitants of this world that humans have come far too close, far too many times to destroying. My people will no longer leave it up to yours to decide its fate.” Diana turns off the road they’d been traveling on, saying. “I do not know now what difference we will be able to make with the four distinct species already going to war against each other. It was bad enough when the differences people fought over where religion or skin color, or which gender you happened to be attracted to. But these four races are so vastly different, I don’t know if a common ground is possible.” She glanced into the back seat, smiling when she saw both Kylie and Colin sleeping.
 
                  Diana thought about Rena and Mason back in Culville, how determined they were to defend the people who called the city home. She hoped that despite the obstacles in their way, those two would find their way to each other before they lost the chance to see if the love growing so quickly between them would simply flare and die like a snuffed out candle. Or if it had the power to withstand the flames of time. She then thought of Lana and Sylvia, who were still so in love with each other that regardless of the pain they’d gone through, they couldn’t resist the pull to be in the other’s presence. Then there was Kylie and Colin, both so strong and so very unaware of their strength. Both determined to do everything in their power to protect the people they claimed as family. The same could be said for the man beside her, except perhaps on a larger scale. Xavier was a man who felt the call to serve. To protect. And he answered that call without hesitation. Thinking on these special people, Diana felt hope spark in her heart for the first time since she lost her husband and son. Bringing the truck to a stop, she shut off the engine then turned to face Xavier as much as the confines of the cab would allow.
 
                 “I don’t know if peace between the four races can ever be achieved, Captain. But I have reason to hope, that with time and compassion and a lot of understanding. One day, maybe we can reach a place where war is no longer an acceptable solution.” 
 
                 Xavier could only stare in awe at her. Listening to everything she had to say left him feeling humble and inspired. He felt a growing need to show her that humans were capable of changing. Xavier’s respect for Diana grew the more he thought on her words. The wisdom and compassion she showed, even though she had seen and been the victim of the very worst of his race. The fact that she still saw some redeemable qualities, made him want to prove to her right. Xavier felt a stirring inside that he didn’t understand as he continued to gaze at her. He felt a growing sense that, seeing this difficult time through with her, would allow him to show her that her hope was not in vain.  
 
                 Seeing Diana reach into the back seat to tap her adopted daughters knee to wake her up, broke Xavier from his thoughts enough to hazard a guess that they had reached their destination. It was verified when he overheard her talking quietly to Kylie.
 
                 “Wake up, sweetheart. We’re here.” Diana gripped the young woman’s knee firmly, knowing from past experience not to startled her awake. Especially if she’d fallen asleep in the car. A bittersweet smile graced Diana’s elegant features at the memory. Kylie’s eyes fluttered open, her gaze falling on her mother’s face where she was bent around her seat. She sat up and rubbed her eyes firmly, trying to wake up. Looking around, Kylie instantly recognized where they were and sucked in a quick, fortifying breath. She didn’t think any of them were prepared for what was about to happen.
 
                 Once she was sure Kylie was awake. Diana turned to Xavier.
 
   “Only the four of us are going inside, Captain. Have your troops set up camp outside, I’m not sure how long this will take but I’m sure they’re all hungry.” After saying this, she opened her door and hopped out of the truck, slamming the door shut behind her. Inadvertently startling Colin awake, who bolted up in his seat so fast he slammed the top of his head against the roof. 
 
                 “We’re here.” Xavier told him dryly. “Let’s get everyone situated before we head inside.” They climbed out of the truck and stretched before walking to the back to let the others out. Dumas ordered the remaining soldiers to set up camp just outside the cave entrance that had been plainly visible from the moment Diana stopped the truck, and to wait for them. Torches were lit and passed out between the four of them. Even though the sun was beginning to rise, it would be pitch black inside. With that taken care of, the three Kahlians and one human entered the natural construct, unaware that by the end of the newly dawning day, the fight for Midland would begin.
 
                 The little group seemed to walk forever down a long winding path that cut straight into the rolling mountains. The air inside felt heavy, charged thick with energy. Xavier and Colin both felt as though they weren’t alone aside from the two women with them. They kept looking over their shoulders, expecting to see someone. No one spoke during the trek. Both men had the feeling that it felt like it would be disrespectful to do so. 
 
                 After thirty minutes of walking, the winding path opened up before them into a deep cavern. Flames from a hundred torches lining the walls casting dancing shadows climbing up the sloped walls even though they were kept well away. Since the walls themselves were carved out or pitted around the circumference of the cavern, filled to bursting with books and rolled parchments. There were a handful of white robed people milling about on the far side of the room but the focal point rest in the center. 
 
                 A great long table dominated the center of the room. Overflowing with more books scattered around a massive map that took up the entirety of the center portion of the table. Leaning over this table, with hands braced wide against it to support her weight, stood a statuesque woman with long, flowing red hair with her back to them. She was conversing heatedly with an older looking gentleman in a language neither of the men had ever heard before. The speaking abruptly stopped and the woman was spinning around to face them. A look of mind numbing relief briefly flashed across the stunning woman’s features. Xavier could clearly see each of her daughters in both her looks and her bearing.
 
                 Diana took a step forward, her gaze locked onto the woman. 
 
                 “Hello, Mother.” She greeted her quietly. Her voice still managing to echo lightly throughout the cavern. The sound of her eldest daughter’s voice seemed to break whatever spell had fallen over the red haired matriarch, causing her to surge forward. Covering the distance between herself and Diana in nearly the blink of an eye. Aine swept her blonde child into her arms, holding her tightly, burying her face in her hair and kissing the side of her head. When she felt Diana’s body begin to shake, she soothed her by running her hand gently up and down her back as she had when she was a child. Aine pulled back just enough to frame her daughters tear streaked face in her hands and smile sadly.              
 
                  “Oh, my precious girl. I was beginning to fear you would never come.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
                 Over the next several hours, the Stone sisters and Sylvia wandered through one underground village after another. Trying to keep an optimistic outlook while searching for something that could accommodate over thirty thousand people. Mason was no fool and this was by no means her first time facing a siege. The Kahlian sighed heavily for she was growing tired of watching the human race repeat the same mistakes over and over. 
 
   It had become tedious over the years, to watch these people build beautiful cities. Awe-inspiring civilizations, rich with culture and bursting with creativity. To watch them do everything they could to destroy it, just to start all over again was perhaps, the greatest tragedy of all. 
 
   During the years following the calamity of World War III, Mason and her sisters had many conversations and heated arguments over what their peoples’ role would be in the new world once it was possible to retake the surface. After much debate, they’d finally agreed that the fate of the world could not be left up to such a young and volatile race. The last stunt had nearly wiped out every living thing.
 
                 Going against eons of Kahlian law, the three of them have since taken a drastically more active role in reshaping the world that greeted them upon their emergence from the sprawling, subterranean cities. Where Human and Kahlian alike had fled to escape the destruction. Becoming yet another civilization that was destroyed in order to make way for the current one. 
 
                 Standing in the middle of a satellite village to the main underground chamber that housed what used to be Kansas City, Mason turned to her sister and Sylvia.
 
                 “We’re going to have to hide them down here until the danger has passed.” She announced. Lana looked at her quizzically. “We can’t risk using the tunnel that empties out behind the Impure army with unarmed civilians. They’ll be cut down before the fresh air fills their lungs.” Mason explained. “The best bet would be for them to hole up down here and seal off the entrance inside Culville after the last person goes through until the battle is over.” She paced away from them to a gaze at a building that looked like it could have held several apartments at one time.
 
                 “And who will bring them down here and stay with them?” Sylvia asked in a low voice, not wanting to incite an argument between the sisters but feeling it needed to be addressed now instead of in the middle of the siege. Lana, whose attention had been on Sylvia while she spoke, whipped her head around to glare at her sister and leader.
 
                 “Not a chance in hell.” She ground out when Mason’s eye’s settled on her almost pleadingly.
 
                 Mason takes a breath before plunging headfirst into the inevitable argument with her little sister.
 
                 “Lana, there’s no one…” she began only to be interrupted.
 
                 “NO!” Lana shouted, her voice echoing up and down the ghost like streets of the abandoned town. “I won’t do it. There has to be someone in Culville who knows about these tunnels. Let them babysit their own people.” She declared angrily. “You are not going to wage a war without me there to watch your back, I don’t care if you are Mother’s heir.” Glancing over at a silent Sylvia, she continued desperately. “I left her alone in a city about to be sacked by her brother once, don’t make me do this to her again, Mason.”
 
                  Sylvia sucked in a startled gasp at Lana’s frantic plea. She hadn’t realized how very similar this situation was to what happened in Moon Valley until Lana brought it to her attention. Sylvia couldn’t believe she was stuck in another city her brother planned to lay waste too, at Lana’s side no less. She huffed in irritation, crossing her arms and shaking her head. Unbelievable. To make matters worse, she could feel herself thawing towards Lana again. Even more so now and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Sylvia had missed the wild Kahlian desperately, and even though she was now convinced of the validity of Lana’s claims about what truly happened all those years ago. Sylvia found she wasn’t quite ready to let go of all of her anger towards the woman just yet. 
 
                 “Alright, Lana. Alright.” The sound of Mason’s voice brought her attention back to the bickering sisters to see Lana wrapped up in her sister’s arms. “We’ll find someone else to guide them.” Mason met Sylvia’s gaze, realizing along with the pale woman, just how much Lana was still haunted by what happened between them. Leaning back, grasping the younger woman by the shoulders, Mason said. “I think we’ve come far enough into the tunnels for them to be safe from pursuit, so we should head back now. We need as much time as possible to get everyone down here.” The other two nodded in agreement and fell into step with Mason as they made their way back to the entrance in the soldiers barracks they’d used hours before.
 
                 As they walked, Mason’s mind drifted back to their earlier encounter with the cloaked being. A meeting that had precipitated the need to find an alternate escape route. Having failed to find one that wasn’t collapsed or in danger of collapsing had proven futile. Hence the decision to hide in the abandoned cities. However, that decision left Mason with a sense of foreboding. This being was so comfortable with the shadows; they chose to shroud themselves in it. She’d attempted to test the individuals’ ability and found it to be at least among the most powerful she’d ever encountered. But, like her, this person had been able to obscure the extent of its power.
 
                 It was just one more potential threat to take into account along with the army marching towards them and a city wholly unprepared to repel its attack. Mason let go a frustrated sigh. Even bringing the citizens down here, and using it as a fallback position, a lot of people were going to die on both sides of this conflict that no one knew the cause for. Which is what was really bothering Mason.
 
                 Almost sixty years ago, the Nightkin capital, Moon Valley, had been completely destroyed. Only a massive bomb, detonating in the center of the city, would have done more damage. Over half of its population were killed along with many of the ruling class. Including Sylvia’s parents, who were the Nightkin’s equivalent of a King and Queen. This event forced them to abandon the area in search of a new home. Having accomplished this, they rebuilt their society and their armies. Then, under Sylvan command at the behest of Damian, the Nightkin attacked and destroyed Wolfhaven. Killing Mason’s father and sending her mother into hiding along with what was left of the Kahlian people. An exact reenactment of what befell Moon Valley. Now, their focus shifted to Culville, the strongest of all the human cities that have popped up over the last few hundred years. Once it fell, Eastland’s capital, Ruin City, would be the only stronghold left and without Culville’s protection, it would be utterly overwhelmed.
 
                 Mason’s frowned as she considered all of this. Why would Damian and Sylvan go to such lengths to destroy three kingdoms? Moon Valley, Wolfhaven, now Culville. If it were anyone else, even if it was just Sylvan, she could believe that it was simply the desire for power. To rule an empire. Except Damian and this Dominus being seemed to be the ones behind it all. Mason shook her head, there was a pattern to this whole thing. She could see it as clearly as she could see the two women at her side. She just couldn’t see the larger picture that pattern was a part of, though it was becoming more clear with every tidbit of information she acquired.
 
                 They were climbing the steps up to the door leading into the barracks when Mason became aware of her surroundings. The three women could hear shouting and the pounding footsteps of people running. Mason and Lana shared a look before quickly bursting into the barracks and out into the city itself, Sylvia hot on their heels. 
 
                 The scene that greeted them could only be described as chaos. Soldiers were everywhere. They could see them breaking down doors, forcibly entering every building. Searching for something. Mason saw Lieutenant Carla Thames and forced her way through the milling crowd to her side.
 
                 “What’s happened?” she asked as soon as she was close enough to be heard. Carla breathed a heavy breath of relief when she saw the Stone sisters.
 
                 “Princess Rena is missing,” she told them, shifting nervously at the look on Mason’s face.
 
                 “We haven’t been able to find her and Captain Grimes is being uncooperative.” 
 
                 “Where is he?” Mason demanded through clenched teeth.
 
                 “We have him locked up in the city jail. I’m not entirely convinced he didn’t play a part in the Princess’ disappearance.” Carla’s eyes widened as Mason growled, her countenance darkening with murderous intent.
 
                 “Take me to him.” The Lieutenant didn’t hesitate to obey the order, leading the enraged women to Culville’s holding cells. Almost feeling sorry for the poor bastard. Almost.
 
                 Mason swept into the building, her gaze zeroing in on Captain Grimes who was laying on a cot that was shoved to one side. He stood up slowly when he saw her, a sardonic smile covering his dirty, bruised face.
 
                 “You’re too late, Lady Mason.” Jonathan gloated. “Princess Rena is beyond your reach now.” Mason flicked her eyes to Carla, an unspoken command to open the cell door clearly conveyed. Once again, the good Lieutenant didn’t hesitate, opening the door and standing to the side as Mason took measured steps into the dank cell. Casting a quick glance over to the other two women, Carla realized just how loved the Eastland Princess really was. Even a mutant was in a state of barely controlled rage over her disappearance.
 
                 For every step Mason took into his cell, Jonathan took one backwards. Suddenly regretting every decision he’d ever made once he got a good look at the woman’s face. Reaching out slowly, Mason wrapped her hand in the front of Jonathan shirt, yanking him violently forward.
 
                 “Where. Is. She.” She bit off each word, growling with the effort it took not to snap his neck. Her gaze became feral as she allowed the stupid man to see exactly what he was provoking. At his look of abject terror, she smiled grimly. He struggled against her grip, which she only tightened in response. Coming close to but not quite choking him, judging by the staggered breathing and occasional gagging sounds he was making. When no answer was immediately forthcoming from the pathetic little man, Mason forced her fist up into his through and began lifting him from his feet by sheer brute strength. Enjoying the way his eyes became as round as saucers in astonishment.
 
                 “If I must repeat myself, Captain, it will not bode well for you continued health.” Came the low warning. With his hands wrapped around her arm, trying desperately to suck in more oxygen, Jonathan knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if he didn’t tell her where Rena was she would kill him. She might kill him anyway for the part he played. This thought gave him a false sense of bravado, a sick grin twisting his face with madness.
 
                 “She’s with her Prince. Where you can’t reach her, in the heart of the army outside those walls. Prince Devon and Lord Damian will see to her wellbeing.” He laughed in her face. His laughter cut off and his eyes bulging nearly out of their sockets when Mason released her grip on his shirt to wrap the same hand around his throat and squeezed. Lowering him enough so that their noses nearly brushed, she spoke in a near whisper.
 
                 “Then you’re coming with us to get her back.” Mason tightened her hand just enough that black spots began dancing across his vision. “And if she has so much as a bruise, Jonathan, I swear to you. What the Impure will do to you will seem like a gentle embrace compared to what I will do.” With that warning, Mason dropped him like a he was nothing more than a rag doll, turning on her heel to stalk out of the cell. Pausing long enough to inform Lt. Thames that the former Eastland Captain would be accompanying her. Mason turned to her sister and Sylvia, taking a calming breath.
 
                 “I’m going after Rena,” she told them flatly, frantically trying to close off her emotions in order to do what needed to be done to save the woman she had so quickly fallen in love with. Lana reached out to grasp her arm, understanding probably better than anyone, just what Mason was feeling in this moment.
 
                 “What do you need?” she asked simply, ready to do whatever was required of her. Mason gave her sister a long look before answering, remembering the outburst in the tunnels.
 
                 “I need someone to stay and make sure these people make it to the tunnels safely.” She told her carefully, surprised when Lana bobbed her head in understanding.
 
                 “I’ll take care of it, Mason. You go get our Princess back.” The elder Kahlian’s brow furrowed in confusion, before her attention was snagged by Sylvia.
 
                 “I’m coming with you. My brother will be there, it’s past time that I confronted him about his constant betrayals.” Both sisters tensed at the Nightkin’s words for very different reasons, but before any protests could be launched, everyone in the building ducked when the windows shattered inward from an explosion outside.
 
                 Racing outside, the small group were assaulted with the screams of fear and pain from those caught in the blast. Shielding their faces from the heat of the fire spreading quickly from building to building, the four women raced to the top of the wall. They watched in horror as siege weapons from a bygone era rolled toward the doomed city.
 
                 “This is Damian’s handiwork,” Mason growled angrily, hands braced on either side of the embrasure, glaring at the siege towers and engines as they steadily crawled closer to the Great Wall of Culville. Spotlights lit up the horror bearing down on them as torches were lit elsewhere on the wall and down in the army below as day completely gave way to night. The Battle for Culville had begun.
 
                 A gentle breeze stirred Mason’s hair as she beheld the scope of the enemy. They stretched as far as the eye could see and for all their size, they were eerily silent. The only sounds to be heard were the creaking of leather and heavy footsteps on the grass. Mason turned to her sister, torn between staying and leading the defense of the city and rescuing Rena. Her dilemma obvious to Lana, who pulled Mason into a fierce hug.
 
                 “I have the city, Sister. Go. Save her. We’ll be fine.” She whispered into her ear. Mason leaned back just far enough to look into Lana’s eyes.
 
                 “You’ve never faced a city under attack before, Lana.” She replied. 
 
                 “True. But I’ve been training my whole life for war, Mason. I know what I’m dealing with, even if I’ve never actually defended a city.” She grinned devilishly. “Besides, I always beat you at strategy games, Oh Great Tactician. This is nothing compared to that.” Mason let out a strained laugh, resting her hand on the younger woman’s cheek.
 
                 “Be safe, little sister.” Mason then turned, making her way down to ground level, sending out a call to her people to meet her at the soldiers’ barracks. 
 
                 Sylvia watched Mason disappear before turning back to Lana, brushing her long white hair out of her face where the wind had blown it. 
 
                 “I have to go with her, Lana.” She told her softly, her heart breaking all over again at the panic in the woman’s eyes. When Lana started shaking her head, opening her mouth to say anything and everything she could to dissuade Sylvia from running head long into the mouth of the beast with her sister, the beautiful Nightkin stepped forward quickly. Grasping the Kahlian’s hands in her own, Sylvia tried to reassure her.
 
                 “I have to face him,” she shook her head to shush Lana. “He has to answer for his crimes. For Moon Valley. For the deaths of our parents. For what he did to your people, to Diana.” Sylvia drew in a fortifying breath, gathering her courage. “In order for it to ever be right between us, Lana, my brother has to be stopped. I’m the only one that can do that.” She reached up with a shaking hand to smooth over a brow drawn tight in frustration. 
 
                 “I never stopped loving you,” she whispered. “Even though I thought you had betrayed me and destroyed everything I’d ever known; I couldn’t make myself stop loving you. I think, deep down, I knew that you weren’t capable of such monstrous acts. But all I had left was my love, my anger and my heartbreak.” Sylvia smiled through the tears that streamed down her face. “I’m sorry for ever doubting you, Lana.” 
 
                 At these words, something inside Lana snapped. Wrapping her arms tightly around Sylvia’s waist, she crushed her to her chest. Dipping her head, Lana crashed their lips together in a fierce kiss, filled with longing. She poured all her love and regret and forgiveness into the kiss, a soft whimper escaping her when Sylvia’s arms wound around her neck, holding onto her just as desperately. It had been nearly sixty years since the last time these two women had embraced like this, and it was as if no time had passed at all. All the fire and passion was still there, boiling just under the surface.
 
                 Pulling away just enough to rest her forehead against Lana’s, Sylvia trailed a finger down her cheek tenderly.
 
                 “I’ll find you after this is over. I promise.” Lana’s arms tightened reflexively not wanting to let go. Pressing one more passionate kiss to her lips, Sylvia was able to slip from Lana’s embrace. She walked away as quickly as she could, afraid that if she didn’t leave now, she wouldn’t be able to at all. Once she reached the top of the stairs leading down to the ground, Sylvia paused to look back at Lana, giving her a soft smile that somehow conveyed all the love she still held in her heart for the wild Kahlian. At the sight of the first tear trailing down Lana’s cheek, she ran down the stairs, wanting to catch up to Mason before she left.
 
                 Mason heard Sylvia’s running feet approaching her, unsurprised the Nightkin would decide to join her. Even after seeing her and Lana’s goodbye, she could understand the mutants need to put an end to her brother’s reign of terror. 
 
                 Together they met the rest of the Kahlian clan at the soldiers’ barracks. Standing shoulder to shoulder with Sylvia, Mason quickly filled everyone in on the situation. Telling them that Jonathan would be leading them to Rena’s location, providing a distraction if necessary. The man’s face drained of blood at the implication, and he knew with a certainty that he would not survive this night.
 
                  Mason directed half of her people to use the south wall as a means of an exit. Then approach and attack the Impure encampment from that direction while she, Sylvia and the other half would use the tunnel that went underneath the camp and emptied out just behind them to the east. No doubt closer to where Rena would be held. Once the plan was agreed upon the group split up. Mason and Sylvia utilizing their preternatural speed to reach the tunnels exit at the same time as the diversionary squad, using the same speed, reached the southern edge of the enemy camp.
 
                 Emerging from the tunnel, Mason and Sylvia could easily make out the sounds of the battle raging against Culville. They began they trek to the eastern edge of the camp cautiously, not failing to notice the absolute absence of any natural sounds. Sharing a look with the rest of her group, Mason pressed on. Confident at least, that her back was protected. After several minutes, they heard the other groups attack begin to the south. By this time, they had traveled far enough that the camp was within view and they saw most of the guard left behind rush towards the commotion. That was the cue Mason was waiting for. 
 
                 They stopped just outside of the light cast by the many fires. Only a token force had been left to guard one tent and they had it completely surrounded with groups of two patrolling the perimeter in intervals. The level of care taken in the security of this one location was extremely telling to Mason. Especially since it was entirely manned by Nightkin warriors. Using her telepathy, she instructed the Kahlian guarding Grimes to stay close then slowly drawing her sword and sharing a nod with Sylvia, Mason moved.
 
                 Darting forward in a blur of motion, three Nightkin men fell to their knees. When they toppled over, their heads bounced across the ground into the light, alerting their comrades that a second attack was being launched. Not wasting any time, the Kahlians and Sylvia cut through everyone who stood in their way, none more so than Mason. 
 
                 Finding herself surrounded by five mutants, cut off from the others, but within ear shot of the tent. Mason became very still. She watched the mutants continually circle her, taking in the sounds all around her. The racing hearts of her opponents, she could hear their blood rushing through their veins with their surging adrenaline. The sound of her companions’ steady hearts and calm breathing grounded her. Closing her eyes for a moment, she waited. Waited to hear the telltale sound of a body rushing forward to deliver a killing blow. Hearing the whisper of feet sliding across the leaf covered ground common to late autumn, Mason waited until the last second to duck under the strike aimed for her neck. Spinning inward toward her attacker, she buried her own sword in his stomach, twisting the blade before pushing the already sagging corpse off of her blade and side stepping the next attack from her left side.
 
                 Twirling her sword in an arc, causing a trail of blood to create the same pattern as it flew from the blade, she brought it around to deflect blow after blow. Defending against two opponents at once. Seeing an opening in the mutant on the rights guard, she slipped under it. Pulling a dagger from its place at the small of her back, she shoved it up through his jaw into his brain, not bothering to retrieve the blade from his body as the mutant dropped, dead before he hit the ground.
 
                 Reaching out she caught the wildly swung sword arm of the other mutant in one hand, stopping its motion cold and decapitating the woman with a back handed swing of her sword. Turning to face the last two, having already noticed that the others had made short work of the rest, Mason smiled coldly. To their eyes, it seemed as though she simply vanished only to reappear behind them. Running one of them through, leaving her sword in the woman’s dead body as she reached around with yet another dagger, this one from her boot, and slit the last mutants throat.
 
                 Retrieving her sword, Mason took a moment to breath. Counting her people to see if anyone had been lost. Feeling a flash of relief to see everyone alive and only sporting a scratch or two. Feeling a presence at her side, she turned to see Sylvia looking at the tent she was sure held Rena.
 
                 “What is it, Sylvia?” the Nightkin woman shook her head, anger in every angle of her face.
 
                 “He’s not here. That son of a bitch is nowhere near Culville!” she exclaimed, her grip tightening on the hilt of the sword she had yet to sheath. Resting a hand on her shoulder, Mason sympathized with her.
 
                 “We’ll get him, Sylvia. He can’t run forever.” At her friend’s nod, she turned her attention back to the tent. Extending her senses, she detected only Rena’s familiar and welcomed scent inside the tent. Sliding her sword back into its scabbard, Mason rushed forward. Eager to see for herself that Rena was alive and whole. Praying to whatever deity still listening to her after all these years that the woman she loved was unharmed.
 
                 Quickly ducking under the tent flap, her relief at finding Rena alive and well and smiling at her was so profound it nearly drove her to her knees. Rena’s own relief that Mason had come for her was visible in her bright smile and teary eyes. Reaching out to her as she began moving towards Rena where she stood, chained to a support beam on the other side of the tent. Intent on taking the younger woman into her arms and never letting her go again. 
 
                 After only a few steps the air around the Princess rippled with energy and a tall shadowy figure appeared behind Rena. It was the same cloaked figure Mason had encountered earlier in the tunnels, only now she could see that the being was male. His glowing red eyes sent a chill of fear down her spine. The utter fear on Rena’s face at his appearance froze the blood in Mason’s veins, causing her to take a second too long to realize that the woman seemed to be frozen, with her arms still outstretched towards Mason.
 
                 A cold, twisted smile spread across the man’s face, shadows danced across its sharp angles giving him a ghastly appearance from over Rena’s left shoulder. She watched in horror as a long arm swung out and around the right side of her body, as though he were embracing her from behind. A wicked looking knife clutched in a pale, claw like hand. Aimed straight for Rena’s heart.
 
                 Mason moved to intercept the blade, but found herself held back by some unseen force just enough to slow her down. Giving the man time to plunge the dagger into Rena’s heart.
 
                 “NOOO!!!” Mason screamed, watching Rena’s eyes widen in surprise and her body jerk at the invasion. A trickle of blood fell from the corner of her mouth to drip from her chin when she looked down at her chest. At first confused because there was no pain, but she could clearly see the knife in her chest still gripped by Dominus. She looked up at Mason as she felt the life slowly draining from her body. The pain on the other woman’s face was almost too much to bear. However, she was distracted from her lover’s pained visage by a growing pressure at the base of her skull. Rena didn’t know why she reached up to wrap her hand around Dominus’, locking his hand in place, all she knew is that she needed to before the pressure in her head burst.
 
                 Mason watched as if in slow motion Rena grabbing a hold of the man’s hand just as a shock wave shot out from the daggers entry point. Sending the man flying backwards, across the tent to crash into another support beam, cracking it on impact. Mason found herself struggling to keep her feet when the shock wave swept through her. Some distant part of her mind registering that the group that had followed her inside had all been leveled by it. Mason disregarded that bit of information when she saw Rena’s knees give out. She raced forward to catch her as she pitched forward. Turning her over so she wasn’t face down, Mason tenderly stroked the Princess’ face, tears streaming down her face.
 
                 Rena reached up, grasping Mason’s hand in her own bringing it to her lips to place a gentle kiss on the palm.
 
                 “I love you.” She said weakly. At Mason’s tearful gasp, Rena’s eyes slid closed and her head lolled to the side, the effort to speak expending the last of her energy, draining the last of her mortal life from her body. Mason’s guttural scream of rage could be heard over the sounds of battle in Culville. Alerting Lana that something truly terrible had happened.
 
                 Dominus lay where he had landed moments before in utter shock. He had never felt such power before, and never at the point of death. This woman, who he had assumed to be just another gifted human, was so much more. More even than a Kahlian or Nightkin. She was something he had never encountered before. Dominus felt something in the pit of his stomach he hadn’t felt in three millennia. True fear. The sound of Mason’s rage, only intensified it and Dominus did something he had never in his long life done before. 
 
   He ran. 
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