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Some themes within this book may be upsetting to some readers. If death, unrequited love, violence, or spice is not your speed I suggest treading with caution. It is never my intent to upset readers, and this is not an exhaustive list as people have different trauma and may experience distress at different levels. It is my hope that you love this book as much as I have enjoyed writing it. Turn the page to set out on an epic adventure. 




Hello, Dear Reader. This novella was such a fun, different thing for me to write. I have so much more of these characters in my head, and I hope you love them as much as I do. Please consider leaving a review once you've read the story, as it helps me to gauge where my readers' interests are and helps me to select which project I will work on next. I have so many books in the works that feedback from my audience is crucial and so very appreciated, plus it helps other people discover these stories! Thank you so much for coming along on this adventure with me.  
-Jessica Coffey
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Melisande gasped, blood bubbling between her lips as she leaned forward, her hand slipping against the boulder. As she lurched forward, her knees gave out. She hit the mossy forest floor hard, a grunt escaping her and expelling more precious air. Air she needed in her lungs, not out wafting away in the breeze. 
She ground her teeth and pressed her lips tightly together as she pushed herself up. Her sword planted in the ground in front of her took the brunt of her weight as she staggered to her feet. Her balance was off, her feet listing ahead of her clumsily. She knew her wounds were beyond what she had the ability to heal.
Not here. Not alone.
She couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid. She’d let her guard down, let herself pretend for a moment. It would likely cost her life. She left a trail of blood behind her. The mark she’d been here to study would be drawn to it.
Damn it!
Her vision went hazy, the edges blurred. She needed to find shelter in hopes that one of her own kind would find her. It was a long shot, she knew. Her sword trailed behind her now, red liquid trickled from her fingers down the blade. At least she had dispatched the fool who had managed to injure her. Damned warlocks were good at blending in. No doubt he’d thought she was there for him and went on the offense.
She made a note to search out his bounty. If she survived. After all, she had done the job, hadn’t she? Even if it had been accidental.

[image: image-placeholder]Water dripped. Fast, rapid plops hit the ground near her head. That was the first sound she heard as she clawed her way back to the waking world. She tried to open her eyes, only able to crack them the tiniest bit. Slick brown rock filled her vision. It was difficult to make out how far away it was, but she could just make out the rivulets of water that ran along it and flowed down stalactites before she was forced to slam her lids shut against the incessant light.
Her muscles tensed as she tried to sit up, one hand across her abdomen. A cry burst from her mouth, and she bit her bottom lip hard in anger as she collapsed back. Her head banged against the rough ground, eliciting a throb in her skull.
“Shh,” a booming voice echoed around her as though coming from everywhere at once. “Don’t move too much. You’re lucky to be alive, you know.”
Scraping along the cave floor, like dragging a wythle across gemstones, caused her blood to run cold. She flung herself sideways and scrambled to find purchase along the saturated rock. She didn’t know what manner of creature had found her, but she had little hope it meant to help.
Frustration and panic threatened to choke her as she felt herself pulled back by her tunic and flipped over once more. Her head landed more softly this time, some fleshy barrier between herself and the cold stone.
“Now that simply won’t do. I’ve worked so hard to keep you alive. Do try not to go dying on me now, hm?” The voice rumbled across her like a living thing.
“Wha—” she tried to speak, her mouth so dry and throat sore she had difficulty pushing the sound out.
“No, no,” the being chastised. “Don’t speak, not yet.”
Melisande heard what sounded like a heavy sigh that had wind rushing through the space, followed by a growl too high pitched for the creature she’d imagined in her head. She could feel her brows knit together in confusion as she cocked her head to the side, positioning her ear toward where she felt the creature was.
“Normally I wouldn’t go off saving Fae like this, but I know who you are, Melisande Markenwythe.”
She felt her shoulders cradled against something — an arm, maybe. It lifted her up, her head lolling slightly beyond her control. Pain shot through her, causing tears to form in the corners of her eyes.
“You’ll owe me a favor, and you’ll be bound to me. I just want you to know before I do this. If you’d rather I didn’t, if you’d rather pass from this life into the Vewyn with those who came before, you’ll need to let me know now. We haven’t much time.”
Melisande stiffened, suddenly aware of what creature held her now in its grip. They’d been seen so scarcely in the past few hundred years, she strained to open her eyes again. Holographic scales shimmered inches from her face, a curved black talon poised between them.
“Alright then,” the dragon whispered, which rattled every bone in Melisande’s body with its force.
Her eyes shuttered just as that claw punctured the space between two scales. She felt a warm drop land in the corner of her mouth, felt herself tilted slightly so that it trickled into the space between her lips. Gulping strongly, she slowly opened her lips and allowed the heat of Dragon’s Blood to flood over her tongue.
It was thick and held traces of smoke and metal as it meandered along her tongue before it reached the back of her throat. She struggled not to gag as it crawled along, coating her insides in a molten fire. She felt its progress as it made its way into her bloodstream. Her arms and legs ignited as though she stood within the caldera of a volcano as it erupted.
Her head flung back, her body went limp within the claw of the fantastic beast as the fire overcame her, and she screamed. She felt as though it lasted a lifetime, her throat raw from it as her blood finally cooled. She tucked her chin forward, cognizant of the claw now only supporting her back as her bottom rested against the cold, wet floor.
Just as suddenly as her life had drained from her, she felt every ache and pain dissipate. She felt better than she had in centuries, as though she could run across the continent without stopping. She opened her eyes, pushed herself onto her feet, and watched as the dragon stepped back to allow her room to stand. The dragon bobbed to avoid collision with the pillars hanging from the ceiling, seemingly knowing where each stood without having to look.
“Welcome back to the living, Melisande. I am Vaekietha, and I have searched long for you,” the dragon bellowed, bowing its head gently toward her.
Melisande was awed by the shimmering scales, the brilliant shining golden eyes behind the vertical lids that rushed across them once as she stared. As Vaekietha moved, the colors wavered and glowed. Blues, greens, purples, and oranges depending on the position of the viewer. It reminded her of a pool of black sludge left behind by warlocks when they practiced particularly dark magic.
“Thank you,” she croaked hesitantly as she bowed low from the waist, her silvery hair brushing the floor as it fell in front of her face.
“Will you thank me when I call upon you to complete my favor?” Vaekietha asked loudly, smoke wafting from her purple rimmed nostrils.
“There is no price equivalent to saving a life. I will honor the pact made here today.” She shifted her weight to rest on her hip as she met the dragon’s gaze.
“Yes, well, you know our bond will be much more than that,” Vaekietha countered, turning her large body so quickly and gracefully that Melisande was surprised by it.
The dragon swished her tail, causing her to jump or be taken down by it. She could tell from the rumbled laughter it had been intentional. Soft sunlight wafted in once Vaekietha left the cave, and she took the opportunity to raise her tunic and study her torso.
Her dark brown skin was marred by many scars, had been for longer than humans had written down their history. The newest one, however, was much larger. The shiny skin reached from the top of her right hip bone all the way under her left breast, the wound almost cutting her midsection in half on the diagonal. The scar was puckered and raised, freshly healed but still tender.
“Quickly now, please,” Vaekietha’s voice echoed back to her loudly.
Sighing heavily, she pushed the clothing down and marched toward the opening, grabbing her sword as she rounded the cave wall and stepped out into the sun. It was brighter than she’d expected, and she was forced to raise an arm to shield her eyes until they’d adjusted to it.
“You cannot tell anyone what has transpired here. No one, under any circumstances,” Vaekietha purred, looking off in the distance warily. It was as though she were watching for something expected. “Do you understand?”
Melisande nodded stiffly and narrowed her eyes, studying the dragon who shifted warily on her taloned feet, her tail swishing nervously behind her.
“Good. You may experience…discomfort now and then from the bond. Ignore it as best you can, find tardum root when you cannot. Do not tell the healers why your skin sometimes steams, or why you are hot to the touch. I will always be with you. We will learn to control the telepathy over time, and I will come to your aid if absolutely necessary.”
“Tardum root is only found in the north,” Melisande protested. Her eyes went wide with horror, her heartbeat racing under the consequences.
“Yes,” Vaekietha snorted. Fire shot toward Melisande’s feet as she did so. “My apologies.” She staggered back as Melisande jumped to avoid the flame.
“Vaekietha, you know a Fae cannot enter the Northern Kingdoms,” she pled, any joy or humor wiped from her face.
“Of course, you can,” the dragon argued. “You simply cannot be caught there.”
Melisande guffawed as Vaekietha shrugged. It was an odd movement on the massive creature and caused her hind legs to bend, her tail to rest on the ground. Suddenly, her serpentine body stiffened, her head raised as she sniffed the air. Melisande was taken off guard when the reptilian creature shoved her back into the mouth of the cave with wide, terrified eyes and launched herself off the ground.
‘I’m sorry we did not have more time together. Do not travel until night has fallen, and do not leave the cave,’ Vaekietha’s voice commanded in her mind.
Melisande’s mouth hung open in shock. Her lips opened and closed as though she could somehow find the words to make this all make some sort of sense. Dragons had been in hiding for millennia. Only the riders in Vorus had any real interaction with them, since two of their kind lived openly among them.
She finally surrendered to her circumstances, knowing whatever caused Vaekietha to abandon her so abruptly was something to steer clear of. Even for a renowned Fae Warrior. Settling herself on a smooth rock just inside the mouth of the cave, she waited for the sun to set. Seeing the first twinkle of stars above the peaks of mountains, she set off, her mind firm.
She would need a horse to make it to Vorus from here. Using the stars as her guide, she started south.
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Zaleria chugged the mead. Froth dripped down her chin as she tipped the frosted mug up to ensure the last dregs made it down her throat. Nothing seemed to quench her thirst lately, no matter how she tried. Melisande made good time crossing the mountains, causing Zaleria to hunt on the move to keep up. There were many drawbacks to not being free to move while the sun shone. 
Her thick blonde hair cascaded down her back in clumps from sheer lack of time. She felt every nerve on edge, live wires under her skin that hissed and burned — primed for action she wasn’t sure she could take. Tossing a coin onto the bar, she pushed off from the stool and stalked toward the door. She’d never wished so greatly in all her life to be drunk as her ears picked up the sounds of Melisande’s moans.
The Fae had bedded half the town, trying to scratch an itch she didn’t understand. Zaleria knew because she felt the same one deep within her. The desire that bloomed within them both now that they’d been close enough to one another for their souls to recognize what they were. Mates. Bonded. Melisande’s appetite for carnal pleasures would worsen the longer Zaleria stayed near, and the sounds she couldn’t block out were her punishment for doing so.
Zaleria had known the Velyrans would come for her. She’d known it the second she’d left the Northern Kingdom.
She hadn’t expected a Fae to take up the bounty. Even less that Fae would be her soul’s match. After all, they couldn’t even enter Velyran territory without threat of death. Why accept a bounty on their behalf?
Zaleria expected even less that the scent of her assassin’s blood would set her own on fire. That tracking Melisande to that cave and seeing her face would cause Zaleria’s core to ignite with a desire she’d never experienced. She’d sat and watched the enormous dragon care for the Fae for hours. Watched Melisande’s face contort in pain with an ache in her chest to rush over and soothe away the lines it caused.
Except Melisande had been in those mountains to find her in the first place. To end her. To collect a bounty on a vampire whose only crime was refusing to play political games. Humans were such petty, vile creatures. The Velyrans among the worst of them.
She launched herself from the street, grabbed onto the edge of the roof, and easily pulled herself atop it. Her pale skin glowed under the light of the full moon as she raced across the city’s rooftops toward the enclosure twice its size.
The dragons there would keep her company. Distract her from the sounds of pleasure she could still hear coming from Melisande’s plump lips. Moisture pooled between her legs at the thought of them, and she shook her head to clear it of visions she knew would never be reality. She’d been foolish to follow Melisande here, to stay with Melisande when she should have run the opposite direction.
Melisande appeared distracted for now, but how long could that last? Eventually, her people would call her home, or she would tire of searching for knowledge. When that day came, Zaleria knew she would be unable to follow. She should leave now, make her escape before Melisande realized she was being tracked. Before she plunged her sword through Zaleria’s heart and staked her to the ground for the rising sun to devour.

[image: image-placeholder]Melisande screamed her climax to the rafters, her hips bucked against her partner’s in ecstasy. Her eyes squeezed shut. She had no desire to see his face. He was merely a means to an end, even if she considered him her closest friend. She’d been driven into the arms of dozens over the past few weeks. Since the dragon had given her a single drop of her blood, saving her life. She kept hoping this time she would feel sated.
It had yet to happen.
Relaxing as her body settled, she unwrapped her legs from around Julian’s waist and slid down his body until her feet hit the wooden planks of the floor. She opened her eyes and cringed inwardly as he looked down on her, completely besotted. His brown eyes glazed over, satisfied and spent with a lopsided grin on his face.
He wrapped an arm around her waist and tugged her toward him, leaning his head down to capture her lips. She should never have allowed this to become sexual. She’d known him many years, had sought him out when she arrived in the city. She knew he had always desired her. Giving in to that had been the purest folly.
Her hands came up, palms firmly on his wide, muscular chest. She didn’t need to put much pressure against him. He was nothing if not respectful. His eyes shuttered, brows knit together as he pulled slightly back and peered down at her.
“Already?” he asked mournfully.
“‘Fraid so, soldier,” she responded. Too cheerfully. She knew it when his lips turned even further into a frown and the hurt crossed his face.
“Right,” he grumbled as he stepped back and yanked his pants from his ankles back up to his waist, binding the cord.
“Julian—” she started, feeling badly but not knowing what to say.
He had been a good friend. He’d helped her gain access to the dragons and got her into this room when no other place would have her. Fae weren’t the most welcome species in Vorus, and the population let her know it at every turn. Not that they wouldn’t quietly allow her into their beds. So long as no one knew they did it. She’d made most of the Elite half fall in love with her after tasting her charms. She was afraid of what she could do if given more than a few short weeks in this place.
“Please, don’t,” Julian said. He pulled his shirt hastily over his head and shoved his feet into boots so old they were trying to come apart at the seams. “You did warn me, Meli. I knew what I was getting into. Fun while it lasted, right?” He pulled his lips into a forced smile and looked just above her head.
She knew he was trying his best to put on a brave face. He had pulled her out of the parlor of the city’s leader a week ago, citing concerns for her safety in his bed. She’d listened, but her desire had been so great by that point, he’d calmly offered himself as a way to assuage it. She should have known better. Shame washed over her as she realized how reckless she had been with her friend’s heart.
“Julian, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let this go on so long,” she whispered, head lowered and eyes locked on the knot in the wood at her feet.
“A few days isn’t that long,” he chuckled, finally straightening. His hand pulled her chin up to look at him. “Plus, you’ve had a few others in your bed these last few days as well. It isn’t that you’ve led me on. You were very careful. It’s alright.”
She nodded, but could see in his deep brown eyes the melancholy he desperately tried to conceal. His skin looked so light beside hers, still brown but with lighter undertones. They’d have made a handsome pair. If he hadn’t been human, and she hadn’t been adamantly against forming any type of union with any one person.
“You should go and spend some time with Orynth and Oksenna. They’ll cheer you up, and you haven’t been in two days. They’ll have missed you,” he crooned as he pulled open the sturdy wooden door. He stalled in the doorway to glance back at her one more time.
She gave him a weak smile. It likely looked much like the one he wore. As he nodded stiffly and turned abruptly on his heel, she moved forward to push the door closed behind him. His footsteps echoed away from her room, and she waited until he had retreated down the staircase, the soft thud of his boots landing on the stone floor at the bottom. Finally allowing herself a moment’s reprieve, she grabbed the basin on the small table by the door and flung it across the room with a muted grunt.
Sliding her back down the door, she almost hoped she got splinters in her skin as she plopped her bare ass onto the cool wooden planks. She tugged her knees into her chest, squishing her breasts, and dropped her forehead to her arms. She sat there and allowed herself the briefest of seconds before she growled loudly at herself.
“Get the fuck up, Melisande. You don’t have time for this self-indulgence,” she whispered darkly.
She pushed herself from the floor, launched to her feet, and grabbed her clothes. She moved so quickly, she saw Julian slink away down the road toward his home as she stealthily climbed from her window. She used her heightened senses to scan the rooftops, pulling herself up and scrambling across the terra cotta shingles toward the outer edge of the city. Toward the only dragons she could find, the only two who could help her piece together what had happened with Vaekietha. Somehow. Without her telling them what had happened. She was half amazed other dragons didn’t somehow sense when one of their kind had been bound to another. Unless they did and simply failed to mention it.
She grunted loudly and rolled her eyes. Speculation wasn’t going to give her answers, and dragons had been so scarce there wasn’t any literature she could turn to for guidance. At least, none she knew of. She pressed her lips together sullenly and increased her speed as she raced toward the Keep. She’d spent hours with the dragons and had yet to find a way to broach the subject without giving herself away. She had to find a way to change that.
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Orynth chuckled, his deep baritone rumbled the ground beneath Zaleria’s feet as she paced in front of him and his mate. She was so engrossed in her fury, so frustrated by her own incompetence, that she didn’t notice when Oksenna raised her head and gently sniffed the air. She continued to rave about the duplicity of Fate as both dragons took one small shuffle back from her, eyes fixated on the wall surrounding them. 
“And why shouldn’t I tell her? Hm? Why should I allow myself to sit here and stew in the knowledge of having found her and not see what could come of this?” Zaleria stopped mid-stride, her back foot lifted ever so slightly from the ground as she whipped her head toward her scaly friends, noticing their utter lack of empathy.
The admonishment vanished from her tongue as she noticed Orynth’s typically calm green eyes hyper-focused behind and above her, orange rings glowing around the pupils. Oksenna sat back on her hind legs, tail curled around her and head rested along the back of Orynth’s neck.
Her eyes too were glowing faintly, the usual gray ringed in a bright lavender. She knew it was a warning sign. Knew they were geared for conflict, but waiting.
She took a deep, steady breath before she launched herself back. She flipped mid-air to face her attacker as she landed inches from Melisande’s face, sword piercing the ground where Zaleria had been seconds ago.
“Shit,” Zaleria muttered as she rolled her eyes and crouched low, gathering the energy in her calves to propel herself across the wall and into the city.
Melisande was too quick. She grabbed the edge of Zaleria’s flowing sleeves and yanked her back to the ground. Her back hit hard, the dirt floor erupted around her in a cloud of brown as the impact created a crater in the Earth.
“Now, Meli,” Orynth began. He and Oksenna both shuffled back hastily as the Fae warrior rounded on him.
Her eyes had become almost entirely black, the whites so obscured by her state.
Zaleria gasped. She scrambled back on the heels of her hands, dragged her gossamer sleeves through the muck before she tore at them when they became too cumbersome. Melisande was in a state of bloodrage. This was what had prevented her from announcing herself before. She had been afraid she may have taken the bounty as a Binding, a magical oath near unbreakable. It was exactly something the Velyrans would do. Especially when working with the Fae – a set of circumstances she still struggled to understand considering their hatred of the entire species.
“Run,” Oksenna whispered. Her dulcet tones still made their bones rattle with its force.
Zaleria opened her mouth to argue, but glanced back. Melisande stalked toward her, silvery hair whipping around her body as though a storm raged where there was none. The magic had its grip. Clutched the Fae’s very mind as she advanced, arms held out to her sides, her sword in one, dagger in the other.
Tears welled in Zaleria’s eyes. She staggered to her feet and stumbled back a step. She had difficulty tearing her eyes away from Melisande, even as she approached to end her life. It was her. The one Zaleria had waited on all these centuries.
Her Soul’s Mate.
It seemed too cruel to have found her now — like this.
Finally, Orynth intervened. Bright green fire erupted between them, blocking their path to one another.
It was the jolt Zaleria needed. She turned on her heel and ran. Every ounce of speed her gifts gave her poured into her feet as she swept past the walls and easily jumped the river that bordered Vorus’ Western edge. She flew over downed trees and falling rocks and made her way to the snow-capped mountains that separated the city from the rest of the continent.
Finally, she stopped. She turned and looked down on the glittering skyline. She knew she’d overdone it, put more distance than she’d needed to between them.
Her face was sticky with congealed blood — the paths from the tears she’d allowed to fall marred her fair skin. She clung to the trunk of a massive tree, at least four times the width of her arms’ span. Her chest heaved as she gulped in air, every limb trembled with the knowledge that her mate would kill her on sight. The strain of the past few weeks were heavy on her. Feeding had been sparse at best as she had tracked Melisande, watched the Fae from the shadows. Her body was weak – more than it should have been after the only blood she’d lost had been from her own tears. She would need to feed. Soon.
Breathing heavily, she closed her eyes and focused on what she could hear. Searching out the poor souls who would bolster her this evening.

[image: image-placeholder]Melisande paced the wall, her soft leather boots scraped along the edge of the stones. The bloodrage of her oath had settled once the vamp fled. Oksenna suffered a nice gash in her ridged back that prevented her from following. Guilt took the place of her bloodrage, forcing her to shoot regretful glances at the pair of magical creatures under her lashes. She could tell from their barely contained irritation that her mark was also their friend. That and the fact Oksenna had tried to chase after the creature, only to be halted by her sword.
Orynth had already begun healing her, licking his wide forked tongue across the wound to allow his healing sputum to seal the torn skin. It did little to assuage the shame that radiated from her soul at having harmed the dragon.
What have you done, little one?
Vaekietha’s voice echoed in her skull, vibrating her to her core as she stiffened and spun, trying to hide her reaction.
Oh, they are well aware to whom you’re bound. The dragon chuckled in amusement, and Melisande could almost see her eyes crinkle. Be careful, dearest. You are straying far too close to things your heart is ill prepared for.
Melisande squared her shoulders, pursed her lips, and drew her brows together as she focused on the night stars. She shot off a few choice words to the mettlesome beast, folding her arms in front of her chest defensively and turning her head to the side, pouting all the while.
Oh, Melisande. You weren’t meant to find her so quickly. Not this time. I’m on my way to you. Do not leave the city.
Melisande flung her arms out to her sides and stomped her foot against the stones at her feet. She knew she was acting like a babe, but couldn’t seem to help herself. Her largest fault had always been that she hated being told what to do, but she wanted desperately to know what her mark had to do with this. The vamp was likely no more than political fodder -– a rebel who knew too many Valyran secrets. It made little sense for her to be caught up in Melisande’s affairs.
Turning, the Fae jumped down and strode across the dirt toward the giant beasts, noting how their eyes tracked her approach — even while Oksenna sat still under Orynth’s ministrations.
“You’ve brought her to us, haven’t you?” Oksenna bellowed. Her chest rumbled and smoke wafted from her nostrils. Her eyes glowed more brightly than they had before, and Melisande’s steps faltered.
“Oksenna,” her mate warned. His eyes cut to her ever so briefly.
“Who is Vaekietha to you?” Melisande asked. “Why does her coming here upset you, and what in Glory is her fixation with me? Why me? I had accepted my fate—”
“Vaekietha’s been looking for you for more than five hundred years,” Orynth grumbled. His head gently rubbed along Oksenna’s neck to soothe and calm her.
“Since the last time you saved her hide,” Oksenna spat. Small bursts of bright red fire hit the ground.
“But I’d never met her until…” she began, stuttering, eyes wide.
“Of course, you have. Don’t be daft. You just met her in another form,” Oksenna raged. The fire shot from her maw each time she spoke now, becoming more potent. Instead of straight wisps, they flew in great globs, landing and melting the dirt and sand at their feet.
“You mean I’ve walked the continent before,” Melisande whispered. Her mouth hung open, and the color drained from her cheeks. “You can’t possibly know that. No one can know that.”
“Of course, they can,” Orynth replied sadly. “Why do you think the Fae aren’t allowed in the Northern Kingdoms? It’s where all the Seers are. The ones who might validate a reincarnated soul. Surely you’ve heard of the Queen’s promised return — you bear her name. Why else would so many of you bear that name, if not your parents’ feckless hope that this child may be the one?”
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Zaleria wrapped her arms around the nameless man and pulled him into her. She’d fed more than she typically needed, and still — she was unsatisfied.  
It had been two days since her disastrous confrontation with Melisande. She still couldn’t seem to quench her thirst. Her canines elongated, a lengthening that felt delightfully painful, as her nerves knew what came next. Humming deep in her throat, she soothed him into a dreamlike state as she surged forward. Her teeth punctured the skin above his carotid artery, deeper, the coppery liquid gushed into her mouth. 
Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she moaned her pleasure as the endorphins hit her. Warm, thick, gold coated her throat. She felt her insides clench, felt the moisture gather between her thighs as Melisande’s face filled her mind and she drank deeply. 
She always chose her sustenance with great care, and this time had been no different. The man was huge, at least double her own height and likely from a family with Giant’s Blood if the rush she got from him was any indicator. 
She gulped and writhed as long as she safely could. Reluctantly, she flicked her tongue across the wound to seal it, tracing a line with the tip up toward his ear before whispering sweet nonsense to him. 
“We had such fun, you and I. Certainly a night you’ll not soon forget,” she cooed, rolling her eyes as he grinned lopsidedly and swayed on his feet. “Of course, now you must go and eat until you’re full, and drink as much water as your belly can comfortably hold. Spend the next few days in the sun and make sure you sleep well. Such a romp requires care, so we are recovered for the next maiden, hmm?”
She pushed against his chest lightly, settling him in a chair by the door. Many of her kind would have drained him and moved on. Seen him as food and little more. She’d heard it all her life. Humans were for feeding, best not get to know them. Don’t ask their names, don’t become attached. Her mother had kept several as ‘pets’ and found them quite amusing. It had been her father who’d taught her how to control herself. How to enthrall them to take care of themselves afterward, to forget what had happened, in most cases to confuse their minds so they weren’t aware while it happened. Ensuring they recovered from the experience. 
She left ample coin on the dresser and mussed her long, blonde hair some, before leaving the room. The last thing she needed was to draw attention to herself. She had taken a huge risk in coming back here, and choosing this inn had been foolhardy, so close to Melisande’s. Until she found a way around her bloodrage, she would need to be extra careful she wasn’t seen. 
She smiled sweetly at the woman behind the worn bar before slipping out into the night. She wanted to head to the West, to speak with Oksenna and Orynth — see if they could somehow help her break the bloodrage that prevented her from being in Melisande’s presence. 
Instead, she trudged toward the south, toward the less affluent areas of the city. As she walked, she slowed her breathing, wishing to take in as little scent as she could as she neared her destination. The already worn, ill maintained wooden structures of the Arcane district morphed into molded, rotting beams and sewn fabric walls of the Forgotten. She knew well enough it would take powerful magic to overcome the oath her mate had taken. Magic she only knew to find in one place, and even then she had concerns it wouldn’t be enough. 
The Witch she sought could have made her home among the Elite, but instead chose to live in the poorest section of the city. The section from which the Riders were most often born. 
She slunk through an alley, dodged questionable puddles, and kept her sleeves tucked in, careful to stay clear of the walls. Relief washed over her as she rounded the corner and saw the unassuming structure tucked away. It was one of the few that was in decent shape, fabric only covering the doors and windows. Decoratively instead of structurally. 
The Witch had set a soft glow falling onto the dirt path. Colors morphed subtly to signal she was both at home and accepting visitors. 
Zaleria audibly sighed. Her shoulders relaxed, and her lips turned up slightly. She’d been here the past two nights and was refused an audience. No matter how she’d begged and pleaded, the house remained dark and shuttered — even though she could hear its inhabitant clearly inside. 
She skipped over rotting fruit and crossed the open expanse between her destination and the surrounding buildings. Straightening her clothes, she tossed her hair for good measure before knocking three times on the doorframe. Hands clasped in front of her, she rocked back on her heels, and whistled an old lullaby as she waited. She heard the other woman approach, didn’t fail to notice the exasperated huff and the rustling just on the other side of the door. 
“Zaleria, you don’t know what’s good for you, do you?” the Witch asked as she pulled the door open forcefully. 
She stood in the frame, bathed in shifting light as she stared down at Zaleria. Her purple eyes glowed, and there was a subtle aura of electricity around her. She pursed her lips and clenched her fists, the whites of her knuckles showing clearly. 
“I thought I was clear when we went our separate ways that I had no desire to see you again,” she accused, one brow lifted regally. 
“You know I wouldn’t have if I had any other choice.” Zaleria smiled and shouldered her way through the door, only gently bumping into the raven-haired woman. “You look good, Amalia,” she cooed, smiling widely. 
“Oh, shut up, you ass. I’m in no mood for your antics tonight,” Amalia admonished as she slammed the hammered copper and wood door behind her and stomped past. 
Zaleria followed, hands clasped in front of her, mouth firmly shut. Obviously, flattery wasn’t going to get her far this time. 
“What is it you want, Vampire?” Amalia spat as she went about tidying a small table she’d obviously used recently for a reading. 
“I found her, Lia,” Zaleria whispered.
She knew the endearment had been a miscalculation when Amalia’s hands trembled. The ancient teacup spilled from her hand and careened toward the tiled floor. Zaleria used her speed to leap forward, catching the priceless artifact before it shattered against the floor. She hastily opened the glass-fronted door of the hutch across the room and placed it inside. Carefully, she placed a hand against the frame after she closed it and took one deep breath, closing her eyes and almost touching her forehead to it. 
“Lia,” she began before she turned around. 
“Don’t,” Amalia spewed from behind her, the waver in her voice all too obvious. “Don’t you dare call me that. You don’t get to call me that anymore.”
Zaleria turned slowly. Her hand trailed down the front of the glass and hung limply at her side, long slender fingers curled inward slightly. 
Amalia had her arms wrapped around herself tightly. Watery eyes refused to look away, lips in a grim frown as they trembled. Her pale skin held yellow undertones that almost shone under the shimmering light of hundreds of candles, and it made Zaleria’s heart squeeze painfully. 
She could feel the wispy tendrils that still somehow bound them together, even after all these years. Upon them danced Amalia’s emotions, the anger, fear, and sorrow carried along threads that even as they tethered them together, began to fray and break. The Witch was erecting her barriers, protecting herself, building a wall she could isolate herself within. 
“Amalia, please. Don’t do this. You knew it was coming,” she pleaded as she rushed toward Amalia before stopping herself just shy of invading her space. “You aren’t being fair, and you know it. You’re the one who told me I’d find her in the first place. You’re the one who ended things, the one who didn’t want to waste time going nowhere — as you so eloquently put being in a relationship with me.” 
Zaleria knew normally amber eyes glowed a bright red. Knew her emotions were too close to the surface. She needed to get herself under control. She was here because she needed help, and whether Amalia wanted to admit it or not, she had known what Zaleria wanted the first night she’d come. Amalia just hadn’t wanted to face it. 
“Would you want to spend half a lifetime building a home with a person you loved — only to watch her walk away from you? For her to find her Soul’s Mate and then suffer through the pain of the life you’d built falling to your feet around you?” Amalia shouted. Her fingers dug into the flesh of her arms, tears made tracks down her round cheeks and fell from her chin. 
“Ama—” she crooned, one hand reached out. 
“No!” Amalia screamed. Her hands flung down by her sides, splayed open as she called upon her power. 
The candles around the room fluttered once, the room darkening to pitch a second later as they extinguished. Zaleria’s eyes adjusted quickly enough that she saw the wall hangings shake, the delicate pastries on their platter, the furniture behind Amalia doing the same — and launched herself upward before they all flung themselves at her. 
“Amalia!” she chided, her tone low and slow with warning. 
“Don’t. Patronize. Me.” 
“Then don’t act like this!”
She rushed Amalia, wrapped her arms around Amalia’s waist, and lifted her feet from the floor before she sprinted to Amalia’s bedroom and flung her atop her own bed. Not everyone would know Amalia’s linens were infused with calming herbs, that she’d spelled her bed to be a place of peace and sanctuary. Zaleria did. She watched as Amalia’s face softened the tiniest bit. She knew the bed wouldn’t eliminate the anger, but she was counting on it being enough for Amalia to gather her wits and stop her tantrum. 
“Better?” Zaleria asked, certain to keep her tone neutral. She wanted to avoid any hint of judgement as much as she could. She still needed Amalia’s help if she had any hope of breaking through Melisande’s bloodrage. 
“I loathe you,” Amalia muttered through a puckered frown. Her hands rested limply along her hips on the bed, her knees bent and feet flat. 
Had this been only one moon ago, Zaleria would have longed to climb between them, push Amalia’s knees to the side, slid her flowing silk pants from her waist and — Zaleria shook her head hard to remove the image. It had been decades since she’d been in this room — with this woman. It had been hers too once, but that was long ago. 
“You don’t,” she sighed wearily and stretched her arm out to offer Amalia her hand. 
“I wish I did,” Amalia whimpered as she slapped the hand away, turning her face from her as tears slowly sprung back into her eyes. 
“I know.”
“You have no idea. You’ve found the one fated for you. There is no such thing for me, not for a Witch.” 
Amalia’s voice broke on the word, a strangled gasp as she shoved her fist into her teeth in an attempt to prevent the outburst. 
“You don’t know that, there’s no proof that’s—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Amalia wailed, flinging her arms out to the side. With one deep inhale, she pushed herself up onto her hands and flicked her gaze to her. 
Zaleria stumbled back a step under the scrutiny of Amalia’s eyes; the piercing look felt as though she stared into her soul. Amalia chuckled darkly as she shook her head, looking down at the bed. 
“You need my help,” she stated. 
It wasn’t a question. Zaleria had expected her to know why she’d come. It was just as likely she’d seen her coming years ago. Possible even, that she’d known when she ended things — that it was the reason she ended them. 
“Fine,” Amalia huffed, sniffling and wiping at her eyes as she sat up and shook herself. 
Zaleria tried to ignore the ache in her chest at seeing the powerful witch so dejected. She wanted desperately to repair the damage, but knew there was no way for her to do so. Especially not when she was its primary cause. 
“Wait outside. There are some things I need to tend to, and frankly, I need a moment away from you,” Amalia demanded as she stood and smoothed out her long flowing skirts. “Don’t worry, I’ll be along. No more than half an hour. Go on now.” 
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Zaleria glanced under her lashes at Amalia walking beside her, shoulders stiff and chin high. The cobbled streets below their feet echoed each step they took, neither of them wearing sensible footwear. For Zaleria, it didn’t much matter. She could move so quickly and silently she could be adorned with bells and still go undetected by most.  
Amalia could probably obscure herself in all fairness. She would just call upon her magical abilities instead of inherent physical gifts. 
“Stop staring, Vampire,” Amalia hissed under her breath without glancing her direction. 
Startled, Zaleria stiffened slightly and shot her eyes forward, focusing in on the high stone walls of the Dragon’s Keep. She struggled to keep her lower lip from jutting out as she shoved her hands into the deep pockets of her slim-fitted velvet pants. Zaleria knew if Amalia looked at her, she would notice the grind of her jaw, the flare of her nostrils. She was both embarrassed and frustrated. She hadn’t ended their affair. Amalia had. Not to mention it had been almost fifty years before. 
“Why is there a third dragon near?” Amalia asked, her voice tight and higher than normal.
“How would I know? I’ve been with you since I woke this evening,” she sulked. Amalia’s gift for sensing magical beings was impressive, but Zaleria could hear no aggression. It was likely whatever new beast was near was known to the mated pair. 
“Zaleria, there hasn’t been another dragon in Vorus in at least a century. Oksenna and Orynth are extremely territorial. Hurry!” Amalia demanded, her eyes wide and mouth tight. 
She hiked her flowing skirts in one hand and raced down the street, her long black tresses flowing behind her. 
Zaleria watched her sprint away, leaping over obstacles in her path. Zaleria rolled her eyes and jogged forward, reluctantly picking up her pace even though she felt Amalia’s anxiety was misplaced. She quickly overtook Amalia, whose eyes narrowed as she strained to see beyond the structures in her way. Past the city. Past the Keep. 
Zaleria felt her canines lengthen subtly as her eyes fell upon the woman’s neck, her blood rushing under the surface. It took more willpower than she was used to having to exert to wrench her gaze away and refocus. To be extra careful, she put more distance between them as she easily cleared the Keep’s wall and landed softly on the dirt below. Her heart stuttered as she came face to face with Melisande. Her rich amber eyes bore a hole directly to her soul. 
“You,” Melisande whispered before her eyes dilated and her breath quickened, the bloodrage overtaking her again. 
“Shit,” Zaleria spewed, glancing up to gauge her jump to the wall. 
Instead, her mouth dropped open as a dragon twice the size of the two she’d befriended swooped down toward them from the clouds. This one was not only much larger, it was covered in scales that shimmered and changed color in the light of the moon, its golden eyes flashing their own brilliant light. 
The closer it got, the more details she could make out. From the long, dark talons sharp as any blade to the subtle pulsating light surrounding the magnificent beast. It was the eyes that enthralled her, however. Eyes that focused unblinking on something just beyond her, eyes that suddenly hardened as flame shot from its nostrils in short golden amber bursts. It was the same beast that had saved her mate’s life. 
Melisande’s guttural scream ripped her from her reverie in time for her to roll to the left. Her shoulder hit the packed dirt hard before she tumbled and leapt back to her feet. She held her arms up, palms forward, hoping she could somehow break through to the Fae. She could tell in her pitch black eyes that she failed to truly see her, rather focused on the target. 
As Zaleria realized she was once again going to have to flee, Melisande grasped her head in both hands and fell to her knees. She landed hard before her elbows struck the ground and she flopped to her side, writhing in agony. Her mouth hung open, as though she wanted to scream, but no sound would move past her lips. As foolhardy as it was, Zaleria rushed forward and dragged Melisande into her lap, pulling her hands away from her head. 
She searched her face, neck, hands — hoping to find some injury, some wound she could tend to. Anything to help stop Melisande’s pain. Her own gut twisted. Bile rose in her throat as she watched her mate in agony, impotent to help when there was no visible injury. She felt a slender hand on her shoulder, felt herself pulled back sharply. Gently setting Melisande away, she rounded on the intruder, her fangs on full display as she hissed loudly. 
“Easy, killer,” Amalia chided. A look of mild irritation masked the pain behind her violet eyes. “Stay back,” she warned sternly before she walked toward Melisande who squirmed at her feet. 
Zaleria growled deep in her chest, her fangs impeding her ability to fully press her lips together as she went down to her knees and reached one hand toward her mate. Amalia ignored her, quickly rifling through the hidden pockets along her waist. Stones crumbled and assaulted them as the newcomer landed impossibly gently beside them, its tail tearing a chunk out of the barrier. 
“Quickly, Witch. Even I cannot hold her long,” the dragon’s booming feminine voice echoed around them as it bounced from one surface to another. 
Zaleria’s lip curled in distaste, nose wrinkled and eyes narrowed. Somewhere, her rational mind told her the beast could eliminate her with little effort. The irrational, instinctual drive to protect the other half of her soul caused her to crouch and sway, calculating the best method of attack. 
“Sit, bloodsucker, I cannot harm her. I am simply keeping her from tearing you limb from limb.” The voice caused the joints of her body to rattle uncomfortably. 
She refused to tear her gaze away from those shining eyes even as Amalia’s voice shattered her focus. A lilted melody in a language long forgotten floated from the Witch’s lips. Melisande softly lifted from the ground, body slack as her fingers dragged along the dirt below her. Her head lolled on her shoulders, unbelievably long silvery waves flowed and pooled alongside them. 
Zaleria finally noticed the two inhabitants of the Keep, posted just beyond Melisande, claws dug into the soil, smoke wafted from each of them, and eyes a riot of color. Both massive heads bowed, eyes downcast, every muscle taut and on edge. She wondered at their behavior – maybe they didn’t know this other dragon and were keeping themselves in check for Melisande’s sake – but couldn’t find the patience to study them any longer. Her eyes flicked back to her mate. 
Amalia’s arms rose as Melisande’s body did. A chill rushed over them, and the sky darkened as black clouds rolled over its light. Suddenly Melisande bucked, her chest heaved forward as though pulled by some invisible thread as her mouth stretched open and an unearthly scream erupted from her throat. 
“Melisande!” Zaleria yelled. She erupted from her crouch and bolted forward only to be swooped up by a massive clawed hand and tossed aside. 
As she stumbled, she saw a bright red burst of color erupt from Melisande’s chest in a tendril akin to smoke, hovering above her a moment. It wavered, swayed as though looking for its host, before it raced toward the sky and streaked across the horizon toward the north. 
Zaleria stood frozen in place, the dragon’s palm above her head and its talons a prison she dared not test unless it decided to simply flatten her. She may be immortal, but she wasn’t invincible. She clenched her fists as Amalia crumpled, heaving a breath as her eyes shuttered and she slid bonelessly to the ground. The dragon reached toward Amalia, cushioning her head in one fleshy appendage before laying her down. Melisande floated to the soil as gently as a feather in the wind, the spell protecting her physical body. 
Suddenly, the dragon released Zaleria. She snarled up at it before rushing the scant distance between herself and Melisande, pulling her mate into her arms and close to her chest. She laid her head onto Melisande’s hair, closing her eyes as she relished the feel of her. As Melisande’s body slowly relaxed, she stirred, eyes fluttering open. She looked up into Zaleria’s face, confusion crossed her delicate features before she inhaled sharply and shoved herself back, landing in the dirt as she spun out of Zaleria’s arms. She scrambled to her feet, pushing herself off the ground with her palms, and stumbled back. 
“What have you done?” she spat, one hand to her chest as she gulped in quick, shallow breaths of air. 
“I—” Zaleria stuttered, brow drawn in as her heart pounded. Fear clutched at her as she studied Melisande’s face, unsure and vulnerable. 
“No! Oh heavens, don’t speak to me!” Melisande squealed, her eyes wide as she gripped the fabric of her blouse. “Ancestors, help me,” she whispered desperately. 
Melisande leaned forward, an arm encircling her abdomen and her clenched fist clutching her shirt above her heart, gasping heavily. 
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Melisande fought to ignore the molten heat coursing through her as she looked into those amber eyes, just a shade lighter than her own. She could make out the flecks of red and gold around the pupils, the ring of red enclosing the amber. The vampire’s fangs were large, hindering her ability to fully close her lips. Her pale skin shone under the moonlight; her long blonde tresses swished alongside ample hips.  
Her gut clenched, heat rushed to her core, and her nipples strained against the fabric of her blouse as she watched her. She thought her heart may pound straight through her rib cage, and she felt a persistent, deep, primal pull toward the ancient beauty. Melisande recognized her. She was the mark she’d been sent to eliminate, the one she’d left her forests for. Except somehow they’d taken the Binding, taken away the bloodrage that had bound her to it. In its place was liquid fire – desire so strong it burned her from the inside. She stared at her mate, and her body responded. 
“Melisande, there’s not much use fighting it,” Vaekietha’s thunderous voice rattled inside her mind. “You know what she is to you; I can feel that you feel it.” The booming voice was almost light, as though she found the entire ordeal humorous. Joyous. Melisande found herself cutting her eyes toward the majestic form, noting the regal way she stood in the center of the Keep, her back half turned to Oksenna and Orynth who looked despondently at her. 
“Melisande, please,” Zaleria interrupted her short reprieve. 
Her voice caused her to squeeze her thighs together, moisture soaking her undergarments as she flung her gaze back to the vampire. Her lilting speech was the most beautiful song and the most erotic sound — all at once. It was both soothing and stimulating, and she gasped as she realized her feet had moved without her knowledge as she stood barely a hand’s span away. 
She noted that Zaleria’s hands were clenched tightly along her sides, restraining herself from reaching out, saw the slow trickle of dark red blood as it fell from her palms to the hard packed ground. It caused some deeply buried part of Melisande to rise up, anger heated her face, thankful for the darker tone of her skin that would not show any color and betray her. 
Suddenly she reached forward, gripping those delicate hands in her own, the pale shimmer of Zaleria’s skin almost reflecting against the dark brown of her own. Zaleria’s eyes widened and her body trembled; Melisande caught her as her knees gave out. It was too much, the ache deep within her winning out as she felt the weight of Zaleria’s body in her arms. 
Before Melisande could think more about it, she pulled the woman into her chest, crushed her mouth against Zaleria’s. Her tongue surged forward to flick along the edge of the fangs she’d found so appealing. Instinct and need overtook them both – the drive to be as close to their mate as they could obscuring any thought of propriety.
A low moan escaped Zaleria, her hands encircled Melisande’s waist and gripped her, hard. The movement stole Melisande’s breath, caused a rush of electricity to jolt from the hands at her waist to her breasts, now crushed against Zaleria’s — their clothing the only barrier as her nipples stiffened painfully with each rustle of fabric. 
She attacked Zaleria’s mouth, her tongue diving and swooping, her hands reaching up to tangle into her pale locks. One palm cradled the base of Zaleria’s skull before she tightly gripped her hair and pulled her head back. Melisande wasn’t sure what overcame her, other than she had never wanted another being as she wanted this one. Here, now, and damned if she cared who witnessed it. 
As Zaleria’s head fell back on a thrilled gasp, Melisande pulled her hair more tightly and dropped her lips to the now exposed neck. Zaleria responded, her own fingers tangling through Melisande’s waves as she clutched her close. Melisande licked a narrow trail from Zaleria’s collarbone back up to her jaw, nipping at her with her teeth as her other hand yanked her shirt down and exposed her small breasts to the air. She swiftly dove her head toward it, her mouth coiled around the taut nipple while her tongue flicked along it until it pebbled so tightly it was hard as stone. 
Melisande grinned wickedly as Zaleria cried out, her leg lifted and wrapped around Melisande’s hip as Zaleria tilted against her and pressed herself into her thigh. She could feel the wet fabric through her own pants, and her sex clenched in response, eliciting a small moan from her own lips. 
She was surprised when Zaleria suddenly jumped back, panting. Her chest heaved as her breast glistened in the moonlight, still wet from Melisande’s mouth. Zaleria’s eyes were wild, unfocused, and bright as she clutched her stomach and pressed her knees together. Melisande followed, stalking her slowly without ever breaking her gaze, their eyes locked on one another. 
“Hello, mate,” Melisande cooed, circling her, one finger barely a whisper over Zaleria’s exposed nipple. Melisande nearly came undone at the whimper it pulled from Zaleria’s throat. “What is it, beautiful? Having second thoughts?” Melisande crooned as she quickly came up behind her, wrapping her arm around Zaleria’s midsection, and yanked her back against her. 
She slid one hand down Zaleria’s waist, over her hip, stopping just above her mound. She was amazed at her own restraint, when every fiber of her being thrummed, yearned, begged for release. She would wait. 
“N-no,” Zaleria whined, writhing against her, her ass pressed against her pelvis as she did so. “I can’t — can’t control them,” she squealed, one finger gently touching a fang. 
“Is that it?” Melisande breathed into her ear as her hand dipped lower, fingers brushing so close to where she longed to be, her breath caught in her throat. “I find your fangs…enticing.”
“Enough,” a tight voice screamed, echoing across the Keep. 
Melisande’s head whipped up, eyes locked onto the woman she’d barely noticed before. She was beautiful. Long, straight, inky black hair that ended just under her collarbone, pale skin with hints of yellow and gold, vibrant lavender eyes that flashed angrily at her. Melisande stiffened, growled low in her throat and reached for the dagger strapped to her thigh. 
Who was this woman to interrupt her and her Soul’s Mate?
“Melisande, don’t,” Zaleria whispered frantically, spinning in her arms and gripping the wrist wrapped around the blade. “I’ll explain later, please. We can leave; it isn’t fair for her to have to see this.” 
Melisande tore her gaze away from the wounded face with the tortured purple eyes to look down at Zaleria. Her stomach clenched painfully at the sorrow she found in her face, in the amber eyes that had been so sparkling before — but now glistened with unshed tears. 
She frowned, reaching a hand up to cup Zaleria’s cheek gently as she tilted her head to one side. Even when Zaleria leaned into her touch and closed her eyes, it still did little to ease the ache within her, the desire to eradicate the pain and regret she’d seen there. 
“I’m so sorry, Amalia,” Zaleria croaked, voice cracking slightly. “Thank you for your help. I never—” She turned, squaring her shoulders as she faced this other woman. Her grip never loosened on Melisande’s wrist. “I had no idea it would be like this. I should have done something to counteract—”
“Oh, stop it, Ria. There isn’t anything you could’ve done. Even now, you can’t bear to let go of her, can you?” Amalia accused, pointing at the hand clasped around her wrist. The woman rolled her eyes and flung her arms into the air as she turned. “Don’t seek me out again, Vampire. This is the last time I will see you.” 
Melisande stiffened as Zaleria lurched slightly forward, lifting one hand to reach out. She quickly clamped her lips together and shook her head, hand falling dejectedly at her side as she hung her head. It seemed she was shamed, though Melisande had no idea why, or still, who the hell the woman was. 
Melisande watched as the woman stalked away, her voluminous skirts swishing and swaying, her heeled boots sinking into the softer soil as she made her way toward the arched gates. She wrapped her arms around herself and trudged as though she was wading through quicksand, and Melisande could hear her ragged breath. She tried to disguise it, but it was obvious the woman was despondent. 
“Wait,” she commanded, stepping in front of Zaleria, but not so far as to wrench free of her grasp. 
The woman stopped, stiff, and raised her head but didn’t turn. 
“Who are you?” she asked. 
Her long black hair fell forward as her head dropped and her shoulders slumped forward, a ragged breath shuddering past her lips. She kept her back to them, as though turning back was simply more effort than she could muster. Melisande frowned and pursed her lips, cocked her head to one side as the seconds ticked by in silence. Finally, the dark hair rustled and she looked over her shoulder, stopping short of looking at them. 
“The Witch who saved your mate’s life, and that is all you need ever know.”
The woman hastened her steps and nearly ran through the archway, disappearing from sight. Zaleria tugged Melisande back slightly, as though she were afraid she would follow the Witch. 
“We should talk,” Zaleria whispered sullenly. 
“Yes. We should,” Melisande answered as she turned to face her. “How fast can you move? I don’t think anything productive will come from it until we’ve finished what we started.” She trailed one slender finger along Zaleria’s throat and down between the valley of her breasts. Her eyes smoldered, and when Zaleria sucked in her bottom lip and her breath hitched, she nearly came undone again. 
“Faster than you could,” Zaleria huffed, lifting Melisande in her arms and pivoting. 
Melisande barked out a laugh at the unexpected action, looking into Zaleria’s face with awe. Her arms wrapped around her neck, and she watched the intense focus with which Zaleria began leaping and bounding over the wall of the Keep. 
“When you have calmed yourselves, I expect you back. We’ve things to discuss. Important things,” Vaekietha’s presence echoed in Melisande’s head as they nearly floated over the city’s rooftops toward one of the more opulent inns. 
She groaned but nodded her head in agreement. She wasn’t sure if the dragon knew what she thought, or if she had to direct them at her, or if she could somehow see her — she only hoped Vaekietha knew she’d understood. The thought scattered like old paper in the wind as Zaleria slung her over one shoulder and jumped down onto a marble balcony on the highest floor of the city’s most expensive accommodations. 




[image: image-placeholder]







FOuNd








Zaleria kicked the transparent doors inward, the gilded frames shaking under the force. She quickly moved through them and sat Melisande on the edge of the immense bed before she pushed gently on her shoulders and watched her collapse against the silken bedcovers. Melisande’s silvery hair haloed around her head, and her amber eyes darkened as she pulled her blouse from her pants. It was the most exquisite thing Zaleria had ever seen, and her hands trembled slightly as she crawled onto the mattress, one knee nudging Melisande’s legs wider so she could climb between them.  
She tucked her other leg around Melisande’s knee once she hovered above her and pulled it away as she planted a hand beside her head; the other swatted Melisande’s hands away from her shirt as Zaleria traced the exposed skin. Leaning forward, she pressed her thigh between Melisande’s legs and slid her hand under the blouse, cupping Melisande’s ample breast in her hand and rubbing her thumb across her nipple. 
Melisande sucked in a deep breath and arched her back, tilting her head so she could maintain eye contact as Zaleria leaned back on her ankles and grasped the fabric, yanking it apart and exposing her chest. Zaleria broke her gaze to study her form, Melisande’s warm brown skin marred in scars and war wounds, the large mounds of her breasts and dark brown nipples that peaked and tightened. Zaleria’s breath hitched as she noted the most recent scar — one that ran from below Melisande’s belt all the way up to the underside of her breast. 
Gently, Zaleria placed her fingers along it, delicately caressing along the seam until it disappeared under Melisande’s breast. Slowly, Zaleria lowered her head to the place at her hip where it began and pressed her lips to it gently. Kissing and licking delicately upward, she grabbed Melisande’s breast and lightly pushed it upward so she could better access the scar, flick her tongue along it as Melisande writhed and moaned beneath her. Zaleria peeked up to look at Melisande’s face, mouth open and short, panted breaths, her eyelids heavy and her eyes wild as Zaleria looked down at her. 
Smirking, she moved to position her mouth over Melisande, widening her lips to collect her breast in her mouth while she flicked her tongue along the nipple, her hand kneaded the other as her thumb swirled lazy circles along the edge of Melisande’s areola. Melisande moaned and tangled her hands in Zaleria’s hair, gripping slightly. Enough to let her know she wanted much, much more. 
Zaleria’s mouth remained on Melisande as she moved her hand down between their bodies, sliding into Melisande’s wet folds and gently caressing the nub just inside. Melisande cried out and bucked her hips into Zaleria’s hand as she bit her lower lip. The blood pounded in Zaleria’s head, and she could feel her fangs elongate again, so she carefully pulled her mouth away from Melisande’s breast – eliciting gasps and whines as Melisande reluctantly loosened her grip on Zaleria’s hair. 
Zaleria sunk back onto her heels and slid her thumb along Melisande’s folds, pushing them apart to gaze on her glistening sex. She reached out her other hand, a finger lazily moving from her clit, down, circling her hole before she trailed the back of it back up again. She repeated the movement as Melisande’s hips bucked and her eyes widened, her moans pleading. 
“Is this what you want?” Zaleria asked as she slowly inserted one finger, her thumb toyed with Melisande’s clit. She moved her finger back and forth slowly, Melisande’s juices coating her skin. “Tell me what you want, baby,” Zaleria cooed, teasing Melisande with her thumb as she inserted a second finger.
Melisande moaned loudly, and her head fell back. Zaleria ached to dip her head lower, to lap at the nectar between Melisande’s thighs, but she knew it wasn’t an option. Not now, not with her canines poked sharply into her plump lower lip. Instead, she decided to tap into her preternatural gifts. 
Slowly at first, she moved her fingers within Melisande, meeting the thrust of her hips and reveling in her writhing on the bed. As Melisande’s moans got louder, Zaleria moved quicker, her thumb kept a steadily increasing rhythm around the cluster of flesh at the opening of Melisande’s slit. It wasn’t long before she was moving faster than any mortal was capable, and Melisande was screaming in pleasure. Her fists clenched the bedsheets, her legs kicked as her hips bucked against Zaleria’s hand, now drenched in slick, sweet moisture. 
Melisande was close. Zaleria could feel it in the tightening of Melisande’s muscles, the way her canal clenched around her fingers and the little gushes of fluid that accompanied the tremors. Unable to control the urge any longer, Zaleria quickly slid her thumb across one last time before she dove between Melisande’s open legs, her unoccupied hand gripping the tender flesh of Melisande’s thigh, and stretched her open as wide as she could. Zaleria moaned deep in her throat as she flattened her tongue along Melisande’s lower lips and licked her thoroughly, her hand moving so quickly she nearly vibrated. 
Melisande squealed, called out her name, and fisted the hair on top of Zaleria’s head, shoving her face closer to her heat. Zaleria groaned and lapped at Melisande as though she were starving, flicking and swirling her tongue as Melisande came undone beneath her. Zaleria had to exert more strength than she’d expected to hold Melisande’s legs wide as she came, her hips bucking ferociously as she tried to squeeze her legs together. 
Suddenly, much to Zaleria’s shock, she felt herself thrust away from Melisande. As she had come down from the high, Melisande had managed to push Zaleria away, flipping their positions and landing astride her. 
“My turn,” Melisande said darkly, her pupils still blown, hair a wild mane around her lovely face. Her plump lips were swollen and tender from her teeth, and she was breathing heavily. Zaleria was helpless to look away as she yanked her shirt down and exposed her breasts to the air; Melisande’s gaze never faltered as she leaned down and took one and then the other into her mouth. She reached between them as she did so, teasing Zaleria’s folds as she rubbed along her roughly. 
Zaleria moaned, loudly, and struggled against her fangs as she tried to clamp her mouth shut. Melisande leaned forward as she slid a finger inside her and captured her mouth. Zaleria tried to turn away, afraid she would hurt her, but Melisande grabbed her chin in her hand and held her in place as her tongue danced along her lips. Zaleria whimpered, squirming beneath her as Melisande trailed lazily along her sex, diving in and out slowly and methodically. Melisande was teasing her, and it pulled a rush of liquid honey from her, creating even more pleasure as she stroked and teased. 
“Do not move, do you understand?” Melisande asked, waiting for Zaleria to nod once before she released her chin and gripped a breast, twisting the nipple between her fingers. Melisande bowed her head again, pressing her mouth against Zaleria’s in spite of the obstacle of her fangs, her tongue darting in to capture her own. 
Zaleria moaned at the sensation and whimpered in protest as Melisande suddenly shot back, wrapped her hair into a twist, and grinned wickedly down at her. She pulled her long locks to one side, exposing her neck, blood pulsing beneath her skin. Zaleria’s heart pounded, thudding inside her chest at the exposure, her body ached to taste her mate. 
She slammed her eyes shut and clenched the bedsheets in an attempt to control herself, but was nearly overcome as she felt something cold and round at her entrance. Her lids flung open and she saw Melisande lean over her, one hand by her head and the other between her legs. She glanced down, but she knew she’d grabbed the phallus from the night table. She confirmed it as she saw the tip slide from view, filling her. 
Melisande slid her palm under Zaleria’s neck and pulled her forward, so she sat atop her thigh, and began sliding her along the length of the toy as she licked her chest. Heat rocketed through Zaleria, and she trembled, arching her hips to better accommodate as Melisande sped up the pace. 
“Bite me,” Melisande moaned, pulling Zaleria’s hand between her own legs. 
Zaleria stiffened, sliding down until she was flush against Melisande’s leg, full and straddling the line of ecstasy. Her thumb found Melisande’s clit as her fingers slid inside her, moving quickly as she watched her. Surely, she had heard her wrong. 
“Now, please, oh stars. Zaleria! Fucking bite me, now!” Melisande pleaded, throwing her head back to give Zaleria complete access to her throat. 
It was almost too much. Zaleria rocked her hips, furiously moving her fingers within Melisande as she slammed her fangs into her neck. The rich, thick copper gold flooded her mouth, and she came hard, bucking wildly against Melisande as she tightened around Zaleria’s fingers, her own climax erupting. Zaleria gulped the hot liquid, allowed it to coat her throat as she thrummed with pleasure. 
Melisande screamed, her pleasure so powerful it felt like she shook the room with it. 
As they came, their bodies glowed. Neither noticed as they hovered several inches above the bed, bucking and writhing wildly against one another as they reached the peak again, and again. Finally Zaleria flicked her tongue over the two perfectly rounded wounds, closing off the flow of blood as her body slumped forward, spent. 
Melisande panted against her shoulder, one hand clawing into Zaleria’s back, the other gripped the hair at the back of her skull. Melisande pulled, the pressure exciting even though she felt her body could give no more. In retaliation, she rubbed circles around Melisande’s mound again, her fingers still firmly inside her. Melisande giggled and squirmed, pulling her face away and kissing Zaleria softly. 
“I think I’m spent, love,” she whispered into Zaleria’s mouth lazily. 
“Me, too,” Zaleria replied, sliding away. She pulled her fingers from Melisande and lifted herself from the smooth, stone cock. 
She collapsed beside Melisande on her back, arms out and breathing heavily. Her limbs felt heavy, her brain fogged, as though she could sleep for days. She pushed the feeling aside groggily as Melisande rolled toward her, one arm loosely over her middle as she kissed the side of her face sweetly. 
“That was wonderful,” Melisande whispered. 
Looking over, Zaleria saw the wonder in her mate’s eyes, the lazy satisfaction written across her face. Her heart clenched almost painfully, tears welling in her eyes as she realized she was completely and utterly at peace. Content. 
“It was amazing,” Zaleria admitted softly, reaching out to tuck a stray strand behind Melisande’s ear with a smile. 
“You know we have to get up and go back, right?” Melisande sighed, flinging her arm from around Zaleria to the other side of the bed as she stared up at the ceiling. 
“What? Why?” Zaleria asked, bolting up on her elbows and looking down at her. 
“Vaekietha,” Melisande whined. “The other dragon, she’s—”
“The one who saved you,” Zaleria finished. “I know, I saw it.” 
“Is that why I haven’t been able to keep my pants on lately?” Melisande teased, a wry grin on her face as she shoved at her arm. 
“Probably,” Zaleria admitted, the jealousy in every syllable as her face fell and a pout took over her lips. 
“Oh, come on now,” Melisande chided. “If you’d made yourself known earlier—”
“You’d have killed me?” she interrupted, one brow quirked up. 
“I—” Melisande stuttered, horror washed over her features. 
“To be fair, I didn’t realize you’d taken an oath. So I only thought you might not recognize quickly enough that we were mated, that you’d—”
“That I’d do my job, and not give you time to explain? You’re probably right.” Melisande sighed heavily, throwing an arm over her eyes briefly. “I’m not known for taking time to talk things out when I’m looking for a mark.”
“It’s alright,” Zaleria shushed her, pulling Melisande’s arm from her face. “We’re together now, alive. That’s all that matters.”
“Is it?” Melisande asked, sighing heavily once more and shoving herself to a seated position. “I think we need to go. Vaekietha will have answers to some of my questions, I think. Namely — who sent me after you with the stipulation I take that damned oath? And how did they know what you were to me?”
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Zaleria’s hand was cool against Melisande’s too-warm flesh, the blood bond with Vaekietha coursing through her body like a curse. The relief she’d felt as her skin was against Zaleria’s had been twofold. Not only was she finally home, she calmed the feeling of standing inside a furnace. They strolled through the streets lazily, in no real rush to reach the Keep. Except to outrun the sun, which would peak over the mountains in another hour or so. She had to ensure Zaleria was safely ensconced in her rooms by then.  
The thought caused her to quicken her pace, and Zaleria shot her a questioning look as she tugged on her hand. She merely smirked back, hoping to assure her all was well. She knew if she opened her mouth, her voice would give away her anxiety, and she didn’t want her mate to think she had so little faith in her ability to keep herself alive. She had been doing it for quite some time without her, after all. 
They rounded the last building before the Keep and could see Vaekietha’s head resting atop the wall, watching them. Her stomach flipped uneasily, and she averted her gaze to the ground. When she promised the beast anything, she’d had nothing to lose. The thought of losing Zaleria now, even after a single night, was like someone was ripping her soul from her body. 
“Hey,” Zaleria said, stopping and pulling her back. Her hand grabbed her chin softly and tilted her face toward her. “What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked quietly. Her eyes shifted to the dragon behind her and scanned the streets around them. 
Her stance was squared, and she was eerily alert to their surroundings, as though there were some outward threat to address. Melisande knew better. The threat coursed through her blood, made her skin feel as though it would burn from her bones. It was in the very thing that had saved her life. 
“I don’t know what she’ll require of me,” she replied honestly. She tried desperately to choke back the tears pooled in her eyes, but it was impossible. 
“Who? Vaekietha?” Zaleria balked, staring up at the beast with wide eyes, her brow knit together. 
“Oh, come and speak with me, you silly child,” the magnificent creature in question boomed. If a dragon could scoff, Vaekietha certainly did so. 
Shaking her head slowly, Melisande turned and plodded toward the archway. Toward whatever came next. She only prayed the cost was one she could survive paying. 
Zaleria squeezed her hand in support and walked ever so slightly ahead of her. It was touching, the way she tried to protect her. Surely she knew if any of these dragons decided so, they would both be dispatched with little defense from them. 
A muffled chuckle rumbled from Vaekietha’s chest, reminding Melisande she was uncertain just how much of her mind she had access to. Zaleria sauntered ahead, hand still firmly in her grip, obviously putting on a display of confidence and control. She ducked her head and smiled, her heart so full she felt it might explode despite her anxiety. Is this what happiness felt like? she wondered. 
“You’re the dragon who saved her,” Zaleria hollered, neck bent back and her head nearly horizontal so she could stare into Vaekietha’s face. 
Vaekietha tilted her head down, acknowledging the statement. 
“Thank you,” Zaleria said. Her voice wavered slightly as she bowed low. Her knees bent, one leg behind her on the ground and the other in front where she rested her free arm, head bent in homage. 
“At least the Vampire knows how to properly address me,” the dragon muttered, smoke wafting from her mouth as she spoke. 
Melisande noticed how her eyes flit to the smaller dragons sitting on the other side of the Keep. Their eyes were trained on Vaekietha, but they huddled together as though afraid of her. Or at least wary. 
“Oh, come on. Get up now or Oksenna will tell me I’m being a tyrant again,” she said, thicker smoke wafting from her. 
Melisande took a step forward and pulled Zaleria up hastily. More harshly than she’d intended if Zaleria’s frown was any indicator. 
“Vaekietha,” Melisande began quietly, chewing on her bottom lip as she shifted on her feet anxiously. “I am in your debt.” 
She looked up from under her lashes, a hand fisted by her side. The dragon tilted her head to the side, studying her quietly for a moment before she huffed and crouched, lowering her head to the ground. 
“Yes,” she agreed finally. Her proximity when she spoke nearly knocked Melisande and Zaleria off their feet, and they clung to one another for balance. 
“You are in my debt, but I am also in yours. Do you know who you are, child?” Vaekietha asked, the ridges above her eyes raising slightly. “Beyond who you have been in this life, I mean?” 
“Beyond this — what?” Melisande balked, confusion taking over her features, and her heart raced. There was something in the way Vaekietha had worded the phrase that caused her some unknown anxiety. Her stomach dropped and nausea rose in her throat. 
“Melisande, you are the reincarnation of Melisandre, High Queen of the Fae. You sacrificed yourself for me a century ago, and I have waited for you since. I was nearly too late,” Vaekietha said as she cast her eyes down in shame. 
“Had Suvok not found you, if he had not alerted me to your presence — the warlock I need your help to destroy would have found a way to end you before we were reunited.” 
“Suvok?” she asked, her thoughts spinning, trying to keep up. 
“Yes, well. He didn’t mean to nearly kill you, certainly,” Vaekietha barked a laugh. “He didn’t anticipate such a robust defense. He has been thoroughly punished, I assure you.” 
“Punished? What? You mean—” Her eyes widened, and anger rushed through her system. “That damnable warlock who attacked me in Aramont? The whole reason I needed your help in the first place. He survived? And you are telling me he’s what? An ally?” 
Her voice had progressively gotten higher and more indignant, her nostrils flared, and her shoulders were stiff. Zaleria was looking from one to the other, trying to keep up with the vague conversation. Melisande noted the moment Zaleria realized the man who’d nearly killed her was supposedly the same who’d saved her from someone even worse. It was in the moment that her fangs erupted from her mouth and she hissed loudly, pulling Melisande into her chest and clasping onto her protectively. 
Melisande pressed her lips together and carefully pulled herself from her lover’s limbs, pushing herself back from her but allowing her arms to stay around her waist. She gave her what she hoped was a reassuring smile before she turned to face Vaekietha once more. 
“You must have the wrong person. I am a warrior, not a Queen,” she contended. 
“I most certainly do not,” Vaekietha scoffed. “How many other silver-haired Fae do you see in your forests, Melisande? Only the Royals, correct? Even your King does not have that hair. Only the descendants of Melisandre. And you aren’t from her line.”
“That proves nothing, Dragon,” she argued, folding her arms in front of her. 
“Majesty,” Orynth scuttled forward, head lowered. “If I may?” 
“Please do,” Vaekietha replied. 
“Melisande,” he began, his mouth upturned in what she was certain, he considered a smile. “Vaekietha is our Queen, and when she battled Idrovas last, you stood with her. You know your people’s history. You know you lost the Northern Kingdoms to the Warlocks, that the treaty made from that battle ensured swift retribution for any Fae found beyond Starfall Citadel.”
“Yes, and that the mad kings of the North either enthralled or enslaved most of the Vampire population. That the death of Melisandre created a power void filled by Draven, and he enthroned himself as King by threat of war with the Northern Kingdoms. What does any of this have to do with anything?” Melisande demanded. 
“Apologies.” He bowed his head lower in supplication when Vaekietha began growling and turned to face him. “Melisande, when that battle took place, the one in which Melisandre was killed — I was there. I fought alongside my Queen and bore witness to your sacrifice. I was made keeper of the final magic of the Great Fae Queen, and your pact with my own.” 
“So you’re saying Melisande is truly the Fae Queen,” Zaleria interrupted, stepping in front of Melisande. “How would she not know that?”
“Idrovas worked his own magic that day. He somehow knew when you were reborn and worked with Draven to ensure you would not remember. It’s why you were placed as a warrior so young. To further remove you from the Seelie Court.” Oksenna rumbled, but stayed where she was. 
“There is no Seelie Court,” Melisande spat. 
“No, not anymore. Now there is only the Unseelie because Draven conspired with Idrovas to make it so long before your sacrifice,” Orynth agreed. 
“What you’re saying is insane!” Melisande cried out, throwing her hands in the air. “If this were true, there are plenty who long for our Queen. They wouldn’t stand by and allow Draven to have effectively killed her.” 
“Wouldn’t they?” Vaekietha asked, staring her down. “Without your power, and the curse you placed upon them, they were helpless to stop him.”
“What curse?” she insisted. Her blood ran cold even as her skin reached a temperature so hot it felt like it burned from the inside. 
“You did not know who betrayed you, so you cursed them all. Seelie and Unseelie alike, until your return when you would meet your justice,” Vaekietha said, her shoulders lurching up in what could only be a shrug. “This is all ancient history, my friend. Idrovas knew Zaleria was your mate — and he sent you to kill her. He made you take an oath to accept the mark, knowing her death would weaken you further, maybe even cause your own if by your hand.” 
“No.” Melisande shook her head, her face scrunched up in denial as she kept her head down. 
“Suvok was merely trying to keep you from finding her until I could reach you. He’d sent word to me, but I was beyond the turquoise sea, ensuring the safety of my children, and it took me too long to receive it,” Vaekietha reasoned. 
“So he almost killed me by accident?” she shrieked, her heart pounding. The pain of her too hot skin fogged her thoughts. 
“Yes, he did not expect you to attack him when he approached you,” Vaekietha said, tilting her head in confusion. “Have you not discovered that the pain is worsened when you try to block me out, little one? Zaleria, I believe your mate would benefit greatly from your touch just now.” 
Zaleria spun to face her, eyes wide as she saw her stiffened in pain. The color drained from her face, and her mouth hung open in horror as she quickly pulled Melisande forward, wrapping her arms around her. 
“Melisande? What’s wrong?” she whispered. 
Her voice quavered as Melisande sighed in relief at her icy touch. She knew Zaleria wanted to look her in the eye. She craned her neck to attempt to do exactly that, but she tucked her chin into her chest and pressed her face against Zaleria’s neck. 
“One of the drawbacks of Dragon blood is that very few species are built to incorporate it comfortably,” Oksenna said, shuffling forward a few steps. 
“What do you mean, comfortably?” Zaleria growled. Her speech was slightly muffled, betraying her elongated canines — and her temper. 
“We’re beings of Fire. Our blood runs hotter than molten rock beneath the ground. Even one drop can cause another great agony, though Melisande has immense power of her own — it will still cause her discomfort at times,” Oksenna explained. 
“You call this discomfort?” Zaleria shrieked. “She feels as though she could ignite! How do we fix this, Dragon?” she hissed. 
“Only the tardum root can counteract it,” Vaekietha answered. “Though your touch can calm it for a time as well, and she can avoid it becoming too unbearable by remaining calm — and above all by accepting our bond, which she is actively attempting to wall off at the moment.” 
“What do you want from me, Vaekietha?” Melisande asked, her voice quiet and defeated. 
“Meli—” 
“It’s okay, love,” she assured Zaleria, smiling wanly at her. 
“You must remove your usurper, of course,” the dragon responded, bemused. “And help me kill the Velyran.”
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“Kill the—” Zaleria sputtered, her eyes wide. She could hardly believe half of what she had heard from these beasts, but this was impossible.  
“It’s not so impossible as you think, Vampire,” Vaekietha grumbled. “You are an Ancient, one of the few able to resist their enchantments. Now you carry my blood in your veins as well — oh yes, I knew the moment you bonded to me, Zaleria. It will only serve to make you stronger, High Priestess.” 
Melisande jerked her head up, staring at her with hurt etched into her features. 
“It wasn’t something we’ve had time to discuss—” Zaleria tried to explain, to wipe away the betrayal she saw on her mate’s face. 
“I know but…” Melisande stepped back, and Zaleria allowed her arms to fall to her sides despite the ache it caused in her to do so. “High Priestess? You hate the Fae.” 
“No,” she argued, reaching a hand out to assure her before recoiling it when Melisande backed away. “No, I do not. Neither do the others, I swear. It’s only Draven that we have ever wanted to eradicate.” 
“I’m one of his fighters, Zaleria. You would be fighting me — not him!” she accused, her lips pursed as she crossed her arms in front of her chest. “If what they say is true,” she gestured toward the three silent dragons, “whose side did you fight on when I took my last breath?” 
“Melisande—” she stammered, her eyes flitted around, searching for help that wasn’t coming. 
“You fought with the Velyran,” Melisande accused. 
“It isn’t that simple,” Zaleria countered. 
“While this is mildly entertaining, I really must ask that you solve it another time,” Vaekietha roared. 
Melisande and Zaleria jumped, both of them shooting angry looks toward the imposing creature. 
“Idrovas will cross through Asema Pass in a few hours. We need to strike while he doesn’t know we’ve found one another and we hold the element of surprise,” Vaekietha told them, her voice softer, but still able to shake the rocks at their feet. 
“Fine,” Melisande huffed. “We will discuss this later. You should go to your rooms. The sun will be up soon. I will deal with this when I return.”
“Are you serious?” Zaleria shrieked, her eyes flaring bright red and her fangs erupting violently. 
“There’s no need for her to hide from the sun any longer,” Vaekietha cooed, turning her back to them. 
“What?” they asked in unison, their voices high and strained. 
“She has my blood running through her veins now. The sun will not harm her.” 
“Then I am coming with you,” Zaleria demanded, squaring her shoulders and facing Melisande. 
“Fine,” she spat. “Get yourself killed and I will resurrect you so I can kill you myself.” 
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Vaekietha soared through the clouds swiftly. So deft was her path that Melisande hardly knew they were moving, save for the wind whipping their hair around them. She and Zaleria sat astride the large, rounded spines along Vaekietha’s back and refused to look at one another. Asema Pass was just ahead, and she caught glimpses of the jagged cliffs as the cloud density changed.  
She stiffened when she saw a small group traveling swiftly, a dark mist surrounding them as they moved. She knew it was him. Idrovas. Zaleria inhaled sharply behind her, and she struggled to keep her focus forward. She wanted nothing more than to reach out to her mate in that moment, but was too upset to do so. Damned fate throwing her soul into one who’d actively fought against her. Allegedly. She rolled her eyes and sighed, refocusing on the contingent below as her stomach dropped, a clear indicator of Vaekietha’s descent. 
Her sword was strapped to her side, dual daggers on each thigh, thick leather armor covered her from neck to ankle. The armor had been handmade for her — fitted to her like a second skin and meant to protect against weapons of all kinds, including magical ones. The gear had served her well, and had she been wearing it that night in the pub — well, it didn’t bear thinking about. What was done had led her to Zaleria. Even if she did want some distance between them just now. 
‘Be ready,’ Vaekietha’s voice echoed in her brain.
Oksenna and Orynth flew just above them, fading in and out of view as they danced among the clouds, using them as cover. 
“Here we go,” she shouted over her shoulder, making eye contact with Zaleria for the first time since they’d left Vorus. 
Zaleria’s eyes were bright red, her fangs prominent. That was normal for her, especially as she prepared herself for battle. It was the sun shining on her face, the tones of honey throughout her pale hair that caught the light and scattered it that made Melisande’s heart leap to her throat. She was achingly beautiful. 
Zaleria dipped her head stiffly in acknowledgement. Her body was rigid, and she sat on her heels with her arms clutching the large spine in front of her, crouched into a stance Melisande knew she would spring from before she herself could safely jump from Vaekietha’s back. A shiver ran over Melisande at the thought of Zaleria being alone among those fiends for even a second. 
She didn’t have long to dwell on it as Zaleria twitched the side of her mouth up in a wicked grin and catapulted herself over the side of the dragon’s body. Melisande was helpless as she watched her plummet to the ground, landing in the middle of the convoy. The uproar Zaleria’s presence caused was immediate and vicious. 
Invisible forces flung trees, chests, and other items into the sky — directly at Melisande and Vaekietha. 
“Hold on!” the dragon bellowed an instant before she rolled in the air; Melisande was barely able to cling to the smaller ridged spines beside the larger one she’d been leaning against. 
The air stole her breath as they dove toward the earth. Melisande cautiously pressed her feet against the beast’s back to lever herself into a standing position, gauging her movement to land just the other side of Zaleria. Her bones felt the jolt as she collided with the ground, her sword flying free of its sheath as she whipped her arm above her head and let loose a war cry. 
Zaleria was already covered in blood, dripping from her chin and caked under her nails, her fingers curved into deadly claws. Her speed was edged in magic, and to a human, she would have seemed invisible as she attacked. She leapt from one place to another, swiping along the group’s bodies as though she toyed with them. 
Melisande refocused her attention and swung her sword, catching the belly of the man closest to her, and cleaved into his flesh. His eyes went wide as he doubled over, bright red blood gushing from his wound as his bowel erupted from his skin. Her eyes flit from one enemy to the other, in search of her mark. Idrovas was cowering, using his men as living shields. He would gain some measure of courage for a second and fling a spell at them, but his aim was sloppy, and he was slower than he had once been. 
Zaleria growled loudly as she squared off with another of her kind. A male with long dark hair and bright red eyes threw his head back and roared, his hands fists alongside him. A shield of thick, black clouds followed his movements, covering him from the sun. They circled one another, assessing each other’s weaknesses and any injuries they might exploit. They healed so quickly, especially when they’d both drained at least one of the humans, that there were none. 
Melisande spared a second to worry her lower lip as they wound themselves around one another before a blast of energy nearly singed her hair. Grunting and pressing her lips together, she spun around and faced off against Idrovas. There were only two of his guards left standing, the rest laid in piles at their feet. She squared her shoulders and spun her blade beside her, allowing her eyes to make threats she need not voice. 
The men widened their stances, each raised a broadsword to fend Melisande off. She slid forward, dropping to one knee, and plunged her blade up, skewering the man closest to her. As she did so, she freed a dagger from her side and plunged it into the inner thigh of the other. When she skidded to a stop, she dragged the dagger downward, flaying open his leg and coating the front of her in a spray of red. 
Both men dropped to their knees, swords clattering beside them, unused. Melisande rose to her feet, staring down the warlock who’d brought her so much trouble. Trouble she hadn’t even known about that had shaped her lifetime thus far. 
No more. 
Behind her, Zaleria lurched forward, slashing her nails across the male’s face and digging a finger into the socket where his eye sat. A sickening pop sounded as her thumb found its way beneath the orb, and with a flick, sent it soaring through the air. He bellowed and grabbed his face, blood pouring between his fingers. He tried to grab at her, but his depth perception was now hindered, and he merely closed his fist around air. Zaleria chuckled darkly and slid between his legs, spinning her body around to come up behind him as she grabbed his head in her hands. Twisting, Zaleria heard the bones snap and the eerie wet tearing of his flesh as she ripped through sinewy muscle to remove his head from his shoulders. 
Melisande stalked closer to Idrovas, as her mate dispatched her prey, and allowed her eyes to scan his unremarkable body, knowing Zaleria would have her back. He was large for a human, with oily black hair and inky eyes. His pale white skin was paper thin, almost translucent in the midday sunlight. 
“It appears your magic is failing you, Warlock.” Melisande scoffed, sneering at him. 
“I have enough to destroy you,” he mocked, his lips curling as he began moving his arms rhythmically. 
“I think not,” she growled, whipping her sword upward from the ground so quickly he had no time to react. 
It arced through the air, her arm bent at an awkward angle as it rotated, slicing cleanly through his arm at this wrist. He screamed and clutched it to him, his face contorted as he backed away. Melisande advanced, flinging the dagger in her other hand toward him and allowing her lip to quirk up as it embedded in his shoulder with a heavy thud. His eyes were wide as he glanced down at the hilt emerging from his shoulder and back at her. 
Satisfaction filled her as she observed the very moment he came face to face with his own mortality, their eyes locked as Death came to collect him. The color, what little was left to him, drained from his face entirely and his lips blanched. His pupils dilated in fear, and he froze as the animals did when met with threats they could not defend themselves from. Melisande crouched low and sprung from the ground, rolling her body as she soared above his head, landing on her feet behind him. 
She rushed forward, pulling her other dagger from her thigh and pulling his body against hers. She placed it at his throat and asserted pressure. Enough that he bled, but not enough to end his life just yet. She wanted him to see what she had been gifted with, what fate had led her to. Zaleria had jumped backward from the other vampire, his head dangling from hair held in her clenched fingers. She tossed it behind her and shoved his body around to face her by the shoulder, plunging her fist into its chest to wrench out the heart that still somehow beat within him. 
“I will have everything you took from me, coward. And so much more,” Melisande whispered seductively in Idrovas’ ear, a vengeful grin on her lips. “Take that to the netherrealm with you, and may the knowledge consume you.” 
Melisande yanked the blade across his throat, the bones in his neck the only thing preventing her from severing it from his shoulders entirely. As he crumpled in her arms, she felt a force slam into her with enormous pressure. She stumbled, her head falling back on her shoulders as some hidden corner of her brain flooded with awareness. The memory came, barreling through her mind and consuming her awareness. 
Melisande was back on that long ago battlefield, Vaekietha hovering over her, the dragon’s eyes full of sorrow as she pleaded with her to allow her to provide her with a drop of her blood. She felt her lips move as she refused her, ensuring her own demise. She’d known then there was someone within her court that had betrayed her — the only way to root them out was for her to die. It wasn’t that she’d gone into battle with that purpose, but when she’d jumped in front of her friend, in front of Vaekietha — she’d known how it would end. She had worked an ancient and powerful spell, one that promised her resurrection. 
Darkness overtook her and then a burst of light, the start of this new life. It was as instant as waking from a deep slumber, and yet so much time had passed. Draven’s face hovered above her, a sneer across his features as he studied her in her swaddling. Red washed over her face as he slaughtered her mother and commanded Idrovas to wipe her previous existence from her mind. 
Her soul awakened as he took his final breath, and she was filled with a knowing of who — and what — she was. Her eyes flared wide, power in every line of her body as she crushed a heel into the dirt, mixing in the blood flowing from her enemy’s throat. 
“Your bones will be forever hidden, your soul condemned to torment. A veil across your line, the blood tainted and warped,” Melisande chanted. She tossed Idrovas to the side, her curse complete. 
Zaleria stared at her, mouth agape and a pile of ashes at her feet that was once a foe. “Melisande?” Zaleria choked, her face a mask of shock. 
“Melisandre,” she corrected as she sauntered toward her, hips swaying. She reached Zaleria and gripped her chin in her hand, tilting her face up to look into her eyes. She ran a thumb along Zaleria’s lip, wiping the flaking blood from it and smearing what was still thick and wet from her chin. 
Melisandre, rightful ruler and High Queen of the Fae, looked down into Zaleria’s bright red eyes, knowing her own were dark and menacing. Her lip ticked up as she bent forward and flicked her tongue across Zaleria’s lips before invading her mouth. She felt her shudder against her, leaned into her body in surrender. 
“It’s time to go,” Melisandre commanded as she pulled back, pushing pale blonde hair caked in others’ blood from her lover’s face. 
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Zaleria threw her onto the bed, their damp bodies dripping onto the stone floors of her opulent suite. They’d already made love on the floor, under the moon on the balcony, and again in the washroom as they removed the traces of battle from their skin. They couldn’t get enough of one another. She shivered as Zaleria leaned over her and grabbed her legs, shoving them as wide as she could.  
“Don’t move, or I’ll have to restrain you,” Zaleria whispered before she released her and stepped around the bed. 
“Promises, promises,” Melisandre challenged, tucking one knee inward. 
“Oh?” Zaleria asked, an eyebrow shooting up. “Is that how you’d like to play? Alright then.”
Heat bloomed in her belly as Zaleria ducked her head below the bed for a moment and came up holding thick silken ropes. She grabbed her ankle, looping the fabric around it, before securing it somewhere below her line of sight. She repeated the process with her other ankle and both arms. Melisandre felt exposed, vulnerable, and it thrilled her to her core. 
She was helpless to do anything but watch as Zaleria waltzed around the room, pulling open drawers and shoving aside doors, gathering items Melisandre couldn’t quite see and placing them on the ottoman at her feet where she couldn’t crane her neck to look. 
“Tell me, Majesty. How do you like your pleasure?” Zaleria taunted as she knelt between her ankles. A long, slender feather was in her hands, and she used it to trace delicate trails along Melisandre’s skin. 
Melisandre moaned and shivered, the gentle touch caused her flesh to pucker. When Zaleria reached her breasts, flicking the feather over her taut nipples with varying degrees of pressure, Melisandre pulled at the rope as she arched toward the sensation. 
“Did I not ask you a question, Highness?” Zaleria demanded, throwing the feather over her shoulder. “Do you think you do not have to answer? Should I simply find what makes you squeal, then?”
Zaleria reached beside her and gripped a bottle with a stopper, opening it and holding it high enough for Melisandre to see as Zaleria allowed a few drops to fall upon her. It was cool and tingled against Melisandre’s skin as it carved a path from the top of her mound lower, trickling between her spread lips to wind its way around her clit. It felt like every nerve ending roared to life as it tingled. When Zaleria leaned forward to blow air onto it, Melisandre groaned and thrashed, her knees barely moving. 
“Oh, is that something?” Zaleria teased, running one finger slowly down Melisandre’s sex and circling the opening as she attempted to thrust her hips to meet it. 
“Oh no, not yet,” she chastised. “You’ll have to let me know what it is you want, my Queen. Then…” Zaleria bent down and nibbled at her earlobe, pressing kisses to her neck down to her collarbone before she sucked at the sensitive skin there. “Then maybe I will let you scream,” she whispered into Melisandre’s ear. 
Zaleria lowered herself to align with Melisandre’s spread thighs, darting forward to lick her only once, using only the tip of her tongue before pulling back again with a wicked grin. Melisandre whimpered and bucked, biting her lower lip. She knew she could simply tell her partner what she wanted, and she would be rewarded with a mind numbing orgasm — but truth be told, she thoroughly enjoyed the game. 
Zaleria tutted and clicked her tongue, grabbing a glass phallus that caught and refracted the candlelight around the room. It was small, only as long as her palm. Melisandre watched her curiously as she rubbed oil onto it, the tip much more narrow than the base, which ended in a flat disc after narrowing again. Zaleria crawled up the bed and kissed her deeply, gripping Melisandre’s throat with just enough pressure as she did so. 
“If you need me to stop, say so. Do you understand?” she asked, her tone serious and her gaze intense. Melisandre nodded, excited and slightly anxious. 
“Good,” Zaleria smiled. “This—” She held up the small toy for Melisandre’s inspection. “Goes inside you, but not where we have been playing. Are you alright with that? It will only enhance your pleasure, but I need you to tell me it’s alright first.” 
Melisandre felt her heart speed up and moisture seeped from her at the thought. She had always been adventurous in bed, and with Zaleria, she felt she could be more than she had ever been. 
“Mmmhmm,” Melisandre whimpered, her eyes wide. “Do whatever you want to me.” 
Zaleria grinned and squeezed Melisandre’s throat just a little as she plundered her mouth once more. 
“I so hoped you’d say that,” Zaleria said before placing the glass along Melisandre’s collarbone, and dragging it down her body. 
She reached Melisandre’s clit and teased her, swirling the toy along her slit, and pressed it against her opening, letting Melisandre feel the pressure of it without allowing her the relief of plunging it inside her. Melisandre squirmed and moaned, her arms pulling as she strained against her restraints. Her nub throbbed, each beat of her heart felt as though it pulsed inside her, begging for release. 
Zaleria dipped her head and lapped up the moisture between Melisandre’s thighs. Her tongue danced and swirled around her, spearing inside before retreating again to tease. Melisandre bucked against her mouth, clenching her hands together wishing she could grab fistfuls of her hair and hold her there. 
As Melisandre moaned and squirmed, she felt a subtle pressure against her ass, and then Zaleria’s fingers rubbed a warm oil along her. Zaleria worked her tongue along Melisandre’s clit as she settled the device against the lower hole, pressing forward without inserting too much. The pressure was exquisite, and Melisandre hollered loudly as her head lolled back. She could hear Zaleria moan as she licked her, inserting her fingers and moving them rapidly while holding the phallus in place and still. She could feel herself teeter on the edge, knew she would shatter soon if she didn’t stop it. 
“Zaleria! Stop, oh please,” she moaned, bucking wildly against her mouth. 
Zaleria pulled away before she finished her sentence, concern etched onto her face. 
“Fuck!” Melisandre shouted, looking down at Zaleria’s heavy eyes; slick wetness covered her lips and chin. “Undo my hands and come here. Now.” 
Zaleria smiled and slowly climbed her body, taking the time to tease, nibble, and lick every inch she passed. When she reached Melisandre’s neck, she allowed her fangs to come loose, scraping them against the skin there without puncturing. It almost sent Melisandre over the edge, and she whimpered loudly. Zaleria sat back on her heels astride her and reached over her head, releasing her arms. 
Melisandre moved quickly, grabbed Zaleria’s hips and pulled her to her greedy mouth. Zaleria spread her knees and leaned back, reaching a hand behind her to flick Melisandre’s clit as she began to devour Zaleria. 
Melisandre pulled one hand away from her grip on Zaleria’s thighs and plunged two fingers inside her, pumping them quickly as her tongue swirled and dove, meeting Zaleria’s hips as they thrust toward her. 
Melisandre relished the sweet, fruity taste of her even as she rocked her own hips against Zaleria’s hand. Zaleria was bent backward, her sex on full display so she could pleasure Melisandre as she found her own release. They each reached their peak as one, their muscles clenching around drenched fingers, loud and boisterous moans erupting from their throats. 
She grabbed Zaleria’s ass and held her to her, frantically slurping and licking, bringing Zaleria to climax again and again before she finally leaned forward and collapsed against the headboard, restricting Melisandre’s ability to continue. She grinned against Zaleria’s mound and squeezed her ass before running her hands along Zaleria’s hips and back, content. 
Zaleria giggled and rolled off of her, scooting down until she lay within the circle of Melisandre’s arms, her chest resting against Melisandre’s shoulder. They lay there, gently tracing lazy lines along one another’s skin until Melisandre began to lose herself to sleep. As her lids fluttered closed, Zaleria jolted up and looked down at her with adoring eyes. 
“We can face any threat together, even Draven.” Zaleria kissed her lips softly, brushing hair from her face. 
“It won’t be easy,” Melisandre hedged, relaxing into Zaleria’s touch despite the turmoil brought up inside her at his mention. 
“No, of course not,” Zaleria agreed, planting kisses along her face and neck. “He doesn’t stand a chance, though, my love. Not when Queen Melisandre herself leads the troops.” 
Melisandre sighed heavily, still struggling to accept what she knew deep within her soul to be the truth. The war would be brutal, and there was sure to be losses on both sides, losses she was loath to accept — but she would free her people from Draven’s tyranny and restore the Courts if it took another century. Her people deserved that, and they longed for a return to those sweet summer days. The eradication of the Courts caused chaos and unrest. The Seelie needed their safe haven from the Unseelie’s more raucous and violent natures. The Unseelie needed their shadows and games, away from the bright and joyous Seelie. Without it, they were becoming despondent, vicious, and vengeful. It was up to her, their true Queen, to restore them – to rip Draven from her throne and repair the damage done by traitors in her absence. 
She turned to her lover, her partner, her Soul’s Mate — and smiled. Zaleria was right, after all. Together, they would defeat their enemies, and fates help whomever thought to stand in their way. 
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“There’s been a sightin’ in Washington. 1990,” Jasper announced as he rushed through the wooden door. His hair dripped from the rain, dark auburn locks falling across his face. His light brown skin glistened with moisture, and his clothing was uncomfortably damp. He looked around the room and realized his statement had fallen upon deaf walls. Groaning with frustration, he pulled off the sopping fur across his shoulders, tossing it onto the floor in front of the fire crackling in the center of the room.  
Why are they never where they’re supposed to be? he thought to himself as he stormed out of the kitchen in search of his parents. He spun around the corner, hunched forward, swinging his arms and scanning every doorway as he went. This time of day, usually his family would be gathered in front of the kitchen fire, eating a meal and warming themselves from their day’s work. Today more than most, since they’d all spent the majority of it in talks with the other Gheiräel. They belonged to Gheiräel Audœgh, The Order of Guardians. A magical secret society designed to protect magical Portals scattered across the Earth through Space and Time. More specifically, his family were Fiœlmòr. They were the blood of the Heir—the Riamòra, his mother. 
Evangeline, former Council member and confidant of his mam gone rogue, was proving more and more difficult to pin down. After the attack on Morgainne’s realm, they had thought the injuries Eva sustained would slow her down. They’d been wrong. She hadn’t been seen in months, and if a Gheiräel had helped her, they were being very careful not to make that known. 
If, he scoffed to himself. Of course, someone helped her. She could’na have eluded us all this long without help.
“Jasper!” Viv yelled as she rounded the corner from the Great Hall, nearly crashing into him. “Have ye found somethin’? I can hear yer complainin’ as though yer sat beside me screamin’ it!” She crossed her arms in front of her, brow raised, clearly superior to her elder brother in her own mind. 
“Ach, get out o’ me head, ye menace.” Jasper chuckled, a hand mussing her bright red curls. Of course, this had the effect he’d expected, as she pulled away from him indignantly with a look of abject horror at having her hair touched. The flash of her newly acquired necklace against her light brown, golden-hued skin reminded him of the new man in her life. Ambros. Jasper made little attempt to hide the disappointment, his smile becoming a thin line, and his brow drawing together as the sun glinted on his face from the jewelry. He didn’t trust Ambros. He was nice enough, charming. Never a contradictory word. Maybe that’s what irked him so. The man had little opinion about anything so far as he’d seen. 
He knew his sister was hiding. From herself, from her magic. Nothing had been the same since they’d lost Rosalynn, her twin. When they had first discovered the Portals, before they had realized traveling without an Affinity would result in the person being lost, the twins had gone through one. Only Viv had come out the other side; Ros lost to them despite massive efforts to locate her. Vivienne had become sullen, angry, even a little vindictive after her twin disappeared. It wasn’t until recently, after they had caught Lucian, once Eva set out on her own—that’s when Viv really shut down. Lucian had created the Portals, and when his capture hadn’t brought any more clarity, it was as though Vivi had given up. Everyone who knew her had noticed, had begun to worry about her.
Then, suddenly, Ambros appeared one day. A traveler walking through their lands, no magics of his own. Not only did he not have any magic, he had no knowledge of magic, of their world, at all. It had to have been the lack of magic that attracted her in the beginning, the total ignorance of their world and what they were. Jasper didn’t believe she would have given him a second glance if she hadn’t been running as fast as she could from who and what she was. He couldn’t believe she’d actually admitted to using her magic now. She had refused to use it for months, become a shell of who she was. Gone was the fiery temper, the light-hearted jokes, the spontaneous and reckless attitude he had known and loved. 
No. Ambros was not the man for his sister. She needed a man who challenged her, encouraged her unique personality to shine. Not this dull, apathetic fool of a man. 
“Jasper.” His sister’s tone held a warning edge to it, her violet eyes narrowed as she studied him. “Ye’ll stop that right this minute, or I’ll teach ye a thing or two about havin’ an opinion on me love life.” 
“Vivienne, ye know I just worry for ye,” he pleaded, walking past her into the hall. 
“Oh, aye! Ye care so much. Dinnae give me that line, Jasper,” Viv spat at him as she shoved by to join their parents at the end of the massive table, hunched over a map. 
He bumped into the stone doorway, rubbing his shoulder where she’d muscled him out of the way.
“Vivienne, be a dear an’ leave yer brother to tell us what he’s found. If yer goin’ to use yer gifts, use them to help us catch Eva, an’ maybe not to torment Jasper with,” Liam interrupted his children’s bickering without looking up from where his wife was pointing something out. His pale hand rested on her lower back, his head bent toward hers as he focused in on every word she said. 
“Sorry, Da. He makes it hard t’ block him out. He projects so loudly,” Viv said, sullen. She picked at the edge of the table, a pout pulling her full lips down and her eyes glistening. The stress of openly speaking about her magic when she wanted so badly to ignore it ever existed playing across her face.
“Ach, go an’ drink yer damned tea then, Vivienne. I was’na tryin’ to make ye use yer gifts. Silly as ye are to refuse ‘em—it is’na up to me to make ye see the error of yer ways.” Jasper snorted, turning toward his parents and dismissing his sister. He was having difficulty sympathizing with her when Eva was loose and dangerous, and Viv had the power to make their fight easier. “Da, there’s been a sightin’. She was seen in Washington, 1990. The head of that region sent a messenger,” he explained as he handed Liam a slip of paper. His hand shook slightly with barely contained tension. Eva was deadly, and he wanted nothing more than to apprehend her and ensure their people’s safety. He worried that she may go too far, start harming humans.
“Thank ye, Jasper,” Analyse interjected as Liam handed her the missive, holding a rich, medium brown hand out without her brilliant violet eyes ever leaving the plans she was focused on. “Aye, it seems Harmony Foster saw Eva herself,” she clarified as she looked up at her children. Her gaze softened as it landed on Vivienne, who desperately tried to hide her discomfort at being able to feel her gifts.
Vivienne shifted under her mother’s gaze, lifted her head, and cleared her throat in an attempt to hide her feelings.
“Vivienne, dove. You an’ yer Da go an’ start a pot o’ tea. Jasper an’ meself will be there to have a cuppa with ye soon,” she said, silently squeezing her husband’s hand. Without having to look at him, she knew he would receive the message and brew two separate pots of tea. One for Vivienne, concocted to help her dampen her gifts, and one for the rest of them. 
Though Analyse abhorred the thought of either of her children refusing who they were, she knew fighting Vivi on the matter would only result in further isolation and ill will. She hoped that if she left her alone, allowed her to live in her facade for a while, that life would teach her she couldn’t hide who she was forever. She had refused to bind her powers, though her daughter had begged her to do so repeatedly. This was their compromise. Vivienne would dampen her abilities, using herbs they had designed to control small children with, and Analyse would not badger her about it.
Liam and Vivienne walked quietly out of the room, her head lowered in embarrassment as her da put an arm around her shoulders in reassurance. He squeezed her against him when she sighed heavily and rested her head against his shoulder as they walked. Jasper waited until they’d gone before he launched into a tirade about his sister and how much he disapproved of her new suitor.
“Mam, ye canna be serious in lettin’ her marry this fool,” he begged, his eyes wide and his hands gripping the table between them. “She’ll no’ regain her focus if she continues this way. There’s somethin’ no’ right about him, mark my words.”
Analyse listened, allowing him to vent the frustrations before she held up a hand with a sympathetic smile. 
“Aye, Jasper. Ye know he is’na right for her, as do we all. It is’na up to us, dear boy—as you well know.” She leveled a pointed gaze at him. “Beratin’ and belittlin’ her will only serve to drive her further down this path of self-punishment she’s on.” 
“Mam, surely ye can do somethin’,” he argued, unable to accept the truth even when he knew it to be so. “She’ll be a bride under the next moon if we do’na step in now,” he pleaded again, running a ragged hand through his hair with a defeated huff. 
“Then glad I am we do’na live in 1990, where such a thing is much more complicated than it is now,” she replied. Her gaze hardened, the violet of her eyes deepening with the intent behind her words.
“Mam—” he began, stepping back once and frowning. 
“No, son. Be glad that it is just as likely this time next spring she will have come to her senses and can easily walk away from him.” She stopped him, driving home her point. Her face was stone cold, her shoulders back and her head high. “She’ll no’ have children. She has said as much. Too afraid to bring a magikal babe into the world. Especially one that could be the next Heir, the Mòr.” She sighed, settling down into the large chair behind her. Folding her hands in her lap, she waited for more argument with a cocked brow. 
“Ach, a fool she is bein’,” Jasper replied, averting his gaze from her intense stare. “She will’na be the one to go an’ follow this report. So when do ye want me to go an’ do it meself?” He chose to focus on Eva instead, knowing there was nothing more to be done about Vivienne. It did little to stop the slumping of his shoulders, the sad shake of his head as he kicked imaginary debris on the floor.
“In the mornin’ will be soon enough. Best not to say anythin’ to Viv until she’s calmed a bit,” Analyse replied, relaxing against her chair.
“Aye, if that is yer will,” Jasper conceded, bowing formally before turning to walk out of the room. If his mother wished to act as the Heir and not their mother, he would damn sure treat her that way. 
Neither of them noticed the way the maid mimicked her work as she listened, moving a rag in a small circle on the window in the back of the room and vacantly staring into space. Neither saw her quietly slip out after they had made a decision, her steps quick and her eyes darting around the room. 























The next morning, Jasper slipped out before the sun fully rose, his now dried fur across his shoulders against the crisp mountain air. More sleep would have been preferred, and he stifled a yawn as he trudged up the hill toward the Portal, but he felt it more prudent to avoid his family. He had no desire to interact with his sister again, not in a hurry to start another fight. Once this mission was complete, he’d have the time to argue with her then. Make her see reason, or at the very least, encourage her to stop her dalliance with Ambros. There was something he just did not like about the man. It could be simply that he was not the right fit for his sister, that he could see her slowly retreating more and more into herself the longer she entertained him. He didn’t think that was the whole of it, though he had no idea why.  
As he walked through the meadow, he idly plucked a flower here and there where they grew high enough for him to reach without bending over, his thoughts distracting him from the world around him.
He was headed for the Portal not far from their family home, but close enough they could see any threat approach. They’d chosen this spot for their home for exactly that reason, his parents wanting a semblance of control over Northern Scotland’s only Portal. He couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like seeing 1990. He hadn’t been so far into the future yet, and he was excited to see it now. 
The last he had seen of Washington was 1952. That had been enough of a shock, compared to his own time. Cars, radio, airplanes, telephone. It was a special kind of magic anyone could use, their technology. He envied the people of the future. Their lives seemed so easy and carefree. No one was worried about freezing during winter, gathering enough harvest to last them through the cold seasons. 
Things were more manageable for his family, of course. They were Galloways. He was the grandson of Merlin and Morgainne—he was Eílvarå, what humans called Angels. A thought and he could conjure up nearly anything his heart could desire. He didn’t have to worry about how far it would take to walk to the next festival, or how long it would take on horseback to travel to pay homage to the King. He was a Traveler. He could jump from place to place—dancing between beams of light, Portal or not. 
He only needed the Portals when he wanted to travel through Time. He could easily have breakfast across the world and be back before anyone knew he was gone without them. It was a rare gift, one he didn’t share with everyone. He enjoyed keeping people guessing, keeping them on their toes, never knowing when he might show up. 
He chuckled softly at the thought. His latest paramour thoroughly enjoyed his unannounced visits. She didn’t have magic of her own, but she had gifts. She was sensitive to his needs, able to decipher from a look how best to please him. Her unique brand of sensitivity served her well as a healing woman, but it also gave her advantages in more intimate settings.
Yes. He enjoyed her very much. He wondered if he shouldn’t travel to her now, release some tension before he began his hunt for Eva. As he mulled over the possibility, he came upon the river. Sighing, he gave up daydreams of losing himself between her thighs and instead stopped in front of the Portal, feeling its energy for a moment. The hum of possibility, of the unknown. It always excited him, and he hopped from one foot to the other while shaking out his hands to release some of that energy. 
“Imperium Porta,” his voice echoed through the trees as he opened the Portal. He spared one last look around him, quickly assessed the area to ensure there was no danger, before he stepped through into a forest not unlike the one he had walked into at home. The icy tingle of magic danced along his skin, his fingers twitching as Air flowed from him, releasing the surplus coursing through his body. His Affinities ensured he did not become lost within the Portal, but it also tended to build within him when he went through. It meant once he was safely at his destination he required a moment to release the excess. 
“You must be Jasper.” A man with large glasses, dark hair, and a frame to rival his own reached a hand out. “Arlo. Nice to meet you. This way, please,” he directed as he shook Jasper’s hand, his a lighter, more golden brown than Jasper’s. “We’ve been expecting you. I hope you don’t mind my meeting you instead of my wife. Harmony can lose track of time, especially lately. She was visiting our daughter, Cadence, and called to ask if I could be here to greet you in her stead. Not to worry, though, we’ll meet her in Seattle for dinner.” 
The man rambles on as if he hasn’t had a soul to speak to in a decade, Jasper mused. The thought made him struggle to hide a grin. He enjoyed Arlo’s easygoing demeanor, his openness. It put him at ease. He didn’t wish to appear eager, though, so he did his best to control his reaction, straightening his mouth and relaxing his cheeks. Instead of meeting Arlo’s enthusiasm with his own, he merely nodded his head and followed him down a trail towards a break in the trees. 
“It isn’t far to the car. You’ll need to freshen up a bit and change out of those clothes. Even in Seattle people will notice.” Arlo motioned to Jasper’s leather boots, the fur around his shoulders, and the linen shirt beneath it. It was common practice to have proper attire provided for you once you arrived in another time. Much easier for the people living in the time to ensure you looked the part. 
“Aye, I thank ye for the effort. I hope ye did’na have any trouble,” Jasper replied with an easy smile. 
“Not at all. You and I are roughly the same size; I just pulled aside some things that were a bit big on me. It’s all waiting on you back at the house. If you need anything else while you’re here with us, you just let me know. It’s not a problem in the least,” Arlo assured. 
As they reached the car, Jasper admired the new lines of the machine. The last car he’d seen was much more rounded, where this one was all straight lines. It was larger than the ones he had seen in 1952, but it had only half a roof. The back of the thing was open, the walls only half the size of the front half, and only two doors. He wondered why you would cut off half the car’s usefulness like that. 
“The truck is a little bumpy, but I was coming in from work so I didn’t have time to go and get the car,” Arlo supplied, walking around to slide in behind the steering wheel. 
“Truck?” Jasper asked, unable to hide the confusion as he studied the thing. “Why would ye cut off half the car like ye’ve done?” 
“Cut off—” Arlo looked back, startled before laughing softly as he surveyed the bed of the truck. “Did you never see a truck?” he asked without malice. “We’re in the cab, it’s where people sit in the vehicle. The bed—that’s the open part behind us—that’s where I put other things. Sometimes I move furniture back there, or wood, trash, a project Cadence has going. I can haul all kinds of things back there. It’s really useful, actually.”
“Like a cart,” Jasper mused. 
“Yeah. Like a cart,” Arlo agreed. “I just don’t have to pull this one myself, or have an animal pull it. It just gets pulled behind the vehicle.”
“Hmm,” Jasper replied. 
The rest of the ride was quiet; Arlo asked the occasional question, but didn’t attempt to have a meaningful conversation. Jasper was thankful for it. He was mesmerized by the look of the world now. It seemed bigger, brighter, more active than it had before. The homes were close together as they had been in 1952, but he also saw stores jammed in next to one another. The women in this time wore pants, as they had in his own time, but not many had in 1952. He appreciated that change. It made no sense to him that a woman would be made to wear a skirt all the time. He had never seen any men in one. That seemed odd to him when it got so damned hot here. At home, whenever he could, he wore his kilt. It was far more comfortable than the pants he currently wore that rubbed his skin and itched. 
His rambling thoughts ended as they pulled into a driveway in front of a large house. There were two stories, a nice covered porch complete with chairs and tables neatly situated on it. The home was wood, unlike his back home, which was made of stone. There were beautiful little details everywhere his eye landed, carved swirls and beveled edges in the wood around every transitional space. It was a light color—a dull white, with blue accents. He always loved the differences in the spaces people lived in from one time to the next. 
“Looks like Harmony’s home, so we may just be having dinner in. I hope you don’t mind too much,” Arlo said, his face openly calmer and happier as he realized his wife waited inside. Jasper hoped one day he, too, could feel so strongly about another person. He enjoyed his romps with women from time to time, careful to ensure no bairns resulted from the time he spent with them. He had yet to meet anyone who he would want to share his life with, though some of them had become genuine friends. He couldn’t hide the subtle smirk as his thoughts drifted once again to Willow, his most recent and frequent bed partner as of late. 
“I hope that ardour isn’t directed at my wife,” Arlo teased, a grin on his face as he glanced toward Jasper. “Your mother did explain that we are both Empaths? I don’t mean to intrude, but you are projecting rather strongly,” he pointed out. 
“Oh…” Jasper stumbled a bit on the last step up to the front door, grabbing the rail to steady himself. A beautiful woman—no doubt Harmony—stood at the open door to welcome them. “No,” he cleared his throat, his smile pressed and his eyes wide as he looked to the side. “No, she did’na warn me, though I shoulda been prepared for any eventuality, regardless.” He reached a hand behind his neck, looking down at his feet in embarrassment. “I apologize, truly I do. I was thinkin’ of a woman back home; I mean no offense to ye.” 
“Oh, Arlo. Leave the poor boy alone.” The woman chuckled, a wave of warmth and openness pulsating from her. Her grey eyes crinkled at the corners, and she shook her head lovingly. “He teases so. Please, come in. I’m Harmony.” She stepped aside and waved an arm toward the open door as she bowed her head slightly toward him. “My daughter will be joining us shortly. I felt it important to have her present for this.” 









Cadence watched through the attic window as her father and an extremely attractive man walked toward the house. Her mother had only told her a representative from the Council would be arriving and it would be best if she were a part of the conversation. Her family belonged to the Order of Guardians, and the Council was their ruling body, with the Heir, Analyse, at the head. The dark auburn curls on the man’s head didn’t give much away, since many of the Council were from areas where that was a common trait. It was all she could see of him as he passed out of her view, a thick fur covering his body. The way he carried himself, confident and in charge, made her stomach flip. He projected purpose, humor, and desire—it was difficult for her to be unaffected. 
Cadence shook her head and groaned out loud at her own thoughts. It had been too long since she had indulged in the company of another person. Instead, she shifted focus to her parents, their love and sense of peace in one another’s presence. She had felt her dad as soon as he’d pulled into the drive, his joy at seeing her mother’s car, no doubt. She considered herself lucky to have parents so desperately in love with one another after so many years. It meant she had a much higher bar set for a partner of her own, and sometimes that could frustrate as she met people and just as quickly knew they would not be for her.
This man is interesting, she thought, unable to push him completely from her mind. She could feel the arousal coming off him before he suddenly became muted, likely having realized he was projecting. She wondered what could have triggered such a thing at such an odd time.
Surely it wasn’t directed at either of her parents. The notion made her plop down on the window seat with a chuckle. She could feel her parents’ amusement and knew they, too, knew what the stranger had been feeling. Sinking back into the window seat, Cadence sighed and threw an arm over her eyes. She knew her mother wanted her present for this meeting, knew that the man was from the Council, which meant he was a very important guest indeed. She even knew the meeting was about Evangeline and the recent run-in her mother had had with her. It was important, and she wanted to be involved, wanted to protect her parents from having to fight in another power struggle within their world. She wasn’t doing a great job so far, her mom having watched her friend die in the encounter.
What she didn’t want was to have to deal with all of this right now. She was in her final year at UW, completing her PhD in psychology. It helped to have an understanding of the science behind all the emotions she constantly felt from others. It also helped to have the tools to decompress from feeling so much that wasn’t hers. How to compartmentalize and function under the strain of it all. She was getting better all the time. There would come a day, she had vowed to herself, when no one but her inner self could tell she wasn’t in complete control.
Her mind shot back against her will, a memory surfaced of her first serious boyfriend. Oh, how she would love to see him now. Now that she understood his psyche, the drive for attention, the need to control her and anyone else he interacted with. She hadn’t been able to handle him then, hadn’t been able to curb her own emotions enough that he couldn’t use them against her. She shook her head, sat up, and tossed a pillow across the room in frustration. The last thing she needed at this moment was to relive one of the most traumatic experiences of her life.
Pushing to her feet, she smoothed down her jeans, running a hand over her chestnut hair to ensure it wasn’t out of place. Straightening her spine, pushing her shoulders back and her head in the air, she strode purposefully toward the stairs.

[image: image-placeholder]“Please don’t think a thing of it. My Arlo can be such a prankster when he wishes to be.” Harmony’s voice echoed through the first level of the house. Cadence followed it into the kitchen, where she saw her mother leaning comfortably against her father and the stranger standing awkwardly beside the counter with his back to her. 
Nice ass, she thought with a smirk, tilting her head to enjoy the view as she passed by.
“Cadence!” her mother’s face lit up as she stepped into view behind the man.
“Mom, Dad,” Cadence replied, a genuine smile and affection on her face. “Who have we here? Don’t tell me you’ve brought home another vagabond, Dad,” she teased, stepping far enough into the space to get a good look at his face.
He had curly dark auburn hair, longer than most would wear it today, but not so long that it touched his shoulders. His eyes were a brilliant blue, like the ocean after a storm—deep and with undercurrents that could drag a woman beneath them if she wasn’t careful. His skin was a light brown, making the blue eyes striking. He was tall, at least a foot taller than she was, and muscular. His arms were easily double the size of her father’s—who was no small man himself. His presence was large but not intimidating. He had an air of comfort around him, but she could tell he was not a man she’d like to cross.
As she was assessing him, she noticed how his eyes crawled along her body as well. Her heart stuttered in her chest when his gaze darkened in appreciation, the twitch along his jaw the only outward sign he may not be having the purest of thoughts. She felt almost nothing from him, vague impressions that could have been from her parents as easily as from him—as though he wasn’t standing in front of her at all. It was a rare talent that anyone could close themselves off so fully to her gifts.
Interesting, Cadence mused. He must have his guard up now.
“Cadence! Stop being so like your father,” her mother’s lilting tone shook her from her reverie, and she had the decency to look embarrassed as she fixed her gaze on her mom. “This is Jasper Galloway. He is here on behalf of the Council. Son of the Heir, our Riamòra, Analyse.” She emphasized his credentials while trying to maintain a light atmosphere.
Please treat him accordingly, Cadence. A visit from the man who may well be the next Heir is an honor. Cadence’s head filled with her mother’s voice. She did her best to hide the disappointment she felt, but knew her shoulders had slumped ever so slightly forward, and her smile was wiped from her face. The Galloway family weren’t at the top of people she would most like to spend time with.
“Hi, welcome to 1990. I’m Cadence,” she said, a hand extended to him and a gracious smile on her face that didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“The pleasure is mine, to be sure, lass,” Jasper said, bowing at the waist, his eyes never leaving hers. The effect was that he looked sinfully tempting, staring up at her. There was something about this intensely powerful man lowering himself before her that thrilled to the core.
“Yes…” Clearing her throat, she managed to control her reaction to him—at least outwardly. “If only it were under happier circumstances.” She smiled sympathetically at the three of them, clasping her hands at her waist.
Evangeline had been a deadly threat to the Order for the past 2 years, wreaking havoc across Time. No one knew what her goal was, or if she even had one. She seemed unhinged, as though she were being chased by Death itself, but every time it caught her, it stopped short of claiming her.
“The encounter Mom had was disturbing, to say the least.” Cadence further diverted the energy between Jasper and herself toward less pleasant territory.
“Cadence, let Jasper settle in and let us have a meal before we go dissecting that, please,” Arlo chastised, gently removing himself from behind his wife as he walked into the middle of the room. The move was painfully obvious; he was placing himself between Harmony and the rest of them, becoming her shield and protector. He wanted nothing more than to forget how much danger Harmony had been in. To forget a good friend was now gone, forget the danger was far from over.
“Of course.” Cadence forced a smile, looking from her parents back to Jasper. “Would you like me to show you to your room? Dad has set some things out for you if you want to change, though since we won’t be going out tonight, please don’t feel as though you have to.” She turned toward the doorway, ready to take him upstairs. She took slow, deep breaths and focused on a spot above Jasper’s head, hiding the tears and frustration at having her father view her as a threat, at dismissing her. Her fingernails dug into the flesh of her palms in an attempt to divert the pain from emotional to physical.
“Aye, if ye have a place for me to stay tonight, I’d gladly see it,” he agreed, eyes narrowing as he noticed her clenched fists and stiff posture. “When would ye like to have this meal, Harmony? I would like to contact me mam if I’ve time. She’ll worry if I do’na let her know I’ve made it to ye.”
“Oh, yes! Please take all the time you need. I can have dinner ready in half an hour, but it’ll keep in the pot. You just let me know when you are ready.” Harmony smiled sweetly, linking her pale hand in her husband’s as she spoke.
“It should’na take me long. I will inform her of my arrival and be ready when ye have need of me.” He bowed his head toward Harmony before turning to Cadence. “Shall we, then?” he asked, a hint of trouble in his eyes.
Cadence didn’t say a word as she turned to show him upstairs. He would be in the attic, which was unfortunate, since she enjoyed spending time there. Not that she would mind being there if he was, but she didn’t want to intrude into his space, either. She mourned the loss of the beautiful light in the attic, the hidden away atmosphere, the feeling of being separated from it all. She did a fairly decent job—she thought—of concealing her overwhelming desire to hide herself away. Even being able to block out most of the feelings of those around her, sometimes being on campus was simply too much for her. That didn’t stop her from forcing herself to complete her degree program, to live in the dorms, say nothing to her parents about her difficulties.
It was silly, truly. Her parents would absolutely understand the trouble she had in large groups of people. How hard it could be to maintain a barrier between herself and the outside world. All of their feelings and impressions pushing in at her, some inevitably making their way through despite her very best efforts.
Pushing the thoughts away for another time, she reached for the brass knob of the attic door at the top of the rather steep staircase. She could feel Jasper’s presence behind her, with none of the normal emotions coming from him.
It was calming, being around another Guardian. Especially one who could keep such a tight rein on their own emotional projection, though even those not as adept were still refreshing compared to the average human. Maybe she would luck into being able to spend more time with him, enjoy the break from the cacophony she was typically surrounded by. Or maybe he would be the uptight, pompous member of the Council most Guardians thought he was and spending more time with him would be just as torturous. Potentially the next Heir, the uncle or the father of Analyse’s successor. No one really knew if there would be a next Heir, or if there were—when that might happen. Merlin, one of the last few Angels who had lived among the Ancients, had led the Guardians before Analyse. The Heir, the Mòr, was a new concept for the Order, having only ever had the one.
“It isn’t much, but there is some privacy up here,” Cadence explained as she stepped into the room, Jasper close behind. “The bed is fairly comfortable, and we have extra blankets if you need them. It can get a little chilly up here this time of year, but you can also light a fire over in the wood stove too,” she said, walking over to the small wood burner and opening the heavy iron door. “I’ll be sure to bring up some wood, but you just throw it in here and light it. Oh, and make sure the damper is open.”
She showed him the lever that opened it so there would be no confusion, doing her best to be friendly and connect with him. He gave her little in return, watching intently but not engaging with her. He nodded his head, so she was fairly certain he understood what she told him, but his face was a blank canvas.
“Right. Well then, I’ll leave you to it,” she said as she stood with a heavy sigh and walked toward the door, her gaze on the floorboards.
“Yer not pleased with me presence here, are ye, lass?” Jasper asked, an eyebrow perked up, a curious look on his face.
“I—” Cadence could feel her cheeks flush, unsure how to respond. People didn’t usually have such an easy time reading her. She thought she had been hiding her conflicted feelings well and felt she was making a good effort to be open and welcoming.
“Ach, it’s a’right. None too pleased to be here meself,” Jasper lied, intrigued by the woman. She clearly had misgivings about him, yet she adamantly projected a false persona of warmth and agreeability.
“Isn’t it your job to be here?” Cadence spat the words at him, her usual mask of calm slipping, her eyes finally locking onto him as she straightened. “After all, it is the Council who allowed her to run off on her own, isn’t it?” She sneered, false sweetness laced through every word. She batted her eyelashes and cocked her head to one side, mimicking innocence.
Cadence knew the moment the words were free of her mouth, she had taken it too far, yet she stayed locked into an aggressive stance. Jasper visibly bristled, his face closing in, his vibrant blue eyes becoming dark and brooding. He walked over to the door, one hand on the knob as he yanked it wide, eyes fixed on the far wall, silently demanding she leave. His mouth was a hard line, and his jaw was clenched so tightly his cheek twitched.
There was nothing she could do about it now, and it wasn’t as if a single word of it had been untrue. Instead of trying to mend the situation, she proudly raised her head and walked out of the room without glancing in his direction. The door slamming loudly shut behind her made her jump, foot almost missing a step entirely. She grabbed the wall as she fumbled to get her footing, heart thumping at the fear of falling down the steep staircase.
How dare he! she thought, looking indignantly over her shoulder back up the stairs. She had half a mind to stomp back up them and demand he act with some respect toward her family and their home. Potential Heir or not, this behavior was unacceptable.
If you can’t handle the truth, maybe you should have stayed home, her inner voice spewed at him, her eyes shooting daggers at the closed door.
Cadence! Her mother’s voice echoed in her head again. She could feel the disappointment and anger her words carried.
With a groan, she turned and walked the last half of the stairs, plodding down them like a child. She was aware her parents would not be as vehement as she was in holding the Council accountable. When the Order discovered Evangeline had broken half a dozen of their laws, and they’d allowed her to walk free anyway, her parents hadn’t questioned the decision once. ‘We have no idea what factors played a role in their decisions, Cadence,’ her father had said. ‘She fought alongside us against Lucian, my love. Surely she simply needs some time to sort through her issues. The Council know what they’re doing,’ her mother had doubled down.
Cadence, however, already into her PhD program and having completed a Master’s Thesis on Trauma, knew how volatile someone with trauma from war could be, left unchecked and without help. It was something she had tried desperately to force the Council to recognize at the last Gathering of the Guardians. It was the reason she had focused on trauma in her studies. She’d heard the screams in the night from her father. The quiet sobs from her mother when she thought no one was paying attention. Her parents had seen awful, terrible things. Had watched their friends die in battle, had witnessed the Portals claim Guardians and never release them in the early days.
Little was still known about how and why the Portals operated. Her mother had been a young girl when the first had appeared, her family long-standing members of the Order. Her dad had been only a year older, though his family had kept him at a distance from the Order until Guardians first started disappearing into the Portals. The War had begun around the same time, and both of them had grown up through it, eventually joined the fight themselves.
Much of the Guardians’ War happened before Cadence was born. Of course, it was a war through Time, so that was a relative thing. Chasing an insane Angel through Time and Space was a tricky thing, but her parents were careful not to have a child until after he’d been caught during their own lifetimes. There wasn’t a single Guardian she was aware of who had sought help to process the heinous acts they’d seen—and committed themselves. So Cadence went on her own private mission to help them. To stop the nightmares, the flashbacks, and the anxiety she saw in her own parents. She’d seen families torn apart, couples grow to despise one another.
The Council had done everything short of laughing her out of the Gathering Hall in Eldria. No one wanted to hear about the signs and symptoms of mental distress, to have to see in themselves the damage done by what they had lived through. War was hard enough. They all wanted to move on and be at peace again, and Cadence represented the opposite.





The door shook as he forced Air against it, closing himself off from the presumptuous woman. He shook with rage and shame, though the latter was harder to admit, even to himself. He had known allowing Evangeline to walk away from the Order was the worst decision they’d made since experimenting with the Portals. His fists clenched and unclenched as he paced the room rapidly, stopping every so often while he came to terms with the situation. It was rare a Gheiräel said as much to his face. Most would merely think it, not throw it in his face as though doing so would change the outcome somehow. He hadn’t expected this trip, this family of Gheiräel in particular, to be unpleasant. He rubbed his forehead absently and sat heavily on the bed. 
The Fosters had always been staunch allies of his family. His mother counted them among a select few whom she did not question she could trust and rely on. They were unassuming and not known to most of the Order, but she counted them as friends. He wondered if she knew how their daughter felt. If it would change her opinion of them, or if she would feel ashamed at having lost their trust. He didn’t know the answer. It was just as likely either could be true. His mother was unpredictable, at best.
Shaking off the lingering anger, he stood and walked over to the large round window, taking up a significant portion of the back wall. It was beautifully crafted, fine strands of copper running through it to form an intricate vining pattern. The light filtered through it and splashed around the room wildly, making it difficult for him to find a swath both large enough and unmoving to move through. He needed the light to travel within, and he needed to travel to contact Analyse.
There were two types of Travelers; some used light, others—shadow. He could just as easily use artificial light, but it always felt slightly stale, thicker, more difficult to move through. If given the choice, he would travel in natural light without question.
Finally, anchoring himself into a beam of sunlight, he reached a hand up, feeling for the strand that would link him to the ring of stones he could use to communicate. Finding it, he simply became light, moving in an instant into a field on top of a mountain, into a ring of stones. His body warmed as the molecules separated, purple energy binding him together and yet allowing him to become immaterial. He felt weightless, drifting even though he controlled his destination. The world moved swiftly as he calmly moved forward, his eyes trained on his destination. Landing on the soft grass, he stepped out of the sunbeam and touched the largest stone in the center of the ring.
“That took ye long enough, Jasper,” Analyse chastised. “I do’na have all day to sit here an’ wait for ye now, do I?” She seemed a vapor in the middle of the stones, fully visible and yet not there at all. He knew he appeared the same to her within the stones she stood amidst.
“My apologies,” he said, bowing low at the waist, fists clenched tightly at his sides, staying there while he struggled to tamp down the anger he felt at her admonishment. His eyes focused on every blade of grass, every drop of dew to prevent him from losing his temper.
“Oh, stand up, ye daft lad. Ye may be on a mission for Rimòr, my Council, but I’m still yer mam,” she huffed, her voice laced with frustration.
“I have arrived an’ been met by Arlo. I have’na had a conversation about Eva as yet, but expect to do so over a meal with the Fosters soon,” he supplied, raising himself to speak. “I do’na think to linger here. Best to get the task done an’ come home quick as possible.” He clasped his wrist behind his back, standing ramrod straight and looking at the sky above his mother’s head.
“Jasper, tell me ya have’na done anythin’ that would hinder our relationship with them already,” Analyse demanded, her eyes searching his with intense scrutiny.
“I do’na know why ye’d think I had done such a thing. It was’na I who drove a wedge into things, but their daughter,” he countered, his eyes fixated on the sky, never moving an inch. He was the picture of discipline and humility.
“Cadence is no’ a Guardian to be trifled with, ye ken?” Analyse said, her face slightly panicked as her form walked toward him, stopping inches away. “Ye’ll mend whatever disagreement ye had an’ ye’ll no’ raise her ire again.” Her voice was commanding and harsh, leaving no room for argument.
“Aye, m’lady. I will do as ye bid,” Jasper said, knowing the formality would anger her more than she already was. “If there is nothin’ else, I will take me leave an’ not keep them waitin’ on me longer,” he countered dismissively, refusing to meet her eyes.
“Yer anger is wasted on this, lad. I’ll no’ have ye further alienatin’ the girl. Calliope did enough o’ that in Eldria, an’ one day the lass will be needed. We may no’ be ready to face our demons as yet—but mark my words, son. One day, we will, an’ we will need her to do so,” Analyse said, then promptly turned away and vanished with a loud huff, ending the conversation.
Jasper’s hands clenched at his sides, the muscle in his jaw twitching under the pressure of his anger. It was the only outward warning there was before the ground erupted around him, dirt spewing upward as though an explosion had gone off just below the surface. Without taking the time to feel guilty about the damage, he found a sunbeam and traveled back to the Fosters’ attic. His mother would no doubt make him go fix it later. Standing stones were an integral part of communication through Time. Destroying a site would have consequences.
He hit the wooden floorboards hard, almost enough to knock him off his feet. Travelling at any speed other than slowly could end in disastrous injuries, ones he was typically more cautious about. He hadn’t been this enraged by his mother in many years. Her utter disregard for his own well-being got under his skin like nothing else could. She expected perfection of him, expected him to follow direction without question, to sacrifice whatever was necessary to accomplish her ends. It was exhausting, and it was infuriating.
He noticed modern clothing had been set out for him, and he nearly ripped his own from his frame. It may not be much, but the new clothes made him feel less connected to it all, less like a pawn in his mother’s agenda. The denim was rough, but softer than the wool he typically wore. He enjoyed the stretch of it, the thickness of the fabric. The soft cotton shirt felt decadent, like the fleece of a sheep after it had been shorn, washed, and combed. He grabbed the footwear and yanked them on, enjoying the squish of whatever material they were made from. Standing, he walked to a large mirror on the back of the door, admiring the look of it all.
His eyes still blazed with pent-up emotion. He knew he needed to calm himself before seeing his hosts again. If he had been back home, he’d have taken a half hour and lost himself with Willow. That wouldn’t be an option here, and he dared not travel back and risk furthering his mother’s displeasure. He had an idea of who would be, however.

[image: image-placeholder]Stepping from the sunbeam, Jasper took a moment to breathe in the unique aroma that was Alæläfia, the Fae Realm. The scent was calming, relaxing the tension he held before he had even fully materialized into their domain. It lay just beyond the human world, as though they existed side by side—touched in places without overlapping. Light and shadow could filter from one to the other without notice, and people often wandered into the Fae Realm without meaning to do so. 
The natural rules and physics all mashed and became erratic and unexplainable near the edges, so much so that even a mortal could walk through if they weren’t careful. Often it happened when one of the humans was wandering, distracted by one thing or another and not focused on where they were going. It was during those times that the Fae Realm pulled them in should they stray too close. Sometimes they went back to their lives, but most often they chose to stay among the Fae. Jasper couldn’t blame them. The Fae were benevolent creatures. As long as your intentions were pure, that is. Try to deceive them and there was no fury quite like theirs.
It was where their deceitful, malicious reputation came from. No one who stayed among them had gone back to tell of their true nature. It was the ones who’d come across their vengeance that ended up sharing the tale with humans. Merlin had forged an alliance with the Fae thousands of years before he was born. It meant they welcomed him joyously now. He smiled genuinely for the first time since he’d left home that morning as he felt waves of joy and pleasure wash through him. Fae of all colors, shapes, and sizes swarmed around him in celebration, the tiniest of them swooping around his body on currents of Air he manipulated to give them a rush.
“Jasper. I did wonder when you would come to me again,” a lush voice echoed through the wind, causing the other Fae to rush away.
Jasper grinned as she stepped out of the trees before him. Her violet skin was dewy, a radiance to her he would never grow tired of. She smirked at him from under luscious blue lashes, her thick curtain of blue hair flung over her shoulder and gathered with a flower stem to keep it in place. He couldn’t help but notice her supple curves, hugged by a sheer fabric stretched over her shoulder, held together at her waist by a delicate silver cord.
“Oh my. We are in a mood today, aren’t we?” Olysian teased as she reached him, a hand going to his face. “Hello, lover.” She smiled sympathetically, leaning forward to place a quick kiss on his lips.
He didn’t bother to answer. They had done this before, and he had no doubt they would again. He knew she didn’t require a word from him. Instead, he grabbed her waist, pulling her hips to his as he captured her mouth with his own. Her whimper of pleasure made his heart jump, his groin tighten in response. He ran his tongue along her lips, a hand going behind her head and through her silky hair to hold her steady. She responded in kind, her tongue dancing along his until he pulled back and dropped to his knees.
Fistfuls of the fabric she wore gathered in his hands, he dragged it down with him to settle in a pool at her hips. Both his arms went around her hips, his mouth capturing her breast—worship in every touch. His mouth curved around her nipple, his tongue flicked it to attention as she moaned and her hands tangled in his curls. He enjoyed the rapture on her face as her head fell backward, the picture of her burned into his mind. He pulled back, holding her hips gently in his hands as he sat back on his heels and gazed at her, a wicked grin on his face.
“Ye know why I came, no doubt. Ye have no objections, do ye?” he asked, though he knew the answer.
“Must you ask every time, Jasper?” she crooned, the smallest pout on her lips.
“Aye, ye know I must,” he responded. He would not continue until she told him he could. The game they played when they met excited him, knowing he could take her without a single word—and yet uttering the request, anyway. He could see the debate in her, whether she would deny him for the inconvenience of this interruption. He saw the moment she decided she would rather not cross her delicate features.
“Please me, Jasper,” she commanded as she brushed a lock of hair from his forehead.
He needed no further encouragement. He pulled himself to his feet, taking her mouth with his again as he lifted the hem of her garment in one hand. He made sure to trace his way up her leg as he did so, felt the shiver of anticipation as he reached her inner thigh. Gently, he allowed his fingers to barely trace against her before adding pressure slowly as she sighed into his mouth.
He reveled in the moisture between her legs, the quiver as he lifted her and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He lowered her slowly, allowing her to feel every inch of him as she settled against his hips. Her gasp of pleasure met by his own low groan of appreciation. He lost himself in her, his only thought of the pleasure each movement brought them, the feel of her thighs in his hands as he drove into her. Faster and more forcefully with each thrust, his fingers pressed into the tender flesh. Each movement building within them until wings could be seen from behind her, stretched taut as a bowstring as they climaxed together. Her wings shook, as her body did in his arms, and she collapsed against him in bliss. Her head on his shoulder, he gently lowered them to the ground, lying back with her in his arms. He sighed heavily, satisfied and sated. Throwing an arm over his face, he listened to her breathing calm into a normal rhythm, felt her settle against his chest.
“You cannot stay,” she said.
“No,” he replied, regret evident.
“You won’t come to me again.” It wasn’t a question, and there was no malice in her voice.
He sat up, forcing her into a seated position atop him, and rested on an elbow to see her face clearly. “What do you mean I won’t come to you again?” he asked, offended. He searched her face, expecting to find some emotion there. Instead, she was calm, practical, certain.
“Exactly as I said. This will be the last time,” she told him flatly. It was a simple fact to her. She lifted herself from him, rolling gently onto the ground beside him. Her movements weren’t rushed, and she held no sadness or regret in her body.
“Why would ye say such a thing?” he inquired, brow furrowing. “Have ye tired of me so quickly, then? Have I offended ye in some way?” His tone held the faintest bit of fear. While the Fae were gracious creatures, and his family had an iron clad alliance with them, offending one of them—especially one he had been intimate with—would have serious ramifications. The stories did have a basis in fact, even if the facts had been altered.
“Jasper!” she scolded as she sat up next to him, pulling her dress back into place as she did so. Her head tilted down to look at him as though he were a petulant child she needed to soothe. “You know better,” she chided as she pressed her lips slightly and folded her hands in her lap.
“Then I do’na understand why ye would think I would’na visit again,” he replied, obviously pouting now.
“You’ve been a wonderful distraction for me, as I have been for you. The time for such distractions is quickly ending for you.” She stood, smiling down at him sweetly.
He got to his feet beside her, studying her intently. It didn’t make sense to him. She wasn’t upset or saddened. She had seemed as pleased with him as he had been with her only moments ago. They had never had a fussy relationship. One or the other of them would show up when they needed to lose themselves for a while. They were friends; they were allies; they trusted one another implicitly. There was no reason he could see their arrangement needed to end.
“Oh, now, don’t be obstinate, Jasper. You and I both knew one day there would come a time when one of us would have to end this.” She kissed his cheek softly, leaning back and cupping his cheek in her hand. “You must go now, lover. Your future is waiting.”
He watched her walk slowly and casually back into the forest, not bothering to glance back at him. It left him feeling unnerved and off-balance. He traveled away with a strong sense that he would look back on this at some point and understand.





Cadence weighed her options, chewing her lip and picking at her nails. She could very well return to campus, distract herself in any number of ways. A large part of her wanted to do exactly that—but she wouldn’t. She sat silently on the window ledge, watching her mother putter around the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on dinner. She had gone simple and stuck a corned beef roast in the crockpot sometime this morning. From there, it had been easy to boil potatoes with garlic and chives, carrots steeped in butter and brown sugar. It was a simple meal that tasted decadent—and was sure to impress their guest—which was why her mother had chosen it; she was certain.  
Cadence had gotten a five-minute-long lecture on the responsibility of their family to ensure Jasper felt welcomed and supported. That Cadence’s insistence on antagonizing him was childish and damaged the relationship her family had carefully cultivated with ‘the most powerful Guardian family in the world.’ As though any of that meant a damned thing to Cadence. The Galloways may be powerful, they may be descendants of Merlin and Morgainne themselves—that did not make them infallible. Frankly, there were quite a few things they could improve upon, to Cadence’s mind. She had never been one to adhere to blind loyalty, and she saw no reason to give them unquestioning obedience, either. 
“Cadence!” her mother shouted at her, hand on hip, frustration written across her face. 
“Sorry,” Cadence replied, jumping forward and shaking her head. “What is it, Mom? I drifted a bit there.” 
“I’ll say. I said your name a dozen times at least!” Harmony shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Please set the table and go politely inform our guest dinner is ready.”
“Fine…” Cadence sighed as she started for the dining room. 
“And Cadence?” Harmony stopped her as she reached the doorway. “I mean it. You will be helpful and productive or you can go back to the dorms, and your father and I will handle this ourselves. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” She didn’t wait for an answer, simply cocked a brow with a pointed look before turning her back as she pulled the roast from the crockpot. 
“Perfectly,” Cadence muttered under her breath, a scowl on her face. She knew her mother meant every word. Neither of her parents would have any problems at all in banishing her back to college life. Of course, Cadence would have no qualms about doing exactly as she pleased anyway—but doing so based out of her dorm instead of her parents’ home would be more of a hassle than she cared to juggle. Things tended to operate more smoothly when everyone involved was cooperating. 
She was just setting the last fork on the table when she felt Jasper come back from wherever he had gone. The entire house was warded, which meant she and her parents had known he had left not once, but twice. She wondered where he had gone off to the second time, then shoved the thought from her mind. It was none of her business, and so long as his antics didn’t further complicate trying to track down Evangeline—she couldn’t care less what he was up to otherwise. She kept the thought in the front of her mind as she neared the attic door. 
I will not allow this man to garner a reaction from me again, she thought, gently knocking on the cool wood. What was the point, after all, of voicing her concerns if he refused to acknowledge them, anyway? No. She was much better off sticking to the reason for his visit and engaging the Council with all else at a later date. 
That had been her plan. Truly, it had. Had Jasper not opened the door with his Affinity—hitting her in the face with the unmistakable aroma of a Fae—she would have very likely been able to do it. If he had bothered to take the time to allow the scent to fade, even just a little, she had no doubt she would have been nothing but cordial to him. 
“Of all the arrogant, entitled, clueless—” she began, mouth agape as she struggled to find the words for her rage. She stepped into his space, red faced with a finger in his chest. “First, you have the absolute audacity to act offended when I accurately—” 
“Now see here, lass—” he began, backing away with his hands raised in surrender. 
“Oh, I do not think so! Uh-uh,” She shook her head and looked at him with wide, disbelieving eyes. “No, sir, I will not be chastised. You have the absolute nerve to dismiss me before and then to run off gallivanting in the Fae Realm? Really? And don’t you for one single second think I am so naïve as to not know exactly what that particular aroma is a product of.” Cadence poked an indignant finger into his chest, reveling in the step back he takes, the shock on his face. “Oh, yes, that’s right, Jasper, you’re not the only person to have ever had a Fae warm your bed. Are you such a hormone-driven boyyou can’t manage to focus on a mission for even a full day without indulging?” she accused, throwing her hands up and stomping to the door. 
“I will’na apologize for—” he tried again, head tilted so he could more easily stare her down, a finger pointed at her. 
“I don’t give two shits what you think, Jasper,” she bellowed sarcastically, brow furrowed and a smirk on her lips. “Here is what will happen. You will come down, you will eat and carry on civil conversation. You will focus on the mission, on your job, and you will leave. If you need so badly to run off and indulge yourself that those things are impossible, I suggest you go home and tell your mother to send us someone more capable.” Cadence’s voice dripped with venom, the smirk gone, replaced by narrowed eyes and hardened jaw. 
Her anger was a living thing as she spun on a heel and stomped down the stairs. At the bottom she paused and inhaled, composing herself once more, her mask of calm slipping back into place. She pressed her hands to her abdomen, centering herself before seeing her mother again.

[image: image-placeholder]Dinner was tense, but uneventful. Cadence had no doubt her parents felt the tension and anger between herself and Jasper. They kept such observations to themselves, though. She was walking back with small plates and a peach pie when she realized the conversation had turned from chit chat to business.
Of course, they had begun without her, as though she were not entitled to be included in the discussion. Setting the pie down in the middle of the table, she settled into a chair without offering to serve. Passive aggressive, maybe, but it was a far cry better than screaming at them all to include her like the Guardian she was.
“Thank you, lovey.” Harmony smiled, patting Cadence’s hand. The topic was so enthralling she was truly that oblivious to her daughter’s mood. It was a rare thing that could so consume her focus.
“Me mam would like to capture her without harm. We do’na wish to ignite the war again, an’ reports suggest just tha’ may happen if we do’na handle this with all delicacy,” Jasper explained, reaching over and cutting himself a slice of pie. “There have been rumblin’s, hints that some wish to harness greater control over who should be allowed access to magics…ye know how dangerous that line o’ thought can be if mishandled.”
“Is that not exactly what Evangeline is doing, though?” Cadence demanded, leaning forward, steepling her hands in front of her. “After all, it was the body of my mother’s best friend she was standing over when she was spotted. Her family has been adamant that their magics are wrong ever since.”
“Cadence,” Arlo warned, his eyes shot a warning as his hand reached to take Harmony’s.
“Sorry, Dad, but it’s true. We have to tell him the whole of it or the Council may never move against her fully,” she refuted, noting the way Jasper stiffened in his seat, spoon stopped midway to his mouth before dropping back to the plate—bite uneaten.
“We have’na had any reports of problems with magics,” Jasper accused, his eyes searching her parents’ faces. “In what way have they been havin’ trouble?”
“I…that is—” Harmony stumbled over her words, flustered. She fixed her gaze on the table and bit her cheek.
“Her granddaughter has not shown any magical ability since she died,” Cadence informed him, angry that her parents had not told the Council. “Of course, we know this could be grief, as she is very young yet. I don’t think that’s what this is, though. Even at three—her power is untrained, but she has been using it for years now. I would expect an outburst long before this.”
“Her daughter still has full use of her magics,” Arlo argued, rubbing his hands along Harmony’s arms. “The baby may just be suppressing; surely that’s the most likely solution.”
“Aye, well it could be, Arlo.” Jasper nodded, a hand going to his chin. “Or it could be as yer lass says—and Eva may have bound yer friend before she died. There have’na been other cases…I should like to consult the Council,” he concluded, obviously contemplating the situation.
“Then you may want to do so this evening,” Harmony suggested with a defeated sigh. “Cadence is right. The family has been having problems with their magic. Not just Emma, either. Susan could barely start a fire yesterday,” she admitted, her eyes on her clasped hands.
“Harmony—” Arlo began.
“If it is progressed so far, I should like to have a sit down with Susan meself before anythin’ else is done. Would ye be so kind as to arrange such a thing, Harmony?” Jasper asked, settling back in his chair and steepling his own fingers in thought against his lips. “If ye do’na think ye can handle Anita’s family at the moment—”
“No,” Harmony stopped him. “I want to be there. I’ll call Susan now.”
“Are you sure, my love?” Arlo asked softly, touching her back and smiling gently. The concern on his face was clear as day. His wife sat ramrod straight, her face a mask of stony determination, but tears welled in her eyes. It was painfully apparent to all in the room that Harmony was far from alright, far from sure. It was just as obvious that she was going to do this despite any misgivings she might have—and she was going to do so without a single word of complaint.
“Anita would have done so for me,” was the only thing Harmony said before standing and walking out of the room, leaving the rest of them in awkward silence. Arlo followed behind almost immediately, pushing back his chair and bowing his head once toward Jasper as he left. Jasper and Cadence were left staring at everything their eyes could land on—except one another.
There was nowhere to go and nothing to do until Harmony contacted Anita’s family and set up a meeting. Cadence shot covert glances over to their houseguest when she thought he wouldn’t notice, every fiber of her being screaming to confront him. It was very unlike her to sit quietly when she believed an injustice had been done. Especially when one of the perpetrators of said problem sat four feet from her.
“Are ye goin’ to stare at me the whole time, or are ye goin’ to speak yer mind and get on with it?” Jasper snarled, lounging against the seat back with his arms crossed. “An’ for the love of all magics can ye please stop tappin’ that damned table?” he whispered angrily, turning his torso to her fully and staring wide-eyed at her hand.
Her hand that was currently poised mid-motion from her unconscious drumming, and she couldn’t help but glance down at it. She let out a frustrated huff, quickly clasping her hands in her lap before rolling her eyes and focusing in on Jasper. There were about a dozen insults she could hurl across to him at that moment, but she held her tongue. Her mother had enough on her plate right now; Cadence had no desire to become the thing that sent her spiraling. Neither did she relish becoming the battering ram for her mother’s anger over Anita’s death. The meltdown was coming. The wrath, the ugliness of her grief. Cadence meant to be far clear when it did.

[image: image-placeholder]“I don’t really know what else I can tell you. I know the Council will want answers, but I have none.” Susan’s eyes filled with tears she stoically fought against, “I hope against hope that you are right, Arlo. That this magical oddity is a product of our grief.” She sighed heavily, trying to cover the break in her voice, the sob in her throat. “Our magics are so closely tied to our emotional states—” 
“I do’na believe that is the case, sorry to say,” Jasper interceded, allowing Susan to collect herself for a moment. “Yer babe has had no show o’ magic since. It is more likely she would have an outburst, an explosion of magic, than it is she would’na display any magic at all.”
Harmony stiffened, her hand on Susan’s arm stilled in its gentle, soothing motions. Arlo stifled the rage in his voice before chastising the sitting Council member, the man who would likely be the next Heir. “Do you believe that could have been put even a little more delicately?” he seethed, desperately trying to maintain a respectful facade. His face was contorted, his eyes narrowed and pointed in stark contrast to the accommodating smile on his lips.
Cadence watched the lot of them as though through a movie screen. All of it seemed just not quite real. She knew, as well as any of them did, that whatever was happening with the Rojas family magic was not anything the Order had dealt with before. When a person’s powers were bound, it was total and instant. If the family line were bound, the outcome remained the same. Binding magic doesn’t gradually reduce a family’s abilities. It’s all or nothing.
“He’s right, though, isn’t he?” Cadence blurted out, gazing absently into space as she spoke without thinking first. “We have to dampen our children’s magics because they can be volatile and erratic until they’re trained.” She stood, walked over to little Emma sleeping in her playpen, ran a gentle hand across her raven curls. “It makes no sense that grief would cause a shutdown of her powers. If anything, we should be seeing a magical temper tantrum.”
As though her words were a premonition, the room went ice cold, and Emma bolted upright from her sleep. The child was terrified and began screaming loudly. Cadence reacted and quickly scooped her into her arms. Turning for the child’s mother, Cadence stopped mid-step as she watched an arm grab Susan around the waist. Her face contorted into shock and panic as she reached out toward her child, before being pulled back into the shadows. In an instant, Susan was gone.
The room erupted into motion, Jasper ran to the empty space where Susan should have been, Harmony screamed and Fire ignited along her arms. Arlo jumped in front of his wife to protect her from the unknown assailant. Cadence was the only one in the room who remained rooted in place, shocked and still in the middle of the room. It took only seconds for the rest of them to realize Susan had been taken by a Traveler. The real question was—how did a Traveler manage to bypass the wards placed around the Foster home?
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