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The Prophecy
 
THE PROPHECY OF VOLONIA
 
The warrior shall rise to protect his people, by his side she will fight.
Together, as one, they will bring true peace to all realms.
One mind, One heart, One soul.
 
They will bring forth the change.
Ruling righteously above all,
they will cause the realms to flourish.
Their light will bring healing to the land,
and darkness will forever be vanquished.
-Volonia Prophecy of the Ancients
 



Prologue
Prologue 
(Volonia)
I glided into the oversized room. Intricate embellishments of gold and pearl adorned the ceiling, and the collection of overseers were seated across the back of the room in large ornate chairs made of bronze. In the middle sat Galiel, the Charge of the council. His golden hair hung loosely around his face, his golden eyes shone throughout the room, and his body was dressed in a sparkling robe.
“Step forward, Eliaphus.” Galiel stood from his seated position, waiting for my obedience.
I shuffled forward, keeping my eyes focused on him as I came to a stop in the center of the room. Vast marble floors spread beneath my feet and a small platform rose in the middle. I stepped onto the solid stone square and set my hands, interlocked, in front of me.
“Thank you for coming, Eliaphus.” His voice was calmer and more gentle as he shifted to take his seat among the overseers. I waited for whatever was about to be revealed to me.
“How may I be of service to the council?” I respectfully inquired.
Galiel glanced back and forth across the row of overseers and nodded silently before turning to address me once again.
“Eliaphus. You have come to be known as one of the mightiest warriors we have ever seen on Volonia. Because of your dedication, you have been selected for a very important mission that requires the utmost dedication and confidentiality. Will you accept these terms?” Galiel posed the question and waited for me to respond.
I bent to one knee, placed my fisted hand against my chest, and dipped my chin.
“I will accept,” I answered dutifully, waiting for their approval.
“So be it.” Galiel stood once more and motioned for the other overseers to join him. He palmed the elbows of the two overseers beside him, Mavelen and Vorcian, urging them forward. As the three council members moved to position around me, the rest of the council members joined hands and stayed firmly planted upon the front platform.
Still on one knee, I let my gaze rise to meet Galiel, and he smiled softly at me before reaching his intricately marked hands to settle on each of my shoulders. The dark etchings appeared when Galiel found his mate and were matched only to hers. Mavelen and Vorcian each placed their hands on Galiel’s arms as he began to speak, and his marks began to glow.
“With the power of the Supreme, I bestow upon you the supernatural gifts of old.” His voice lowered as his glowing hands began to ignite into a bright white light. I felt warmth began to seep into my body. Hotter and hotter the temperature rose as I was overcome with the sensation of fire in my bones.
“With these gifts, may you be held accountable for the goodness of our kind. Knowing that should you turn to the darkness, your gifts will be stripped from you, as well as your life. Intertwined are they now, with the innermost parts of you. Do not carry this burden lightly.”
Upon his final words, a searing pain sliced through my core and I ground my teeth together to keep from yelling out. Whatever this mission was, it was important. Warriors were not granted the abilities of old, without dutifully proving themselves worthy, and not without good cause. That thought humbled me. The council approved of me, believing I could accomplish whatever the task that lay before me.
Galiel’s hands dimmed and the three council members stepped back, waiting for me to gain control of myself once more. I took a few deep breaths then pushed upward. A feeling of euphoria pumped through my veins as I felt stronger, more powerful, and more courageous. Glancing down at my hands, I saw the skin bubbling across my palm and a few moments later I was shocked to see a small white swirling stretching across my palm and seeping into my hands as if the magic was being settled into my being.
I was known for battle, and with this power, I could only imagine whatever task may be set before me. Little did I know, the task had nothing to do with war.
 



Chapter 1
 Chapter 1
Eliaphus
I slipped the palm-sized leather bound satchel from pocket and pulled the photo from inside. Long chestnut hair curled around the woman’s waist, emerald eyes pierced through the photo, glistening as if they held the secrets of the universe. She was beautiful. She was also my mission.
Alaris Povona was wanted by the council. She was set to inherit the Volonia crown, as princess of our kingdom, and had vanished before her seventeenth year celebration. We didn’t know if she was removed without consent, or if she went of her own free will. Only the council knew what she looked like. Royalty was not presented to the public until their seventeenth birthday. That was what the celebration was meant for. It was her unveiling, and she never made it.
I peered through the small frosted window of a tiny eating establishment, then glanced down at the image in my hand once more. The woman inside resembled the picture, but her hair only fell to her shoulders. Taking a deep breath, I pushed through the entrance and stopped my movement by the short sign that instructed me to wait for seating.
At the chime of the bells above the door, the woman’s eyes darted across the room and she hesitantly smiled, holding up an index finger in my direction. I didn’t know this gesture but I assumed it was a signal to wait. So I did.
A few moments later, the creature of my attention sashayed across the room to greet me.
“Welcome to Cafe de Plaza. Will you be dining alone?” Her soothing voice floated across the air and landed on my skin, making it prickle beyond control. I hesitated with my words, but eventually spoke softly.
“Yes.” I watched her carefully as she slid a folded plastic-covered book into her hands and turned to walk down the small row of sitting spaces behind her. She set the book down on a small table and set her eyes on mine, expectantly. I cleared my throat and stepped forward, careful not to bump the closely placed tables around me as I slid into the miniscule booth. My legs hit the underside of the table and I pushed the edge forward to make more room for my body.
There was a small plastic rectangle attached to the front of her shirt, upon which was printed a collection of letters that read “Alara”, very close to the Alaris I was looking for. There was only one way to be certain, but I had to keep the knowledge of our realm a secret and this place was filled with wandering eyes and ears. She looked like the person I was sent to retrieve, and she had a similar name, but I needed to be completely sure it was her before I made my plans.
“What can I get you to drink?” She tapped her pen against the small pad in her palm.
I glanced around the room, trying to find something that looked familiar, but I was lost. At the table beside me sat a small family, and sitting in front of the man was a glass of clear liquid.
“I’ll have that.” I pointed at the man’s drink.
She glanced to where I was pointing and chuckled. “Water?”
“Yes. Water. Thank you.”
She nodded and glanced at me curiously before stepping away and toward the swinging doors that led to an unknown room of loud irritating noises. Moments later she pushed through the same doors, carrying an identical glass to the one from the man beside me. Water. I knew what water was in our realm, but I had no idea if it was the same here in the middle realm. It was silly of me to think that things would be so different.
“Here you go.” She sat it down in front of me and set a tiny tube wrapped in paper beside it.
“What would you like to eat?” She questioned as I picked up the straw and looked at it curiously, trying to figure out what it was for. I glanced up at her question.
“Do you have Bachavio?” I hoped she knew what I was talking about, and I saw recognition in her eyes as her face went pale. She shook her head back and forth and quietly trembled.
“I’ll have whatever he is having.” I pointed to the same man at the table beside me, hoping to show her I didn’t mean her harm. She glanced over her shoulder and scribbled a few notes down on her pad before quickly shuffling away. When she disappeared behind the doors once more, I didn’t think to question where she was going.
I waited for a while but didn’t see her come back into the small dining room. A slight boy pushed through the doors eventually, carrying a tray with a plate of steaming food. He caught my eye and nodded as he walked toward my table and set it down in front of me.
The scent was enticing, and I could see why someone would want to order this. As the boy turned to walk away I caught his arm and questioned, “Where is the girl?”
“She’s gone. I’ll be serving you, now,” he politely answered, taking in the threat lacing my voice.
“Where did she go?”
He shrugged, unsure of how to answer that question, but you could see fear begin to coil in his body. His muscles stiffened, preparing for an attack. I took a deep breath to calm myself. It didn’t matter. I would find her again.
“Never mind.” I released him and he sighed, before scurrying away into the kitchen. I picked up the fork on the table and jabbed it into the soft-looking circle drenched in yellow melting chunks and a dark sticky liquid. Pulling the whole circle up to my face, the scent overwhelmed me as I opened my mouth and set the food inside, promptly shutting it and taking in the sensational sweetness. My stomach moaned in appreciation as I demolished my serving in just a few short minutes. When I was satisfied, I pulled a few stored bills from my satchel, and tossed them on the table before walking out of the eatery.
I glanced around the area as I stepped away from the building, scanning the crowds for any hint of Alaris. There were a lot of women with dark hair bobbing to and fro, and I realized it would be harder to find her in the midst of all these people. I glided across the street and fell into step behind the flow of people walking down the small side road, apparently reserved for pedestrians without transportation. I’d have to start my search again later in the evening. In the meantime, I needed to find my dwelling. Galiel had given me a piece of paper with coordinates that would lead me to the place they had set up for me.
I slipped open my satchel once again and pulled them out, glancing around me in hopes to locate the right place. Unfamiliar with the area, I stopped a man passing by with my hand. He glared at me until I released his arm.
“Excuse me, sir. Could you tell me where this is?” I pointed to the written numbers and words on the sheet of paper in my hand. His brow furrowed but he looked at the address and pointed down the street to a well-sized brick building. At least I was close.
“Thank you.” I sighed and shoved the paper back into the leather satchel while I turned away from him and moved toward the building.
The door swung open as I was stepping up to it, momentarily causing me to grab the metal rails to stabilize myself. A young dark-haired man breezed past me and I caught the door before it slammed closed.
Stepping inside, I took in the space before me. Metal boxes lined the wall to my right, each meticulously numbered from one to ten. On my left was a metal door with a small gold plate attached to the front that read “Office.” The flattened carpet stretched across the small foyer and lifted onto the stairs ahead of me, which lead upwards into a second level.
I rapped my knuckles on the metal door and waited for a response. Moments later a hairless man in the same leg coverings as my own and a soft-looking shirt that had buttons running down the front, opened the door and stepped out.
“Can I help you?” He seemed agitated at my interruption.
“I believe you can. I am supposed to have a dwelling here.”
“Are you sure?”
“I am. My name is Eli Ferovi.”
The man nodded and stepped back inside his office for a few moments, grumbling something incoherent. I held the door and watched as he shuffled through papers on his desk. Finally, he pulled out a few stacks and a set of keys and motioned for me to head up the stairs. I held back and waited for the man to lead the way, putting myself into motion behind him.
We marched up three flights of stairs and headed down a dim hallway lined with two doors on each side. Stopping at the farthest door on the left wall, the man slipped a golden key into the lock and pushed it open.
As I walked into the small living quarters, I took in the space before me. A small kitchen was nestled on the left with cold flat tiles and a few cabinets for storage. The main space was open and there was two doors that led to separate rooms off the main space. I pushed open the door on the right and walked into a cleaning facility. It was small, but sufficient enough. I wouldn’t be here that long. Making my way across the living space, I pushed open the second door into a smaller room, which I assumed to be the sleeping quarters based on the elevated mattress that was sitting bare in the middle of the room.
“Your uncle told me you’d need a bed. I did my best to find something cheap for you. If you don’t like it, buy yourself another one,” he grumbled, walking back toward the kitchen. I followed him and watched as he set a few stacks of papers on the counter.
“Sign each of these.” He pointed to a dotted line on the bottom of each stack. I grabbed the pen from his fingers and wrote my name plainly across each allotted space.
“Good. Rent is due on the first of the month. You’re paid up for another two weeks. You can submit any repairs or request under the office door.” He set the golden chiseled key into my palm and bundled the papers into his hands.
“Have a good night.” He swung open the door and stepped out into the hallway, letting the door crash loudly behind him. He was most definitely not a pleasant man, but again, I reminded myself that this was only a temporary arrangement.
Feeling the exhaustion from my trip through the veil into Earth, I moved to the sleeping chamber and fell onto the mattress. It squeaked in protest, but I closed my eyes and found the place of rejuvenation that I so desperately needed.
Feminine laughter echoing through my bedroom wall woke me from my sleep. I cracked open my eyes at the beautiful chime. Pushing myself upward, I leaned my ear against the wall where the voice was bleeding through, as if I was drawn to its harmonic tone. My palm began to tingle and I glanced down to see the white light gathering in my palm, and instinctively I placed my hand against the wall and it was as if the wall disappeared. I could see through it, but I could feel the wall still in place. I could not move through it. On the other side, I was shocked to see dark hair falling below a small frame, sitting atop her bed in a thick white robe. The woman held a telephone to her ear as her laughter chimed through the space once more. As soon as she glanced up into the dressing mirror, I knew who it was. Alaris.
Her emerald eyes glistened with humor as she stood and walked toward the small closet on the side of the room. I knew I was invading her privacy, but I was glad my search hadn’t taken too long. Something in my gut twisted at that knowledge. This was too easy. If the council couldn’t find Alaris, how did they arrange for my living quarters to be right here, next to her? And if they did know, why was this mission of such secrecy that even my own men could not know where I was going?
I removed my hand from the wall and it solidified to the dull white once again. Questions raged through my head, one after another, analyzing the situation. Before I met with the council again on my progress, I’d have to speak to Alaris.
Satisfied with my plan for now, I marched out of my sleeping chamber and through the small empty living area, to the door. I checked to make sure my key was still in my pocket, then turned the lock and walked out. A few hurried steps and I was standing at the door of Alaris’ quarters, with my hand raised to knock on the wooden entrance. Before my knuckles met the solid wood, the door flung open and Alaris stood shocked in her stance, her eyes-the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen - were wide and filled with fear. Moments later, she composed herself and attempted to close the door, but she was no match for my strength. I palmed the door and held it open.
“We need to speak, your Highness.” My voice was gruff and commanding. I could feel heat began to boil inside my chest and I fisted my free hand over it to settle the raging inferno that was clawing its way out.
“We have nothing to speak of, warrior. Go back to Volonia.” Her shining eyes glistened with fury as her petite arms crossed over her stomach.
“I cannot return without you, princess. You must know that.” My eyes trained on her carefully, conveying my resolution, and watching to make sure she knew I was not leaving. Understanding finally fell upon her as she dropped her hands and turned into the small living area behind her. I didn’t hesitate to follow.
Her kitchen was similar to mine, but the counters were filled with various machines. A small white vase of orange and yellow flowers rested on the tiny eating island which had two sitting stools tucked neatly underneath it. My eyes roamed the room and took in the collection of furniture that Alaris had obtained. A small sofa filled the space with a decorative chair placed on the side. All were centered around a small wooden table and a black glass box resting against the wall. The windows had feminine material draped in front of them, attached to tiny rods fastened to the wall above.
Alaris took a seat in the chair and motioned for me to sit on the couch. I glided over and settled in.
“What is your name, warrior?” Her soft voice floated across the small space.
“Eliaphus Ferovi.”
Her eyes widened in recognition. She knew who I was. Though, most Volonians did. I had worked hard as a warrior to gain my title and position.
“Well, I see the council is serious this time.”
“This time?” I cocked my head at her question and waited.
“You don’t believe you’re the first warrior sent to retrieve the vanished princess, now do you?” Her tone was laced with dark humor.
“I was unaware that any mission had been created before this.”
“Eliaphus, I’m not going home. You can try to convince me all you want, but my answer will still be the same. I am not a part of Volonia anymore.”
Something in her tone made me worried. As if something had happened to her. Her anger was prevalent in every word.
“Why?” Was all I could ask. Her eyes captivated mine for a few moments, slightly shocked but calculating, too.
“You’re the first warrior to ask me that question.”
“Are you going to answer it?”
“No.” She stood and padded toward the small kitchen, pulling out two glasses from one of the hanging cabinets, filling each of them with water that poured from the silver spigot over her washbasin. She stepped over to me and offered me one of the glasses. I wrapped my thick fingers around it, gently brushing her hand in the process.
My skin suddenly burned and I dropped the glass, curling my fingers into a fist in hopes that it would diminish the pain. I saw the glass on the floor and the puddle of liquid below it. My eyes darted up to Alaris and she was cradling her palm close to her chest, heaving deep breaths. Her gorgeous green eyes were tearing and I instinctively reached for her, pulling her down to the couch beside me and drawing her palm closer, to check for any injuries.
“Are you hurt?” I attempted to uncurl her fingers, but she pulled them away to look at her palm.
“What did you do to me?” She gasped as she brushed her fingers against her palm. That’s when I saw it. I quickly looked at my own and shock filled every inch of my being at what was slowly etching across my hand, as if an invisible pen was created a masterpiece before my eyes. Dark tribal markings bubbled across my palm, creating a four point star that curled around itself, creating a collection of swirling lines around the edges. The points reached to each side of my hand and then from my wrist to the base of my center finger. Quickly I pulled Alaris’ hand to me and glanced down at her palm. It was identical. This only meant on thing to the Volonian people.  My heart thumped anxiously in my chest. 
“Mate,” I gasped, brushing the pad of my index finger across her markings.
 



Chapter 2
 Chapter 2
Alaris
 
“What did you say?” My voice trembled as I drew my hand away from his igniting touch.
“Mate.” He spoke more clearly, lifting his eyes to meet mine. My body hummed with anticipation, but it was overruled by the fear wracking through my bones.
“This can’t happen.” I shook my head and pushed off the couch. I stepped toward the window, splitting the curtains and gazing at the street below. Memories of the night I ran away flashed rapidly through my head.
I felt his presence before I heard him speak. He was right behind me and his breath floated across the back of my neck.
“But, it did.”
I turned to face him, lifting my eyes to his. Dark chocolate orbs held my gaze captive, glistening in appreciation. His dark wavy hair had fallen across his brow and I fought the urge to run my fingers through it. It was just long enough that it curled around the edges of his face and ears. I definitely wasn’t unaffected by his height and build, as he towered beside me. Of course I noticed it earlier, but it wasn’t the time to think on those things. Needless to say, he definitely had the physique of a warrior. Very tall, nearly a head taller than myself, and thick corded muscles braiding across his entire chest and arms. My knees grew weak just looking at the magnificent creature in front of me. He stepped a bit closer at my inspection and a tiny gasp escaped my lips. Then I shook my head, clearing my thoughts. Mate marking sor not, I wasn’t returning to Volonia.  
“It doesn’t matter, Eliaphus. I’m not going back.”
He lifted his marked palm to my face, gently cupping my cheek and gliding his thumb across my skin.
“Why?” he asked again. I wanted to tell him, but I didn’t want him to convince me to change my mind. My eyes fell to the floor and he dropped his hand.
“You don’t have to tell me now, but you will tell me soon, Alaris. For now, tell me about this place.” He waited for acknowledgment and grinned when I nodded my head in agreement and slid around him, taking a seat on the chair in an attempt to put some distance between us.
He looked at me knowingly, but didn’t say anything. I watched as the enormous warrior fell onto my couch and settled in, as if he had been here a dozen times before. I let myself take him in, all of him. I found myself blushing and attempting to hide my heated cheeks as he grinned in my direction.
“You have a lovely dwelling.” He interrupted my thoughts.
“Home.” I corrected him. If I wanted to stay undetected, and assuming that Eli was not going to leave me alone, I resolved that I’d have to teach him the ways of Earth to assimilate to the population.
“Home,” he repeated dutifully.
“Thank you. It took a while to feel like home, but I love it here.”
He didn’t comment, but instead changed the subject.
“I need to find more clothes. I was only sent with what I’m wearing.”
“There’s a shop just down the street that has enough things to get you started.” I stood and reached for my purse on the side table. “Why don’t we go get some things for you now?”
His towering body lifted from the couch and he waited for me to lead the way. Ensuring my apartment was locked and secure, I slipped the key into my bag. I marched down the stairs, bumping into a few people on the way. I could hear Eli’s soft growls of displeasure behind me, every time another person came into contact with me. I chuckled, knowing that he was growing increasingly uncomfortable with the pain in his palm. As a mate, whenever someone other than your mate touches you, your markings burn. It’s a dull burn if the touch is innocent, bearable at the least. If someone were to mean your mate harm, it would be an excruciating ignition of fire.
“Stop giggling, Your Highness. It’s not at all humorous.”
“I disagree, warrior.” I stuck my tongue out, as a child would do, and pushed open the glass entrance of our building. Our building. That was was an odd thought. It wasn’t just mine anymore. I wasn’t alone, and I didn’t know what to make of the fact that relief began to settle in the pit of my stomach.
We slowly made our way down the sidewalk, Eli pushing his way between me and the flow of people around us. His build and threatening glare deterred them to shift around us. Finally we arrived in front of the small clothing shop and I gently laid my hand against Eli’s back, halting him in his steps. He turned quickly, eyes dark and my skin prickled in pleasure as he pulled me closer, engulfing me in his arms. His breathing quickened as he held my gaze.
“Don’t you feel it?” he whispered, resting his forehead against mine.
I did. Every prickle of sensation from his touch was bubbling through me, but I wasn’t ready to admit that to him. I stepped out of his embrace and motioned to the door.
“Let’s go inside. They’ll have plenty of things here for you.”
He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans and sighed, relenting. I pulled open the door and stepped into the store, immediately greeted with a blast of cold air from the air conditioner. It did little to stave the electricity still running through my veins.
“All right, let’s start with pants.” I weaved through the racks of clothes until we entered the row of jeans neatly folded along the side wall. I glanced at him again and tried to determine which size to pick out.
“Any idea what size you wear?” I questioned him and he grinned.
“I have no idea. I’m not used to these…whatever you call them.” He scratched at his thigh, irritable.
“I can see that. You probably don’t like the feel of what you are wearing. There are a few other options.”
I browsed through the various offerings and found a few pairs of khaki pants as well as a few pairs of dress pants. Material he would enjoy much more than the denim. I tossed the stack into his arms as we weaved our way through the store. Whenever I found something that I thought would compliment his dark hair and chocolate eyes, I pulled it off the rack and tossed it onto the ever-growing mountain he was clinging to so carefully.
“I assume they sent you with money.” I chuckled at the look of annoyance that crossed his face.
“I have enough.” I knew he was talking about more than just the money. I pushed him toward the small fitting room and instructed him to try everything on. Luckily, they had a chair outside the small curtained space and I sat, waiting eagerly to see how he would look in all the clothes. He grumbled once more and I decided to help him feel a little more at ease.
I lifted my palm to his cheek, and he leaned into my touch, breathing with deep satisfaction as his eyes darkened. The tingling sensation rippled through my hand and I leaned toward him just a little closer.
“Please go in there and try them on.” I gently prodded him. All he could do was nod as he stepped away from my touch and behind the curtain.
The afternoon was spent watching him put various combinations of clothing together until he was satisfied with the look and feel of what he was wearing. When we found a combination that worked for him, he selected a good amount of the same kind of pants and shirts in various colors.
I attempted to grab a few of the bags when we checked out, but he insisted on carrying them all, refusing to let me do anything. I followed closely behind him as we made our way back to his apartment and I glanced around at the empty space. It was bare, to the carpet. He stepped into his bedroom and set the bags down on the undressed mattress.
“You’re going to need sheets and blankets as well. I have a few spare ones you can use for now.” I offered and hurried over to my apartment, grateful to be relieved from his presence for just a little while. The heightened emotions when around him were overwhelming, and being separated for just a few moments was better for my sanity. It gave me time to clear my head, even if my chest burned as the distance between us grew further apart, despite it being only from his apartment to mine.
I opened my tiny closet in the living room and stood on the tips of my toes, attempting to reach the top shelf where my spare bedding was tucked away. I wasn’t quite tall enough to reach, and I jumped a little, trying to grab onto the material with the tips of my fingers. All of a sudden, tingles shot through my back as a solid wall of muscle fitted behind me and arms reached above my head to pull down the items I was reaching for.
“Are these what you were looking for, Princess?” He smirked and handed me the pile of bedding.
I huffed and stomped out the door and into his apartment, then pushed through to his bedroom. So much for peace and quiet. I don’t know why my reaction was so abrupt, but everything about this was just unsettling. Why now? I had settled it within me a long time ago, that I’d never be part of Volonia again. I relinquished the idea of finding a selected mate, knowing that I’d have to settle for a human at some point, or just stay alone for the rest of my existence.
My eyes swung to his clothes lined neatly inside the bedroom closet and I smiled at his efficiency and quick learning. My fingers gripped the sheet and wrapped it around the corners of the mattress. I heard Eli enter the apartment, but kept my eyes on the task at hand as he leaned against the doorframe watching me arrange his bed. I stole a quick glance from my peripheral and his face was contemplative and his eyes were piercing. You could tell his thoughts were on me. Once the purple comforter was in place, I fully glanced over at him and he straightened.
“I’m going to go make some lunch. Why don’t you clean up and change? I’ll let you know when it’s ready.”
He nodded and moved out of the doorway, allowing me to depart from his bedroom. Before I could walk out his front door, his hand fell on my arm and halted my steps.
“Don’t run, Alara.” His voice was laced with warning. And even though the thought had crossed my mind, I found myself wanting to stay, wanting to see Eli in this place. A little hope inside of me bloomed at the thought that just maybe, he would fall in love with Earth, as I had. And if he did, then maybe I could consider him. Maybe he would choose to stay here.
“I won’t,” I promised softly, keeping hold of his gaze until he relaxed at my words and released me. “I’ll see you when you’re done.” I slipped away from him and out the door.
Back in my apartment, I moved into the kitchen and hefted open the refrigerator to see what I could make quickly. I pulled out some cheese and butter, deciding to make a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches. I slipped a pan from the cabinet and set it on the stovetop, turning the heat up to high. Taking a small butter knife, I covered a few slices of bread with the yellow creamy goodness and settled them into the pan.
As I slide each sandwich from the pan onto a small plate, my front door opened and Eli stepped into my small space with a frown on his face.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, sliding the plate to the other side of the eating island.
“You should never leave your door open. You don’t know what kind of creatures may be after you, Princess.”
I smirked at his protectiveness. “I have been in this place much longer than you, warrior. I do know. And you have to stop calling me Princess. We’re not in Volonia anymore and here on earth, I am nothing close to royalty.”
He grunted his disapproval but slid the stool out from under the island and took a seat, eyeing the steaming sandwich in front of him. I lifted my own to my mouth, taking a delicious bite and humming my pleasure. His eyes shot to mine and the corner of his mouth tilted upward just slightly.
“What?” I grinned, chewing the delicious cheesy meal.
He shook his head and reached for his own, lifting it slowly to his face. He smelled it and poked at the crispy bread before tentatively taking a bite. I could tell when he realized the gold mine he’d just found. His eyes rolled back into his head and he shut them, groaning as he demolished his sandwich in just a few bites. He looked at his plate frowning, when he was finished, before glancing up at me.
I laughed. “Would you like another?”
“Would you care to make two? Those are one of the most extraordinary things I’ve ever tasted.”
I laughed and grabbed his plate and mine, moving them to the counter by the stove. I went about making the food as Eli cleared his throat.
“Tell me, why did you leave?”
My back stiffened at his question, flashes of hands and bruises crossing my mind. “I can’t,” I whispered.
He didn’t push beyond that, and I was grateful. I wasn’t ready to relive the events of my abandonment. I just couldn’t.
“Tell me about this place. What is it like?”
I looked over my shoulder and smiled brightly. “It’s so different than anything we are used to. The people are different, the food is different, and the land is just as beautiful-but in it’s own way.”
“You seem happy when you talk about this realm. Don’t you miss home?”
The ache in my chest for my people grew heavier as we spoke. It wasn’t that I didn’t miss Volonia. I missed it more than I thought I would. I still dreamed of my home and I never ceased to think of my parents and how they were doing. No matter the enormous valley of pain that my father had been the cause of.
“Of course I miss it. I am Volonian to the core, warrior. But my choices were necessary, and I have found peace here in the middle realm.”
I settled the stack of sandwiches in front of him and took a seat on my stool as he began to eat as if he were a starving animal.
“You want to know what I like the best about living here?”
He nodded silently.
“Nobody treats me like I’m made of glass. I am my own person, responsible only to myself, and I can be whoever I want to be. There are no expectations. And don’t take me wrong, I know that with my bloodline comes responsibility, but it’s nice to not be responsible for a mass of people.”
He set his half-eaten food on his plate and looked at me thoughtfully.
“Just because you are here, princess, does not mean you cease to be responsible for your people. You still are, and will always be, the princess of Volonia. Your people need you, whether or not you need them. Your decision to abandon your people is causing a rift in our realm. People are uneasy, unsettled. Peace has diminished because our people, your people, don’t know what could have happened to you. Most of them believe you were kidnapped. And as long as you remain here in this place, our realm suffers.”
With every word he spoke, my heart wrenched in pain. Deep down I wish I could return, but I knew that if I did, the fate that awaited me would be worse than the rift he was speaking of.
“I’m sure it is not as bad as you say it is, warrior. And, I don’t want to speak of it anymore. I’m not going back, so please just leave it alone.” I pushed away from the island and swiftly padded to my room, closing the door behind me before letting the tears fall from my eyes. My palm began to burn and I cradled it against my chest as I sunk to the floor, my back pressing to the door. I knew he was on the other side of it, but he didn’t knock or speak. Then I heard a few cabinets opening and closing before my front door creaked open and then clicked shut.  



Chapter 3
 Chapter 3
Eliaphus
I saw the pain in her eyes as she spoke. She missed home, but something was resolving her to this fate in which she thinks she must live out. I may not know what events caused her to run, but I would find out. She was my mate now, chosen by the ancients to be mine, and it was my job to protect and care for her. This included making sure she was with her people and fulfilling her calling to lead our people. I would just have to convince her to come back. Until then, I would not leave her side. The council would just have to wait a bit longer.
Hesitation flooded through me as I lifted my palm to the door to her room. I could hear her quiet sobs from the other side and wanted to push through to offer her comfort, but something stopped me. She needed time to process everything we said. And I needed time to think.
Dropping my hand to my side, I turned and grabbed the rest of my food off my plate, setting the dishes in the washbasin and putting away the items that were strewn across the counter. I tried my best to figure out the correct place for everything, but I’m sure I missed something.
When I was satisfied with my work, I glanced back to her bedroom door once more before leaving. Instead of heading back to my own dwelling, I take the stairs downward and push out onto the now-empty pavement. The sky had darkened, fading its color to a near black. Stars poked through the heavy blanket, identical to the heavenly lights of Volonia.
I pushed my hands into the side pockets of my pants and turned my chin upward to take in the sparkling heavens peeking through small clusters of dark clouds. The moment was similar to the many nights I watched the stars in Volonia and prayed to the ancients for their favor. I closed my eyes, seeking the light inside of me before I began to pray.
Guide my steps and show me the way of understanding. I do not know what you have planned for us, but help me to care for the mate you have chosen for me. She is scared and frightened of our home, and I will need you to guide me carefully as I return her to the place of which she is called to lead.
A wet splash landed softly on my face, followed by another. The air intensified with an earthy scent and in this moment, I could see why one might choose to remain in this realm. It definitely had its own allure to it.
Thousands of years ago, the three realms were more fluidly connected. Citizens of each traveled back and forth between the different worlds at their own will. Some would choose to remain in a certain place and some would return to their homeland. This all changed during the war of the realms. Each realm had established their own kingdoms and governments, and eventually wanted to remove themselves from under the rule of Volonia, where the ancients freely roamed the city they claimed as their own. During this war, Edon separated first-turning into a dark twisted haven for those who who were malicious and greedy. Eventually the middle realm became a place for those who did not want to have their loyalty to either side. It became the gatekeeper, if you will, between Volonia and Edon. The veil to Edon from Volonia had not been used in many years as the ancients had forbidden anyone from crossing over. It is hidden now, in the forest of Volonia, and only those with the ancient knowledge are able to find it.
It had been a very long time since true peace rested between the realms, and the connections between the worlds were becoming more brittle as time passed. If things didn’t change soon, it’s possible that our ability to move between the realms would completely diminish, and any hope of bringing Alaris, or any other Volonians, home would forever be gone.
My shirt was now damp and my hand reached for the door as droplets hung from my fingertips. Quietly slipping inside, I shook off the water and slowly made my way up the stairs. The twisting in my stomach eased a bit as I moved closer to Alaris. Everything inside of me wanted to make sure she was safe and protected, but she needed time to process the events of the day. I watched her door for a few moments before moving to my own and pushing inside.
I slid into the bed, covering myself with the blankets that Alaris had neatly placed across it. The scent of vanilla floated around me and I found myself closing my eyes, drawing peace from it.
A persistent tapping sound softly echoed around me, drawing me from sleep. I jumped from the bed, grabbing my dagger from under the pillow and slowly moved out into my living space, careful to take in the entire room to ensure there was not an intruder. Satisfied, I slipped the dagger into my waistband and moved to the door, finally realizing it was someone knocking.
My hands gripped the metal knob and turned it, swinging the door wide to reveal Alaris, who was suddenly averting her eyes and turning an alluring shade of pink. I glanced down at my body and realized I was only in a pair of soft sleeping pants.
“Come in. I’ll change in the other room.”
I stepped to the side, ushering her into the empty room. I quickly shut the door and rushed into my sleeping chamber, pulling a soft long-sleeve stone-colored shirt and a pair of black pants from the closet and slipping them on. When I was no longer bare-chested and fully presentable, I open my chamber door and leaned against the frame, watching Alaris as she ruffled through the cabinets in my tiny kitchen. A spicy scent floated across the room and my stomach grumbled at the percolating noise.
Her beautiful hair swung over her shoulder as her face turned to glance at me. The emerald eyes seemed guarded but not as angered as they were yesterday.
“Good morning.” A slight tilt of her lips lifted to one side as she pulled down a couple of mugs and set them on the counter before turning her body more fully to face me. She settled her hip against the edge of the counter and crossed her arms.
“Good morning,” I greeted her, moving slowly across the empty space, stepping close to her. Her eyes followed my movements and eventually swung up to mine as I moved within a few inches of where she stood. Gently, my hand lifted to her face and my fingers softly slid across her cheek.
The moment we made contact the tingles began to spread through my body. I knew she could feel them too as her eyes fluttered closed and she let out a low gasp, her breath quickening. Even then, she didn’t pull away. I pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and she popped open her eyes at the movement, as I pulled my hand away from her.
“Do you want c-coffee?” she stuttered, taking a step back and grabbing the mugs. When she moved, she revealed a small machine containing a glass jar that was filled with steaming black liquid.
“Coffee?” I asked, unsure of what it actually was. This had to be one of those things that was produced only here in the middle realm.
Awareness seeped into her eyes and she smiled. “It’s like plonta - from back home.”
Ah. Plonta. Brewed from the dark beans of the plonta tree, it was served with a meal usually.
“Shouldn’t we eat with this?” I questioned, grabbing the glass pot from her hands, not wanting her to burn herself. I poured a good amount into each mug and replaced the pot onto the warming machine.
“If it was true plonta, then yes. But here, it is not as strong and most people have it first thing in the morning to aid in waking them up properly. Here, try.” She handed me one of the two dark blue mugs on the counter. White lettering printed across the front that read Cafe De Plaza.There was a tiny white chip on the rim of the mug, and as I lifted it to my lips, I took care to avoid the broken area. The bitter liquid filled my mouth and I groaned in appreciation at its flavor. It wasn’t plonta exactly, but she was right. It was as close as you’d probably get here on earth. But even then, it still reminded me of home and I smiled as I lifted the mug to my lips again.
A short burst of laughter bubbled from Alaris as she sipped her own. “I knew you’d like it. This here is a major source of happiness on earth. It’s either coffee or tea, but I have to say I can’t start my day without it. Just gives you an extra kick to start off your morning.”
“I’m going to need food soon. Then I’d like you to show me more about the middle realm, if you are free.”
“I’m not on the schedule to work today, and I had originally planned to do some cleaning and laundry, but I could show you around. You only have to promise me one thing.”
“And what is this one thing?”
“You cannot talk about going back to Volonia today. I’ve already answered you and I’m not ready to discuss it further.”
I sighed, knowing that if I said anything in opposition it would only cause me to miss out on time with her. One day. I would give her this, and then we would go home-even if I had to carry her over my shoulder to do it.
“Very well. We will not discuss our journey home, today.”
Her eyes hardened. “You mean, yourjourney home.”
I grinned and finished drinking the coffee in my cup. “Whatever you say, Princess.”
“Ugh. Warriors and their domineering attitude,” she mumbled as she dumped the rest of her steaming coffee into the washbasin and quickly rinsed out her cup, then set it in the sink. I stepped in behind her and wrapped my arms gently around her waist. I don’t know why I did it, but something in me urged me to offer her some form of comfort. She stiffened slightly before finally relaxing into me and settling against my chest, while her hands rinsed out my mug.
“Let’s get breakfast, then we can start our day.”
“Sounds wonderful. Tell me, can we have whatever that was-the delicious meal I ordered yesterday?”
She chuckled against me, stepping out of my arms and headed toward the door. “Sure. Let me just grab my purse and we can head over to the cafe.”
I watched as the door shut behind her and I grinned. She was feisty, and being her mate would never be dull. I pulled out a pair of leather loafers from my closet filled with newly-purchased clothing and slipped them onto my feet. They were comfortable, and similarly made to the shoes from home. Pulling out the money from the leather satchel on my nightstand, I slipped the bills into the pocket of my trousers and quickly made my way to Alaris’ door.
The little black-haired fighter was coming through her door when I emerged into the hallway.
“Ready?” she questioned, moving toward the stairs.
“Yes.”
The ground was wet from the previous night’s rainfall and the dark road glistened in the morning light. A few vehicles moved along the road and the people were sparse. I stayed close to Alaris as we crossed the street and moved down the road toward the small brick building I visited yesterday.
The soft chime alerting our entrance caused the wrangly boy from yesterday to turn his head in our direction. His eyes went wide at the sight of Alaris with me. I settled my hand against her lower back and guided her forward.
“Hey, Vince. We’re gonna take the booth in the back.”
The boy nodded, turning back to the table he was clearing of dirty dishes and wiping it down. Alaris stepped forward, leading me toward a small worn red leather booth and I waited for her to take a seat before sliding in beside her.
“Umm…You know you can sit on the other side?” Alaris questioned. Yes, I knew I could. But something inside of me wanted to make sure everyone else in here knew she belonged to me.
“This is good.”
“Whatever you say, warrior,” she mumbled and I grinned, glancing down at the plastic book in front of me.
Vince pulled a small order pad from his apron as he cautiously walked toward us, his eyes never moving from Alaris. I stayed pleasant, but his obvious affection for my mate was beginning to irritate me. Not that this young-ling would ever catch the eye of my lovely princess, but his complete dismissal of me was definitely shown.
“Hi, Alara,” he greeted her directly, without an ounce of formality to her position.
“Hi, Vince. I’ll have a glass of milk and a single stack of pancakes.”
This caused him to finally glance at me, although he didn’t say anything. I cleared my throat and repeated the same words Alaris had just spoken. The boy nodded as I leaned over and placed a soft feathery kiss on Alaris’ cheek.
“What was that for?” Her knowing voice interrupted my glare as Vince walked away.
“Nothing.”
“That wasn’t nothing. Tell me.”
“That boy has…intentions, towards you. I was simply letting him know you were unavailable.”
Alaris busted out laughing at my words. I smirked at her and she sighed dramatically, lifting her hands to her face.
“First, warrior, I may be your mate- but we are not pledged yet. Second, Vince is a friend, JUST a friend.”
“I’m well aware that you are not attached to him in any way. It was merely for his benefit, so that he may start looking elsewhere. Besides, Volonia…”
“No. Stop right there.” Her emerald eyes turned dark as she pushed me from her, causing me to slide out of the booth and stand.
“You promised you wouldn’t talk about it today.” She started to scoot out of the booth and I moved to block her way, setting one palm on the edge of the booth and the other on the table, effectively caging her in.
“I apologize, princess. I won’t bring it up again. But you have to know something. We will have to discuss this. I will give you today, but tomorrow we talk. Understood?”
She stood there with anger on her face, but deep down I knew it wasn’t directed at me. She simply needed to come to terms with whatever battle was waging inside of her. She simply nodded and settled back into the seat, but she did not move to allow me to sit beside her. She ignored my clearing throat and I resigned to taking a seat on the bench across from her.
Vince carried out a tray of the delicious food and set a plate in front of each of us, along with a tall glass of white milk. We took our time enjoying the food, and discussing various topics that Alaris seemed to think I would need to know about this realm.
When we were finished, I pulled out a handful of bills and tossed them on the table. Alaris’ eyes went wide before reaching for the money.
“That’s too much. Way too much.”
She counted out a few bills then handed the stack back to me. I shrugged, stuffing them into my pocket, then standing to follow her out of the building.
“So where are we going?” I questioned her, dodging to the side as a man and his dog ran right between us.
She put on a wide smile and the pure joy fell over me. “Just follow me, warrior. You won’t be disappointed.” Then she turned and began to jog away from me. I immediately took pace and followed after her. I had a feeling I’d be doing a lot of chasing in the future.
 



Chapter 4
Chapter 4
Alaris
 
Something was off when I pushed into my apartment. A lingering scent floated across the air as if someone had been here. I quietly moved to the kitchen and withdrew a knife from the drawer. Thoughts of somehow alarming Eli to the danger fled across my mind, but I didn’t want him to barge in and get hurt. I needed to protect him.
Danger lurked in the air as I padded softly across the room to the bathroom, swinging open the door to peek inside. It was clear. Turning around, I padded through the living room and walked into the bedroom. It had been completely turned upside down. My bedding was shredded, mattresses hanging off the frame and toppled to the ground. My lamp was sitting at the base of the wall in shards, and my closet had been ransacked. My clothing thrown across the entire space and destroyed. Grief overwhelmed me at the loss of everything I had built.
Tears began to stream down my face until I felt his presence behind me. It was then I realized my palm was burning. The person behind me was not Eliaphus. As the stranger’s hands came around my shoulders to my face, my skin burned at his touch. His hand covered my mouth before my scream could echo through the wall, and in a few moments I was dragged out of the room and out the door. I kicked my feet backward, trying to injure my capturer in any way possible. He pulled me toward the fire escape and yanked me out the window before tossing me over his shoulder. I knew this being wasn’t human. His fluid pace and massive strength told me exactly who had found me.
The Guards of Edon. Terrified of what could happen, I flung my arms and legs wildly until the man dropped me onto the damp ground of the alley behind my building. I attempted to push myself up and run but his hands firmly gripped my arm, leaving no ability to escape his iron hands.
“Voripa Ignasi Locuis!” The guard spoke out loud as he placed his hand against the brick wall in front of us. Red began to fade and ripples floated outward from the center, where his hand pressed firmly against the wall. I could feel the searing heat radiate off the space as it became a veil. Very much like the veil in which I used to escape Volonia, but now it was taking me somewhere I never wanted to be. It would lead me to Edon. Home of Staros, my once-betrothed.
Another guard stepped around the corner of the building, pure menace painting his face as he reached for one of my arms, allowing my kidnapper to keep hold as well.
Even though I knew what to expect, the feeling of crossing the veil pierced me as the guards pulled me through. It was as if my skin was being ripped apart and sewn together again, over and over, until we entered the realm of Edon. Like a kick in the stomach, my ability to breathe was elusive, and I fell to the ground waiting for it to return. The guard who kidnapped me bent down on one knee beside me and gently prodded my face.
Slowly, the life air filled my lungs as I cracked open my eyes to see the once-determined and frightening guard, but now his face was softened, worried about my well-being. I glanced at the rippling veil, and the guard followed my gaze. Immediately he stood, placed his hand against the center and commanded it to close.
“Voripa Ignasi Risectu!” His baritone voice rumbled toward the veil, and it obeyed. The invisible barrier was closing and I whimpered at the thought that Eliaphus would have no idea where I was, and that I was about to be delivered to the hands of Staros. The other guard still with a face of darkness, stood, taking a second to gain his bearings. He waited for his orders.
“Go,” commanded my kidnapper. “Inform the Prince of our arrival.”
With that, the other guard turned, disappearing in an instant.
“Your Highness, you must stand. I will carry you if I must, but I hope you understand that you are not going back to the middle realm. Please follow me, I do not want to harm you.” His softened voice made me glance up at his grim face.
“You kidnapped me,” I spat, anger boiling from inside. My palm burned intensely until finally all sensation left my markings, and only the sight of the markings still etched across my skin proved that they even existed.
“I was following orders, Princess. Is your hand well?” He stepped closer, attempting to reach for my palm. I pulled it behind my back, hiding the evidence of my mate.
“It’s fine. What is your name, guard?” I questioned, lifting my chin as as the royal daughter I truly was, waiting for him to answer me.
“My name is Kristof, Your Highness.”
“Well, I guess we better be on our way.” I turned on the cobblestone road, leading out of the forest in which we arrived. Kristof fell into step beside me and silence rested between us.
Edon was beautiful, but I knew that it was just an illusion. The towering huyan Trees with rose-colored leaves and charcoal trunks arched over the pathway, inviting us closer to the Palace. The sky was emerald in color and broke through the branches intermittently until we finally came upon the opening into the Vernberry Fields.
I plucked a few berries from the thorny bushes as we continued on the stony path, popping a few into my mouth to stave the gnawing hunger that was now taking root in the pit of my belly. The tart flavor burst in my mouth and I groaned in pleasure.
It wasn’t my first journey to Edon. And of all the things that happened on my last visit to this place, my visit to the fields was the best part. Sadness weighed down on me at the memory.
Two weeks before my seventeenth year celebration, my father woke me early and instructed me to have my ladies pack a few bags for a visitation to Edon. I was excited at the time, but little did I know what would await me. My eagerness faded when I realized what was taking place. From the hands of my father, I was being bartered for, bought by the Prince of Edon. Staros. It was determined that on my eighteenth year celebration I would wed Prince Staros. I remember asking my father about the mate markings, and he sat back silently and grimaced.
“As the royals, we must make decisions for the betterment of our people, daughter. I am sure once you are wed, the markings will appear in due time.”
His comment echoed through my mind as I gripped my palm tightly at the memory. The reason I went into the middle realm, the reason I left, is because I wanted a chance at finding a true mate. I wanted to find real love and passion. I couldn’t bring myself to marry out of duty. And now that my markings had appeared, Eliaphus’ markings, I couldn’t bear the thought that we might not get the ending which was laid out by our ancestors of old. I had no idea how Prince Staros would react to my markings, but he didn’t seem to be the kind of man deterred by anything.
Images of pain flashed before me in a vision and I gasped at the reality I felt in them. Burning pokers singed into my skin, the smell washing over me was so real I could taste it. Staros laughing darkly from a dark corner, as my cries of torture raised into the air until I finally succumbed to the darkness. But then there were healing images. Hands entwined, marks embraced. Pure adoration flowing through my veins. Fields of golden swishers gently tickling our skin as we walked peacefully through them. But it wasn’t Staros in that vision, it was Eli. He was coming for me. I could feel it.
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 Chapter 5
Eliaphus
Steaming water cascaded down my back as I braced my hands on the tiled wall before me. The tension of the mission melting away each minute I stood under the pounding spray. I pulled my right hand away from the wall and turned it over to glance at my palm.
It was hard to believe that my markings were there. My mated marking. And if that wasn’t enough to swallow in one sitting, I was mated to the Princess of our kingdom. I do not know what I had done to please the ancients in a manner that would award me this privilege, but despite the honor of title and position this would give me, I was even more thankful that it was Alaris.
Never had I imagined another as beautiful as the creature I left just moments ago. My eyes were glued to her the entire time we had ventured out into public, and anger boiled inside me as I watched every other male that crossed our path take her into their minds. I couldn’t blame them. She was captivating in a way that no one could deny, and it’s a wonder that she stayed hidden for so long- but even that, I was doubting. Somehow, Galiel knew where she was. I stepped out of the tiled space turning the metal knobs to halt the flow of water and grabbed a towel to dry myself. As I wrapped it around my body my hand began to sear in pain so harshly that I fell to my knees and cried out.
I pushed myself upward, through the torturous pain, and tossed on my clothing as quick as possible. My skin pulsed with fear as I pushed through my living quarters, into the hall, and into Alaris’ space.
“Alaris?” I called her name, stumbling from room to room. Glancing at her battle-tossed bedroom, I quickly worked my way around each hidden place before I heard a timber voice command from beneath the window. Peering down from the glass, I balled my fist and rammed them against the wall beside me.
I watched as two guards of Edon dragged my beautiful mate through an opening of the veil. My breath escaped my lungs as the fire in my palm grew more intensely until finally all sensation left my markings and all that were left were the black lines stretched across my skin and the memories of Alaris to go with them.
Rage churned within me and I launched myself away from the window and marched out of her dwelling and into mine. Shoving my leather satchel into the pocket of my jeans, I hastened my steps out of the room, into the hallway, and down the stairs. I found myself shoving my way through the flood of people meandering about on the pavement; I had to find the opening to the veil before it closed. Turning around the corner, I stepped into the small alley behind our building and glanced at the space before me. I was too late. The veil was gone.
I stood there, shell-shocked for a few moments, grieving the loss of the electricity in my palm. It meant she was too far away from me and our connection had been severed, no doubt by an entire realm. I placed my hand on the wall, pushing inward, hoping to fall into the veil, but I knew it was a lost cause. The only option I had now was to return to Volonia, seek out the council, and somehow get my way into Edon to retrieve my mate.
Determination settling in my heart, I turned to the opposite wall and set my hands carefully across the rough bricks. Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes and pulled at the white fire inside of me until it burst through my palms and into the solid structure beneath them. The bricks faded away and the veil opened. When it was large enough for me to step through, I pushed with all my strength and it drew me in. Euphoria filled my bones, the sensation of the veil rushing through every piece of me. It was unlike anything I could ever describe to another. It was home.
I was greeted by the fields of golden swishers which stretched for miles around, and in the center was the City of Ancients, my home-Volonia.
My arms pumped and my feet pounded against the jade road beneath me. I followed it through the swisher fields until I reached The Ivory Gate. Two of my men were stationed there and when they recognized me, they stood to attention.
“Nemeri. Goslin.” I nodded to each of them as they opened the gate to allow me entrance into the city.
“Good to have you back, sir.” Nemeri called after me. I grinned at the man who was not only one of my warriors, but one who had become my closest friend, but kept running. The Jade Road led me through the village dwellings. The humble homes, as Alaris would call them, settled on each side of the road, filled with Volonian families going in and out, in no rush. Volonia was like that. Everything was done with care and spending time with people was never rushed. It was the most important part of our city, what many generations before us had instilled into our character today. Serve the ancients, and love our people. And that’s what we did.
The dwellings broke away as the road opened into the public court. I slowed my pace as I took in the bustling marketplace that spread around the expansive opening, an enormous fountain spraying up into the center of it all, filled with the glowing light of Volonia. Some say the water held the power to heal. Many accounts of this had been written into the stories of old, but I have never seen it happen with my own eyes. Children gathered around, splashing their tiny hands into the water, playfully scooping it towards each other. It was impossible not to feel the emotions swirling about them. Joy and happiness filled them and I smiled gently at the thought that someday I might get to see my own children partake in these moments.
Then, my insides tightened in fear and images of Alaris flooded my mind. If I didn’t find her, I wouldn’t have a future. She was mine to protect, mine to save, and mine to have a future with.
I glided around the children and pushed myself up the large stone steps toward the Council. The ornate doors swung open and Mavelen greeted me with a grim look on his face.
“We’ve been expecting you.” His voice was laced with sadness as he led the way to the council. He opened the doors into the room, gliding ahead of me to his place on the right hand side of Galiel, whose golden eyes held mine.
I stepped onto the stone platform and waited.
“Give us the account of events that led to this travesty.” Galiel spoke into the quiet space. His face was void of any emotion, and I wondered what was churning beneath his exterior.
“I located the Princess. While I was in my dwelling, a guard of Edon snuck into her dwelling and captured her. I ran after them, but the veil to Edon had closed before I arrived.”
Galiel stood from his chair, interlocking his hands in front of his body. “And why, Eliaphus, did you not return to Volonia with the princess upon finding her?”
“She pled her case and I decided to figure out why she loved the middle realm as much as she did. I was only gone one day in the middle realm, and had plans to return to Volonia very quickly. But as we know, time moves differently there than it does here. I did not mean to tarry in my mission.”
Galiel smiled knowingly before he spoke again. “I believe there is much more to this story than that which you have accounted, warrior.”
He stepped down from the platform of the council and glided toward me. It wasn’t that I was particularly trying to hide the fact that Alaris and I were now mates, but something inside of me held me back from relaying that bit of information. When Galiel gripped my palm into his, white fire swallowed our connection and his eyes began to glow. He did not speak out loud, but his words were clear in my mind.
“I will not tell the council of your markings. Be careful to keep them hidden, warrior. There are many plans in motion as we speak, and the knowledge that the Princess has been claimed would not be welcome by all, in this moment. I believe the ancients have directed this mating, and stand behind you with joy. When all is revealed, it will begin the time of peace we have been promised. You are a part of that, Eliaphus. Do not tarry, warrior. Gather your men and retrieve your mate. The time has come for change.”
The fog disappeared and Galiel removed his hand from mine. In its place rested a shimmering cloth.
“Keep this wrapped tightly around your hand until such a time is revealed to you that it should be removed. The ancients will guide you in your choices of revelation. They will show you who and when to make your future known.”
I nodded and wrapped it around my palm, covering my markings. Galiel glanced down and smiled at my obedience before turning and moving back to his position on the platform.
“I do not find fault in your account, but there is no time to tarry. Gather your men and get ready for war. Edon has made a grievous mistake in capturing our Princess. They will not go unpunished.” His voice was darkened, an odd contrast to the bright fire that burst out of his hands and eyes. His words were declared and recorded in the hall of Ancients.
“So be it.” I bent to one knee, placing my cloth wrapped fist against my heart.
“Be quick, warrior. May the strength of the ancients be with you.”
I stood and pushed myself off the platform, gliding quickly across the floor, and out into the court. One of my men waited on the steps as I moved down to greet him.
“Nemeri. Gather the men and prepare them for Edon. We leave at dusk,” I commanded. He nodded once, then turned toward the throng of people and disappeared. They knew the drill. My men would be prepared for battle and waiting at the gate at just the right time. I marched down the steps and followed the Jade Road back toward the village, turning through the buildings until I came upon my childhood home. The white stone dwelling was raised a few feet off the ground by shortened pillars that allowed a small garden to grow beneath it. Wooden stairs led up to the entrance, and I took them quickly, tapping softly on the door before pushing it inward.
Spices filled the air as I stepped over the threshold. My aging mother stood at the tiny cook-top, working her hands into a thick roll of dough. She wore a vibrant blue dress and had a worn apron tied around her body. Her gray hair twisted up into a small clip that wasn’t working as well as it used to. At the sound of my entrance her head twisted and her eyes glanced over her shoulder. Suddenly she dropped the dough and ran toward me. I enveloped her in my arms and held her close to me.
“Manu.” I whispered the Volonian endearment as I felt her sob slightly into my chest. “Why are you crying?” I stepped away and lifted my fingers to her wrinkled face.
“I am fine, Eliaphus.” She grinned up at me, eyes still filled with tears. “I have missed you, my son.”
“I have missed you too, Manu. Where’s Father?” I reached for a chair and pulled it from the small wooden plank table in front of me, motioning for her to sit. I pulled my sleeves up and moved to the mound of dough she left sitting on the cook-top. I grabbed it and tossed it on the table, kneading my fists into it, just as she had taught me as a child. The dough squished beneath my fists as I pulled and stretched it, working it to the just the right consistency.
“He is at the river. He woke up wanting to go fishing and so he took your brother and uncle with him.” She eyed my technique critically but then smiled.
“When will they be home? I do not have much time.” I rolled the dough and grabbed a knife from the counter, creating small slices across the top of the mound before setting it on the stone plate and slipping it into the oven.
“They should be home any minute. They’ve been gone all morning. Why do you have to leave so soon?”
I wanted to tell her everything. My mission to the middle realm, my first meeting with Alaris, My mate markings, and then the loss of her.
As I dipped my hands in the washing basin next to the cook-stove, the door swung open to reveal my father and brother.
“Eliaphus!!” My little brother grinned excitedly, running toward me with gusto. I swung his little body up into my arms and held him captive for a few moments. When I was just fifteen years, Abilla had been left on our doorstep by a guard of the council. We did not know who his biological family had been, but he had become ours without hesitation. We asked around the village, and even approached the council, but left with more questions than we did answers. So, we put the questions away and moved on as a family. He was now nearing his tenth year and had all the same energy I did when I was his age.
“Abilla,” I wheezed as his thin arms wrapped like iron vices around my neck. He chuckled and I set him down on the ground and turned to my father.
“Father.” I bowed my head respectfully as he customarily placed his warm hand against my head in acceptance of my greeting.
“Hello, son. We’ve missed you.” His voice cracked slightly and I glanced up into his eyes, which were brimming with tears. I let him pull me into an embrace, and it was calming, to say the least. I had missed my family so much and it had been a long time since I had actually spent time with them. Before I went searching for Alaris, I had been on missions for the last two years, back to back. Never a moment to relax as a normal Volonian.
“I’ve missed you too, Father.” I stepped away and smiled down at Abilla who was tugging on my pant leg.
“Come see the fish we caught! I had a huge one!”
Sadness rolled through me as I bent down to my knees in front of him.
“Abilla, I cannot. I do not have the time.” I ran my fingers through his short blond hair as his face fell.
“You’re always busy.”
“I know, brother. But soon, I will be home for good. I promise.”
“Will you take me fishing?” He glanced up at me, hopeful.
“Of course I will.”
Abilla nodded then ran across the room to the ladder that led to the bedroom loft he occupied.
“Leaving again?” My mother asked from the table.
“It’s important, Manu.” I glanced down at my cloth wrapped hand and grinned. I could tell them. They would be so excited and be understanding of why I had to leave. They wouldn’t spread the word around if I made them understand the importance of keeping it quiet. I reached for the cloth and unraveled it.
Manu gasped as the cloth fell away and my markings made their appearance. “Eliaphus! You found your mate!” She gleefully pushed away from the table, rushing toward me and pulling my palm into her view. My father chuckled and slapped me on the shoulder.
“Who is she, son?” Both sets of eyes glistened up at me and I smiled softly.
“I can’t tell you that quite yet, but I promise that when I return, you will meet her. She is perfect.” I sighed in appreciation at the memory of Alaris, sitting on her bed chatting away, her dark hair swaying around her waist.
My father eyed me suspiciously but nodded. “We trust you, son. Take care of your business and we will be waiting for your return.”
I bent to kiss my mother’s wrinkled cheek, then hugged my father one last time. “Serim Vuris.” The Volonian farewell wish seeped from my lips before I moved near the door and opened the small chest with my armor in it. I shifted it into place and secured my sword before I glanced at my parents one last time, then pushed my way outside.
I stood on the wooden porch for a few moments, taking in the sight of my village and the swisher fields beyond it. Men were starting to gather at the gate and I watched as the sun began to move toward the horizon across the emerald sky. Taking the cloth, I wrapped it tightly across my palm and secured it into a small knot on the back of my hand. Now was the time. I pounded down the steps and across the village toward the Ivory Gates. When I arrived, most of my men were suited up and ready to march. I glided to the front of the group as they began to fall into two separate lines.
“Thank you all for your service. Today we make our journey to Edon, where Princess Alaris is being held without her consent. Conditions are unknown, but I believe they mean her harm. Protecting her is my duty, as I hope you feel the same.” They all grunted in agreement as they bent to one knee and raised their fist to their chests. Satisfied with their commitment, I drew my sword from its hilt and raised it high. “Today we march on Edon. May the ancients go before us and lead us to victory!”
The roar of my men echoed around us and the gates opened behind me. I turned and looked outward, the vigor of battle rushing through my bones. I couldn’t help but feel the loss of the electricity in my palm. I squeezed it tightly around my sword and pushed the thought away. It was time to focus on finding Alaris. I ran as fast as I could toward the forest that would lead us to the veil crossover. I knew that with the power of the ancients inside of me, I’d be able to open the veil from our realm.
The pounding feet behind me settled into cadence with my own as we made our way through the fields and into the forest line. I glanced across the area and found the two old Huyun trees, standing tall and entwined together in a lovers’ embrace. At the base of a tree was a small archway carved into the center of their melded bases. This was it. I raised my men to halt our steps and they came to a stop, silently waiting for me to proceed.
“Sir?” Nemeri placed his palm on my arm in question.
“Be ready, warrior. We do not know what lays in wait for our arrival.” I held his gaze for just a moment before stepping forward and breaking his contact with me. I stepped closer to the opening, sliding my sword into my belt. The men gathered behind me and watched as I approached the veil. I felt the white fire begin to burn from my hands. They began to shine brightly as white fog billowed in from the forest around us. I raised my palms, setting them toward the opening and they came in contact with a solid wall, invisible as it was. As soon as my skin met it, the ripples began and the fire burst from my hands into the opening. I stepped back and we watched as the veil opened from the center.
Although the forest looked identical through the veil, I knew it was Edon we were viewing. The subtle change in the air revealed the realm for what it was. Despair and sadness floated across the wind and howls of pain echoed through the trees. With the fire still burning in my hands, I gripped my sword and ran with all my strength right through the veil. The sting of the veil was barely noticeable to my own fire as I was pulled into Edon.
I stumbled to the rocky ground and took a few long moments to catch my breath. One by one my men followed me through, tumbling beside me in similar motion. When we were all accounted for, I waited for a sign that they were safe and ready to move forward. When they began to stand and move into formation, I shuffled to the front and looked around the area carefully, making sure we were alone. Warriors on the outside kept their weapons trained, ready for attack. Nemeri stood next to me, a crossbow in his hands aimed high. A few scavenger birds skittered above us in the trees, but nothing else disturbed the forest floor.
This wasn’t the first time I had been to Edon, but usually I was alone and scouting for information at the council’s request. Knowing the journey that waited for us, I pushed forward and started leading my men through the heavily wooded trees. The veil to cross over between these realms was hidden deep in the forest, at least two day’s walk from the castle. It was set that far away in hopes to keep it hidden from the Edonites. To this day, it had not been discovered and with our careful planning, we hoped to keep it that way.
Suddenly I felt it, I felt her. The electricity in my palm began to tingle across the surface of my markings and I huffed out a breath of relief. Mate. She was alive.
 



Chapter 6
Chapter 6
Alaris
“Kristof. I feel like we’ve been walking for days. Please let’s stop and rest for a moment.” I huffed out a breath, finding a large rock to plop myself down.
He ceased his movement and glanced at my sweaty face, hair clinging to my cheeks.
“I apologize, Princess, but we must make haste. The Prince is expecting us.”
“I’m not asking for a day here, Kristof. Just a few minutes to breathe.”
Kristoff glanced at the outer castle walls just a bit in the distance. “Very well. We’re close enough that it won’t be long now anyways.”
“Do you have any water?” I asked the guard, hoping to find a way out of this situation.
“I did not carry any with me.” He dipped his chin in shame.
“Is there a river nearby that we could grab a quick drink?”
He glanced around the area and nodded. “I’ll go and retrieve some for you. Stay here until I return.” He turned and walked through the bushes on the right, and kept moving down a hill until he disappeared.
This was my chance to get away, although I wasn’t sure how I would accomplish the task. I know the veil to Volonia was on the other side of the castle and a few day’s travel. I didn’t know if I could make it there alone, and even if I did, how would I cross the veil? Suddenly I felt it - the markings on my palm began to tingle back to life and I knew what that meant. Eli had crossed the veil into Edon. I knew he’d find me. Relief washed over me as I glanced at the direction of Kristof. If I ran, Eli would have a harder time finding me. It would be better to allow Kristof to take me to the castle, as I imagine that is exactly where Eli would be headed, and hopefully he brought others with him.
The sound of branches cracking echoed on the wind before Kristof’s form came back into sight. His thick figure caused damage to the foliage around him. His hands carried a small leather pouch that he held carefully in front of him. When he reached me, he bent and offered me the small water-filled satchel.
“It was the only container I had, princess.” His expression looked wary of my response and it was then I knew that he was not in agreement with the plan of kidnapping me and delivering me to the Prince. Kristof was protecting me, cared for me, but he was a Guard of Edon and he was following his orders.
“Why did you take me, Kristof? You know what the Prince is like, and what he’ll likely do to me. Why would you turn me in to him?” I asked in hopes to appeal to his compassion.
He winced at my words and fell to his knees. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness. But I have no choice. I do know how the Prince can be, and I hope above all else that you are spared from that, but I am a Guard of Edon. If I do not follow orders, my family will be killed.”
Pain etched across his face at the mention of his family and my heart softened a bit at the man in front of me. Even to save the life of one person, I would turn myself in. Despite my will to be free of the Volonian crown, my heart for humanity was still intact. I raised my palm to Kristof’s cheek and smiled sadly.
“Do what you must, Guard. I shall not let your family be harmed.” He bowed his head as I began to pull away from him. His eyes darted up just in time to see what I had so stupidly forgot to hide. My markings. He gripped my hand and his eyes turned dark.
“You’ve mated.”
“I…I…” Stumbling to find words to explain, I yanked my hand free.
“The prince will not be pleased, Your Highness. This will be very bad for you, as well as whatever stupid plan your mate will come up with to barge into Edon and save you.”
“How do you know he’ll come for me?”
Kristof glanced into my eyes. “Mates never rest when their other is in danger. He will come, and he will die. There are not many guards who are soft as I am. Do not forget that, Princess. I may not want to see you harm, but there are plenty within those walls that do. Guards and other members of the court. The Prince will most definitely be distraught at your marks. You should keep them hidden as carefully as you can.”
“I’ll be careful. And should my mate come for me, I will remember your kindness.”
“Should your mate come for me, I shall be his first target, Princess.” He spoke grimly as he took position on the road. “We must go.”
I sipped the clear water from the leather pouch and handed it back to him. He brought the pouch to his mouth to finish the rest, before shoving it back into his banded waist. I pushed myself up from the rock and began walking, following him down the road and toward the outer walls.
We approached the stone wall within the hour. A large black gate secured the entrance, and two burly guards stood post on each side. They didn’t even glance at Kristof as he pushed the gate open and led me into the city walls. The streets were dirty and the small population of villagers were scattered across the opening immediately before us. They were sparse but stood watching as a young boy was placed into a small black cage that rested on a public platform.
The grass was dying all around, filled with patches of dirt every few feet. A woman was crying at the foot of the platform and I tugged Kristof’s arm to stop him from walking.
“What is happening?” I whispered in shock.
Kristof looked over at the scene and grunted in displeasure. “The child is being punished.”
My eyes widened in horror as I tried to move toward the stage, about to demand they set him free, but Kristof’s arms came around me and stopped my movement.
“You cannot interfere, Princess. The Prince would never allow someone to question his judgements. If you are to survive, you must please him. You must keep walking.” He pushed me forward, not letting me go until I finally started walking on my own. Sadness wreaked havoc in my heart at the sight of the mother watching her child. It must be horrifying for any parent to see that and not be able to help their own.
Sadness turned into guilt as I thought about my own parents. Loving as they were, I had left them and they were alone. How I wish things could have been different, especially considering I ended up in the kingdom of Edon despite my efforts to hide. Kristof pulled me forward as we reached the palace steps. He led me through the oversized doors made of Huyun bark.
When we arrived inside, Kristof took a quick look at me and grimaced. I was sweaty, dirty, and my clothing was definitely not appropriate for the court. I glanced around me at the cathedral ceilings and stone floors. The walls were made completely of stone as well, and the large hallway that spread to both my left and right was covered with a very long carpet that spread from one end to the other. Within the thread of the carpet were images depicting fire and dragons. It was not a pleasant experience by any means. Kristoff’s words broke my concentration and I swung my eyes to meet his.
“I think you should clean up before seeing the Prince. I’ll take you to your chambers.” He moved across the hallway to a large set of onyx stairs that led to the next level. I gripped the stone railing and moved upward, taking each step in the exact location that Kristof had been only moments before. Upon the landing of the second level sat another long hallway, similar to the one below, but this carpet was solid black. No color was thread into any inch of its formation.
Kristof turned to the right and led me down the wing to a chamber door made of dark wood. The ornate bronze fixtures on the door stood out against the blackness of the Huyun bark. Kristoff turned the knob and pushed inward, revealing a cavernous room that was larger than I had expected, due to the fact that I was a prisoner. I shivered as a breeze rushed in through the open windows, causing the heavy blood-red curtains to mimic the trembling of my arms.
I stepped cautiously into the room and took in the surroundings. A large four-poster bed was settled in the middle of the right wall of the chamber, covered with dark red bedding and a dozen pillows. The bed was raised from the ground on a platform that was carved into steps on each side. Across from the bed was a floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace, its blaze flickering shadows across the walls. A small seating area was situated around the fireplace, and under other circumstances, I would have considered this room very welcoming and relaxing. I reminded myself that I was still their prisoner despite the accolades and privileges that were provided.
“The bathing chamber is just beyond the fireplace, Your Highness. You’ll find a well-stocked wardrobe as well. I shall send in your lady for assistance.” He nodded then swiftly moved out the door, shutting it behind him.
I stood there for a few seconds, attempting to hold back the tears that were forming in my eyes. I quickly wiped the back of my grimy hand against them, then moved toward the bathroom. Despite the castle looking as if it was still in ancient times, the modern amenities didn’t continue the theme. I walked into the room, and the stone floor was heated, leading to a porcelain claw-foot tub which rested against the far wall. A golden spigot protruded from the rocky wall beside it, enough to open and fill the tub without making a mess around it. A large vanity was built into the right wall, with a gold-encased mirror that stretched the entire length of it. On the left were shelves of every possible toiletry I might need, including various vials and jars of scented oils, bath soaps, and calming crystals.
I let my fingers trace along the labels, reading them carefully before selecting the purple jar that read “gomocia.” It was a flower found in Edon, similar to lavender but distinctly its own. I poured a bit of it into the tub then spun the knob of the spigot, turning the water as warm as I could possibly stand. As I watched the tub fill, scents of gomocia filled the room and I thought of Eli. One full day. That’s all we had to get to know each other. I know I belonged to him because of the markings on my skin, now tingling with electricity once again. He would come for me, and then we would have as much time as we needed to get to know each other.
Customs in Volonia were a bit different from those on earth. I wasn’t sure if Eli would be willing to wait for the pledging ceremony. Most couples only waited a few weeks at most once their markings appeared. I wasn’t quite ready to tie my life and soul to his quite yet. And although I knew it would happen in the future, I needed time to be ready for it. But first, I had to get through my time here in Edon. I imagine it would only be days before Eli arrived and war began.
A soft tap on the door behind me jostled me from my thoughts. I quickly shut the water off and turned.
“Enter.” I spoke loud enough for them to hear. The door cracked open and in walked a young woman about the same age as me. She was small of build, about my own size, with golden blonde locks that were intricately braided around the crown of her head, but the length was left hanging straight from the top of her head to her waist.
She kept her eyes downward and bowed as she spoke. “Your Highness.”
“What is your name?” I questioned her.
“I am called Olivia, Your Highness,” she responded, never moving her eyes to meet mine. I walked toward her and reached for her hand.
“Olivia, please call me Alaris, and please do not bow in my presence. I am not a princess here, but am just a captive.”
Her eyes shot upward and she looked frightened.
“But Your Highness, I cannot-” she started, stumbling her words.
“Alaris.” I interrupted her.
She looked at me, afraid to speak my name. It was the kind of servant loyalty and pomp that I hated in the royal home. I had no doubt that if the Prince heard her call me by that name in his presence, she would be lashed and set out as an example for all.
“I shall come to a compromise with you, Olivia. When we are here in my quarters alone, I demand you call me by name. Should there be another presence around us at any time, you may refer to me as you wish. I do not mean you harm in any way, and however you must speak or work around me to keep you safe is agreeable to me.”
Olivia’s lips lifted into a shy smile as she nodded. You could see the relief washing over her at the realization I was not like the normal royal attendants that she no doubt served on a regular basis.
“Now, If you’ll excuse me for just a while, I need to bathe.” I grinned at her. She began to bow but stopped herself.
“I’ll prepare your dress.” She slid out the door, shutting it behind her. I turned back to the steaming water, stripping off my dirty jeans and then pulled my blouse over my head. I dipped my toe into the tub to test the temperature. Satisfied and convinced it was just right, I slid fully into the warm water and sighed in contentment for the first time since yesterday.
I washed my hair and body, taking my time to accomplish the task. I wasn’t going to rush on account of the Prince. The sooner he realize that I am not agreeable to this, the better. I will not be ordered or treated as his servant. When I was ready, I pulled the drain and stepped out of the tub. A large heated rack of towels sat to the right of the tub and I quickly grabbed one, wrapping it around my body and securing it in a knot above my heart.
Steam spilled into the bedroom as I slowly opened the door. I stepped through it toward the fireplace, pushing my hands out toward the heat in hopes to keep the chill from finding me once again. Olivia padded across the floor toward me.
“I have your dress.” She smiled as she swung a long silk gown across the back of the dark brown couch. It was black as the carpet in the hallway; I could only imagine it must be the Prince’s favorite color. I nodded grimly as I took in the strapless neckline and fitted corset top. The skirt was full and protruded out at the waist, falling to sweep the floor. In any other setting, I would find it sophisticated and elegant, but here it was too much.
Olivia handed me matching undergarments and I quickly pulled them on under my towel. She held the dress open for me and I gingerly stepped into the center, and she pulled it up and over my hips, fluidly removing the towel in the process. I braced myself against the back of the high-backed chair that rested beside me and sucked in my breath with every tug of the strings that Olivia was pulling with all her might. When the gown was secure, Olivia stepped into the bathing chamber and called for me to follow.
“Take a seat.” She motioned toward the padded bench that was now pulled out from underneath the vanity counter. I gathered the silk of my dress in my hands and moved in place, sitting down and glancing up at the mirror in front of me.
“Any requests?” She smiled at me softly as she picked up a comb and started moving it through my dark strands of hair.
“Whatever you like, Olivia. I could honestly not care less how I am presented to the Prince.”
I quickly glanced down at my palm and pulled it close to make sure Olivia did not see it. Trying to figure out how I was supposed to hide it in this gown was difficult.
“Olivia, are there any gloves I can wear with this?”
She pinned a small braid she was working on to my head and shuffled out the door. Moments later, she returned with long elbow-length black satin gloves. I smiled.
“These are perfect.” I slid my fingers into them and tugged them into place.
Olivia finished pulling sections of my long hair into braids and secured them in an elaborate design at the base of my neck, leaving the rest of my hair to fall loosely over my shoulder. Then
she added powder to my face and secured a strand of very expensive onyx and diamond jewels around my neck, complete with matching earrings.
“I’ll get your shoes.” She rushed out of the room again and returned moments later with tall satin black pumps. I slipped my feet inside of them and winced, knowing the pain I’d be in later.
“I guess that’s it, then.” I stood and moved into the bedroom. Suddenly a knock reverberated across the room and Olivia moved swiftly to the door, opening it dutifully.
Kristof walked in, and at first didn’t even notice me. His eyes were glued to Olivia, in her simple emerald gown with flowing sleeves.
“Hello, Olivia.” His voice deepened as he stepped slightly closer to her. Her face flushed red and she tucked her chin to break his gaze.
“Hello, Kristof,” she responded, bowing slightly before moving away from the door.
“If there is nothing else, your highness, I shall be on my way.” She lowered herself in a respectful courtsey.
“That’s fine, Olivia. You’re dismissed.” She nodded and padded quickly out the door and into the hallway. I grinned at Kristof, who was now noticing me.
“You scared her away, guard.”
He grunted in response, then held the door so I could walk through. “She always runs, I have yet to figure out why.”
“You’re nothing if not obvious. She likes you and you fluster her. That’s why she runs.”
“Whatever you say, Princess.” He smirked, but I could tell his eyes were calculating and his thoughts were still on my very beautiful chambermaid. He turned the corner and started descending the steps, offering me his arm as secure leverage against the heels and these heights.
“Tell me about your family, Kristof.” I slid my arm through his and took the first step downward.
“My father died in battle when I was just a small child. My mother served the king at the time. She was released from duty when that happened and she became a teacher in the village. When I was a few years older, she remarried a gentlemen of the court. That’s how my younger sister was brought into this world. Up until yesterday, they were members of the court and free to come and go as they please. When I originally refused my orders to find you, they imprisoned my family upon the condition that when you were brought before the Prince, that they would be freed.”
“I’m sorry he did this to you, to your family.” I looked up into his eyes, darkened by his sadness of having no escape from this horrid place.
“It is not your fault, Your Highness. You are here now and they will be free.” We came to a stop at the bottom of the stairs and he released my arm.
“This way, Princess.” Stepping forward, he swiftly moved down the large hall to a set of very ornate double doors. Guards stood on each side with scimitars strapped to their sides.
“Your Highness.” Both guards greeted me with a reverent bow and palmed the doors, pushing them open to reveal my entrance.
 



Chapter 7
 Chapter 7
Eliaphus
It was dark when we came upon a clearing in the woods, just before the treeline opened into an expansive valley of gomocia flowers, being blown haphazardly by the tunnels of wind that skimmed across the tops of the purple buds. I looked around the area, gauging its safety for my men.
“We’ll camp here for the night. No fire. We’re close enough for the guard’s patrol, so stay quiet. We’ll take shifts keeping watch.”
Nemeri stepped forward from the group of men and nodded toward the treeline, walking away to have a word with me. I followed him as my men settled at the base of the trees around us to catch some sleep before the sun rose again. The moon reflected off a small pond in the middle of the valley and Nemeri leaned against a tall huyan tree before he began to speak.
“Permission to speak freely, sir?”
I sighed and nodded, waiting for the onslaught of words from not just my lieutenant but my best friend.
“You want to tell me more about what’s happening here? I understand the Princess was taken, but what’s with all the white fog back at the veil, and why is your hand wrapped up as if it were injured? Also, something seems different about you. Never in our years together have I seen you more determined, almost dark. This isn’t you, Eliaphus.”
I glanced at Nemeri and thought carefully about my words. Could I trust him? Of course I could. If there were ever a being on Volonia I trusted more than anyone else, it was him. Galiel’s words echoed in my head and I felt a calming presence fall over me.
I moved closer to him and turned my back toward the men to keep our conversation private.
“A lot has happened in the last few days, Nemeri. The only way to explain it is to start at the very beginning. But you must swear yourself to secrecy, that everything you are about to hear is private and will only be made public when and if I decide to do so. Is that understood?”
“Of course.”
“A few days ago, I was requested by the council. When I arrived, they gave me a mission to retrieve the lost princess from the middle realm. The council honored me with the gifts of the ancients, which is why I was able to open the veil without assistance from the elders.”
Nemeri’s eyes went wide with shock and then he grinned. “That’s helpful.”
I chuckled at his response, but knew the next words that would come out of my mouth were going to shock him even more. I reached down and began to unravel my cloth covered palm.
“When I went to the middle realm and sought out the Princess, something else happened.” I pulled the cloth fully away from my hand and revealed my markings.
He quickly pulled my palm closer and stared at the dark lines etched across my skin.
“You marked?” His eyes were wide with shock once more and I just nodded silently, staring at the markings again, feeling the tingle spread through my entire body.
“So you’re telling me, the Princess Alaris is your mate.” Disbelieving, he released my hand and stepped away, running his fingers through his own hair.
“Why would I lie about that? It’s nothing I ever expected, but I’m not upset that it happened.”
He held my gaze for a few moments before breathing out a huff of air and settled at the base of the tree.
“I suppose you’re not, but that does explain the change in your behavior a bit more. We’re not just going after the Princess, we’re going after your mate.”
“I know.” I glanced down at my markings once more before taking the cloth and covering them once again.
“Why are you hiding it?”
“For now, Galiel seemed to think it would be better to keep it to ourselves. He says that I’ll know the right time to reveal it.”
Picking up a tiny stone from the forest floor, Nemeri rolled it between his fingers before gently tossing it away. When the silence stretched for more than a few moments, he finally faced me once again.
“You know I’ll follow you anywhere, sir. I just have two questions.”
“And those are?”
“Can you control yourself, knowing it’s your mate that we are freeing from Edon? If something happens to her, or things aren’t going your way, your instincts will kick in and you’ll be a loose cannon.”
I thought about those words, and my heart cried out at the thought of Alaris being harmed in any way, but my training would prevail. “If anything, this makes me more attune to battle, more ready to face whatever may come between me and my mate. If Alaris has been injured, I will take care of her. I know she is still alive. I can feel her.”
Accepting my acknowledgement, he continued with his second question, one which truly relayed his feelings on the matter, and one which I had hoped for in his reaction.
“When shall we celebrate the pledging?” He grinned and tossed another pebble my way, chuckling as I attempted to duck from its path, but didn’t move fast enough. It bounced off my shoulder and landed to the ground beside me.
“I’m hoping we’ll have the ceremony soon. We’ll have to address the council, seek their agreement, and our families’ as well. Then we can proceed.”
“I don’t see why anyone would object to your pledging, Eliaphus.”
“She’s a royal, Nem. That alone could be reason enough.” Sadness fell around me as I thought of never having the chance to make her mine. We had a long journey ahead of us and I would do my best to prove myself worthy of her choosing.
“She may be a royal, but you’re the most important warrior in Volonia. Your accolades are as noticeable as hers. There is no way anyone would refute that.”
“I guess we’ll see. I hope you’re right.”
I tilted my chin up and took in the stars above us, eventually falling asleep with my head rested against the tree trunk behind me and my body sprawled out across the forest floor. My dreams were so real, as if they were actually happening.
The sight of Alaris in a golden gown that draped around her porcelain skin took my breath away. She was standing on the steps of the council building in Volonia and the look on her face was full of love, want, desire, and passion. Everything I had hoped we’d find one day. She held a Jade orb in her hands as I climbed the stairs carefully toward her.
The scene changed and I saw a little boy with dark hair and brown eyes running gleefully through the palace gardens, Alaris’ voice echoing behind him to slow down. He was full of adventure and fiery passion. It was evident in the tinkling laughter that echoed around him.
Again, the scene moved forward and I saw Alaris as an elder. Her long hair was no longer chestnut, but was a shimmering silvery white. Her emerald eyes were still as bright as the sky and she was lying in a large violet-covered bed. Her aged skin was translucent as she reached her trembling hand out, as if beckoning me to her. I shifted my feet closer and she smiled, reaching her glowing palm toward my heart. No words escaped her mouth, but I could feel her inside me, hear her thoughts in my mind. ‘I love you, my mate, my warrior.’ Then she closed her eyes and the glowing dimmed as the tearing of her soul away from mine began.
I was woken from the vision with a swift kick to my leg. Nemeri was hovering over me and held his finger over his mouth to keep me silent. Rage boiled underneath my skin as I pushed up from the ground quietly and watched as he made his way to each and every one of my men, waking them in the same manner. I palmed my sword and looked through the trees into the valley. Guards were chatting in the field, while servants were collecting handfuls of gomocia stems in bundles, wrapping them in burlap sacks. A few slaves, dressed in short brown sacks with rope ties around their waists, were heading toward the small pond to fill up large ceramic jars with the fresh water.
Nemeri placed his hand on my shoulder to alert me that everyone was ready. I crouched low enough that the tall stems would hide me and pushed forward through the field, lightly treading as to not alert them of our presence. I came upon one of the servants and quietly but quickly slipped my hand around to his mouth, keeping him from making any noise.
“I’m not going to hurt you.” I whispered into his ear. The boy nodded and I released him.
“Quietly go to the others and move them away from the guards.” I pointed toward the water and he nodded, moving in the direction I instructed him to go. I motioned for my men to surround the guards and the wooden horse-drawn cart. I pulled my sword from its place at my side and in that moment my hand began to burn, a feeling that I had started to become more comfortable with. My sword began to heat and the metal began to glow. I stood from my crouching position and charged the guards without warning. The warriors followed my lead and we pounded our feet against the ground, taking them by surprise.
We had them surrounded, swords drawn. They looked frightened and bent to their knees, awaiting whatever justice I deemed necessary.
“Tie them,” I commanded a few of my men and they tucked their swords away and reached for the rope that was bundled on the cart. When the guards were secure, I ordered my men to sheath their weapons and I headed toward the now-huddled group of servants.
“You are free to go. I would advise you to make it known that the Warriors of Volonia are on their way to Edon to claim what is rightfully ours.” They rushed away from me, through the field and toward the hills that led to the city. The wall wasn’t far now.
We moved through the valley, pushing our way across the land until our feet met the cobblestone road that led to the outer wall. My mark began burning intensely as I grew closer to Alaris. At least she was still alive.
The wall appeared over the crest of the large hill in front of us. We pushed ourselves as fast as we could through the hills to get to this point. The city was now in view and all that would matter was getting inside the palace. A searing pain ripped through me and I fell to my knees, unable to contain the torture I was feeling. My arm began to glow and throb. Something was happening to Alaris. Something horrible.
Nemeri moved closer to me and pulled me up. “Bear through it sir, we have to move.”
I gritted my teeth and stumbled a few steps before I found my balance again. Trying to ignore the fire in my bones, I rushed toward the wall and started to climb against the large rocks. I normally would have waited for my men to toss the ropes up, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to find her. She was in trouble.
 



Chapter 8
 
Chapter 8
Alaris
The doors swung wide to reveal the heavily decorated throne room. What was once stone floor, was now black tiles that expanded across the entire space. A blood-red carpet welcomed all guests, stretching toward the opposite end of the room where three chairs sat on a platform, tiered in order of importance. The Prince was settled in the middle with an evil grin stretched across his face.
Kristof announced my presence beside me. “Princess Alaris of Volonia.”
His loud echo shook me a little and I glanced up into his grimaced face. Placing my palm on his arm, I gave it a simple squeeze before he pulled away and glanced at the Prince who was now glaring darkly at him. I pulled my arms to my sides and waited.
“You are welcomed by the throne, Princess. Come forward.” He stood from his seat and waited for my approach. With all the courage I could find, I propelled myself from where I had rooted my feet and moved down the center of the cavernous room.
When I made it to the bottom of the steps that led up to the platform where the Prince was standing, I stood tall and firm, refusing to bow in submission. I knew this would mark the beginning of my defiance. Despite the fact that he had taken me captive, I was a princess and therefore do not bow to other royalty, let alone a prince of Edon.
“Princess. I hope your travels were agreeable.” His deep voice floated across the space as he made his way down the steps to my level. He smelled of heavy smoke and the potent scent of the oil in his slicked-back dark hair wrapped around him, creating a field of awful odor. His aged face looked me over hungrily and his eyes darkened. I refused to show him how utterly disgusted I was.
“I would not say having been taken captive by your guard was agreeable, Prince. In the future, should you desire my presence, it shall be by request not by force.” I glared at him, waiting for him to get angry and lash out. The only effect my words had was evident in the disgusting grin that crossed his face.
He leaned closer to my ear and his foul breath floated across my cheek as he spoke. “You, my princess, will do as I say. You are mine now.”
It was useless to argue with the deranged person standing in front of me. His fingers found my face and turned my gaze to him. My palm burned and I fisted my hand in hopes to relieve some of the pain.
“Am I clear, Princess? Do I need to show you my power for you to believe?” he spat out angrily.
I refused to respond and he took that as agreement. “Very well. It’s time for dinner. We must eat and then prepare for the binding ceremony tomorrow.”
Fear rippled through me at his words. I couldn’t show him my weakness, so as he turned and walked through another door on the side of the room, I followed. I just had to trust that Eliaphus would find me before whatever the Prince had planned started to take place.
We entered a smaller room, not the formal dining room I had expected to have been hosted in, but a private eating chamber. A small round table sat in the middle of the room and four chairs were tucked underneath. A black cloth covered the round table and a large vase of gomocia’s filled it. Two silver plates sat on the table, with the rest of the china placed around each setting.
Staros slid into one of the seats and looked at me expectantly. Defeated, I took the chair farthest from him, across the table. At least he wouldn’t be able to touch me from there. Two servants dressed in black filed out of the kitchen door with trays in their hands, each one setting a dome-covered silver dish in front of us. They pulled the lid away and revealed a steak-like slab of meat, but it was not beef. Vegetables lined the side of the plate, and although they mostly looked familiar, there were a few that I deemed questionable. I picked up the fork and prodded the meat, attempting to figure out its origins.
The prince chuckled across the table as he sliced a piece of his and lifted it to his slobbering mouth. He chewed it loudly and obnoxiously, keeping the food visible in his mouth from my point of view. I was utterly disgusted and attempted to push my plate away.
“Now, now, Princess. You need to eat. There is a big day ahead of us tomorrow and you need to keep your strength.” He grinned evilly, letting his thoughts behind the words be known. I shivered, knowing that this man thought he was going to take me as his wife. If Eliaphus didn’t get here soon, I’d be left with no other option but to take matters into my own hands.
I stood from the table, staring at the Prince directly. “I am not hungry. I shall retire now.”
Moving from my seat, I headed toward the door, but Staros was fast. He shifted quickly from his place and caught me by the arms, turning me to face him.
“You dare dismiss me so easily, Princess? Have you forgotten that I am to be your husband and that your disrespectful behavior will not be tolerated?” he spat, as his face turned varying shades of purple.
“I will never marry you, Prince. Now please take your hands off me.”
I tried to wiggle free but he shoved me against the wall and grabbed my arms roughly, pinning them beside me. His hands pulled at my gloves, and I began to panic. When he freed my arm from its glove, he yanked at the other one until it came free. I tried to grip it from the inside, by fisting my hand, but he was too strong.
In a flash of seconds my markings were on display and the Prince’s face darkened with fury.
“I didn’t believe them. The servants told me you were marked, but I thought it was just irritating gibble from their mouths.” He stepped back and glared at me, pausing for a few moments to figure out what he was going to do.
“You betray me by mating with another when you were promised to be mine! Well, bad news for your mate, Princess. You will still be mine!” He grabbed my arm and dragged me from the room into the throne room. Kristof saw us coming and sorrow filled his eyes at my bare hands.
“Prince.” Kristoff tried to intervene. “Prince, you must come at once. There is a problem with the guards.”
The prince halted his steps and glared at Kristof, tossing his fury like daggers at the courageous guard. “I have other matters to attend to, guard. Is it truly that important?”
“Your excellence, you are the only one who can rule fairly in the matter.”
Staros glanced back at me, then at Kristof once again. “Very well.” He pointed toward another guard by the door and motioned for him to come forward.
“You will take the princess to her chambers. She will not be allowed to leave, no one will be allowed to enter unless it is me. Stand guard by her door all night if you have to, but make sure she is still there in the morning. Am I understood?”
“Yes, Your excellence.”
The guard gripped my arm, not nearly as rough as Staros had, but firm enough to let me know he would not disobey the Prince. He led me from the room and just before we walked through the doors, my eyes flew to Kristof’s and he looked angry. He held my gaze and nodded for me to go with the guard. I mouthed the words “thank you” and he nodded before turning and leading the Prince away from us.
The guard all but tossed me in the room when we arrived. I stumbled over the thick carpet and just barely caught myself on the back of the couch. He grumbled behind me and slammed the door shut. I heard the lock being secured from outside and wilted at the thought that I had no chance of escape. Pushing up, I slipped off the stilettos from my feet, kicking them across the carpet toward the closet and yanked roughly against the ties on my corset. The ribbons freed and loosened the dress from my body. Stepping out of the gown, I left it piled on the floor and padded across the room to the closet, looking for something I could sleep in. The light switched on at my entry and I took in the enormous closet full of dresses and gowns, most were overly revealing and hung on wooden hangers lining both sides of the walk in area. A small dresser was stationed in the middle of the back wall. I pulled open the top drawer to find undergarments lined methodically by color. The next drawer had what looked like expensive nightwear that was reserved for married couples. I bypassed those quickly, shivering at the thought. I finally found a modest cotton nightgown that fell to my knees. I slipped it on and moved out of the closet toward the large bed. The covers had been turned down and I slipped into the silken sheets without hesitation. I was exhausted and I needed sleep. I had no idea what Staros had planned for me, but I know it wouldn’t be pleasant.
I closed my eyes and thought of Eliaphus, and immediately it brought calm to my body. I yearned for him in every way possible and I was confident that he would find me. Instead, the dreams found me moments later.
I pulled the silk white sheet to my chin and turned my sleepy eyes to my side. Eliaphus was still sleeping but his dark hair was mussed and his marked chest lay bare to my view. I watched as it lifted and lowered with each breath he took. My eyes slid to his peaceful face, which held a slight grin surrounded by his morning stubble. “You’re staring, Princess.” His mouth spoke but his eyes remained closed. I heard my own voice let out a small giggle as he turned and pulled me into him. His molten eyes opened to hold mine. “Sleep, my beautiful mate.” His lips pressed briefly against my brow before his breathing turned deep once more and his eyes fell closed.
I felt myself being shaken awake and my name being repeatedly called.
“Alaris. Wake up.” A female voice echoed around me. I rolled to my side, pulling the blankets around me. “Alaris.” The intruder poked me gently on the shoulder and my eyes shot open.
Olivia stood over me, eyes red and tears sliding down her flushed cheeks.
“What’s wrong?!” I pushed myself up so my back was against the headboard and tugged her down to sit by me.
She wiped her eyes, sobbing a little. “They have Kristof.”
“What? Why? Who has him? What happened?” I shot off the questions quickly, and she looked at me sadly.
“He tried to take out the guard by your door last night in hopes to free you. At least that’s what I think happened. He has been declared a traitor and is being held in the jails beneath the palace.”
“I never wanted this to happen.” Somberly, my words fluttered out as I buried my face in my hands.
“I know that. One thing I know about Kristof is that he is always doing what he thinks is right. He wanted to help you.” She wiped her face clear once again and attempted a smile.
“Will he survive?” My fingers picked at the blanket around me.
“Kristof is a tough guard. It will take a lot to break him, but they will try.” Her voice grew distant as she looked out of the windows across the room. “They will not free him. When one is declared a traitor to the throne, ultimately they are sentenced to death. They will torture him for days before that happens.” Her voice cracked in pain and another sob fell from her lips. I pulled her close, attempting to give her some comfort.
“I will not let that happen, Olivia. I swear it. My warriors are coming for me, we will save Kristof.”
“It does not matter if you free him. There is nowhere for him to go. The court will find him and he will suffer again.”
“I can see that he means a great deal to you, Olivia. He has also been the only other person in this palace to show me kindness. Neither of you will suffer at my expense.” I pushed myself off the bed and marched to the closet. Finding the most modest dress I could find, I pulled on a short royal blue dress that reached to my neck. It was a tad short on the legs, but at least my upper half was covered as well it could be. I found a thin pair of flats against the bottom of the wall and slipped them onto my feet. Fingering my hair, I rid it of the tangles before pulling it into a low bun at the base of my neck.
“What are you going to do?” Olivia’s voice interrupted my thoughts as I marched from the closet, right past the tray of pastries sitting on the small table in front of the sofa.
“I am going to speak with the Prince and insist he free Kristof.”
“Be careful, Alaris. The prince is on a warpath this morning. I heard he saw your markings last night.”
I held her gaze and nodded. “He did. And I will take whatever plan he may have conjured. But do not be afraid, I will remember your kindness when my warrior arrives to take me home.”
Olivia reached to hug me and I stroked her golden hair. She whispered in my ear, “Thank you for helping.”
“What kind of person would I be, if I did not try to save him?”
“You would be the kind of person that would marry the Prince.”
“Well, that is not going to happen.”
“He thinks it will.”
“I’m sure he does.”
I knocked on my door and waited for the guard to open it. I heard the chain slide from its place and watched as the guard pushed into the room.
“My chambermaid is finished. I would like you to take me to the Prince.”
“The prince has informed me to keep you here.”
“I do not care what he has commanded you to do. I will see him, and see him now.”
I waited while the guard weighed my words before he relented and pushed the door open all the way, moving to the side to allow me to pass. I watched Olivia scurry across the hall to her chamber and shut the door before I marched out. The guard stood beside me, close enough to grab me should he need to.
“Where is he?”
“The prince is in the throne room.”
“Very well.”
I marched through the hallway and down the stairs, turning toward the double doors. The guards grumbled but opened the door for my entry. As I made an appearance, Staros barked angrily,
“I told you to keep her in her chamber! What part of that did you not understand?” He glared intensely at the guard beside me.
“Your Excellence. The princess requested to speak with you. I thought you would want me to bring her.”
Staros turned to face me. “What do you have to say, Princess? I do not have time for this.”
“I demand that you free Kristof from his hold, immediately. I did not escape, I did not attempt to escape. He did nothing wrong.”
Staros laughed darkly, then gripped my arm roughly, pulling me toward a solid door on the right hand side of the throne. A stone staircase led beneath the castle and I heard screams of pain echoing louder and louder as we descended the stairs. At the bottom, the cavern opened and revealed jails on both sides of each wall, carved into the stone with iron spokes closing them in. The worst thing my eyes beheld in that moment was not the skittering rats around the room or the laughing guards crowding the back chamber. The stench was overwhelming, but even that did not deter me. Kristof was chained, hanging from the beams of the ceiling by his wrists, blood flowing freely down his body into a collected pool at his feet. Gashes were sliced across his stomach and arms and his face was swollen and purple, one eye completely unable to open.
“STOP!” I screamed as one of the guards pulled back a small black whip and swung it toward Kristof. The crack of it against his skin and his painful outburst had tears streaming down my face.
The Prince looked at me and chuckled. “You will not save him, Princess. In fact, he is going to hang there and watch everything that is about to happen.”
I looked around at the dirty guards as they moved closer to us. Kristof started screaming for their attention but they did not even flinch. Staros gripped my hand and moved me to the center.
“Bring it,” he commanded. Fear rippled through me and I tried to jerk my arm free of Staros, but his grip tightened. “If you are to be mine, Princess, these markings will not do. Let us see what we can do about them.”
A few guards wheeled a large box closer to us and opened a small door on the top. Inside were burning embers and a few small metal pokers, glowing from the fiery heat. My stomach churned and I almost vomited at the thought of what was about to happen. Staros was going to burn my markings away. I struggled even more with all the fight I had in me but a guard moved behind me, holding me still as Staros reached for a burning poker.
“Tell me you are mine, Alaris, and this won’t happen. Swear that you’ll bind to me and I’ll let you walk out of here, unharmed.” Evil spilled from his mouth and I gathered my wits. There was no way I could ever commit to this man. I spit on his face and he reached up to wipe it away, grinding his teeth in fury.
“Very well then. It seems the Princess has chosen.” He gripped my arm and without hesitation pressed the scalding poker against my palm. I screamed as the searing pain bubbled across my marks, burning through my skin.
 



Chapter 9
Chapter 9
Eliaphus
I could feel her pain. My heart was thumping wildly in my chest and the fire burning in my hand was unbearable. I made it over the wall and jumped to the ground, landing softly on my feet. Her screams echoed across the open valley and I ran as fast as I could toward the palace. I drew my sword as I came close. The guards saw me approaching and unsheathed their weapons, preparing to take me.
With a quick blow to the gut, I swung my blade and pierced the first guard through the side, then quickly withdrew it and swung behind me, catching the blade of the second guard. The clang of metal reverberated around us as my men finally caught up. Within moments the guard was lifeless, thanks to Nemeri who now stood over him. I pushed through the men and kicked open the large doors to the palace, looking around cautiously for the next set of guards. They came running down the hall, away from a set of large double doors.
She screamed again and I boiled with rage. Nemeri led the men ahead of me, taking care of the guards in my way and clearing a path for me to find her. We pushed through the doors to reveal what must have been the throne room. My eyes caught a young woman racing through the side door of the room toward an opening to the right of the throne.
“Stop!” I commander her. Her eyes swung to mine and went wide with relief.
“They have her down there! Hurry!” She pointed toward the opening and I heard a dark rumble of laughter float up the stairwell. Rage took over in that moment and I barreled down the steps, leading my warriors. When I entered the room I saw what I had most dreaded. My beautiful princess was being burned on her markings. A guard held her still while the Prince of Edon repeatedly rolled a fiery poker against her skin. When she screamed again, I lost all control and roared in anger. The Prince looked up in horror as the guards moved quickly around him and drew their weapons.
This was it. Warriors against the guards.
“Nemeri.” I spoke darkly, waiting for him to step beside me.
“We have this, sir. Go.” With his words, the warriors behind me pushed forward, attacking the guards. It was evenly matched. I made my way around the vicious fight, searching for my mate. The bruised guard hanging from the ceiling tried to speak. I stopped and looked at him.
“To. The. Left.” He punched out his words with whatever strength he had left. I nodded and turned the corner. Prince Staros was holding Alaris by the neck and pulling her back.
“It’s time to give up, Prince,” I hissed.
“You will never have her, warrior. She is mine.”
“That is where you are mistaken.” I held my palm up in plain view, revealing my markings, the same markings that Alaris owned. “She is mine. And you dare touch what belongs to me? You do not know me, Prince. I do not like other people to take what is meant for me. Release her and I will let you live.”
He glanced at the corner he was backed into. Emerald eyes held my gaze and I tried with all my might to stay calm at the fading light behind them. It was now or never, I needed to free her.
Staros released his grip and dropped Alaris to the ground, just as a few of my warriors turned the corner. Her head bounced against the stone floor and she lay still, unmoving. It was finally the last straw. I charged and Staros dropped to the ground a moment later, my knife protruding from his chest and his eyes wide as he struggled to breath. He reached for the knife but the light dimmed from his face and he was gone.
I fell to my knees beside Alaris and turned her face toward mine.
“Wake up, Princess.” Tears formed in my eyes and I could do nothing to stop them. The electricity was beginning to fade and I cried out in anger. “Noooo!”
I bent my face down, setting my lips against hers in hope I could breathe life back into her. She was fading fast and I didn’t know what else to do.
The power of the ancients is within you, Eliaphus. Use it. Galiel’s voice echoed in my mind and I felt the familiar burn began to seep from my hands. I laid Alaris’ head against my knees and placed my palms against each side of her face. The white fire began to swirl as it engulfed my palms and began seeping into her body through her nose and mouth. Moments later, I felt it. My marks were tingling once again and I glanced at her bloody hand as it began to heal before my eyes. The skin stretched clean, knitting itself back together. Her markings grew darker. When I looked back to her face, I was lost in a sea of emerald.
“You came.” Her whispers floated across my skin as I brushed my fingers against her cheek.
“I will always come for you. You are mine.”
I bent my head and met her lips, pouring every ounce of love I had into the kiss. Shocks tingled our mouths as we moved them against each other. It was as if she was being knitted into me, and I, into her.
A throat cleared beside us and I broke the kiss, keeping my eyes on Alaris.
“We better get moving, sir.” Nemeri motioned toward the men congregating around us. They had all seen our moment of affection and the fire burn around us.
I stood, pulling Alaris to her feet, then reaching to swing her up into my arms. “How are you feeling?” I whispered to her as my men started moving out of the space. I carried her and turned the corner, catching glimpse of the guard who was still hanging there, beaten.
Alaris’ eyes widened and she scrambled down from my arms. “Stop!” she screamed as she rushed toward him, trying to reach for his chained hands. A moment of jealousy ripped through me that she would be running away from me toward another, but I knew she didn’t mean it in that way. Obviously this guard had found a place in her heart if she wanted to save him.
“Unchain him.” I commanded my warriors. A few of them moved to the wall and released the chains that were holding him up. He fell to the floor and gasped for air.
“You. Must. Leave. Princess,” the man uttered. Alaris began to weep.
“No. We cannot leave without you. Stand up, Kristof. Now.”
“Can’t,” he breathed out, looking straight into my mate’s face. “Olivia. Love. So much,” he gasped the words out before going unconscious. Alaris looked at me, begging for help, and I couldn’t deny her.
“Grab him. Be careful.”
I pulled Alaris back in my arms to allow the warriors to move around him. One grabbed his arms, the other his legs, and they started moving down the chamber and up the stairs to the throne room.
“Kristof!” The young woman from above screamed as the warriors marched up the stairs. We followed behind as they laid him on the ground at the feet of the young woman. She fell to her knees beside him and started speaking in the language of Edon. His coughing was the first sign that he was still alive. Alaris bent down next to the girl and gripped the guard’s hand.
“What do you need me to do, Olivia?”
The blonde woman looked at Alaris and said, “I need strips of cloth and warm water.” I watched as Alaris just nodded, then bounced to her feet and ran through the doors on the side wall. Moments later, she returned with a large metal bowl of steaming water and what looked like a tablecloth draped across her arm. She sat the bowl down and looked at the cloth, fisting the sides, trying to rip it with her bare hands.
I gently took it from her and she gazed at me appreciatively. I took my knife and began to cut the material into strips. As soon as I had a few done, I handed them to the girl who Alaris had called Olivia.
She took the strips and dipped them into the boiling water, then wrung them out before wiping at each visible wound. The blood washed away, leaving just the sliced skin in sight. Kristof’s left eye cracked open and he gasped at the sight of Olivia cleaning his wounds. His right eye was swollen closed and he lifted his hand to still her movements.
He just looked at the woman, and I understood everything in that moment. She was to him, as Alaris was to me. I watched as he reached up to wipe the tears from her face and she leaned into his touch. Alaris continued to clean his wounds and eventually they were able to wrap the remaining cloth tightly around his torso to keep him from bleeding.
Alaris stood and moved toward me. I opened my arms and she pushed into my chest, wrapping herself around me, trembling. I hushed her quiet sobs as I held her close, running my hands along her back.
“Everyone is fine, princess.”
“We have to take them with us, Eliaphus. They will die if we leave them here.”
I looked at the couple now watching me carefully. Kristof tried to push himself up into a sitting position and winced at the pain. His voice was clearer now as he spoke, holding my gaze.
“I cannot leave without my family.”
“And where is your family right now?”
“I’d assume they are at their home.”
“Very well.” I bent my head and whispered close to her ear. “Only royal members can grant permission for Edonites to cross into Volonia. Do you agree to this?”
She turned her face upward and held my gaze. “I do.”
“You must say the words, Princess. So as to have witnesses to this decision.” She nodded, then turned to face both Olivia and Kristof, as well as the warriors who now stood gathered around.
“I grant you Kristof and Olivia permission to enter the realm of Volonia. Permission is also granted to the family of Kristof, to cross the veil.”The two servants sighed in relief as Olivia helped Kristof to his feet. I motioned for a few of my warriors to take over and Olivia stepped aside, allowing them to bear his weight.
“We shall meet at the gates as soon as possible. Gather your things quickly. We must be gone before the King returns and finds his son.” Everyone shuffled as Olivia and Kristof made their way out of the throne room, warriors still attached to Kristof’s side.
“I guess it’s no longer a secret,” she whispered, staring at her palm which was now healed.
“I felt it. All of it. The pain, and the fear. You were in me, princess.” I wanted to ask the obvious questions, but I wasn’t sure if I would be able to contain my anger if the answer was not to my liking.
“Did the prince…?” I choked on my words and she immediately shook her head.
“No. He didn’t touch me. Not like you’re thinking.”
Relief washed through me as I bent my forehead to touch hers. “I’m so sorry.”
“You have nothing to apologize for, mate.”
“I should have protected you. You should not have been alone.”
“I was only alone for a few minutes. Neither of us could have known what was about to happen.” She leaned up and placed her soft lips on my cheek. “Take me home, warrior.”
I nodded and swung her up into my arms. She giggled slightly and I grinned down at the sound of the tinkling laughter. My heart sped up as her emerald eyes glistened once more.
When the group of Volonians and our new citizens were ready, I led them out of the city gate and across the fields of gomocias.
“We have a long road ahead of us until we reach the veil. Everyone stay close.”
We pushed through the forest for hours, until the sun had started to fall across the horizon and the stars began to shine above us. We still had a good amount of time ahead of us before reaching the entrance. I glanced around and decided that our people needed rest.
“We’ll camp here for the night. Get comfortable, we leave at first light.”
I found a quiet space a few yards away from everyone else and pulled Alaris by the hand to follow me. Hidden by trees all around us, I sat at the base of a large tree with my back braced against the trunk, then pulled Alaris down between my knees to rest against my chest. The position would be more comfortable for her, and I’d get to hold her all night. She settled into me and sighed with contentment. I moved my lips to her cheek and kissed her softly before pulling out a small wrapped piece of bread from my pocket. She quickly unraveled the leather food wrapping and broke it into two parts. Eating one, she offered me the other.
“I don’t need it. Go ahead.”
“You have to eat, too, Eliaphus.”
“I am fine. I’ll eat in the morning.”
Finally relenting, she lifted the second piece to her lips and quickly ate it, causing a few crumbs to fall onto her lap. When she was finished, I shoved the leather back into my pocket and pulled her back against me once again.
“Sleep, my beautiful Princess. You’re safe,” I whispered as she nodded and closed her eyes. I kept watch for a while, making sure we weren’t followed before resting my cheek on the top of her chestnut hair and closing my eyes, her quiet breaths lulling me to sleep.
My chest was warm and tingling with electricity at every point of contact that Alaris was pressed against. The morning sun was breaking through the canopy of leaves, falling down and kissing the skin of her face. I couldn’t take my eyes off her and my eyes stayed trained on her face as she slowly awakened. When the emerald gems looked back at me, I realized that I was beginning to yearn for these moments, when her eyes would catch mine and we would have a conversation that nobody else could hear. Even if words weren’t spoken, we just knew and could see into each others soul.
Her lips tilted upward into a warm smile and nothing could stop me from reflecting it. I bent my head closer to her and set my lips against hers. Slow and gentle caresses were all that I was giving her right now, but I wanted her to feel cherished. When I broke away, she lifted her palm against mine, matching marks to marks. At the contact a ripple of electricity bolted through me, and judging by the trembling in my arms, I knew she felt it too. Our hands began to glow together, and I threaded my fingers with hers, holding on at the euphoric feeling. The connection was happening again, and this time it was stronger.
She closed her eyes. I couldn’t stop it, but the sudden onslaught of images shocked me. I could see everything she was seeing. Our minds were melding together and she showed me everything about her capture and the events that followed. I huffed out an angry breath at the image of Staros holding her captive against the wall and ripping the gloves from her arms. She tightened her grip and the scene changed to her waking up the next morning with Olivia hovering over her in tears. I felt the fierce loyalty that Alaris had toward both Olivia and Kristof. I understood it.
Finally, the scene changed once again to the darkness of the cells beneath the palace. I watched as the sight of Kristof broken and beaten terrified her, and yet she continued to stay strong in defiance against the Prince. I wanted to kiss her again when I watched her spit in his face, declaring she would never be his. Ripping pain was coursing through her as he burned her hand, and I felt every searing moment of it. A gasp escaped from her when she heard my arrival, and an overwhelming flood of emotions filled me. Relief, sorrow, love, courage, faith. All of those things sparked through my bones, over and over again, until finally the memories stopped and the connection dimmed. All that was left in its place were hands entwined, and eyes held captive with their equal match.
We were both breathing heavily and I tightened my arms around her, waiting for my heart to return to its normal pace. I knew what was happening between us was not ordinary by any means. Something was different between us. The stories of old had always made known that mated pairs had a sense of intuition about each other, but we’d never heard of a pair being able to share visions. Thoughts of the healing in Alaris’ body yesterday also flashed across my mind, adding to the growing list of events that needed answers. .
“What is happening to us?” She gasped out, breaking my racing thoughts.
I reached my finger to caress her cheek. “I don’t know. We will speak with Galiel when we return, he’ll be able to give us answers. Until then, we should get moving. Daylight is here and I’m sure the King has found his lowly son by now.”
I rose to my feet, never letting go of her. I kept my fingers tightly between hers, palms matched and marks touching. I wasn’t ready to let go of that feeling- not yet.
 



Chapter 10
 
Chapter 10
Alaris
He didn’t let go of me for the entire journey to the veil, and I can’t say I blame him. After what happened earlier in the day, I felt more connected to him than anyone or anything I’ve ever had the privilege to be in contact with. It was as if he was my grounding, everything tied back to him and he kept me feeling safe and calm. So, I let him lead. I was starting to realize that I’d follow him anywhere.
I stumbled over a protruding rock, but Eliaphus caught me before I fell. He gently lifted me upright once again, brushing back a loose tendril of hair as he kissed my brow, and then kept moving forward.
Glancing back, my eyes found Kristof and Olivia. The guard had his arm resting across her shoulders, protectively yet in need of the support she was offering. She wrapped her arm around his waist, and they moved in unison climbing through the woods over large protruding roots- careful to not jostle Kristof’s body more than necessary.
Kristof’s family was not far behind. His finely-dressed mother was cautiously looking at the warriors surrounding our collection of people. Her eyes darted from face to face until her violet eyes landed on me. Questions raged in them, but I couldn’t answer her. I know I was responsible for the uprooting of their family. I was the reason they had to run for their lives. Guilt ate away at my inside and Eli gripped my hand tightly.
“Don’t.” Eli’s voice echoed in my mind. Jostled by the intruding sound, I paused my steps and stared at him in shock. I closed my eyes and mentally pulled on our connection, like a bright blue string that tied us together. I visualized it in my mind and then pushed my thoughts across it.
“I cannot let go of the fact that they are here because of me.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
His palm came to my cheek and cupped it gently, wiping the newly-released tear away from my cheek.
“He chose this. He tried to protect you, Alaris. We will do everything we can to keep them safe. I swear it.”Our eyes connected and I watched as his molten chocolate eyes swirled with tiny bits of fire. All I could do was nod silently.
Satisfied with my relenting, he moved us forward until we came to a set of huyans with twisted bases that entwined with each other. An archway was carved in the center of the trunks, and Eli released my hand to step forward. I watched as my warrior stepped to the open space and raised his hands. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. His flat palms rested against an invisible shield as his hands ignited into a white fire, causing ripples to move throughout the opening. Fog billowed in around us, thick enough that we could only see a step or two ahead of us.
“Princess, you’re with me.” He called me forward. I stepped closer to him and he wrapped his arm around my waist. “Take a deep breath.”
I pulled air into my lungs and closed my eyes, burying my face against his shoulder. A moment later, we were moving through the veil, and I wasn’t prepared for the sensations that hit me. The feeling this time was completely opposite of the journey into Edon. The veil to Volonia was satisfying, pure, and electrifying. It was blissful, and I, for the first few moments-became entwined in the euphoria of it all. Volonia was welcoming me home.
My body tumbled downward, landing on hard muscle. Beneath me, Eli chuckled as he glanced at my trembling body.
“Feeling well, Princess?”
The air was sweet as it filled my lungs. I inhaled deeply, letting its fragrance calm my trembling.
“I never thought I’d missed this place.” The words spilled from my lips and Eli’s smile faded.
I could sense the questions racing through his mind. He saw the blissful look on my face and wondered if I loved Volonia as much as he. He then questioned why I ran, hiding myself away, only to be separated from our home. And lastly, he wondered if whatever made me run, would find itself at my doorstep once again, causing me to leave not only Volonia, but him.
That is a story for another time, my mate. I promise, you will know, but for now just hold on to the fact that I am grateful to be home.
I bent to take his lips with mine. It was the first time I had initiated our connection and I pushed forward the thread binding us together, and felt its tendrils wrap around him. At first he tried to stop my intrusion, but powerless to his desire, he opened to me, allowing me to show him exactly what I felt about him, hoping it was enough to calm his fears about our future.
His racing heart slowed and the tension inside of his body eased as my emotions rippled through him. His arms braced me to his chest as I pulled back the thread.
Thank you. His gratitude warmed me and I smiled brightly, getting lost in his adoring look. You are so beautiful. His words echoed inside.
Blood rushed to my cheeks and I pushed off of him. Standing around us were the group of travelers that we had seemingly forgotten as we shared ourselves with each other.
Nemeri coughed into his fist, and then turned, his shoulders bouncing up and down in laughter. The rest of the warriors mimicked him, all enjoying the blatant embarrassment in my cheeks.
Don’t worry about them, Princess. They just wish they had mates as amazing as you.
I glanced over at Eli, who was now standing only inches from me. My fingers reached for his and my palm slid to match our marks.
Take me home.
He nodded once, then led me through the throng of warriors. The rays of sun melted across the swisher fields, turning their golden color into an even brighter glowing shade. The air rippled around us, causing the feathery grass to sway languidly in the wind.
The gates to the city opened immediately at the sight of the warriors returning. Eli stopped me before we entered, letting the rest of the clan move ahead of us. He quickly took out his cloth and ripped it in two, handing me one strip, and wrapping the other around his palm.
Why do we have to hide?My brows furrowed and I wondered if he was embarrassed to have me as a mate.
His eyes stayed glued to mine as he spoke quietly.
“It’s only temporary. Galiel gave me the warning, and I have to heed it. For now my men will surely stay quiet. Nemeri will make sure of it. Just remember that no matter what may lay ahead of us, that I belong to you, and you to me. Nothing can change that.” He took the other strip from my fingers and wrapped it gently around my hand, caressing my mark slightly with his fingertip, causing sparks to fly up my arm, before securing the strap in a knot. “It won’t be long. I will get to the bottom of this and we will move forward. I swear to you.”
Wanting one last kiss, I pushed myself up to my toes and settled my lips against his once more. He eagerly drew me in and we took solace in each other for just a few moments. When he released me, I knew it was time to face the village and subsequently, my parents.
Eliaphus walked beside me, careful not to touch me in view of anyone. The warriors broke away from us as we headed through the court toward the council building. I nervously glanced at Eliaphus, whose face was the epitome of calm. He was used to this, I was not.
“Just keep walking. They are not as bad as they seem.”
He pushed through the doors to the chamber and various sets of eyes flew up at our entrance. The council rose to their feet upon my approach, each then taking a knee in honor of my royal status. I was no longer the waitress in sneakers and covered in grease, but I was once again Princess of Volonia. It was time to re-adjust to that title.
“Thank you for your welcome. Please sit.” My voice echoed around the large room, carrying a tone of authority along with it. Eliaphus stood at the door, arms crossed and waiting, as the row of council members stood from their knees and took their seats. Galiel was the only one who remained standing, then took the steps downward in my direction.
I smiled at the older man upon his approach. I had missed him. There was a time that Galiel and I had been very close. Closer than I had been to my own parents, and he taught me the ways of being a royal. He was my private tutor in all things, including the history of Volonia and our people. Some would say he was like a father to me, and they would be right. Our relationship was nothing like the actual relationship I had with my father, the King.
“Princess,” Galiel greeted me, lifting his fist to his heart and dipping his chin.
“I have missed you, Galiel.” I wrapped my arms around him in a comforting gesture. The council members murmured, unhappy that Galiel was touching me. Galiel himself was taken back, but eventually he reciprocated the embrace.
“I have missed you too, little one. We will have time to talk, but for now you must face the council.” He stepped away and gave me a reassuring look before moving back toward his seat.
“Welcome home, Princess Alaris of Volonia. You are welcomed by the council and we are filled with joy at your return.” His voice boomed across the space.
“Thank you. It is wonderful to be back in the arms of Volonia.”
“Please tell us where you have been, Princess.”
I glanced around the room, feeling as if I were on trial. I suppose that’s exactly what it was. I had to account for my actions, royalty or not. I stepped onto the stone platform and my eyes roamed across the collection of elders in front of me.
“I have been in the middle realm. Earth.”
Quiet whispers floated between them before Galiel raised his hand to silence them. His eyes were glowing slightly, and I knew anger simmered beneath them at whatever words were whispering around him.
“Please give us an account of the events which led you to cross into the middle realm, breaking the laws of Volonia.”
Here it goes. I was about to put everything out in the open for them to see. My father would not be present to defend his actions, and I knew they would call him forth upon the conclusion of this. Despite being royalty, the council does not look kindly upon those who attempt to create their own destiny, ignoring the traditions of our kind. That is exactly what he had done when he sold me to the Prince of Edon.
“Two weeks before my seventeenth year celebration, the King awakened me from my chambers and informed me that we would be visiting Edon. We packed our belongings and then took the carriages to the veil crossing. At the time, I didn’t think anything of the fact that the only persons on this visitation were one warrior, my father, and myself. When we arrived in Edon, things were normal at first, but that evening my father told me the true meaning of our visitation. He had bartered with Prince Staros for my hand in marriage.”
A collective gasp floated out of the mouths of the council members and a few stood on their feet in anger, but I continued.
“He sold me to the Prince, for an amount of money that I do not know, but he said it was for Peace between the realms. I posed the question of my future mate and markings, but the King was not derailed in his actions.”
Galiel stood, eyes on fire, barely containing his fury. I knew it was not toward me, but toward the King. He would not speak ill of the King, though. Not until the King could defend himself of my accusation.
“Princess,” Galiel ground out. “Did the Prince of Edon harm you in any way? Then, or now?”
I glanced back at Eliaphus, who was now pacing back and forth across the room, silently watching. His fury matched that of the council. I wasn’t ready to disclose this information, but if I were to be honest, I would have to.
Please listen carefully, mate. Contain your righteous anger for my sake. I am yours, remember?
His eyes flew to mine and he broke his pace as he stood. He wanted to move toward me, but a slight shake of my head kept him held to his place.
Go on. I will be fine. Tell them the truth. Tell me the truth.
“The Prince of Edon attempted to take me that night. It did not happen, as my warrior arrived shortly after Staros entered my chambers. Although he did not claim me, there were other violations that occurred.” I trembled and silence fell across the room in shock. “I will not go into detail as to reserve at least some of my dignity, but I will tell you this. Staros, Prince of Edon, crossed many lines of privilege that night, and in my fear of being delivered to his hands, I did what I thought was the safest thing for me to do. I removed myself from the hands of the King, subsequently removing the chance that I would end up in the hands of Staros.”
Mavelen stood and spoke. He wasn’t the head of the council, but his position as second led the rest to quiet their voices and listen.
“And what has become of this traitor?” He pointedly looked at Eliaphus behind me, waiting for a response.
“The Prince is no more. He had the Princess captive and was endangering her life. His ended before he could take hers.”
“Step forward, warrior,” Mavelen commanded. Eliaphus moved toward the middle of the room, stopping on the tiled floor beside my elevated platform.
“And what shall we do now that the Prince of Edon has been killed by a Volonian warrior? War will be upon us!”
“I will protect my people, as I’ve done in every single moment of my life. Edon declared war on Volonia the very moment they deemed it rightful to kidnap our Princess, let alone violate her in any way. Our way is peace, this may be so. But when judgment is justified, the Ancients will go before us and place on us the responsibility of dispensing out justice. We are but vessels to be used by them. I urge you to remain steadfast without fear. This is not our first war, but with everything inside of me, I pray that the Ancients make it our last. Peace will come. At a high cost it may arrive, but it will come.”
Galiel settled a hand on the shoulder of Mavelen, guiding him back to his seat.
“My brothers of the council.” He spoke, walking down the steps and turning to face them. “A grievance has been brought upon our world. We must fight, but we will fight with honor and righteousness. The Ancients have blessed Eliaphus with the ability to lead the warriors into battle and succeed. Now is the time to prepare. What say you?”
Vorcian who had been sitting in his seat quietly through the entire declaration, finally stood. His place was third, and he looked at Mavelen for permission to speak. Mavelen was grim but nodded for him to continue.
“I cast my vote in favor of war. May the Ancients be with us, and may peace be brought upon us.” Then he stepped down from the platform and moved to stand at Galiel’s side.
One by one the members stood and declared their vote. Most of them would declare their vote in agreement and move to Galiel’s side. One or two remained in their seats. Finally it came to Mavelen, whose fury grew with each vote for war. He stood to address the room, and moments of silence stretched between us and them.
“I cast my vote in favor of war. May the Ancients be with us, and may Peace be brought upon us.” His words echoed loudly, loyal to Galiel, but it was obvious to everyone that they were laced with anger. Mavelen did not want war, but he did understand that no matter the stance he took, war would be coming to us.
Galiel turned to face Eliaphus and motioned for him to step forward. He moved swiftly toward Galiel and I watched as he bent to one knee. Galiel placed his palm on Eliaphus’ head and spoke loudly.
“Cast your vote, brave warrior.” Pulling his arm away from Eliaphus’ head, he tugged on his shoulder, guiding him to stand among the council. Most of the men cheered with acceptance of this offering of a place on the council. The only silent member stood on the outside. Mavelen’s face was nothing remotely close to welcoming of this decision.
Eliaphus looked to me, his eyes of swirling chocolate held my gaze as he spoke to me privately.
What say you, Princess? Shall I accept a place on the council?
I grinned and nodded my approval. He smiled back and turned to Galiel.
“I cast my vote in favor of war. May the Ancients be with us, and may peace be brought upon us.”
The men cheered and surrounded Eliaphus. Informal as it was, they were laying their hands on him in a welcoming warmth.
“Brothers of the council, I welcome into our brotherhood, Eliaphus Ferovi of Volonia, Leader of our Warriors. May he be guided by the Ancients in all that he does, and may we embrace him as our own.” Galiel’s palm began to glow, and subsequently, each hand that was resting on Eliaphus sparked to life, emitting light that was overwhelming. The brightness enveloped the room as Eliaphus’ head fell back, his eyes pointing to the ceiling. Light burst from his body in all directions. I felt the transformation in my bones. I closed my eyes as the blue thread appeared between our minds. It began morphing, braiding itself stronger, connecting the two of us. The color started changing from blue, to green, then to the most beautifully brilliant golden color. I could not begin to explain the euphoric feeling flowing through my entire body, yet alone the onslaught of his reactions flowing through him.
Minutes later the light finally dimmed as each council member released their touch from his body. Eliaphus was left leaning onto Galiel for support until the power was controlled within him. I felt it churning around and boiling underneath his skin, like a hurricane ready to be released. His eyes swung to mine and they were now a golden brown, the spark evident in them. My lungs screamed for air as I lost all control and collapsed.
I’m not sure how long I was surrounded in the darkness before my eyes opened. My body was weightless, as muscular arms carried me close. The ceilings of the palace passed my vision, and I turned my face to see that Eli was the one carrying me. The features on his face were harsh and the corner of his mouth was turned downward. His eyes fell to mine and I could feel the wash of relief that traveled through him.
“What happened?” He asked, continuing through the halls of the building toward what was once my wing of the palace.
“I don’t know. I saw the transformation and…I felt…” I didn’t know how to explain it to him, but he interrupted my words.
“I know. I felt it too.” His chest deflated a little. He was worried for my safety, my health, and what our connection was doing to me. I lifted my fingers to trace lightly along his cheek.
“Don’t be worried. I’m fine.” Then the thought occurred to me that having him carrying me like this was completely the opposite of trying to hide our status as mates. At that thought, Eli chuckled a little, the vibration of his chest bouncing against my side.
“I think it’s too late for that. As much as we wanted to keep it under public knowledge, I’m pretty sure that whatever happened in that council room just revealed everything.”
He pushed the door to my chamber open and moved to set me on my feet. My hands held his shoulders as I steadied myself. When I felt strong enough to be on my own, I released him. He guided me to the large white sofa that sat in the living area of my suite. The ivory walls reflected the light streaming in from the large picture windows that lined the side of the room. Gentle wind pushed through the open pane, pushing against the sheer white curtains for entrance.
I sunk into the soft linen sofa and lifted my feet to the cushion beside me. Eli sat down and pulled my legs onto his knees, removing my shoes and gently rubbing the arches of my feet.
“We need to speak with Galiel about this. Maybe he’ll have answers.” His timber voice interrupted my state of bliss brought on by the gentle kneading of his hands.
“Mmhmm.” was all I could respond. My eyes fluttered closed and I rested my head against the arm of the couch.
“Your parents will be arriving shortly, I presume. One of the maidservants saw me burst through the palace doors with you unconscious in my arms. I imagine word has reached them by now.”
A few minutes later a maidservant walked into the room with a silver cart of food and a few medical supplies. Right on her heels were my parents.. My mother, with the same long dark hair that she so graciously gave to me, breezed through the room, and I quickly pulled my feet off of Eli’s lap.
Tears were streaming down her face as she wrapped her arms around me and held me tightly to her. “My daughter. You’re home.”
“Hello, mother.” I wheezed out, as her embrace crushed my lungs. She released me and my father stepped forward. He was guarded and uneasy, but he reached for me and pulled me into an embrace. It was forced, but I allowed it for now.
A voice cleared behind me and I remembered Eli was in the room with me. Closing my eyes briefly, I attempted to read him and all I could feel was boiling anger mixed with concern for me. I pulled away from my father and turned to him, uncaring if my parents saw the exchange between us. He needed my reassurance, and I wasn’t going to leave him churning in his own anger.
His eyes captured mine as I stepped toward him. I moved within an inch of him and gripped his palm with mine. The electricity tingled to life at our touching marks and he huffed out a breath.
I’m fine. It doesn’t matter what happened. He has no control over me.
Eli took a moment to respond. When his shoulders visibly relaxed, he spoke quietly in my head.
I cannot stand to think of what he did to you. You are mine to protect now, mate. Do not forget that. Royalty or not, if I see him as a threat, there will be consequences.
I gripped his hand tightly, hoping to relay my understanding. Not letting go of his hand, I turned to face my parents. My father was steaming and my mother’s face was lit up with pure joy as she gripped my father’s arm excitedly.
“What is the meaning of this?” The king bellowed.
Seeking out the calm that Eli provided me, I stood tall and looked straight at my father.
“Mother. Father. I’d like you to meet Eliaphus, my mate.”
The events that followed this statement were nothing of what I expected them to be. My father broke away from my mother, taking menacing steps toward us. Eli instinctively gripped my arms and shoved me behind him, taking a protective stance in front of me. My father leaned in, spit flying from his mouth as he spoke.
“Tell me the meaning of this, warrior! How dare you choose my daughter as yours without my consent!”
“I did not choose her, your Majesty. The Ancients chose us.”
“You broke the law in touching her. No man was to lay a hand on her at any time.”
Eli chose that moment to cross his arms and stare my father down.
“Oh, really? Your majesty must give special privilege to the Prince of Edon, then, is that it?”
I placed my palm on Eli’s back and attempted to stop him from giving out the details of what he had heard in the council room.
My father stuttered and he visibly cringed, regret and fear reshaping his features.
“I do not answer to you, warrior. You are dismissed.” His collected voice commanded, but Eli didn’t budge.
“With all due respect, your majesty. I will not be leaving. Alaris now belongs to me, not you. She alone will choose when and if I am to leave her presence, as it will be no decision of mine.”
“You dare defy me, warrior? I am your king.”
“Father, stop this. You and I both know that you have no right to demand Eli to leave the palace. The Ancients have chosen us, and because of that you have been displaced. Upon our pledging ceremony, I will take the throne with Eliaphus by my side.” I grabbed Eli’s hand, gently sliding my palm against his.
“You will leave this room and never enter it again without my permission. Should you care to remain in this palace, you will give me the honor I am due. Lastly, know this, you will answer to the council for your transgressions against me.”
“Be reminded, daughter. Until you are pledged, you are not in power. I remain on the throne. Do not forget this, Princess. Your pairing will only happen if I permit. We shall see how long this warrior waits for you, when you are not granted that right.”
On those words, my father turned and walked from the room. My mother’s face was sorrowful as she reached for me, but I turned from her touch and moved to the other side of the room.
“Alaris, you must understand. Your father loves you and only wants the best for you. You cannot blame him for that.” I turned to face her, giving her a knowing look.
“What’s best for me is my mate.”
Her shoulders fell and she nodded. “I know, daughter. Just give him time.”
“I am no longer on his time, mother. It would do you well to leave him to his fate. He will answer for his grievances against me, and then the council will decide what is to be done with him.”
All words seem to have left her as she nodded and turned out of the room. I felt Eli’s presence behind me. His head came down to rest against the back of mine, and the puffs of breath pushed through my hair, tickling the skin on my neck.
“Thank you.” He spoke aloud. The noise jostled me a bit, as I had started to become more expectant to having his voice in my mind.
“You don’t have to thank me. I only spoke the truth. I don’t answer to him any longer. Not after what he did, and especially now that I’ve found you.” I turned in his arms and moved my eyes to his. “Are you sure you’re ready for this? There is a lot of change happening and I don’t know how you feel about being mated to me. I know you didn’t chose to be royalty, or to deal with the responsibilities that come with that title. I’ll understand if you choose to deny the pledging.”
Fear wracked through my bones as I spoke those words. I knew what it was liked to be trapped into a royal position, responsible to everyone and for everyone. I would not be the reason that Eli ever felt caged in.
“I would never feel that way about you.” He interrupted my flow of thoughts and lifted his hands to cup each side of my face. Tingles spread through me and he bent to kiss me gently for a moment. “I will not say that I had ever considered the possibility that I would be lifted to such a place, but I would never regret it. Not only because I know the Ancients have purpose behind every decision they have made, and that I will be honored for choosing to follow their path, but the largest part of my obedience to follow is because I have you. My beautiful Princess, you are everything. You must know that.”
His words were a balm to my fear and I felt his acceptance of me in everything that was spoken. We may not know everything about each other yet, but we would. Time would give us what we need.
He led me back to the couch and pulled a few bowls off of the cart, setting them before us and filling them with various fruits and breads. I spent the next couple of hours telling him about my childhood, growing up in the palace. He smiled and laughed in all the right places, but stayed silently strong during the painful memories. I let myself rest against him and he held me, rubbing his palm gently across my shoulder, giving me the strength and assurance that I needed.
“You should sleep.” His suggestion fell over me as I clung to him.
“I probably should.” Not releasing my hold around his waist, I felt him chuckle and then move to lift me in his arms once again. He pulled me in tightly, moving out of the living area and through the entrance to my bedroom. Very carefully, his arms lowered me to the large ornately carved bed- the pillow soft mattress meeting my back. He pulled the heavy threaded blanket over me and brushed a few tendrils of hair behind my ear.
“I will miss you in the night,” he whispered as my eyes started to droop.
“Miss you, too.” The last thing I felt before sleep overtook me, were the feel of his soft lips against my cheek.
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Eliaphus
Walking away from her as she rested in her bed was difficult. Having had her in my arms for the night before, I yearned to push back into the room and pull her close, but we were not in the woods any longer. She was the Princess of Volonia, and yes she was my mate, but until the pledging ceremony, we would be separated.
I swiftly moved down the hall and found myself in the grand entrance of the palace. The light-colored walls were in major contrast to the palace in Edon. Golden carvings were set against them, each piece a replica of previous monarchs. The entire history of Volonia was in this room - paintings of people, statues, and a large bookcase filled with the historical writings of Volonia.
One day, this would be my home. I would be responsible for filling the shelves with the message of our time. My fingers gently brushed along the leather spines of journals that lined one of the shelves. A voice with which I was very familiar intruded my thoughts, but it wasn’t my mate.
Meet me at my dwelling, warrior. There is much to discuss. Galiel echoed in my mind. It was a strange transition to go from having my own thoughts, to others having the ability to intrude them. But Galiel was my most trusted advisor, and Alaris was my mate. Nothing would ever make me want to change that.
I wondered if I could speak back to him, so I closed my eyes and searched, wondering if there was a thread connecting us, as there was with Alaris. The thick golden braid that connected me to Alaris was the first image. I mentally pushed around it, seeking the darkness for some sort of indication that there was a connection to Galiel. When a small violet tendril shot through the darkness, I grabbed hold of it and felt the vibration pulsing through its fibers. I knew this was Galiel’s connection to me. I pushed my thoughts across the connection.
I’m on my way.
I felt Galiel’s pleasure at my ability and then opened my eyes, turning to walk out of the palace entrance. Galiel’s dwelling was not in the main village. As a council member, certain privileges were allotted to the brotherhood. I turned in the opposite direction of the village, following the pathway around the council building to a small community of more expansive homes. They were larger than the normal dwellings, and made from the same materials as the council building. Stone and gold were the main components. Galiel’s dwelling rested at the end of the row, raised above the rest, fitting his position. I pushed up the marble steps and waited at the door. He would know I had arrived.
Moments later the door swung open to reveal a rotund woman with shoulder-length blonde hair. Her skin was slightly aged, showing her to be around the same age as Galiel.
“Welcome, Eliaphus. Come in.” Her kind demeanor warmed me and I stepped through the threshold of their dwelling. The home was simple, but elegant, as I walked into a formal living area where Galiel stood by a large fireplace. He was dressed casually in a burgundy tunic and long white pants. Outside of the council room, the brotherhood was not required to wear their governmental robes.
“Eliaphus.” He greeted me, motioning for me to take a seat on the relaxed sand-colored chair adjacent to him.
“Galiel.” I sat and waited for him to speak. My eyes followed him as he glided across the room toward me.
“I know there is much to discuss. Let us start with your connection with the Princess.”
I wiped my palms against my knees and leaned back into the chair. “I can’t explain it. It’s more intense than I ever expected. It’s nothing like what we have been told to expect for our entire lives. There are things happening, Galiel, that we cannot explain. I know mates can always feel each other, but this is more. I can not only feel exactly what her emotions are, but I can read her thoughts, as she can mine. We can also communicate through our connection, as you have done with me on numerous accounts.”
Galiel’s eyes widened at my admission and he moved to find a seat across from me. “Tell me more, brother.”
“When our marks touch, the white fire burns through both of us. Every sensation one of us is experiencing, the other feels it as well. Everything is shared. I can feel pain, comfort, passion. That’s why she collapsed in the council room. Transformation for myself was overwhelming enough, but she could feel every ounce of the change, doubly so. During my transformation, she changed, too. Our connection… the thread that holds us together, changed.”
“How did it change?”
“It changed color and braided itself to a thickened strand. It’s as if it were impenetrable. Now the connection is even clearer than it was before. What does this mean, Galiel?” My brow furrowed and I hoped that he would have some answers. The last thing I wanted was to have Alaris feel whatever pain I went through. Especially now that we were going to war. It was unacceptable.
“I have an idea of the implication this makes, but I need to look at the histories. You should bring Alaris with you to the training grounds tomorrow. I’ll have more information for you then. In the meantime, tell me how the king reacted to your pairing?”
A dark chuckle rumbled from my chest, turning into sadness that Alaris was at odds with her only family. “He was less than pleasant, you might say. He has refused to allow the pledging ceremony as long as he has any power, and he nearly attacked me.”
“Well, I assumed it would go that way. Do not worry. He will change his position in time, and see that your pairing with Alaris is the will of the Ancients.”
“I hope so, but the last thing I want is for Alaris to be stripped of her family. It’s the only family she has.”
Galiel’s thoughtful eyes regarded me for a few moments before he spoke again.
“She has you, Eliaphus. That is not to be taken lightly. You are bound and now belong with each other.”
“I will never forget that, nor take it for granted.”
“Good. Now, go see your family and get some rest. Tomorrow will be a full day.”
I stood and walked toward Galiel, kneeling in front of him and bowing my head in honor. The gesture indicating deep respect for my elder, and although I am now a council member, I will never forget to show Galiel the respect he so deserves. Galiel’s fingers set gently against the crown of my head and he spoke.
“Thank you, warrior. May the Ancients be with you in the night.”
He released me and I stood, giving one curt nod before turning to leave. I wandered out of the council community and through the court, toward the village. I took my time, each foot slowly pressed into the jeweled street beneath me, enjoying the swirling night air, filling me with its sweet welcoming comfort. My eyes took in the scene around me. There were families milling about. I grinned as a little boy chased a young girl, splashing her with water from the fountain. Leaves of the huyan trees danced in the breeze. This was my home. War may be upon us, but I would never allow anything to taint this place of love and peace.
Lost in my thoughts of the upcoming days, I found myself climbing the stairs to my family’s dwelling, seemingly unaware that the sun had gone to rest and night had fallen around me. Stars twinkled in the black sky, giving us a glimpse of hope, knowing that the ancients were looking down upon us.
I gripped the handle to the door and pushed inward. My family was seated at the small wooden dining table, laughing boisterously as Abilla held a slice of bread in his hand and moved it in motion as if it were a puppet. My intrusion caused them all to swing their eyes at the door and seconds later, they all jumped from their seats and welcomed me.
“Eliaphus!” Abilla yipped excitedly and rushed toward me, gripping my waist as hard as he could. I chuckled at his exuberance.
“I missed you, Abilla.” I ran my calloused fingers through his hair and let his adoration seep into me. My mother reached over him and settled a gentle kiss on my bristled cheek.
“I’m glad you are safe.” She whispered and stepped back to allow my father a chance to greet me. I dipped my chin, bearing the crown of my head. His hand found its place and he settled his fingers there lightly before pulling me into his arms. Abilla wiggled free from beneath us.
“Welcome home, son.” My father’s timber voice rumbled through me at our contact.
“Thank you, Father.” I pulled away and unwrapped my sword from its belt, settling it into the wooden chest by the door, followed by the rest of my armor. I took a seat at the opposite end of the table, the place that had become mine as I had grown into a man.
“Are you hungry?” Manu asked as she moved around the table to the small cabinets above the sink, pulling down another metal plate. She set it in front of me, then grabbed a drinking mug placed it there as well.
“Very.” My stomach rumbled at the meaty scent floating from the oven. Manu moved to pull a large pan from the baking oven and settled it on the table in front of us. The fork in Abilla’s hand tapped impatiently on the table and I settled my hand over his.
“Calm and patience are important if you desire to be a warrior someday, Abilla. Practice in times like these will make you ready,” I instructed my little brother and his eyes went immediately wide as he set the utensil on the table and moved his fidgeting hands to his lap.
I broke a piece of bread from the warm loaf set beside me and rested it on my plate. Father reached for my mother’s hand and Abilla’s. I mimicked his actions on the other side, completing the circle as we recited the Blessing of the Bread.
“We are grateful for the giving of the land, blessed by the Ancients. May this meal bring health and healing to our bodies, and may we never forget the hands that provided it for us.”
We broke apart and my brother immediately lifted his fork and jabbed it into the large roast that was now in the center of the table with steam lifting upwards from its flesh. We all chuckled as he speared it with fervor, tearing a hearty piece from the mound and slapping it on his plate. Manu cut the rest and served it.
“So, when will we get to meet your mate?”
I grinned and knew that even though the word would spread by morning of who my mate was, I was still able to tell them first.
“I presume you shall meet tomorrow. I will retrieve her in the morning and we will be gone for
most of the day, but I can bring her here tomorrow for evening meal.” I glanced at Manu in question, seeing if the plan was agreeable to her.
“I cannot wait, my son.” She patted her nearly translucent hand on mine and then went back to eating.
“I do have to prepare you, for I’m sure you will hear of this tomorrow. Word has already begun to spread, but I wanted you to hear it from me.”
My father settled his knife on the table and lifted his eyes to mine. “What do you need to say?”
I took a deep breath and pictured Alaris in my mind, bringing a slight grin to my face.
“My mate is Princess Alaris.”
My mother gasped, bringing her hand to her lips as her eyes watered. My father had a glowing look of pride across it. The reaction that I didn’t expect was the fear etched across my little brother’s face.
“What is it, Abilla?” I probed, waiting to see what would cause such worry to fill his young features.
“You’re going to be with the Princess?”
I nodded, waiting for him to express whatever was running through his mind.
“That means you won’t be here anymore. You’ll be living in the Palace.” Tears filled his eyes and my heart wrenched at the sight, but love filled my soul for him.
“I will always be around, Abilla. I may not bed here at night, but I will see you all the time.”
“Do you promise?”
“I promise, brother.” I settled my hand on his head and he quickly wiped a tear that had escaped down his cheek.
“Will you still take me fishing?”
My father and I chuckled. “Of course we’ll go fishing. All the time.”
Abilla relaxed a bit at my words before picking up his fork and continuing with his meal, apparently satisfied with my response. The meal time went by quickly with my family filling me in on the events happening in their lives.
My father’s work at the weaponry was going well. He had been promoted recently and was enjoying a more relaxed pace as he was getting older. My mother mostly stayed at home, but went to the court a few days a week to sell various items that she handcrafted, such as woven baskets, handmade carpets, and embroidered linens. It wasn’t necessary for her to do so, but she was a creative type of woman and needed an outlet for those things. I watched as she began to tell me about all the other ladies in the village and what they sold. Her eyes lit up and a smile spread across her face. She was part of a community that she loved. We all were. Volonia was home and these people were our family, related or not.
“I’ll clean up, Manu. You should rest.” I reached for the dirty plates and moved to the sink, setting them on the tiled counter beside the basin. My fingers twisted the small metal knob, releasing the flow of water from the spigot on the wall above the hollowed-out porcelain. The water filled the basin, mixing with the added soap and creating a layer of foamy bubbles across the surface. I dipped the plates into the mixture and began to clean as my father packed up the rest of the food.
Manu had gone to help Abilla to bed, and it was just my father and I left in the kitchen.
“Are you sure you want to do this, Eliaphus? Being royalty is a major responsibility. You’ve worked your entire life to be a warrior, and you are the best we have. What happens now?” His words settled in my heart and I only felt calm.
“There are a lot of things at work in this, Badu. I cannot explain them all, but I will never regret having her as my mate. I will never regret moving forward into that position because not only will I be by her side, but I’ll be able to bring peace more effectively in it. You know how I feel about Volonia.”
He rested his hip against the kitchen counter before responding to me. “If that is how you feel, we will be supportive in any way we can.”
“There is something else that I didn’t get to share with you before.” I took a deep breath and turned to face him. “I’ve been elevated to Council.”
The shock on my father’s face was almost comical, but then his joy overtook it. Once again I could tell he was proud of me, and that feeling inside of me grew even more. He pulled me into his arms as I avoided having my soapy palms soak his tunic.
“I don’t know what we did in life that the ancients would bless us with you, my son. I could not be more satisfied with who you have become, and I know that I cannot begin to fathom who you will become in the future.”
Tears stung my eyes as the emotions poured out of his words and into my heart.
“Thanks, Badu.” I rarely used that term to address my father, but in this moment, I felt like his small young son once again, seeking approval and finding it in his arms. My father released me and moved out of the kitchen toward his private quarters. I finished cleaning the dishes, setting them on a small wooden rack to dry. The house had gone quiet and I softly padded across the room to a door on the opposite side of the house. Pushing it open, I stepped into what had been my room for twenty-three years- barely used now. A small carved dresser sat on the left as I stepped into the room, holding a few trinkets from my time as a warrior, as well as an oil lamp. I quickly took a match and lit the wick, watching the glow slowly spread across my room as it ignited.
The light gradually cast across the rest of the room, revealing a few paintings hanging sporadically and a neatly-made bed pushed against the far wall beneath the shuttered window. The familiar scent of trees and swishers floated in from the outside and I fell onto the bed, groaning in exhaustion. Wondering if Alaris was awake at all, I closed my eyes and sought her out with my mind. Following the braided golden thread I pushed against it slightly.
You awake, beautiful?
No response came except a sudden onslaught of images. I knew exactly what I was watching, but it seemed to be from her point of view.
The view moved downward, revealing her thin arms draped in golden cloth. In her hands rested the jade orb that I had seen in my own vision. The scene moved upward to reveal the courtyard and the council steps, which I was climbing. I was dressed in a gold and black uniform, embellishments attached in various places showing my rank as a warrior, council member, and also royalty. I could see the passion and fire in my swirling eyes as I stepped closer to her and I felt my heart race as she placed the orb into my palm, keeping her marked palm on the top and mine on the bottom.
Not wanting to intrude on her dream any longer, I pushed my way out of her mind and opened my eyes to my room once more. Kicking off my boots, I slid into the covers of my bed and gripped the spare pillow against my chest, the same place that Alaris had occupied the night before. Within moments, I found my own dreams, and I can’t say that they were not inspired by her.
 



Chapter 12
Chapter 12
Alaris
I heard my name being called once again from the dark void. A jostle of my shoulder had my eyes flinging open and my upper body swinging up from the mattress.
Olivia chuckled at my sudden movement and my eyes found her sitting beside me on the bed.
“I was told to wake you, Your Highness.” Her shoulders shook as I fell back to the bed and flung my arm over my eyes.
“Go away, Olivia. I’m going to back to sleep.”
“Are you sure, Princess? Because there’s a handsome gentlemen downstairs waiting to take you on adventures. Should I tell him to leave?” She began to slide off the bed and I grabbed her wrist with a grin.
“Tell Eliaphus I’ll be down shortly.”
“As you wish, Your Majesty.” She stood and glided toward my bedroom door, where she stopped for a moment and turned her face to mine. “Thank you for everything, Alaris. For bringing us here, giving us a place in your palace. You saved our lives.”
I pushed off the bed, my gown sweeping the floor as I reached for her and pulled her petite body into my arms. “I’m glad to have you, Olivia. Thank you for protecting me in Edon. Your service to me will never be forgotten or taken lightly, and you will always have a home here.”
She nodded against my shoulder, then turned and closed the door behind her. It was time to face the new day in Volonia. I padded to my closet and pulled down a cobalt blue cotton dress with long sleeves and embroidered vines that wrapped around the torso. The hem settled against the ground as I walked, but that was fairly common in most of my royal wardrobe. There was something regal to be said of long beautiful gowns. No matter what was happening around me, I always felt beautiful in them.
Olivia voice sounded from the sitting area in my suite, announcing her arrival. I stepped out of my sleeping chamber and moved toward the white vanity on the left side of the living room. Olivia shuffled toward me, waiting for me to take a seat before pulling my hair behind my shoulders and running her thin fingers through it.
“What are your plans for the day?” she questioned as she began to braid intricately, moving the strands around and through each other.
“I’m not really sure. Eliaphus said he would come to retrieve me and that we would have a full day ahead of us.”
“Will you be in need of my service?”
I reached up and stilled her hands momentarily. “Go spend the day with Kristof. It is important that you learn the ways of Volonia, and the only way to do that is to meet the people.”
Olivia’s face brightened and her cheeks tinted slightly as she continued to work through my strands of hair. When she was finished, she settled a jade comb into a few strands, holding them away from my face.
“You are ready.”
I stood and glided to the closet, pulling out a pair of flat black boots. My feet pushed into the softened leather and I wiggled my toes in comfort, appreciating the feel.
“If that is all, then I’ll be on my way.” Olivia moved toward the door and waited for me to release her.
“You’re relieved from duty today. Have fun.”
“Thank you, Princess.”
As she spoke, she bolted out the door with a smile on her face, leaving it swinging behind her. I chuckled at her innocence and joy as I stepped into the hallway.
My heart sped up as the tingles began to burn through my palm and up my arm. Before he was even in my sight, I felt him. He was seeking me out and I closed my eyes, opening to his prodding of my mind.
Are you on your way down, my beautiful Princess?
A breath of contentment and warmth escaped my lips as I welcomed his intrusion.
On my way, warrior.
Moments later, I turned the corner and spotted him waiting by the entrance doors. He was thumbing through one of the story books that sat on the large shelving case beside him. His eyes shot up at the sound of my arrival and he smiled, gently sliding the book back into its place.
I couldn’t wait any longer. My feet pushed forward and my body sprung into his arms. He wrapped his firm arms around me, lifting me up slightly off the ground and holding me close to his chest. There was no hesitation in his manner as he found my lips with his and poured every ounce of emotion he was feeling into me. The sparks were wildly bouncing between us and I watched as the golden braid connecting us slightly tremble at the constant wave rushing between us. Moments later the vibrations died down and I was left with the feeling of peace.
I missed you last night, warrior of mine.My hand brushed his brow and his head leaned into my palm.
Words cannot express how much your absence kept me restless.His forehead tilted down to meet mine and we stood there breathing each other in for a few long moments.
“We must go. Galiel will be waiting for us,” he whispered out loud. I nodded my consent and he slid his palm against mine, leading me out of the doors and toward the arena. We passed by a micka vendor, preparing his wooden stand in the court. The smell of the sizzling meat caused my stomach to groan in pleasure and Eli grinned down at me.
“Would you like some?”
I gazed longingly at the wrapped meat, sizzling on a coal heated cooking box. “I’ll be fine…”
He chuckled at my hesitation and pulled me toward the stand.
“Two micka rolls, please.” He pulled a few coins from his pocket and handed them to the older gentlemen. The man tossed the coins into a jar and grabbed two fully cooked micka rolls from the makeshift grill and tossed them into a piece of parchment, then handed them to us. I immediately lifted the salty meat to my lips and took a huge bite.
“I take it you missed this?” Eli took a huge bit of his own.
“Yes. I mean, we had similar things in the middle realm, but nothing quite matched it. The closest I found was another meat called bacon. It is made from swine, which sounds odd, but it was pretty good.”
“Well enjoy, but do it quickly. We still need to get moving.”
“Why are we headed there?” I pointed to the large circular stone building, hollowed out in the center.
“Galiel suggested I bring you to the training grounds. He said he would have more information for us today.”
“Will I get to train?” I jumped excitedly, pulling him behind me as I ran toward the building.
He chuckled but shook his head no. “Why would you train, Princess? You are not a warrior.”
“But I am the leader of Volonia, or will be soon. And if my warriors are being sent to battle, I will be there with them.” Conviction laced my tone as Eliaphus’ eyes grew dark and he forcibly halted my steps.
“Alaris, you will not be fighting. I will not allow that,” he said sternly.
“Warrior, do not forget that I am royalty. You do not order me in my steps.” The shot was low, and I knew it. He released my hand and crossed his arms across his chest.
“Am I now just a warrior to you, Princess? One you think you can order around and expect compliance at all times?”
I knew my words had hurt him, but I was determined to learn how to fight. I closed my eyes and pushed on our connection, seeking admittance into his mind. I needed to show him why I felt the way I did, and the only way to do that was to show him what I was afraid of.
He pushed against my intrusion at first, attempting to block it, but I wasn’t to be denied. With every ounce of strength I had I pierced his wall and a relenting sigh fell from his lips as he stopped fighting me and waited.
The first image I showed him was of a worn and bloody battlefield. Bodies ripped and torn all around as he laid on his back. A sword was pierced his side and no matter how much he tried to move, he couldn’t. I let my fear roll through him, and he gripped me tightly.
The next image I gave him switched to the city being intruded by Edonites. They were climbing the walls and pushing through the Palace doors in search of me. I felt anger boiling through him as he took in the scene.
I broke the connection and opened my eyes to meet his. His gaze was full of turmoil as he processed the things I showed him. His thumb brushed across my cheek and he sighed in defeat.
“You know I’ll never let any of that happen, don’t you?”
“You can’t prevent everything, Eliaphus. But if I am by your side, I won’t have to worry about you, and you wont have to worry about me. For whatever reasons, the ancients have given us each other. Our connection is more than anything our people have ever heard of. I know there has to be a reason for that. If I fight beside you, we will fight as one.”
He ground his teeth but didn’t object to my reasoning. I knew he could see the truth in my words and with a relenting breath, he closed his eyes, taking a moment before he spoke. Finally, his eyes lifted to meet mine and held me captive as fierce passion burned through me.
“You will train, but only by me. No one else will touch you unless I give them permission. And you have to promise, you will only fight if and when I say you should. You must follow my instruction down to the very last letter. Agreed?”
I held his gaze and nodded. “Take me to the training grounds, warrior. We have lots of work to do.” I kissed him chastely then stepped to his side, allowing him to lead me forward and into the stone archway of the arena.
We walked through a stone-carved tunnel that opened to a large field of blue grass and swarms of warriors pushing themselves through various stations of battle simulations. Galiel stood in the center, speaking to one of the ranked men, discussing strategy. He noticed our entrance and waved us closer.
To our left, a group of warriors were practicing maneuvers with their swords, and to the right they were combatting hand to hand. On the far end of the field was an obstacle course of sorts, with men crawling, jumping, running, twisting and more. We moved through the action, to the center where Galiel stood among the most prominent warriors.
“Princess.” Galiel’s voice was sweet and welcoming as his arms pulled me into an embrace. His comfort and contentment flooded through me at his touch.
“Hello, Galiel.” He stepped back and Eli bent to one knee beside me. Galiel’s fingers gently pressed against his head.
Removing his hand, Galiel motioned for Eli to stand, then pointed toward a quiet area in the corner of the arena away from the training men.
“Did you find any information?” My mate prodded as we walked beside Galiel.
“I found a few things in the histories, but what I want to show you is this.” We stepped up to a leather satchel sitting idly by one of the stone walls. He reached inside and lifted out a leather-bound journal, handing it to Eli.
My eyes stayed trained on the book as he began to thumb through the pages to where Galiel had set a simple Swisher bud to mark the page. Eli’s voice spoke out as he began to read the page in front of him.
“The 17th day of Veroli in the Two Hundred and Thirty-Fourth Year.
From the table of Herocyn, Third Prophet of Volonia.
The ancients have blessed me with a vision once again and have spoken their words so that I may relay the prophecy to our kind.
The vision showed a golden braid, hard and thick, corded together and impenetrable. It seemed to be a connection strand, although one that has never been described in our histories. I asked the Ancients to show me the holders of the strand and the vision changed, revealing a crowned woman standing among the Field of Freedom with a gilded dagger in each hand. A warrior stood beside her, sword in his hands, dripping with blood. The woman’s gown was tattered and shred, but their enemies were ceased, poured out among the ground, full of life no longer. Warriors were chanting victories around them as the coupling watched their people celebrate.
The vision switched once again to the pair standing upon the council steps. Both were crowned and the white fire of the ancients poured out from them. The light covered the city and moved across the lands of Volonia, and peace was found throughout the realm.
Then the ancient spoke and I took up my pen, eager to read the words. This is what the ancients have to say:
 
The warrior shall rise to protect his people, by his side she will fight.
Together, as one, they will bring true peace to all realms.
They will be of one mind, one heart, one soul.
They will bring forth the change.
Ruling righteously above all,
they will cause the realms to flourish.
Their light will bring healing to the land,
and darkness will forever be vanquished.
 
This is the fifth prophecy of Volonia given to me, the third prophet of the Ancients. I shall mark it in my book and it shall be spoken when time reveals its importance.”
For a moment, I was frozen in time as I re-read the words on the page in Eli’s hands. Eli reached for my hand and the electric shocks caused my eyes to swing upward to meet his.
Is he sure this is about us?I pushed the thought through our connection.
I think the evidence is pretty concrete.His eyes held mine captive. Are you worried?
A throat cleared from beside us, interrupting our internal conversation. Galiels cheeks were split into a smile and his eyes were bright as he regarded the two of us. I couldn’t stop my face from turning red and Eli chuckled beside me.
“Sorry, Galiel. Sometimes we forget other people are around.”
“No apologies, brother. But please, tell me your thoughts.”
“It is such a weighted prophecy. There will be much to discuss, but for now just know that we will do our best to protect Volonia.” His palm squeezed against mine and the fire burned through me, leaving only calm and peaceful confidence in its wake. He spoke truth. Even if I didn’t have Eliaphus, I would forever stand to protect my people, at any cost. Alone or beside him. And if we were moving toward war in Volonia, then I would be there beside him, every step of the way.
My eyes roamed across the arena and my heart began to blaze in fierce protectiveness over my warriors, the soldiers who had dedicated their lives to keeping peace in our realm, and who have given their loyalty to my throne. I knew it was time to step up and become the leader they promised to protect and follow, one that was separate from Eliaphus, but also connected to him in ways no one else could be.
If you believe you need to do it, then you should. They will listen to you, Princess. Be strong and let your courage shine. I’ll be here beside you.
His words steeled my resolve and I moved my eyes to Galiel.
“I would like to speak to the warriors.”
Galiel nodded in respect, then began to move toward the middle of the arena. As he stood there, he chanted a few words as the light of Volonia began to seep out of him and toward the collection of men. It moved across the ground, wrapping around each warrior, gaining their attention. They stopped whatever actions they were participating in, drawn into the light and pulled toward the source. A few moments later, the light disappeared and the warriors were circled around Galiel, watching and waiting. Eli tugged my hand and led me through the circle.
Nearly five hundred sets of eyes followed us as we pushed our way through the throng of warriors, emerging into the open center where Galiel was standing post.
You ready for this? Eli pushed against our connection and I shivered euphorically at his intrusion.
I was born for this, warrior.
We came to a stop beside Galiel, and I released Eli’s hand, stepping slightly in front of the two very powerful men beside me. As I moved forward, the mass of warriors bent to their knees in respect of my position. The feeling of utter devotion rushed through me as I regarded my people. It was a high standard that I would be held to, so as to deserve this loyalty, but I would do my best to lead them in the way the Ancients would.
“Rise, warriors of Volonia.” I spoke loudly, my voice carrying across the wind and echoing around the stone arena. I watched as they bodies rippled around me, moving to their feet.
“For many years, you have stood in the lines of battle, an effort to keep our realm at peace. Now, when war is knocking on our door, you prepare yourselves for something greater. This will not be just for our home, Volonia. Peace in our realm will forever reign, but what we do in this moment will determine the nature of peace in all realms. The Ancients have called us forth, and I, as your Princess and as your leader’s mate, will stand with you to face the darkness that threatens our home and the homes of the multitudes.” Rumbles of agreement began to call out from their mouths as their bodies began to boil with excitement. I lifted my marked palm in the air, reaching for Eli and calling forth the Light of Volonia. Eli lifted his marked palm, mimicking my actions, and the light began to tremble through us. It began to pour from our bodies and our eyes ignited. When I spoke next, it was as if the host of Ancients were speaking along with me, voices of the ages were weaved within mine. “We fight for the peace of all kind! Yesterday, today, and forever!”
Cheers erupted around us as Eli and I pulled back the light, and my knees nearly buckled at the strength of it. Eli wrapped his arms around my waist, holding me in position as he gained his own strength back.
That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen or felt. Did you know that was going to happen?He whispered in my mind.
No idea. I just started speaking and it was like something took over my body and mind.
The power of the Ancients. It’s in us, Alaris.
I can feel it, warrior. And I can’t hold it back any more.
He kissed me then. In front of Galiel and the mass of warriors. The cheering grew louder as they celebrated with us. I allowed myself to be swept away in the rush of electricity that Eliaphus drew from me as we shared our passion with each other. He eventually pulled back and grinned down at me.
“I think it’s time to get the Princess back to the Palace.” He spoke loudly for the warriors to hear. I swung my eyes up to meet his.
“What about training?”
He brushed a loose tendril from my face. “We can start tomorrow. There are other things on today’s agenda.”
A bit disappointed that I wouldn’t get to practice anything today, I tilted my chin down and turned from him. He chuckled and gripped my hand.
“I promise we’ll be here at first light, Alaris.”
I just nodded and let him guide me through the crowd. Hands reached to touch me, brushing against my arms and shoulders. Eliaphus grew agitated but let it slide, knowing it was out of respect and honor that they did so.
We emerged from the stone tunnel, onto the streets of Volonia near the court. A young girl ran across the streets, giggling at the small boy giving chase to her. She turned and bumped into legs. My hands instinctively fell to her shoulders to keep her from falling and she grinned up at me before her eyes went wide as recognition entered them.
“You’re Princess Alaris!” She spoke in awe. I chuckled a bit and let my fingers slide through her shoulder length black hair. Crouching down to her level, I gave her a genuine smile.
“I am. What is your name?”
The little girl tried to curtsy but wobbled a bit on her feet. I held her still and she sighed. “My name is Sorina Voldero. I’m sorry I can’t curtsy right. I’ve been practicing.” Her face was saddened by this, and I lifted her chin.
“You did just fine, Sorina Voldero. Where are your parents?”
The dark-haired child pointed across the court where a man and woman were chatting with a tapestry vendor. I nodded and took her hand, leading her across the courtyard to where they stood. My arrival did not go unnoticed by any means and her mother instantly paled as she saw the girl’s hand in mine.
“Forgive her, Your Highness. She isn’t quite educated on the appropriate greetings of royalty.” The mother reached for her daughter and gently tugged her close, waiting to hear what I’d have to say.
“It wasn’t a problem. Your daughter seems very sweet, and I’m glad to have met her. Please do not worry about offending me. I am a Volonian as much as you, and she is free to roam as much as she pleases, as long as you have granted her permission.” I tried to smile warmly in hopes that her parents would feel at ease. Then I looked over my shoulder at Eliaphus, who was bent on one knee on the other side of the fountain, speaking to the small boy who was chasing. I couldn’t hear his words from here so I closed my eyes and opened our connection.
You must be patient, young one. A warrior knows how to respect those around him and how to treat the ladies of Volonia with all the care the Ancients have blessed you with. You must save all that vigor and courage for the training grounds when you are older. You will make a fine warrior someday.
Do you really think so?
I know so.
I turned off the connection after that, feeling my heart grow even more. Every day that I spent with Eliaphus solidified my desire to be his forever. He was truly a righteous man. And even though it had only been days, I knew I was ready to start preparing for our pledging. There was only one thing standing in our way, and that was my father.
“I must be going now.” I bent to Sorina’s level once more. “I shall see you around, young lady of Volonia.”
“May the Ancients go before you, Your Highness.” The father wrapped his arm around his wife as I stood.
“And before you.” I nodded then turned and glided toward Eli. He met me at the fountain and took my hand in his.
“Ready for the rest of our day?” He grinned and I squeezed his palm.
“Lead on, warrior.”
He tilted his head and bent to place a soft kiss on my cheek, his scruff rubbing gently across my skin. It tickled and I chuckled softly, trying to pull away from him, but he didn’t let me get far. His arm wrapped around my waist as he led me down the road toward the village.
“Where are we headed?”
He looked down at me and smiled. “I think it’s time for you to meet my family.”
Nerves fluttered in my stomach at the thought of coming face to face with Eli’s parents. My palms began to sweat and I rubbed them against my dress.
“I suppose I’d have to do it sooner or later.”
That caused him to bark out in laughter beside me. He pulled me tighter to his side.
“You’ll be fine. You rule a kingdom, you can handle one set of parents.”
“They aren’t just any set of parents. I won’t be visiting them as my subjects, but rather as the girl who was marked by their son, the one who will be taking him away from their home.” I stopped my movement and turned toward him.
“I don’t want them to feel like they have to give you up because of me. Maybe they can move into the Palace with us? After the pledging, of course. I can just clear out an entire wing for them, they would like that, right? What kind of things do your parents like to do? How should I greet them?” I rambled on and on, frantically moving my hands in front of me as I spoke. I felt heavy hands on my shoulders and lifted my eyes to meet fiery chocolate eyes that melted me on the inside just a little.
“Calm down. It’s not like I’m going to another realm. I don’t regret this, Princess. You belong to me, and I belong to you. Remember? My family will love you and they would never think ill of you. And no, they will not be moving into the palace.” He chuckled a bit at that thought. “I intend to keep you to myself for as long as possible.”
His words caused heat to rise in my face and I quickly looked down at my fidgeting hands. He set his lips on my forehead and I could feel his chest bubbling in laughter. “Don’t worry so much, Alaris. Everything will work out the way it’s supposed to. Just wait and see.”
I felt the intrusion in my mind as the braided cord gave way to his rush of emotions. First it was complete adoration, then loyalty to me, above everything else. Lastly he gave me calm, and courage, and peace, and utter joy. My body trembled at the onslaught, and in the wake of it, I was left clinging to him, relishing the feel of him in my arms.
He let a few silent moments pass so that I could gain control of myself once more. When I was ready, I stepped back and lifted a smile toward him.
“Thank you for that.”
He grinned and bent his head, capturing my mouth with his.
I will always give you what you need, mate.
I broke the kiss and just spent a moment looking into his captivating face before turning and offering my palm to him. He slipped his fingers between mine, gripping my hand tightly, then led us onto a path that broke off from the main road. It swirled around the village dwellings, and I took in the beautiful homes of my people.
A group of men were busy building a new dwelling in an open space between two older homes while a cluster of younger women swirled around one of their own, a ruby-haired young woman with bright green eyes. She was watching a muscled young man climb a wooden ladder, securing a swinging shutter to a window opening on the side of the house. It was obvious that they were newly mated. I could feel the transfer of emotions from where I stood as the two glanced at each other and stayed glued to each other’s gaze.
Eliaphus tugged on my hand, grinning at the scene I was watching, then halted his steps at a beautiful carved-out dwelling with a wooden staircase leading up to a raised home. A garden of vegetables and flowers grew bountifully beneath the home, accessible on all sides as the house was raised onto large wooden trunks of huyan. There was a large wooden porch that wrapped around the entire circumference of the home.
The front door swung open, revealing a stocky older lady in a violet-colored dress, dulled from age but still quite stunning. She carried a large rug in her arms and moved out onto the deck, hanging it over the railing. She didn’t notice us at first, but when her eyes swung up at the sound of people behind us, she smiled broadly at the realization we were there.
Eli’s adoration was evident as he tugged me forward and up the stairs. He quickly released me and wrapped his arms around the woman, speaking quietly in her ear before reaching for me again.
“Alaris, I’d like you to meet my mother, Victoria.” He smiled down at me before continuing. “Manu, this is my mate. Alaris Povona.”
I wasn’t expecting to receive the welcome that I did. She did not bow, or curtsy, as most subjects did in my presence. I was glad for it. Instead of the customary greeting, she smiled widely and reached for me, pulling me into her chest and embracing me tightly.
“I am so overjoyed to finally meet you.” She whispered gleefully into my ear as she squeezed, her strength surprising. The sweet scent of Rubaria wafted around me as I pulled away from her. She quickly set her hands on my cheeks and tears were filling her eyes.
“We have prayed many years for you. I am so glad my son has finally found you.”
I felt the tears began to form in my own eyes. I couldn’t speak, so all I did was slightly nod my head. She pulled my face close to hers and placed a sweet kiss on my forehead.
“You are family now. Come. Let’s go inside. Eliaphus told us you’d be here much later, so there is work to do.”
My heart was filling with more acceptance and love than I had ever felt in my lifetime. I did love my family, but it was very different between us. Our relationship was filled with an air of duty and loyalty to the throne, and the expectations of my parents weighed heavily on me in my early years.
Victoria moved inside and Eli gently wiped the escaping tear from my cheek.
“Don’t cry, my sweet.”
“I’m sorry. I’m just… really happy. Your mother is so nice.”
“She’s very excited to finally have another woman around. Between my father, my brother, and myself, she didn’t get much sweetness. She consistently dealt with dirty, grubby, and rough playing. I know she’s excited to have a daughter.”
I gasped at that thought. “Daughter?”
“Of course. When you pledge to me, you’ll belong to them as well. A part of the Ferovi family.”
“We haven’t really talked about the pledging in detail.” I glanced away, avoiding contact with his eyes. He didn’t say anything for a moment before I felt the prodding in my mind. Unable to refuse his entry, I opened our connection and let him in.
I didn’t want to have this conversation where anyone could hear it. We haven’t had much time alone since we’ve been home.
He reached his palm to my cheek and grinned.
I do want to move forward with the ceremony, Alaris. The ancients have given you to me, and I cannot wait a full season until you’re mine completely.
Then, he pushed forward an image of our pledging ceremony. It was so much like the vision I’d had, but from his perspective. I saw the steps beneath his feet as he moved upward to meet me, dressed in a beautifully intricate golden gown, holding the globe in my palm. He cut off the vision there, shutting down the connection and bringing us back to the present.
“Soon,” was all he spoke, determination settled in his heated eyes, waiting for my acknowledgment. I wasn’t about to let him down.
“Soon.” I agreed. His eyes sparked to life and bent to kiss my lips passionately, pressing me into the wooden railing of the porch and caging me in with each of his hands gripping the wooden plank behind me. I lost myself in his kiss for a few moments.
“Ewwwwwwww.” A young boy’s voice echoed around us, breaking our moment and causing laughter to erupt from Eli. He moved out from in front of me, revealing a younger boy with sweeping golden hair that fell along his ears.
“It’s not gross, Abilla. Just wait until you get older and find your mate. Things will be different.” He bent to tickle the boy. A chiming giggle floated in the air and I watched as Eli played with him.
“Now,” Eli began, “Abilla, let me introduce you to Alaris.”
The boy looked up at me and grinned, tugging on Eli’s sleeve. He bent down, lending his ear to the small child before his eyes full of mischief swung to me and he chuckled.
“He says you’re quite pretty.” The boy hid behind Eli’s legs, turning redder than a Pomenna fruit.
I bent to my knees in front of the boy and pulled him from behind Eli. “Thank you for the lovely compliment. Such a gentleman you are, even at a young age.” I chastely kissed his tiny cheek and his eyes went wide as he turned and ran inside the house. Eli couldn’t hold back his joyous laughter at that, pulling me up and into his arms just as his silver-haired father climbed the steps.
“He will be talking about that forever.” Eli’s father grinned, causing a few lines to appear around his eyes. He offered his hand in welcome, and I slid my palm into his. “Welcome to our home, Princess.”
“Thank you.”
“Now come.” He tugged on my arm, pulling it around his and setting my palm in the crook of his elbow as he led me into the doorway of the house. The inside of the dwelling was quaint, and beautifully decorated. A steaming pot of water sat on the cook-top across the room, a long wooden table separating us. A basket of flowers sat on the table, explaining the smell of rubaria from his mother. The bright violet flowers filled the woven basket to the brim and the scent floated everywhere around us.
“The meal is almost finished, please have a seat.” Victoria motioned toward the side bench where Eli pulled out a chair for me to sit. I released his father and slipped into the assigned chair, watching as everyone settled around the table.
His mother set a chopping board in front of me and a bag of fresh vegetables along with a knife. “If you could chop these up, that would be so helpful.”
Eli’s father looked agast at the thought that I’d be chopping vegetables. “Manu… she doesn’t need to…”
“It’s fine, sir.” I picked up the knife and began to chop away at the various vegetables in front of me.
“I’m not, sir, to you Alaris. Just call me Badu.”
I smiled and nodded, pushing the chopped food to the side of the board so I could continue with another piece. Eli’s little brother played in the small sitting room on the other side of the wall while we chatted away and Manu walked me through all the steps to create the vegetable soup. Eventually Badu called Abilla into the room and he settled at the table and began playing with his silverware, using his imagination to pretend they were warriors. I could see a lot of Eliaphus in him. Abilla glanced up and caught me watching him, and his cheeks pinked slightly before he looked away and continued his imaginary game.
Eli’s fingers brushed my shoulder as he bantered back and forth with his father. I let myself lean into him slightly and his grip tightened, letting me know he was there. I settled my hand on his knee and he growled softly, bending to kiss my cheek.
Victoria lifted the steaming pot from the stove and set it in the middle of the table, then reached for a set of bowls on the shelf above the washbasin. When we all had a dish in front of us, she ladled out a good portion of stew into each bowl. The scent caused my stomach to growl loudly, and I flushed in embarrassment.
Everyone around me chuckled but moved the conversation along. I lifted the spoon of steaming broth and meat to my mouth and the flavor overwhelmed me, melting on contact. It was delicious.
As we ate, I took in the scene around me. It was nothing like our family dinners at the palace. The comfort they had with each other, the joy of being around each other. It was refreshing, and I was so overwhelmed to be a part of it.
 



Chapter 13
 Chapter 13
Eliaphus
I watched my mate laugh happily beside me as my father regaled her with tales of my childhood. He told her the story of Abilla and how he came to be a part of our family. It wasn’t something that we hid. Most of those who knew us, knew about his story. My father also told her a particularly story of how I told my parents that a large fish had pulled me into the river by my fishing rod after walking in the door sopping wet. I remembered that day, and I laughed a little to myself. What they didn’t know was that I did fall into the river, but it was because I had climbed a tree on the riverbanks to watch the warriors fight in the arena. Somehow I lost my footing and I slipped, the river sucking me in greedily. Luckily it was deep enough not to hurt me, and not fast enough that I couldn’t break free from the flowing tide.
I could tell my parents loved her by the way they continued to watch us and then smile happily at each other while telling her our histories. I was glad to know that we wouldn’t have to worry about any opposition from my family. I still couldn’t figure out a way to convince the king that I was worthy of Alaris. My gaze drifted out the window, the conversation around me fading, and I felt worry eat away at me.
Anger boiled at the thought of everything the king had done to Alaris, but even more than that, I feared that they would never make amends. Not that I’d ever give up my mate to please the king. I was not that selfless, but I hoped there was something I could do to ease his fears about our union.
Don’t worry about my father. He is a lot of things, but he will eventually see the truth. He cannot argue with the Ancients.
A sigh escaped me as I wrapped my arm tighter around her shoulders, resting my head on her soft silky hair.
We must talk with him, soon. There is much to discuss and he must know that he cannot stop this from happening.
He already knows. It is why he lashed out at us. I will deal with my father. Please don’t worry.
I kissed her head softly and broke our connection.
“We must be heading back to the palace, the sun has set and the princess must rest.” I stood, pushing the chair back and offering my hand to Alaris. She slid her palm into mine and the sparks began to tingle across my skin from the contact. Mine. That’s what the sparks said as I held her tightly, saying goodbye to my family and leading her out the door. I glanced up at the newly-built dwelling across the road, watching as the young couple embraced in front of a lit window. The quiet of night enveloped the village around us, darkness broken by the scattered window lanterns dotting various homes.
“I really love it here. I never really had the chance to spend much time in the village when I was younger. But I can see the appeal. I’m glad that Volonians are happy and at peace.” Her words were a soothing balm to my insides as I watched her fall in love with my side of Volonia. It was definitely different than what she was used to, but she welcomed it eagerly.
The moonlight caressed her face as we walked into the court. The water of the fountain glistened, cascading from the top and into the basin around it. No one was around, the shops were closed, and all of Volonia had gone to sleep. I brought her close to the fountain and we sat on the stone ledge that circled the water.
“This has always been my favorite place in Volonia,” I began. “In the night, when the whole realm is quiet, and the stars shine brightly down. It’s the only place I feel connected to the Ancients. I can talk to them, and they can hear me.” I glanced at her and took her hand in mine once more.
“It wasn’t long ago that I sat here and prayed that I would find my mate. I was ready. Years I have spent being a warrior and leading them into battle time and time again, and I never regret a single moment of that because my love for this land is insurmountable. It is my home and I want nothing but peace for its people. One night, as I watched my best friend Nemeri find his mate, I felt such a longing that I had not known existed. I watched the utter joy and love that overcame him as he found Mina, and I wanted that. I was dedicated and devoted to the cause for so long, that I had nearly given up on the idea that the Ancients would ever want me to have a mate.”
I turned to face her, holding her gaze with mine.
“And the very next day, I was sent to find you. I figured I was just going on another mission, you were my target, and I would succeed as I always had. But you surprised me when I first found you, so comfortable in the middle realm, happy with the minimal things you had. It’s why I hadn’t planned on taking you home right away. I wanted to know you. I wanted to know what would have driven you away from the land I love so much, and the land that you were destined to lead. I didn’t understand how you could abandon your people, but I now know that it was with purpose that you had to leave.”
This was the moment of truth. I was pouring myself out to her and I hoped that she would accept me. I moved to my knees in front of her and continued my words.
“When my marks appeared on your skin…” I lazily traced the dark lines on her palm, “I honestly thought that the Ancients had made a mistake. Not because of you, but because of me. How could they entrust me with the Princess of Volonia? How could I be the kind of mate you deserved and needed? How would I be able to stand beside you and lead this kingdom? But as scared as you were, and throughout the events that have happened since then, I have found my home in you. You are what grounds me, makes me feel alive, gives me hope for not just our future, but the future of our realm. You match me in every way and I thank the Ancients every morning and every night that they chose you for me.”
Tears began to fall in succession down her face as she took in my words. I wiped them away with my thumb as my lips settled a soft kiss against hers.
“You are mine, my beautiful mate, and I am yours. Entwined together before the Ancients, and our land. Pledge to me. I beg of you.”
Her face broke into a stunning smile as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, bringing me tightly to her. I held her close as she trembled with tears.
“Please tell me those are good tears?” I ran my fingers through her soft dark hair, attempting to soothe her. I felt her nod into my chest and eventually she pulled away, placing her soft hands on my cheeks before lowering her mouth to mine. As she kissed me she opened the connection between us and I felt her all around me.
I am yours, Eliaphus. I will pledge to you.Her words echoed in my mind and I clung to her tightly, pouring every ounce of happiness I could find into her. We spent some time just being together, away from the world, enjoying the quiet of the night, until I saw her lean against me and yawn.
“I suppose it’s time to get you back to the palace. Tomorrow we start training, and then we talk with the King.”
“All right. I will request Galiel to be present. He has always been good at making my father see the right choice.”
I stood, drawing her up from the stone bench, and turned toward the palace. I pushed through the doors and swung Alaris into my arms, carrying her up the stairs and down the hall to her room. The door swung open and Olivia sleepily stepped out. She smiled softly at the now-sleeping princess and moved aside to allow me to enter. I walked through the living area and into the connecting bedroom, setting her on the bed as I had the night before. I bent and placed one last kiss on her temple, pulled up the heavy blanket, then turned and walked out.
“I’m sorry that we kept you up and waiting.” I spoke softly to Olivia as I stood by the door.
“It’s fine.”
I nodded and she shut the door behind us as she headed across the hall. She pushed through a similar wooden door, quickly moving inside the room and closing out the world behind her. I looked around the hall, which was just a part of the place I would soon call home. It was different, but I planned to fill it with as much love as I had when I was growing into the man I was now. It wouldn’t be cold and calculating, as it was now. It wouldn’t be filled with expectation and distance. I decided to bunk at the arena and quickly exited the palace, heading toward the stone building.
Not only was the arena the place we trained, but it housed the multitude of warriors within its walls. There were rooms lined throughout the building, and a larger cabin reserved for me. This was the place I had spent most of my time over the last few years. I walked down the carved out corridor, doors passing by on each side until I reached the end where a set of dark blue doors waited for my entrance.
I slid my hand into the belt of my tunic and pulled out a small metal key, slipping it into the lock and turning. The latch released and I pushed inside. Stone walls and floors, courtesy of the building we were in, greeted me. A large bed on the opposite side of the room was covered in a royal blue linen. Inside the space was a carved huyan desk and chair, along with a fireplace that was currently unlit.
I walked over and tossed a few dry logs into the pit, lighting a striker and holding it against them until one caught. The flicker of heat began to pour into my space as the flames grew. I took a seat on the rug in front of it and watched the flickering light, letting the heat seep slowly into my body.
I couldn’t keep the grin from my face as I thought back to my parents very eager welcoming of Alaris into the family. I could tell my mother loved her and that she was surprised at how normal Alaris truly was. It was evident when I first told her that I had marked with the Princess, that she was worried. But those worries were forgotten as soon as she laid eyes on us. My father’s grin, as well as the age-old sparkle in his deep amber eyes, told me everything I needed to know. The Ancients knew what they were doing. Alaris belonged to me.
Hours later, when I finally glanced up to the ticker on the wall, the numbers glowed brightly against the stone, telling me it was time for sleep. It wouldn’t be long until I’d be expected to rise with the warriors for the morning customaries and meal.
Gliding toward the large bed, I quickly unfastened my tunic and tossed the thick golden cloth across the iron rods of my headboard. When I was comfortable and my clothes were settled in the right spot, I slipped between the covers of my bed and drifted off to sleep.
The white fire engulfed me, pulling me upward. I watched as my body lifted from the ground and was brought high above the city of Volonia. From this viewpoint, I watched dark rolling clouds began to form near the forest. They thickened and grew, turning angry and violent. Flashes of light reached to the ground in a sporadic rhythm. I could see the unrest throughout the city. The people of Volonia were watching in fear as the angry storm moved closer to the city. That’s when I heard the tear of the veil. The land trembled, causing my people to cry out and run toward the court for safety. My eyes moved to the edge of the land and one by one, the Army of Edon began to appear. Dark horses were mounted by the commanders, as a multitude of soldiers moved in sync, marching forward toward our beloved home.
I woke up, sweat dripping from my brow, and ran my hands through my drenched hair. I knew I had just seen a vision of things to come, but it was different this time. It was as if someone had put it there, had forced me to watch. A quick glance around my room revealed I was still quite alone, until I heard a whimper from behind the long draped window blocking out the morning sun.
I swung my legs over the bed and grabbed a small dagger that I kept hidden under my mattress. Silently, I padded toward the window and with a quick flick of my hand, I pulled the curtain away, baring my dagger. Recognition hit me and I dropped it, the clang of metal on stone echoing around the room.
“Abilla?” I stared at his blond hair. His face was red and tears were falling down his cheeks. I lifted him from his cowering position and pulled him into my chest, letting him know he was safe. When he finally settled, I set him in the chair at my desk and crouched in front of him.
“What are you doing in here?”
Abilla’s eyes went wide and tears began to form again. “I had to, Eliaphus. You had to know.”
A coiling knot in my stomach began to form and I softened my tone, attempting to get full honesty from him. “What do you mean, brother? What did I need to know?”
His eyes went vacant and a blue light began to swirl in them. He reached for me and I offered my hand to his. When our skin met, sparks burned in me and my eyes went dark before playing another vision - only this time, I knew who was putting it there.
An auburn-haired girl ran around the fountain and glanced back, looking at Abilla. They had to be of age, as he was grown and dressed in an intricately-designed royal blue robe. The girl, or young woman you might say, giggled, urging Abilla to chase. Although her face was not fully visible, I knew what this meant. Abilla had seen his mate, and above all else, he was wearing the robe of the prophets.
I was quickly drawn out of the vision as Abilla released my hand. I gasped at the sensation and fell to the floor. Abilla quickly jumped down from the chair and said my name.
“Eliaphus!” he cried. I took a second and opened my eyes, staring in wonder at my little brother.
“I’m fine, Abilla.”
He quieted beside me, watching carefully for my response.
“Do you know what it means?” I whispered, watching his face for recognition of what was happening.
He nodded his head and let his eyes fall to the ground. “I know more than anyone realizes.”
“Then you must know we have to inform the council.” I reached for his shoulder and gently brushed my fingers against his back in a soothing motion. He just nodded sadly, then stood.
I watched as he expertly pushed his fears away and found the self-confidence I had always known he had. I quickly pushed myself up, slipping a fresh tunic over my head, and quickly wrapped my belt around my waist. I had fallen asleep in my pants, but they would have to do for today.
“Are you ready?” I held my hand out to him. He nodded and slipped his palm into mine. I waited for the onslaught, but nothing happened. His eyes were back to normal and he slightly grinned up at me, knowing exactly what I was waiting for.
“It only happens when I make it happen, Eliaphus.”
“One can never know, dear brother.” I opened my door and led him into the hallway. My fellow leaders were coming in and out of their cabins, eyes going wide at my brother’s presence in the barracks. Nemeri walked around the corner and grinned down at Abilla.
“Going to be a warrior, today?” He ruffled Abilla’s hair, who quickly tried to dodge him, but Nemeri was faster, swinging his little body up and over his thick shoulder. The childish laughter echoed around and I watched as my men softened to his presence. Then, I realized that it wasn’t just my brother. Nemeri had just tossed the Prophet of Volonia over his shoulder like a sack of flour.
“Nemeri. Set him down at once.”
Abilla’s eyes swung to mine and dimmed just a little. Changes were happening already, and I could tell it saddened him. Nemeri followed my command with questions in his eyes, gently setting Abilla on his feet in front of me.
“Come,” I commanded once more and led Abilla out of the barracks, Nemeri following closely behind. Early morning daylight broke the darkness as we exited the tunnel into the field. Warriors were slowly gathering in the center around Galiel.
Galiel’s eyes swung to me upon our arrival, then slid down to Abilla. He grinned at my brother’s presence and stepped free of the gathering warriors.
“Welcome to the arena, Young One!” Galiel boomed as he floated toward us.
“Thank you, Galiel,” Abilla’s voice was calm as he watched Galiel in all his splendor, moving fluidly across the ground. It was a sight. No one could stand by Galiel and be unaffected by the power flowing through him.
But as I watched my brother, I realized that the power had begun to show in his eyes, matching that of Galiel’s. As soon as Galiel reached out his palm in welcome, the blue light began to emit from him. The elder stopped abruptly and watched in awe at whatever vision my brother was showing to him. The vacant look in Galeil’s face told us that he was not seeing us, but rather something else.
My brother pulled back, his chest heaving slightly from exertion, and Galiel bent to one knee in front of my brother. For those that hadn’t paid attention before, this action automatically caught it. Moments later, the mass of warriors were bending to one knee, bearing the crowns of their heads to my young sibling.
I couldn’t help but glance at Nemeri as his eyes went wide and he fell to his knee. My brother swung his eyes to me and they were full of shock at what was happening. I gripped his hand, bending to my own knee, and set his hand on my head.
“We honor you, Prophet of Volonia.”



Chapter 14
 Chapter 14
Alaris
I slipped my feet into a set of leathery boots, securing them tightly. Today I would train. My dress was less embellished than usual, chocolate in color, which reminded me of the eyes of my mate. I quickly wrapped a shimmering golden strip of fabric around my waist a few times, securing it by knotting the ends together, creating a belt similar to the kind the warriors incorporated in their uniforms. It was useful for tucking things away, holding weapons, and whatever else may be needed during battle.
Olivia pulled my hair tightly on top of my head and wrapped it into a secure bun. A few tendrils refused to stay pinned and wisped around my face.
“Kristof will walk you to the arena.” Olivia spoke as she slid in the final pin to my hair.
“I am more than capable of walking there on my own, Olivia.”
Just then a knock vibrated the wooden door behind us.
“Enter.” I said loudly so the visitor would hear. The door swung open, revealing Kristof outfitted in a warriors uniform. He also must have seen the healers, as he was not injured any longer. His body moved fluidly as if nothing had ever happened. I smiled in his direction.
“Warrior?” I questioned.
“I had to do something, Princess. I figured my talents would best be used to fight.” He grinned before swinging his eyes to Olivia. As he took her in, his eyes turned to liquid steel, the grey color intensifying. I recognized that look, the same one that Eli had every single time he looked at me.
“Good morning, Olivia.” His voice deepened as he stepped into the room a little further.
“Morning, Kristof.” Her cheeks flooded with red at his insistent gaze, and I stood, trying to put her at ease.
“I don’t need an escort, Kristof. I am perfectly capable of getting to the arena on my own.” I grabbed a leather satchel from my closet, lifting the strap over my head so it rested snugly across my body.
Kristof smirked at my outfit. “Ready for battle, princess?”
I rolled my eyes and stepped toward the door, grabbing a pastry off of my breakfast tray. “I’ll see you at the field.”
Kristof’s hand landed gently on my arm. “I’m sure you can get there on your own, but I’m headed that direction anyways. Plus, I’m pretty sure your mate will dismiss my position as warrior if I allow you to go without an escort.”
Knowing he was right, whether or not I wanted it, I just nodded my head and stepped to the side.
“Just give me one minute, Princess.” He winked and turned back to Olivia, stepping close and wrapping his arms around her. He bent to kiss her cheek and whispered softly words that could only be heard by the two of them. I watched as Olivia relaxed and smiled up at him, nodding. She gave him a quick kiss and then broke away from his hold.
“Ready?” He marched out the door and held it open wide for me.
I stepped into the hallway and followed closely beside him as we walked through the palace and out onto the streets of Volonia. As we turned toward the arena, we noticed a glowing blue light shoot toward the sky from where the warriors would be.
My breath hitched at the sight, knowing what it meant. The histories of Volonia had only spoken of the blue light of the ancients when referring to one thing. There was a Prophet among us. And he was making himself known.
“What is it?” Kristof spoke, breaking my awestruck gaze.
“It’s the light of the prophet.” I began to run toward the arena, Kristof following closely behind. The sight before me when we broke through the tunnel and into the field was one that I did not expect. Across the area, warriors were circled around a single being, bent to their knees. His small hand was set upon Eliaphus’ head and Galiel remained bent down beside him.
Of all the people in Volonia, I could have never imagined it would have been the person we were seeing. It was obvious things were drastically changing. The little boy that looked up at me yesterday with such joy, who had a special place in my mate’s life, was now elevated above us all. The power of the ancients flowed freely around him, and he looked calm and wise for even his young age.
Our arrival caught his attention and he smiled, tossing his hand in the air and waving excitedly at me. I stepped through the throng of warriors to where he stood.
“Abilla.” I crouched down to his eye level. He threw his arms around my neck and squeezed tightly. I looked at Eli, who was now standing, the action somehow releasing all the others from their positions as well. Eli’s eyes were glowing at the sight of Abilla wrapped around me. I lifted the young boy from the ground and swung him around, causing a childish giggle to escape his lips.
Finally, I set him on the ground and Eli stepped forward. “Nemeri will take you home now, Abilla. We will come for you later.”
Abilla nodded then slipped his hand into Nemeri’s waiting palm. As Nemeri led him out of the arena, Eli wrapped his strong arms around me, turning my body to face his.
“Good morning, mate.”
I pushed up to my toes and planted a solid kiss on his mouth. “Morning, warrior.”
“As much as I dare to interrupt…” Galiel spoke with a grin on his face. “I think it’s time to start her training.”
Eliaphus nodded, stepping back and slipping his palm into mine. The warriors were milling about, waiting for their instruction. Galiel stood to the side and allowed Eliaphus to take the lead.
He pointed at 3 different warriors. One female, the other two male.
“Goslin. Shavi. Provina. You are with us. Everyone else fall into your regular schedule.”
The hordes of warriors dispersed around us, leaving us alone with the specialty fighters he had picked out. Galeil remained in our small group.
“All right. I’ve chosen each of you for very specific reasons, but most importantly for the reason that I am entrusting my mate into your hands during these routines. This is merely practice and should you harm her, you will answer to me. Is that understood?”
Each of the warriors nodded in agreement, then waited for Eliaphus’ next words.
“Today we will start with hand-to-hand fighting. Shavi, since this is your area of expertise, you’ll be sparring with the Princess. Goslin, Provina- you may stand to the side. We will add you to the mix when I feel the time is right.”
He turned to me, his face tight and calculating. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“I’m ready, warrior.”
A deep sigh escaped his lips and he nodded. It was evident that this was going against everything inside of him. I knew it was hard for him to watch his mate even remotely think about putting herself in danger, but I had to do it. He knew that.
Shavi stepped forward and I smiled brightly at the warrior. He had dark hair that was barely visible, trimmed so close to his head. He wore a brown tunic, the sleeves completely removed, which showed off the massive muscle he had built in his arms. There were leather bands wrapped tightly around each bicep and his waist was belted with a simple black belt.
He quickly bowed his head in greeting, then moved faster than I had anticipated. The others created a circle around us and Shavi braced his arms around my shoulders, pulling me into him. I reacted slower than I wanted to, but I somehow managed to turn in his steel arms and bring my knee upward. His eyes went wide in shock as he released me and fell to the ground. Chuckles echoed around us as Eliaphus walked up to me and kissed my cheek.
“Well, that’s one way to get free, princess. Next time, let’s use your hands.” Laughter bubbled out of him, but I could sense the pride flowing through him. This time he pushed on our connection and I freely let him in.
I’m going to stay connected to you and help you learn what you should do.
All right. Also, I just wanted to say that you’re looking quite scrumptious today.
A soft growl emitted from him, causing me to chuckle softly under my breath.
You are playing with fire, princess. It is time to focus.
Whatever you say, my handsome mate.
Shavi stood, now ready to come at me again. This time he wrapped his arms around me in the same manner, but moved his lower body out of alignment with mine, in an effort to protect himself. I stood there for minute, unable to lift my shoulders due to the heavy weight around them.
What do I do?
First, you have to get your shoulders loose. Stick your arms out to each side and raise them as high as they will go. His arms will have to move with you, and then you grab anything you can on his face. His ears are unprotected so I’d say reach for those as quick as you can and yank. Hard. It may seem like an odd place, but most people don’t think about protecting themselves there, and it’s very sensitive.
I shot my arms out to each side as Eli instructed and lifted, automatically reaching up behind my head and feeling for his ears. I gripped them tightly, causing him to grunt behind me and then I yanked as hard as I could. His grip slackened and his head came over my shoulder.
Now. Quick. Push your hips back and bend forward. His body will follow your movement and he will lose balance.
I thrusted my hips back and bent forward. Moments later, his entire body flung over mine and he landed on his back in front of me. Cheers erupted from around us as more and more warriors came to spectate on our combat. Shavi grinned up at me.
“Very good, Princess.” He pushed himself up and stood to catch his breath.
The next few hours were filled with various techniques on how to debilitate your opponent. Shavi was an excellent teacher, as was my mate as he talked me through each move, one by one. By the end, I was dripping in sweat, the tight knot in my hair had loosened to the nape of my neck, and my skin was flushed red.
Eli stepped forward and grinned. “I think we’re done for today.”
He tried to wrap his arms around me, but I stepped away. “No way. I am utterly grotesque right now.”
This made him laugh even harder as he caught me around the waist and swung me up into his arms, carrying me off the field and into a tunnel leading into the walls of the arena. I watched the stone walls pass us by, and doors spaced evenly throughout. This must be the barracks. I had never been allowed to walk these halls before.
We came to a set of double doors, dark blue in color. Eli set me down, slipped a key out of his belt, and slipped it into the door.
He opened the door and waited for me to enter. I padded into the decently-sized room and grinned at how much it portrayed my mate, after taking in the large bed, stone fireplace, and wooden desk.
“I can see you here.”
“It’s been my home for quite a few years now.”
I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. His scent flowed over me, bringing a sense of security and calm with it.
“I figured you would want to clean up before heading back to the palace. I will have Olivia deliver a clean dress for you. There is a cleaning room right through that door.” He pointed to a wooden door on the right side of the fireplace.
“Thank you, Eli. That was very thoughtful.”
He wrapped his arms around me once again. “Get cleaned up, then we’ll go to your parents.”
I reached up and kissed him before padding across the room and into the bathroom. Still carved from stone, the floor was bumpy but smooth. A large walk-in shower, surrounded by half-sized stone walls and glass that shot up the rest of the way to the ceiling, created a circle in the middle of the room. One wall was lined with mirrors and a long cabinet with a sink in the middle. The other had large towels hanging neatly from metal rods.
I pulled my hair free all the way, unwrapped the golden sash from my waist, and pulled the dress over my head. Twisting the knob for the warm water, I released the flow and waited a few beats for the steam to billow around me before stepping into the spray.
The steaming water cascaded down my body, relieving the soreness in my muscles. I was exhausted and my endurance was not nearly as high as the warriors around me. I grabbed a bar of soap that sat on a tiny shelf in the shower, and scrubbed it across my body, ridding myself of the horrible smell that I had acquired over the last few hours. I quickly rinsed my hair and when I was done, I shut off the spray and stepped out. My fingers found a thick black towel on the side and I slipped it around my body, drying it carefully.
A soft tap on the door caused me to wrap the towel tightly around my body and secure it. I slipped open the door a crack. Eli grinned, holding a violet purple gown in his hands.
“Olivia just dropped this off.”
I hid myself behind the door and held my arm out to take it from him. He slipped it over and turned his back to me as I shut the door and quickly dressed. When I was presentable, I opened moved back into the main room and saw Eli at the fireplace, poking at the logs with a spoke, causing tiny embers to float upward.
His eyes swung to mine and he smiled brightly at me. “Come.” He opened his palm and I slid my mark against his. I knew what to expect, so when the electric tingles began, it didn’t cause a reaction. He pulled me to the couch in front of the fireplace and gently set himself beside me.
“You did well today.”
I borrowed into his side and rested my head against his shoulder.
“All because of you.” I watched the flames flicker back and forth for a few moments before continuing. “Thank you for teaching me to fight, Eli. I know you’d rather I chose to stay here, safe in the palace.”
“I just don’t want to see you get hurt. War can be very ugly, and even if you come out physically unscathed, the horrors of what you see will rest with you forever.”
“But it will also mean that I did everything I could have possibly done to protect my people.”
“I know, Alaris. I understand that.”
It was time to change the subject. I could feel Eli getting more concerned as his thoughts remained on the image of me in battle.
“So, tell me about your brother. How did that happen?”
Eli’s eyes lit up and he grinned. “I have no idea. I mean, he’s always been kind of smart about things, even as a young child. I’m not sure when he started seeing any visions, but last night he snuck in here and he transferred a vision to me as I was sleeping. I woke up to find him hiding behind my curtains.”
“Do you think your parents knew?”
“I have no idea. I imagine it would have been hard for him to keep it a secret if it had been happening for any length of time.”
“Makes me wonder a bit more about where he came from biologically. I know he’s your brother, but there must have been a reason that he was placed with your family.”
Eli pondered my words and nodded. “I’m beginning to think that there is quite a bit we don’t know about him or his origins. But the ancients have chosen him, and he will lead a happy life.”
“How do you know?”
“He showed me. He’ll find a mate, and things will be good for him.”
I wanted to ask him what vision Abilla shared with him in his dream, but I knew the time wasn’t right. Eli would share it with me when it was important to do so.
“I guess it’s time to see my parents once again.”
“Yes. The council was to meet with them early this morning, and I’m hoping that your father is much more agreeable to our pledging.”
I reached up and let my fingers caress his face. His eyes held mine captive.
“It doesn’t matter what they say. We are moving forward, with or without their blessing.”
“Alaris, they are your family. We can’t just…” I moved my fingers to his lips, stopping his words.
“And I love them. Yes. But the Ancients have made the decision for us. It is not theirs to command.”
I closed my eyes and reached out for Eli through our golden braided connection. When I had entrance into his mind, I pushed forward my feelings of love and adoration, of respect and overwhelming desire to be his. I never wanted him to feel like I didn’t belong to him. This was the only way I could think to show him that.
His arm gripped me tighter as each emotion washed over him and he sighed, relieved at the end of the crashing waves.
“I…” He looked into my eyes. “I love you, Alaris. You are everything to me.”
Tears pooled in my eyes as my heart grew in that moment. “I love you, too, Eliaphus. I am yours, and you are mine. Forever.”
His lips found mine eagerly, at my confession. He pulled me up to his lap and I poured all my love for him into each breathing moment. We were lost in each other, for even just a few minutes. Nothing else burdened us. The war, my parents, the kingdom, none of it existed. The only thing that we could feel was our connection wrapping around us tightly, creating a blanket of passion that shut the world out. At least it did, until we were interrupted by a knock on the door.
Eli pulled back and smiled softly. “Wait here.” He set me back to the couch and stood, moving to the door and opening it. Galeil stood in the doorway.
“There you are. It is time for us to speak to the King and Queen.”
Eli nodded, grabbing a small wooden box from his desk and tucking it inside his sash. I pushed up from the couch and walked toward them, wrapping my arms around Galiel.
“Thank you for coming with us.”
“I am at your service, Princess. Whenever you need me.”
Eli handed me a pair of sandals that Olivia must have delivered with the dress. I quickly slipped them on and moved to the hall.
The three of us walked together, out of the barracks and into the bustling court. We weaved our way around the stands of produce and goods that were being bartered back and forth, until we reached the steps to the palace. Eliaphus gripped my hand tightly as we ascended the stairs and entered the Palace doors.
Kristof stood guard by the throne room doors located straight ahead of us and in the middle the large wrapping staircases.
He nodded, letting us know he was there to support us, as we pushed through the doors and into the room.
My father stood from his seat as we glided to the front. Respectfully giving a quick bow, I stepped in front of Eli and began.
“We’ve come to seek your permission to move forward with the pledging ceremony, Father.”
“I do believe I have already given you the answer to that.”
“Father, there is not much else to do. Eliaphus and I were chosen by the Ancients. You cannot go against their wishes.”
“It is because you choose him, daughter, that war has now come upon us. Had you done what I had planned, this would not be happening. Our people would not be in danger.”
Galiel stepped forward then, steeling his eyes on my father without flinching.
“Your Highness, war would have found us either way. A prophet has come forth, showing us the fate of our realm. War is coming, but it is not ultimately for the reason you think it is. Edon has been planning this attack for many ages, but now they hide behind their desire for Alaris to bring it forth. With or without her hand, it will happen. Therefore, I as head of the council declare that the pledging ceremony shall take place. I will swear my fealty to their throne as they lead us to eternal Peace.”
My father’s face turned beet red and he sputtered toward Galiel, “You dare make a declaration that is not supported by me, your king?”
Galiel looked him squarely in the eye. “Do not forget who holds the power of the ancients, your majesty. You may sit on this throne, but you still answer to the council. And for your grievances, that throne may no longer be yours. The time has come for a new throne to arise, and it is with your daughter and her mate. Should you desire to remain in privilege, I would suggest you settle your differences with them, as they shall determine your fate.”
Silence settled in the room as everyone stood, watching my father and waiting for what he would do. His eyes fell to mine and for the first time in a very long while, I could see the pain and regret behind his stare. I started to move forward, but Eliaphus tugged my hand. I glanced at his wary eyes.
I’ll be fine. I need to go to him. This will end.
Eli just nodded, releasing me to my approach of the throne. I stepped quietly up the stairs and stood closely in front of my father.
“I know you don’t understand. There is so much happening that we cannot explain at this moment, but what you do need to know is that I suffered greatly in the hands of Edon. Whatever they promised you about my care were lies. I ran because the Prince attempted to hurt me while we were there, and I couldn’t bear the thought of allowing myself to become his. It wasn’t right to try and make that decision without the guidance of the Ancients, but it is right that I have found my mate. The one person fully created for me. Just like you have mother, the completion of you, as I now have Eliaphus - the completion of myself. He is not some simpleton that you can dismiss so easily. Dedicated to our people for years, he has led the warriors day in and day out, battle after battle. He can protect me, Father. He is loyal, honest, true, and fiercely passionate about bringing peace to Volonia. You cannot pick a match better than the Ancients have.”
Tears began to fill my father’s eyes and I knew my words finally pierced through his hardened wall.
“He is what you want?”
“With every strand of my being.”
My father lifted his palm to my cheek and smiled softly, bringing his lips to my brow.
“Then go. You shall be pledged in six days. The blessing of the king is upon you.”
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Chapter 15
Eliaphus
Six days. The king had relented and then gave us six days to prepare for our commitment. Words could not express my overwhelming relief and joy at making Alaris permanently mine. Alaris threw herself into my arms once she descended the stairs, and I pulled her tightly against me, swinging her around in celebration.
“Let’s get out of here.” She whispered in my ear and I was powerless to deny her. Setting her on her feet, I pulled her toward the door. Kristof nodded at us with a knowing smirk.
The sun beamed down as we made entrance onto the court. I knew exactly where I wanted to take her. We followed the path that led toward the arena, but instead of entering the tunnel, I veered off the main road and onto a small stone path that led around the building. Large huyan trees towered over us, creating a shadowed canopy that offered relief from the heat.
“This is my second favorite place in Volonia. I’d often come here as a child and watch the training in the arena.” I stopped and pointed to a large branched tree that rested against the side wall with a sporatic collection of pomenna fruits about the roots. I quickly reached down and picked a few up, handing one to Alaris. The bubbling river washed by us and I pulled her down to the roots that protruded from the soil on the banks. We spent a while just watching fish jump free of the stream, splashing tiny drops as they emerged and disappeared.
“So, now that the pledging ceremony is set, what should we do?” She sighed into me.
“For now, I’m going to enjoy the rest of the evening with my mate, then tomorrow we train again.”
Her eyes lit up at my words and I could tell that she was excited at the prospect. Once again, she amazed me. Raised as a princess, I never expected to find the warrior inside of her. But, as I kept noticing, she was matched to me in every perfect way.
“What will my training consist of tomorrow?” She grinned and took a bite from her juicy red fruit.
I had thought of that. Unsure of how quickly we’d face the battle, I wanted to ensure she could fight with weapons. “I think we’ll start with the daggers. Then once you’ve mastered that, which I have no doubt you will, we can try the sword.”
She nodded and rested her head against my shoulder. Her eyes settled on my face as she watched the emotions war within me, transparently on my face. “Are you scared?”
“I think everyone has a little fear when battle is on the horizon. But, I have never been more afraid than I am now.”
“Why?”
“Because the love of my life, my chosen mate, will be facing the battle that I know so well. I’m not ready to see that happen. But I also know there is no other option. The ancients have shown us the way and we must follow.”
“Nothing is going to happen to me, Eliaphus.”
“You can’t promise that. I have seen war. I have watched the most competent and courageous warriors walk into battle, never expecting to falter, only to be devastated by their tragic ending. War doesn’t care who you are or how much you know. It’s violent and ugly, and it has no prejudice. No one is safe.”
“But we have seen the victory.”
“That may be so, but I have learned that even visions from the Ancients can be altered. I will pray every day that it doesn’t, but I will do everything in my power to protect you. I am not willing to give up the future that has been laid out for us.”
She turned and put herself onto her knees, coming face to face with me. Her gentle hands surrounded my face as her captive eyes stared into mine.
“We cannot worry about what might happen. We must trust the ancients to go before us, knowing that our future will not be sacrificed. It is ours, and ours alone. No one can take it from us.”
At her words, I captured her lips with mine and the leftover sweetness from the pomenna fruit blended with the taste of her and it was amazing. I took from her the assurance and comfort she was able to give. We melded together, strengthening each other and building each other up. Minutes later, she broke away from me and had the most beautiful smile on her face. Her skin was slightly glowing from the exchange, and the white billowing fog was growing all around us.
“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen, Alaris. I cannot express to you how you make me feel when you entrust me with your innermost self. I see you, and I thank the Ancients every minute of every day that you belong to me.”
A pink blush filled her face as she turned her face from me. I grinned, knowing that only I could elicit that reaction from her.
We stayed by the river until the sun fell beyond the trees and the stars burst through the midnight sky. The sittle bugs around us echoed their evening song of calming peace, and Alaris closed her eyes, settling against me. It wasn’t long until her breathing grew deeper and longer, a sure sign she had fallen asleep.
The thought of waking her, knowing that I’d spend yet another night without her in my arms if I did, kept me from moving. And under the evening sky, I set my cheek upon her head and pulled her close, letting my own blissful sleep find me.
The cracking of a branch startled me. Alaris was still softly breathing against my chest and I quickly glanced around the area to see what had made the noise. A soft snort from across the river caused my eyes to swing up. There in front of us, on the shore across, stood a creature so rare that my breath hitched in awe.
Dipping its massive head to the water, lapping up the stream, stood the fabled perovian. It’s massive lionesque mane was white as snow as its sleek feline body rested on thick muscled legs. Its feet were nearly the size of my head, each with sets of sharp black talons, digging slightly into the soil beneath. It must have heard my sharp intake of breath, because a moment later it looked up and huffed a breath as it caught my eyes. Two massive wings pushed away from the body, majestically preparing for flight.
The perovian was fabled throughout the Volonian histories, but none in our living generations had ever seen it. It was said that the Ancients created him as a helpmate to Volonia, and that he would make himself known when and if we ever needed its aid. Bright golden eyes held my gaze at it stood, ready and waiting for something. I gently prodded Alaris awake.
“Alaris. Wake up and don’t move quickly.”
Her sleepy groan echoed around the space and the Perovian took a step back, but did not disappear. My mate’s eyes flickered open and she smiled up at me.
I held my finger to my lips and pointed across the river. I knew when her eyes landed on it. A sharp intake of breath and she was sitting up, pushing against me with all her strength.
“Be still. It is not here to harm us.”
“Is that….?” She began to ask but her lips couldn’t form the words.
“The Perovian has arrived, just as the histories have prophesied.” We moved to our feet and walked closer to the shore, its eyes never leaving us. I don’t know how I knew what to do, but instinct urged me forward.
I slipped my palm into Alaris’, mark to mark, causing the electricity to spark to life. White fog began to roll across the ground and over the water. It stretched across the tide, covering the feet of the majestic creature. There was a sharp tug inside my mind, and I closed my eyes, focusing on the braid connecting my mate and I. Her gasp notified me that she felt the pulling as well. In one swift moment, the braid grew another chord, stretching out its tendrils and wrapping around the Perovian. Alaris trembled beside me, and I did my best to hold her up as I pushed the tendril forward, keeping it growing and securing, tighter and tighter, until finally we felt it. A flood of loyalty, protection, safety, vengeance, righteousness, and justice rushed through us. Although it could not speak, I knew it could understand me in every sense. Just as I was connected to Alaris, so he was connected to us both, creating a trinity of power flooding between us. When he was bound to us, the front of his body lowered to the ground in an effort to portray his submission. He now belonged to us, sworn to protect us and our people.
“We must inform Galiel,” Alaris whispered, her eyes never leaving the creature before us.
“Very well.” I pushed against the braid, sending my command. “Go. Return to your dwelling place. We shall call upon you when the time comes.”
With those words, an enormous gust of wind pushed around us as the Perovian rocketed to the sky, away from the city walls. In its wake, a large single white feather drifted down from the sky and landed at our feet. Alaris reached down to pick it up, rubbing her fingers across the softness of the quill.
“I suppose we need no other confirmation than that.” Her words weighed heavily around us, and in our silence we moved out of the woods and around the stone wall to the tunnel entrance.
Nemeri and the others were standing in the middle of the training field, waiting for our arrival. Galiel glanced up from his conversation with Shavi as we glided toward them.
“Before we start, we must show you something.”
Alaris lifted the snow white quill in her hands and set it in Galiel’s palm. His fingers brushed against it as his eyes went wide and the color of his irises turned to pure white. I felt his intrusion as he sought out the event in my mind. When he found what he was looking for, his hands began to tremble and he dropped the quill to the ground, his eyes turning back to gold.
“The time has come.”
All I could do was nod in agreement. Galiel quickly excused himself and in a moment, he was gone.
“What does this mean?” Nemeri bent to retrieve the quill from the grass, inspecting it in an attempt to figure out its origins. I kept my voice low, as not to let it carry around the arena.
“The Perovian has made itself known to us and has bound himself to both Princess Alaris and myself.”
Nemeri’s eyes flew open and Shavi grunted beside me. “I thought that was just a myth.”
“So did I.”
We stood there for a few moments, taking in the information. I knew I had to get them focused again. “Time to train.”
I led Alaris to the weapons racks, attached to the side wall. Hooks lined the wall from top to bottom, side to side, some spaces filled with long gleaming swords, others with carved Huyun bows. I reached for a set of golden daggers. Each had a tribal design etched across their blades, and their handles were wrapped tightly in black leather.
“Here.” I set one in each of her hands. Her fingers tightened around weighted handles and she grinned up at me.
I couldn’t help but chuckle at her eagerness. Putting the events from the morning to the back of my mind, we walked back to our small training group and I pointed toward the center.
“Time for daggers, Provina.” I motioned her forward. As she passed by me, she brushed my arm slightly, and a stinging pain seared at her contact. Alaris’s eyes grew dark and she hissed out a breath. It wasn’t malicious, but something in my body inherently reacted to a touch that was anything other than my mate’s, and she knew it. She could feel it.
It wasn’t a surprise that Provina was trying to unsettle Alaris. For many years, Provina had made advances toward me in hopes that something would happen between us. I had noticed but of course was not ready or willing to find out.
It was then I realized that Alaris was reading me. She stood deadly still as her eyes were glued to Provina.
Do not let her get to you, my beautiful warrior. You are my mate. Forever and always.
Tell me the truth, Eliaphus. Have you…
There has never been anything between us. It has been completely one-sided on her end. You have nothing to worry about.
She does.
I chuckled at her jealous words. My warrior princess wanted to teach Provina a lesson. Who was I to stop her?
Just don’t injure her too badly. She’s one of our best combat fighters. We need her.
I’m just going to show her why I am your mate, and she is not.A gleam shone in her eyes and I stood back. Nemeri noticed our exchange and chuckled to himself.
“This should be good,” he mumbled underneath his breath.
“You have no idea. Get ready, boys, I have a feeling the Princess doesn’t need much training in this area.”
As soon as my words stopped, Alaris went on the offense. She spun low to the ground, taking position, before bounding upward. Provina attempted to block her, but she wasn’t expecting the speed of my mate. Alaris quickly swiped her dagger across Provina’s arm, before bouncing back, out of Provina’s reach.
Provina held her bleeding cut in shock, and the men around me chuckled at her reaction. I watched as her eyes went dark and she moved to the right, slowly starting to circle Alaris.
“Are you going to warn her?” Nemeri hooted beside me.
“Nope. Provina deserves everything she gets. Alaris can handle herself.”
I saw Alaris’ eyes shine brightly at me before she took in Provina’s position, quickly adjusting herself, keeping Provina out of her circle. Then Provina released her repertoire of strikes. She moved into Alaris’ space and threw her leg into the air, spinning beside my mate in an effort to catch her unguarded in the middle. Alaris counteracted and spun in the opposite direction, leaping over Provina’s swinging dagger, then landing a solid slice to Provina’s exposed thigh.
“That is enough.” I commanded and stepped between the two. Provina’s eyes were bright with fury, but she set herself on the ground and quickly tore a strip from her tunic, wrapping it tightly around her leg.
Alaris’ body was heaving with deep breaths and I quickly stepped into her space, setting my palms around her face.
Its over, mate. I cannot let you injure her any more. Consider your lesson taught.
Her eyes swung to mine and she smirked. Guess she wasn’t expecting me to land a strike, let alone two.
I guarantee she wasn’t expecting that.
I took the daggers from her, wiping them on my tunic and handing them to Shavi.
“Did I forget to mention that I’ve trained on daggers since the age of seven?” Alaris slid her arm around my waist and kept her eyes trained on Provina.
The men chuckled around us as Provina pushed herself up, leaning onto Goslin’s arm.
“I don’t believe you mentioned that, Your Highness.” She grunted.
“Well, Galiel thought I should know how to defend myself, should the situation ever arise for me to do so. He trained me every week from my seventh birthday.”
“Until you left.” Provina punched out the words and silence filled the space around us.
“Provina…” I began to correct her, but Alaris set her hand on mine.
“Don’t.” She looked up at me and stepped forward, coming face to face with Provina.
Be cautious, mate. She is wounded, not just physically. Pride is great in our warriors.
“I did leave, but I did what I had to do to protect myself.”
“You left your people.”
“I am here, now.”
“How can we trust you won’t abandon us in battle, in an effort to protect yourself, then? You will get hurt, Princess. Eliaphus can’t protect you when he’s fighting to keep himself alive.”
Alaris took in the words she was speaking and quietly regarded Provina.
“I cannot explain to you the fire that burns inside of me. Had I believed that going to Edon would have been what was necessary to bring Peace between our realms, I would have gone. Despite my fear, despite being violated and beaten and pushed beyond all boundaries, I would have done it because of my love for the people of Volonia. Never in your life have you had the weight of a kingdom to be responsible for. Yes, you fight and you battle, but where you stand, there are thousands just like you. The last thing Volonia needed was a marital alliance with an enemy that would have attacked Volonia at the first chance it could find. I will not abandon my people in their time of need.
“Beyond that, I am a firm believer that the Ancients are to choose my future, my mate, my life. They guide every step I take. And they have chosen Eliaphus to be mine. I will protect him, as he will protect me. Our bond is stronger than even you can fathom. Do not ever forget that.”
Fire burned inside of me at her words, and I felt her power began to pool around us. Righteous anger filled her and I settled my hand on her shoulder.
“I think you have spoken your truth. It is time to go.”
Alaris turned her pain filled eyes to me. No one else noticed the depth of hurt in them, but I could tell. I quickly guided her out of the arena and toward the fountain. The court was nearly empty, other than a few families packing their things away. A tear dropped from her eye and I quickly reached up to erase it.
“You have nothing to be ashamed of, Alaris.”
“How can I lead a people that have lost faith in me?”
“They haven’t lost faith in you. Yes, there will be doubters, but the only reason they doubt is because they do not know. For many years, the palace kept you hidden and then when you were introduced to society, you went into hiding. Those of us that know, understand. Those of them that don’t, will come to understand one day. The truth will always prevail.”
“What if I fail them?”
“If you fail, then so have I.”
 



Chapter 16
 Chapter 16
Alaris
The look in his eyes as he bent in front of me left me breathless. Once again, he surprised me. It was a simple declaration, but the weight of it was heavy. I knew then that I’d never have to worry about being alone in my guidance of this kingdom. For better or worse, Eliaphus would be with me. Together we would fight, together we would win, and together we would rule.
I felt tears prick my eyes and I lifted my palm gently to his cheek. His face was serious and I couldn’t hold it back any longer. “I love you.”
His eyes melted and burned into mine as his breaths quickened. He pulled me into his chest and took my lips as if there were a magnet pulling us together. Moments later, I felt the push as he opened himself to me, seeking the connection that kept us so tightly bound to each other. The golden braid trembled, causing both of us to shake as well. And in the midst of that, I heard him.
I will love you into eternity. You are mine and all of me belongs to you.
Then I felt the emotions wash over me. Fiercely passionate love, joy, anticipation, protectiveness, loyalty, admiration, adoration, and more. He filled my soul, leaving no sliver of doubt in my being.
A chiming giggle caused us to break apart. A little girl sat on the fountain wall a few feet from us. Her auburn hair flowed gently around her shoulders, and she wore a dark green dress that swept the ground. She seemed to be around the age of Abilla, and I smiled gently in her direction.
Her eyes took us in before she turned and ran toward a waiting canopy on the edge of the court, where people were putting together large strands of decorative flowers. That’s when I noticed what was happening around us and why the court was mostly empty.
“They’ve started the preparations.” I grinned brightly and Eli looked around taking in the area around us as well.
“So it seems.” His eyes swung back to mine and he smirked. “You sure you’re ready for this, Princess? I am just a lowly warrior.”
“Ah, yes. But you are my lowly warrior.”
He bent and placed a soft kiss on my brow, then stood, pulling me up with him. “I guess we better check in with Galiel. I’d assume he’s with the council, discussing The Perovian.”
We ascended the stairs to the council room and pushed through the door, no longer waiting for permission to enter. I was of privilege and Eli was now a part of the brotherhood. Voices carried across the room as we came closer to the raised platform filled with the members. Mavelen was standing in his place, voice raised and skin slightly glowing.
“I cannot believe that it has come to this. All because you decided to allow the joining of our warrior to our Princess. Not only that, but you support the cause of war!” He stepped down from the platform. “We have always sought peace, and you, Galiel, in this moment have changed. I no longer see my place on this council if the warrior is brought upon it!”
Silence filled the room as all of the brotherhood, except for Mavelen, watched our entrance. Eli’s hand gripped mine as he began to tremble in anger beside me. I held his marks to mine tightly and pushed calm into him, knowing that he’d need all the control he could find.
Galiel spoke before Eliaphus could. “I will ask you only once, brother, to reconsider. But know this, the decision of who is brought into council and when they are elevated ultimately lies with the ancients. Do you dare disregard their obvious choice? Do you dare turn your back on your brothers? In this moment, Mavelen, choose your loyalty. You are either with the ancients or against them. Eliaphus has been chosen, in more ways than you know. The ancients have found favor with him and upon his union with our Princess. You would be wise to reconsider your servitude under their rule.”
We stood back watching and waiting for Mavelen’s response. My heart ached at the thought that he would choose to turn his back on the council, and that he did not support Eliaphus in his elevation. Mavelen had been on the council for almost as long as Galiel, and although he was set in his own ways, I had never seen him be unkind in nature.
Finally, Mavelen moved to the stone platform in the middle of the room. Fully aware of what he was doing, he removed the golden bands from his arms and set them on the ground. He bent to his knees and set his fist upon his heart.
“I hereby release my seat on the council, aware of the consequences of my actions. I will return to the humble citizenship of Volonia, with understanding that my connection to the brotherhood as well as the power of the ancients within me, will be stripped.” Then he bowed his head and waited.
I could see sadness come over Galiel and I wanted to move toward him, but Eliaphus held me back. It had been centuries since a seat on the council had been resigned. And when this happens, the balances in our realm carried the consequence. Our council was in place to keep harmony among us. If they could not be harmonious within themselves, it bled out into the people. The seat could not remain empty. They would have to seek out who would be chosen to elevate.
Galiel motioned to Vorcian and then to Brotan, the fourth member of the council. Each of them stood, moving to position beside their leader. They silently approached Mavelen, each with their own face of concentrated sadness.
Mavelen kept his eyes downcast, refusing to look them in the eyes. He held his position as Galiel’s hand settled against his head. Vorcian and Brotan set their palms upon Galiel’s shoulders and waited.
“This what you want?” Galiel asked Mavelen, once more.
“Yes.” A deep sigh escaped him, but he didn’t move.
“Very well.” Fire ignited in Galiel’s eyes as his body began to emit light, along with Vorcian and Brotan. The three creating a trinity of power, attaching to each other and growing brighter by the second.
“I, Galiel, representative of the ancients, hereby strip you of the power flowing in your veins. Let it be brought out of your being and returned to the heavens, from where it was given. To a villager you will change, to never be called upon in council again. May the Ancients go before you in all you do.”
A scream erupted from Mavelen as a tearing sound echoed across the chamber. Light was being pulled out of him, and when the transfer ceased, Mavelen fell to the ground, clutching his shivering body.
Then, one by one, each member of the council began to turn their backs to him. Galiel first, followed then by Vorcian and Brotan. The rest followed the movement in order of their rank. Eliaphus released my hand and stepped forward toward the place where Mavelen had fallen.
He waited until Mavelen met his gaze before speaking.
“Despite what you may think, Mavelen, I do care abundantly about Volonia and all of its members. Even you. I refuse to turn my back on you, but know this, I will stand beside your future queen and rule this land justly. That includes you. Now stand and go.”
Mavelen regarded Eli with wary eyes for just a few moments, then slowly pushed himself upright and moved toward the door. He tossed one final glance toward the council, then turned and walked out.
Are you okay?I sent the question non-verbally to my mate.
I’m fine. Saddened by the loss of Mavelen’s wisdom, but he made his choice.
Yes. He did.
“Today we grieve the loss of our brother. Tomorrow we shall choose a candidate.” Galiel motioned to the empty chair beside him.
“I’d like to nominate a candidate right now.” I finally spoke up.
Galiel regarded me for a moment, then took a seat and motioned for me to continue.
“It has always been that when a prophet of Volonia is brought to light, that they shall take a place on the council. I see no reason why this should change. Abilla Ferovi should be elevated to the council and his wisdom should be acknowledged.”
Murmurs quietly spread across the group in front of us and Galiel gave me a gentle smile, nodding his head in encouragement.
Vorcian spoke up first. “Abilla is but a child. The situation we face today is different than it ever has been in the past. Prophets are usually older and more capable of being an active member of the council. Having a child on the council may seem unbalanced. Perhaps when he is older…”
Galiel interrupted him. “Age is of no consequence when the Ancients are involved, Vorcian. And if the testament of the Princess herself is supportive, along with not only her mate-our future king- but the young prophet’s brother, then I see no reason why we should treat him any differently than the others that have come before him. We shall never know why the Ancients have chosen a child to impart their visions, but we must watch and care for him as if he were our own. What better way to do that, then to have him with us?”
“I motion to elevate Abilla Ferovi to the seat on the council.” Eliaphus spoke confidently beside me.
Galiel stood from his seat. “All those in favor, please make it known.”
One by one, without hesitation, each member of the council lifted their hand in agreement
“So be it. Tomorrow we will hold the elevation. Eliaphus, it is up to you to inform your family of the decision here. I also suggest that Abilla reside in the palace with you and the Princess, until which time he is grown and able to have his own dwelling among the council.”
“Agreed,” Eliaphus responded.
Now, to tell your parents.
They will understand, Alaris. This is the right thing to do.
I feel like I’ve now taken both of their sons away.
He regarded me carefully, but didn’t say anything as we were standing in front of the council, communicating in our minds.
“We will take our leave, now. We shall return with Abilla at first light.”
Then, he turned, pulling me with him. His hand held the door open for me as I passed through the entrance to the court. We moved around the fountain and toward the village, making our way through the dwellings until we came upon his parent’s home.
Our feet quickly padded up the steps, and Eliaphus pushed open the door without knocking and stepped inside, pulling me beside him once more.
Three sets of eyes swung up at our abrupt entrance.
“We must talk.” Eliaphus spoke, leading me to the table. I slipped into a chair beside his mother and she smiled softly at me, offering me a slice of warm bread. I grinned and took a large bite out of it.
“Abilla. You must listen carefully.” The young boy halted his skipping movements around the table and stood by his father.
“Have you told Manu and Father?” Eli questioned. Abilla’s eyes cast down to the floor and he shook his head.
“It is nothing to be ashamed of, Abilla. You are special.” Eli’s voice softened a bit as he held his hand out toward his beloved brother. Abilla slipped his thin hand into his brother’s, allowing him to be pulled onto Eli’s knee.
“What is happening?” Manu’s face was filled with worry.
Eli looked at Abilla and bent to whisper something that only they could hear. Abilla warily looked at the rest of us and then reached out to his father. His tiny fingers slid against the aged skin of his father and within seconds the blue light began to appear, bouncing all around the tiny home.
We couldn’t see the vision that Abilla was showing his father, but we knew it was happening by the quickening of their breaths and the veil that dropped over their eyes. Manu started crying beside me and I reached out to offer her comfort. Moments later, Abilla broke away from Badu and they came back to the present. The blue light disappeared, and Abilla leaned into Eli’s chest.
“A Prophet.” The words of awe spilled from Badu’s lips as he gazed upon his sons.
Eli nodded. “There’s more.”
“I don’t know how much change I can take, son.”
“As much as the ancients have chosen for you. Abilla is being elevated to the council.”
“What? He is only a child!” Manu’s voice rose frantically.
“Manu. Calm.” Badu settled his hand on hers and she sighed in relief. I supposed he was using his mate connection to push the calm into her.
“Yes. He is only a child, but such is tradition that he should be elevated to council. He will be taken care of, Manu. You need not worry. It has been decided that Abilla will live in the Palace with us, until the age that he is able to care for himself.”
“There is no changing their minds? He is our son…” Manu’s voice broke slightly as tears began to form in her eyes.
I finally decided to speak up. “The invitation is open to you both as well. I know how much you love your home, but I also know how much you love your sons. Should you decide to stay in the Palace with us or not, the door will always be open for you.”
Badu held a relenting sadness in his eyes, yet a proud look remained behind them as he regarded both of his sons beside him.
“It seems as if the ancients have brought insurmountable change into our lives. We do not know the reasons for this, but we shall consider it a blessing from them. We have walked the righteous path, and now we will continue to follow wherever they lead us.” He turned his eyes to mine.
“Thank you for opening your home to us. We will consider it. Until then, please take care of our sons. They are in your hands now, Princess.”
I settled my hand over my heart and bowed my head in honor to my future pledged father. “As the ancients witness, so shall I guard and care for these with all my might. You have my word, not just as Princess, but as Alaris, your son’s mate.”
Eliaphus settled Abilla in the chair beside him and stood, pulling me to his side.
“We will be here in the morning to retrieve Abilla. The elevation will take place at first light.”
“Very well. So it must be done. Now, let’s eat this meal and say goodnight.” Badu encouraged and Manu started pouring soup into bowls setting them in front of each of us. When everything was finished and cleaned up, we said our goodbyes and headed back through the village and toward the Palace. It seemed as if Eli’s mind was somewhere else, somewhere distant.
“Are you okay?”
He turned his eyes to mine. “I’m fine, love. Just…thinking.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
We came to a stop at the doors to the palace and Eli wrapped his arms around me waist, pulling me into his chest.
“This is all I need.” He breathed into my hair. His scent overwhelming me, I settled comfortably into his embrace.
I placed a gentle kiss over his heart and he grunted, kissing my brow.
“Goodnight.” He whispered, then released me, turning the knob of the door and pushing it open.
I stepped into the large entrance and watched as the door swung closed, cutting off our view of each other.
Goodnight, mate.I sent to him. Moments later I felt a flood of love crash over me, gently laced with a wanting desire. Two Days.



Chapter 17
 Chapter 17
Eliaphus
 
Every step I took away from her pained me a little more. It was getting harder and harder to say goodnight, and leave her in the care of others.
Soon.I reminded myself of the little time we had left to wait. It was the only thing that brought any kind of solace to my unrest.
My feet pressed the ground with each step, the cobblestone street uneven but strong. I stopped at the fountain and took a seat on the edge, facing in toward the overflow spraying all around. I quickly removed my shoes and settled my feet into the cool water.
My eyes followed the flow of spraying drops in front of me. Each one pushed up high, reaching for the heavens before gently falling downward, aware that they would soon be joined with their predecessors.
My eyes moved higher as the stars began to pierce through the darkening veil that covered the sky, each one flickering their tiny light. I couldn’t help but sit in awe and wonder at the beauty of this realm. I couldn’t help but fear the war that would soon try to ravage it.
Will the stars still shine when the ground is soaked with the blood of our enemies? Will the fountain still flow, unaware of the turmoil around it? Will the light of Volonia continue to bring healing and peace to us?
With everything inside of me, this land will be preserved for the glory of the ancient trinity. No matter what it takes, our enemies will not step foot inside these walls. This was our gift from the heavens, and it will not be disturbed.
I suddenly felt a flood of peace wash over me and I closed my eyes to the heavens once more, allowing the fire to burn within me. My hands started tingling and the white fire began to pool around me, billows of white fog stretching across the court. My body thrummed to life, as if every thread of muscle was being knitted into solid steel. Nothing before had ever felt like this. I could feel myself become stronger, more powerful. 
What is happening? Alaris’ voice echoed inside my mind as the transformation was taking place.
I don’t know. Do you feel it?
My body is changing…
Mine, too.
That’s when I heard a large growl behind me. I turned, and circling the fountain where I stood surrounded in white fog, was the Perovian. His eyes were turned outward as if he was guarding me, making circle after circle as the fire continued to change me.
He swung his luminescent golden eyes to mine and then the white fog disappeared and a tearing sound echoed loudly all around us. Lights began to flicker on in windows around me. Alaris appeared, pushing out of the palace doors, and then we heard it again.
The sound once again was so loud, I felt it in my bones. The Perovian moved in front of me, leaning his front half down in a way that suggested I needed to mount him. Alaris ran to my side and then the horns began to blow.
“This is it.” She spoke aloud, and she was right. War had arrived.
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Sneak Peek: Renewal (The Restoration Series Book 2)
Chapter 1
Nova
 
Evie tossed her suitcase on my bed, then dropped herself to the mattress. 
 
“I don’t think I can do this.” She sighed out, tossing her arm across her face. 
 
I slipped a dark blue tank top from my closet and folded it neatly, placing it into my large black suitcase. “You can. We’ll be together, our families will be there, and so will Davis. I know Jared will be there when we arrive as well.” I glanced up to gauge her reaction to that. 
 
Her eyes darted to mine before quickly taking a captive gaze on the all behind me. “I know he will.”
 
“I know it’s easy to say that we shouldn’t worry, and I of all people understand why you’re freaking out. I’m right there with you. Never in a million years did I think I’d be headed back to Australia. Yet alone, headed to face the man responsible for everything.” I sunk to the bed beside her, grabbing her hand in the process and leaned my head against hers. 
 
“I don’t know why we have to do this, Ev. But I know, without a doubt, that we have to trust the ones around us. We also have to trust that God will bring us through this.”
 
At my mention of God, Evie just grunted and pushed away from me. 
 
“God has nothing to do with it, Nova. I don’t understand how you can still hold on to your beliefs after everything that happened to you. To us. If there was a God, how could he have let that happen? And even if he did, why do I have to carry around the evidence of it every single day for the next 5 months. It just seems too cruel. It’s too much to accept.”
 
Her hand went to the tiny bump that had only just appeared within the last week or so, and she rubbed it slightly as a tear cascaded down her cheek. 
 
I stood and move closer to her, pulling her into my arms. Hers wound around my waist and she buried her face in my shoulder, as I ran my fingers through her dark hair. 
 
“I don’t know, Evie. I don’t think we will ever know why those things happened, other than there is evil in this world and sometimes we have to experience that evil to have a better understanding of grace. But I do know this, you will never be alone. And if at the end of your pregnancy, you give that child to another family to raise, I will support you. If you choose to keep it, and raise it on your own, I will support you. We are all here for you. No matter what.”
 
Her sobs quieted and she stepped back, wiping the stream of tears from her face. 
 
“I’m sorry. I’m just so emotional all the time.”
 
“I know.” I grinned and shifted back to my suitcase, arranging the clothes inside. 
 
“Believe it or not, the meetings are helping.”
 
“That’s good. I told you they would.”
 
“The girls keep asking about you. They want to know when you’re coming back?”
 
I smiled at the thought of the girls at the Corinth Center. A little over two months ago I started going to a weekly support group with a collection of other rescued girls. Most of which were actually residing at the center. I had gotten to know them all pretty well, but the last few weeks I’ve been busy with getting the plans together for our trip. Davis had also been searching for a permanent house to buy in Jamestown with enough land to start a ranch of his own. I was excited for him, and he begged me to go with him to every viewing his realtor scheduled for him. Not that my opinion mattered much, but I was happy to support him. 
 
“I’ll be sure to visit when we get back to town. For now, we should probably get some sleep. Davis will be here early to pick everyone up.”
 
I zipped up my suitcase and set it by the door. Evie tossed her bag beside mine, then slipped under the covers. I turned the light off and slid in beside her, picking up my phone to check for any messages. I smiled when I saw the notification from Davis’ number. 
 
Davis: Goodnight, beautiful. I love you. 
 
I quickly typed in a response, then slid my phone on my nightstand and closed my eyes. 
 
I woke to the sound of Evie padding quickly across the room and out the door. My fingers reached for the lamp while I glanced at the clock that told me it was only four in the morning. Quickly sitting up, I followed the sounds of Evie getting sick in the bathroom across the hall. Gently tapping on the door, I quietly whispered. 
 
“Let me in, Evie.” The sounds quieted and I heard the click of the lock. I pushed the door inward slowly to reveal Evie with both arms resting across the toilet and her face pale and laying on them. Her dark hair was all around and her nightgown hadn’t quite missed the flow. 
 
I quickly pulled a teal washcloth off the towel bar and ran it under warm water, then gently wiped her face and cleaned off a few pieces of hair. 
 
“I think you should see a doctor about this morning sickness. Maybe they can give you something to help?”
 
I reached over and turned on the shower, letting the water heat up before reaching down and helping Evie stand. 
 
“I have a script in my purse, just haven’t had a chance to fill it yet.” 
 
“First thing in the morning, I’ll ask Dad to go get it. Why don’t you shower and I’ll grab you another nightgown.”
 
She just nodded mutely as she pulled the gown over her head and handed it to me. I slipped out of the door and moved quietly to my room tossing the gown in the wicker hamper by the door and quickly stepping toward my dresser. I pulled out a pair of fluffy pajama pants and a simple black tank top. After depositing them on the counter in the bathroom for Evie, I slipped back to bed and waited. I glanced at the clock again and only fifteen minutes had passed. 
 
I knew Davis would be up by now, doing chores at the ranch. Especially because he was leaving and he didn’t want his dad to have to do it. 
 
I picked up the phone and tapped on Davis’ contact icon to dial the number. It rang a few times before he answered, slightly out of breath. 
 
“Hey. What are you doing awake?” His timber voice melted through the phone and I relaxed. 
 
“Evie woke up sick. She’s in the shower now.”
 
“Does she need anything? There’s not much open right now, but I could run out and find something.”
 
“She has a script that needs to be filled before we head out in the morning, but I doubt any pharmacy is open yet. We can wait until morning.”
 
“We’ll stop on the way to the airport.”
 
I heard metal clanking in the background and a horse whinnying. 
 
“Is that Racer?”
 
He chuckled a bit. “You’d think he knew I was going to be leaving for a while. He’s rattling his stall and making all sorts of noise.”
 
“Give him a good scratch. He’ll be fine.”
 
“Will do.”
 
“Alright. I’m gonna get Evie back to bed. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
 
“Love you.”
 
“Love you too, cowboy.”
 
I hung up the phone just as Evie stepped into the room. 
 
“Better?”
 
“For now.” Her face was weary as she settled in the bed beside me. 
 
“We’ll stop and get your pills on the way out. Get some more rest, we still have a few hours before we need to be up.”
 
The doorbell chimed from downstairs and I flew up, wiping the sleep away from my eyes. Glancing at the clock once again I realized that we had slept through the alarm. It was now eight in the morning and we were supposed to be heading out in fifteen minutes. 
 
“Evie.” I shook her shoulder, causing her to roll over and groan. 
 
“Get up, Ev. We overslept.”
 
I pulled the covers off of me and stepped over to the closet. Quickly changing from my nightgown to a pair of jeans and a tank top, then grabbed a flannel shirt, that I may or may not have stolen from Davis’ truck at one point when I was cold. I slipped my arms into the dark green flannel and gently tied a knot with the ends of the shirt at my waist. 
 
Evie pushed herself up. 
 
“Do I have to go?” She whined a little, reaching for her bag. 
 
“I’m afraid so.” I glanced at her as she slipped a comfortable looking dress over her head and then pulled her hair up. 
 
“You know we’ll be okay, right?” My face falling serious for a moment. 
 
She glanced at me. “In my heart? Yes. In my head? Still working on it.”
 
I reached for her and gave her a comforting hug. “I’m with you every step of the way. I’m afraid too, but we can do this.”
 
She nodded then stepped back and grabbed a sweater from her bag.
 
When we were dressed and ready to go, I collected our bags and carried them out the door and down the stairs. Davis was sipping a cup of coffee in the living room with my father. His eyes found me the second I started descending, and quickly set his cup on the table beside him. Rising to greet me, he moved up the stairs to meet me halfway and took the bags from my hands before leaning in to place a soft kiss on my cheek. 
 
“Morning.” His voice floated around me, then he glanced up at Evie and smiled. 
 
“Morning, Davis.” Evie responded. She was getting more comfortable around him. I think she finally sensed that he wasn’t going anywhere and that he was trustworthy. If anything, she trusted me. And that was enough. 
 
Evie and I slipped into the kitchen while Davis and my dad packed the luggage into the waiting trucks. Evie and I would ride with Davis, and Evie’s mom would ride with my parents. 
 
Mom set a plate in front of each of us. Mine filled with steaming eggs and a few sizzling pieces of bacon. Evie’s nose wrinkled up at my plate as she glanced down at her own. In place of the eggs and bacon she had a toasted bagel and a bowl of sliced fruit. She quickly popped a few grapes in her mouth and smiled. Mama always knew exactly what we needed, and she must have known that Evie was up last night.
 
Evie’s mom walked in and smiled, bending to kiss each of us on the cheek. “Buenos días.”
 
“Morning, mom.” Evie greeted around the bagel in her mouth. 
 
“Are you girls ready to go?” She slid into the seat beside me and pulled a biscuit from the basket in the middle of the table. 
 
“As ready as we’re going to be.” I shrugged. 
 
Her smile fell a bit at my words, then she leaned over and brushed her hand through my long curls. 
 
“Have courage, girls. We will stand by you through everything.” 
 
Courage. It was such a difficult concept to attain, yet one we would so desperately need in the coming weeks. 
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